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Polly cut off her hair in front of the mirror, feed slightly guilty about not feeling very
guilty about doing so. It was supposed to be hewnmg glory, and everyone said it was
beautiful, but she generally wore it in a net wisee was working. She’d always told herself
it was wasted on her. But she was careful to saetlie long golden coils all landed on the
small sheet spread out for the purpose.

If she wouldadmitto any strong emotion at all at this time, it véh®er annoyance that a
haircut was all she needed to pass for a young ®he.didn’'t even need to bind up her
bosom, which she’d heard was the normal practiegdué had seen to it that she had barely
any problems in this area.

The effect that the scissors had was . . . errétit,it was no worse than other male
haircuts here. It'd do. She did feel cold on thekbaf her neck, but that was only partly
because of the loss of her long hair. It was atstabse of the Stare.

The Duchess watched her from above the bed.

It was a poor woodcut, hand-coloured mostly in kdimel red. It was of a plain, middle-
aged woman whose sagging chin and slightly bulgiyes gave the cynical the feeling that
someone had put a large fish in a dress, but tist had managed to capture something extra
in that strange, blank expression. Some picturdselyas that followed you around the room;
this one looked right through you. It was a face f@und in every home. In Borogravia, you
grew up with the Duchess watching you.

Polly knew her parents had one of the pictures@rtroom, and knew also that when her
mother was alive she used to curtsy to it everjimi§he reached up and turned this picture
round so that it faced the wall. A thought in heati saidNo. It was overruled. She’d made
up her mind.

Then she dressed herself in her brother’'s clottigsed the contents of the sheet into a
small bag which went into the bottom of her paanglwith the spare clothes, put the note on
her bed, picked up the pack and climbed out ofatimelow. At least, Polly climbed out of the
window, but it was Oliver’s feet that landed lightin the ground.

Dawn was just turning the dark world into monocheowhen she slipped across the inn’s
yard. The Duchess watched her from the inn sigm, ker father had been a great loyalist, at
least up to the death of her mother. The sign hamsen repainted this year, and a random
bird-dropping had given the Duchess a squint.

Polly checked that the recruiting sergeant’s caat wtill in front of the bar, its bright
banners now drab and heavy with last night’s r@8w.the look of that big fat sergeant, it
would be hours before it was on the road again.algdeplenty of time. He looked like a slow
breakfaster.

She let herself out of the door in the back wall &eaded uphill. At the top, she turned
back and looked at the waking town. Smoke wasgifiom a few chimneys, but since Polly
was always the first to wake, and had to yell thead®s out of their beds, the inn was still
sleeping. She knew that the Widow Clambers hadcedtayernight (it had been ‘raining too
hard for her to go home’, according to Polly’s &hand, personally, she hoped for his sake
that she’'d stay every night. The town had no sigertaf widows, and Eva Clambers was a
warm-hearted lady who baked like a champion. Hife'wilong illness and Paul’'s long
absence had taken a lot out of her father. Polly gtad some of it was being put back. The
old ladies who spent their days glowering from itheindows might spy and peeve and
mumble, but they had been doing that for too Idthgone listened any more.



She raised her gaze. Smoke and steam was alreswgly fiom the laundry of the Girls’
Working School. It hung over one end of the towke la threat, big and grey with tall, thin
windows. It was always silent. When she was snsaké’d been told that that was where the
Bad Girls went. The nature of ‘badness’ was notl@rpd, and at the age of five Polly had
received the vague idea that it consisted of notggtm bed when you were told. At the age of
eight she’d learned it was where you were luckytaao for buying your brother a paint box.
She turned her back and set off between the twdesh were full of birdsong.

Forget you were ever Pollyrhink young male, that was the thing. Fart loudly anthwi
self-satisfaction at a job well done, move likeuppet that'd had a couple of random strings
cut, never hug anyone and, if you meet a friendichithem. A few years working in the bar
had provided plenty of observational material. Nobtem about not swinging her hips, at
least. Nature had been pretty sparing there, too.

And then there was the young male walk to masteted@st women swung only thdiips
Young men swungverything from the shoulders down. You have to try to ogcagdot of
space, she thought. It makes you look bigger,dikemcat fluffing his tail. She’d seen it a lot
in the inn. The boys tried to walk big in self-dete against all those other big boys out there.
I’'m bad, I'm fierce, I'm cool, I'd like a pint offlandy and me mam wants me home by nine . .

Let's see, now . . . arms out from the body as ghowolding a couple of bags of flour . . .
check. Shoulders swaying as though she was elbomengvay through a crowd . . . check.
Hands slightly bunched and making rhythmical amrglimotions as though turning two
independent handles attached to the waist ¢ .ckcheegs moving forward loosely and ape-
like .. .check...

It worked fine for a few yards until she got sonmeghwrong and the resultant muscular
confusion somersaulted her into a holly bush. Atttet, she gave up.

The thunderstorm came back as she hurried alongraiie sometimes one would hang
around the mountains for days. But at least up Hexepath wasn't a river of mud, and the
trees still had enough leaves to give her someeption. There was no time to wait out the
weather, anyway. She had a long way to go. Thaiitewy party would cross at the ferry, but
Polly was known to all the ferrymen by sight and uard would want to see her permit to
travel, which Oliver Perks certainly didn’t haven that meant a long diversion all the way to
the troll bridge at Tiibz. To the trolls all humalesked alike and any piece of paper would do
as a permit, since they didn't read. Then she cadtk down through the pine forests to
Plun. The cart would have to stop there for thénigut the place was one of those nowhere
villages that existed only in order to avoid thebamassment of having large empty spaces on
the map. No one knew her in Pliin. No one ever wWare. It was a dump.

It was, in fact, just the place she needed. Theuitgny party would stop there, and she
could enlist. She was pretty certain the big fagsant and his greasy little corporal wouldn’t
notice the girl who'd served them last night. Shaswnot, as they said, conventionally
beautiful. The corpordiadtried to pinch her bottom, but probably out of ihalike swatting
a fly, and there was not enough for a big pinchhat.

She sat on the hill above the ferry and had abdegaekfast of cold potato and sausage while
she watched the cart cross over. No one was mad¢ighind it. No lads had been recruited
back in Munz this time. People had kept away. T@mynyoung men had left over the last
few years, and not enough had come back. And,ebties who’d come back, sometimes not
enough of each man had come back. The corporall dxaudg his big drum all he liked. Munz



was running out of sons almost as fast as it actatediwidows.

The afternoon hung heavy and humid, and a yellowe prarbler followed her from bush
to bush. Last night's mud was steaming when Paiched the troll bridge, which crossed
the river in a narrow gorge. It was a thin, gratefiair, put together, it was said, with no
mortar at all. And it was said that the weight loé bridge anchored it ever more deeply into
the rock on either side. It was said to be a wordehe world, except that very few people
around here ever wondered much about anything amnd barely aware of the world. It cost
one penny to cross, or one hundred gold piecesufhad a billygoat.* Halfway across Polly
peered over the parapet and saw the cart faregtamh working its way along the narrow road
just above the white water.

* Trolls might not be quick thinkers but they don’t forget in a hurry, either.

The afternoon’s journey was downhill all the way;ough dark pines on this side of the
gorge. She didn’t hurry and, towards sunset, sbéegppthe inn. The cart had already arrived,
but by the looks of it the recruiting sergeant Imad even bothered to make an effort. There
was no drum-banging like there had been last nighries of ‘Roll up, my young shavers!
It's a great life in the Ins-and-Outs!’

There was always a wailJsually it was a border dispute, the national nemjant of
complaining that the neighbour was letting his leedgpw too long. Sometimes it was bigger.
Borogravia was a peace-loving country in the maldteacherous, devious, warlike enemies.
They had to be treacherous, devious and warlikesratise we wouldn’t be fighting them, eh?
There was always a war.

Polly’'s father had been in the army before he tooker The Duchess from Polly’s
grandfather. He didn’t talk about it much. He’'d gt his sword back with him, but instead
of hanging it over the fireplace he used it to ptke fire. Sometimes old friends would turn
up and, when the bars were shut for the night,'dhggther round the fire and drink and sing.
The young Polly found excuses to stay up and listethe songs they sang, but that had
stopped when she’d got into trouble for using ohthe more interesting words in front of her
mother; now she was older, and served the besgstpresumably assumed that she knew the
words or would find out what they meant soon enolgsides, her mother had gone where
bad words would no longer offend and, in theoryenegot said.

The songs had been part of her childhood. She lallethe words of ‘The World Turned
Upside Down’ and ‘The Devil Shall Be My SergeantdaJohnny Has Gone For A Soldier’
and ‘The Girl | Left Behind Me’ and, after the dkimad been flowing for a while, she’'d
memorized ‘Colonel Crapski’ and ‘I Wish I'd Neverdsed Her’.

And then, of course, there had been ‘Sweet Pollye®l Her father used to sing it when
she was small and fretful or sad, and she’d laugbdgkar it simply because it had her name
in it. She was word perfect on the words beforédskeown what most of them meant. And
now . . .

. . . Polly pushed open the door. The recruitingesant and his corporal looked up from
the stained table where they were sitting, beersrhajfway to their lips. She took a deep
breath, marched over, and made an attempt atrsgluti

‘What do you want, kid?’ growled the corporal.



‘Want to join up, sir!’

The sergeant turned to Polly and grinned, whicherad scars move oddly and caused a
tremor to shake all his chins. The word ‘fat’ couldt honestly be applied to him, not when
the word ‘gross’ was lumbering forward to catch yattention. He was one of those people
who didn’t have a waist. He had an equator. Hedradlity. If he fell over, in any direction,
he would rock. Sun and drink had burned his fade $enall dark eyes twinkled in the redness
like the sparkle on the edge of a knife. Beside,hom the table, were a couple of old-
fashioned cutlasses, weapons that had more in comaritb a meat cleaver than a sword.

‘Just like that?’ he said.

‘Yessir!’

‘Really?’

‘Yessir!’

‘You don’t want us to get you stinking drunk firdt3 traditional, you know.’
‘Nosir?’

‘I haven't told you about the wonderful opportuagifor advancement and good fortune,
have 1?’

‘Nosirl’

‘Did | mention how the spanking red uniform will are you’ll have to beat the girls off
with a stick?’

‘Don’t think so, sir!’

‘Or the grub? Every meal's a banquet when you maiodmg with us!” The sergeant
smacked his belly, which caused tremors in outlygmjons. ‘I'm the living proof!’

‘Yes, sir. No, sir. | just want to join up to figlior my country and the honour of the
Duchess, sir!’

‘You do?’ said the corporal incredulously, but tergeant appeared not to hear this. He
looked Polly up and down, and Polly got the deénihpression that the man was neither as
drunk nor as stupid as he looked.

‘Upon my oath, Corporal Strappi, it seems that wlkiatve got ourselves here is nothin’
less than a good, old-fashiongdtriot, he said, his eyes searching Polly’s face. ‘Well,
you’ve come to the right place, my lad" He pulledheaf of papers towards him with an air
of bustle. *You know who we are?’

‘The Tenth Foot, sir. Light infantry, sir. Known #ise “Ins-and-Outs”, sir,” said Polly,
relief bubbling through her. She’d clearly passewhs sort of test.

‘Right, lad. The jolly old Cheesemongers. Finegiiment there is, in the finest army in the
world. Keen to join, then, are yer?’

‘Keen as mustard, sir!’” said Polly, aware of thepowal’'s suspicious eyes on her.
‘Good lad!’

The sergeant unscrewed the top from a bottle ofaimk dipped a nib pen in it. His hand
hovered over the paperwork. ‘Name, lad?’ he said.

‘Oliver, sir. Oliver Perks,’ said Polly.



‘Age?’
‘Seventeen come Sunday, sir.’

‘Yeah, right,” said the sergeant. ‘“You're seventeed I'm the Grand Duchess Annagovia.
What're you running away from, eh? Got a young ledhe family way?’

‘‘e’d ‘ave ‘ad to ‘ave ‘elp,’ said the corporalrigning. ‘He squeaks like a little lad.’

Polly realized she was starting to blush. But th@ung Oliver would blush too, wouldn’t
he? It was very easy to make a boy blush. Pollydcda it just by staring.

‘Don’t matter anyway,’ said the sergeant. “You makeir mark on this here document and
kiss the Duchess and you’'may little lad, you understand? My name is Sergeaokrdan. |
will be your mother and your father and Corporalapi here will be just like your big
brother. And life will be steak and bacon every ,dagd anyone who wants to drag you
away’ll have to drag me away too, because I'll b&limg on to your collar. And you might
well be thinking there’s no one that can drag thath, Mr Perks.” A thick thumb jabbed at
the paper. ‘Just there, right?’

Polly picked up the pen and signed.
‘What's that?’ said the corporal.
‘My signature,’ said Polly.

She heard the door open behind her, and spun r@&ewkral young men— she corrected
herself, severadther young men had clattered into the bar, and werengoaround warily.

‘You can read and write, too?’ said the sergedatang up at them and then back to her.
‘Yeah, | see. A nice round hand, as well. Officeatemial, you are. Give him the shilling,
corporal. And the picture, of course.’

‘Right, sergeant,” said Corporal Strappi, holding a picture frame on a handle, like a
looking-glass.” ‘Pucker up, Private Parts.’

‘It's Perks, sir,” said Polly.
‘Yeah, right. Now kiss the Duchess.’

It was not a good copy of the famous picture. Tamtng behind the glass was faded and
something, some kind of moss or something, was igigpwn the inside of the cracked glass
itself. Polly let her lips brush it while holdingghbreath.

‘Huh,’” said Strappi, and pressed something intohaerd.
‘What's this?’ said Polly, looking at the small sgia of paper.

‘An [OU. Bit short of shillings right now,” said ghsergeant, while Strappi smirked. ‘But
the innkeeper’ll stand you a pint of ale, courteéher grace.’

He turned and looked up at the newcomers. ‘Welheker rains but it pours. You boys
here to join up too? My word, and we didn’t everné¢o bang the drum. It must be Corporal
Strappi’s amazin’ charisma. Step up, don’t be $tikio’s the next likely lad?’

Polly looked at the next recruit with horror thdeshoped she was concealing. She hadn’t
really noticed him in the gloom, because he wasriwgdlack - not cool, styled black, but a
dusty black, the kind of suit people got buriedBy.the look of it, that person had been him.
There were cobwebs all over it. The boy himself st@dhes across his forehead.



‘Your name, lad?’ said Jackrum.

‘Igor, thur.’

Jackrum counted the stitches.

‘You know, | had a feeling it was going to be,” $&d. ‘And | see you're eighteen.’

‘Awake!’
‘Oh, gods . . .” Commander Samuel Vimes put hisdsasver his eyes.

‘I beg your pardon, your grace?’ said the Ankh-Makpconsul to Zlobenia. ‘Are you ill,
your grace?’

‘What's your name again, young man?’ said Vimes ‘$orry, but I've been travelling for
two weeks and not getting a lot of sleep and Ivers all day being introduced to people with
difficult names. That's bad for the brain.’

‘It's Clarence, your grace. Clarence Chinny.’

‘Chinny?’ said Vimes, and Clarence read everythimlis expression.

‘I'm afraid so, sir,” he said.

‘Were you a good fighter at school?’ said Vimes.

‘No, your grace, but no one could beat me oveotieehundred-yard dash.’

Vimes laughed. ‘Well, Clarence, any national anthibat starts “Awake!” is going to lead
to trouble. They didn’t teach you this in the Raam’s office?’

‘Er ... no, your grace,’ said Chinny.
‘Well, you'll find out. Carry on, then.’

‘Yes, sir.” Chinny cleared his throat. ‘The Borogian National Anthem,” he announced,
for the second time.

‘Awake SOITY, your gracge sons of the Motherland!

Taste no more the wine of the sour apples

Woodsmen, grasp your choppers!

Farmers, slaughter with the tool formerly used for lifting beets the foe!
Frustrate the endless wiles of our enemies

We into the darkness march singing

Against the whole world in arms coming

But see the golden light upon the mountain tops!

The new day is a great big fish!’

‘Er . ..”Vimes said. ‘That last bit. .. ?’

‘That is a literal translation, your grace,’ saith@nce nervously. ‘It means something like
“an amazing opportunity” or “a glittering prize”oyr grace.’

‘When we’re not in public, Clarence, “sir” will ddYour grace” is just to impress the



natives.” Vimes slumped back in his uncomfortalblaig chin in his hand, and then winced.

‘Two thousand three hundred miles,’ he said, sigftis position. ‘And it's freezing on a
broomstick, however low they fly. And then the bargnd then the coach . . .” He winced
again. ‘I read your report. Do you think it's pddsifor an entire nation to be insane?’

Clarence swallowed. He’d been told that he wadrtglko the second most powerful man
in Ankh-Morpork, even if the man himself acted heugh he was ignorant of the fact. His
desk in this chilly tower room was rickety; it hadlonged to the head janitor of the Kneck
garrison until yesterday. Paperwork cluttered itared surface and was stacked in piles
behind Vimes’s chair.

Vimes himself did not look, to Clarence, like a dukle looked like a watchman which, in
fact, Clarence understood, he was. This offendede@te Chinny. People at the top should
look as though they belonged there.

*That’'s a very . . . interesting question, sir¢ said. “You mean the people—’

‘Not the people, the nation,” said Vimes. ‘Borogeaiooks off its head, to me, from what
I've read. | expect the people just do the besy tben and get on with raising their kids
which, | might say, I'd rather be doing right nawo. Look, you know what | mean. You take
a bunch of people who don’t seem any different fyma and me, but when you add them all
together you get this sort of huge raving maniat wational borders and an anthem.’

‘It's a fascinating idea, sir,’ said Clarence diplatically.

Vimes looked round the room. The walls were baomest The windows were narrow. It
was damn cold, even on a sunny day. All that bad fand that bumping about and sleeping
on bad beds . . . and all that travelling in thekdtoo, on dwarf barges in their secret canals
under the mountains - the gods alone knew whataté diplomacy Lord Vetinari had pulled
off to getthat, although the Low King owed Vimes a few favours .

... all of that for this cold castle over thiddoiver between these stupid countries, with
their stupid war. He knew what he wanted to dohdfy’d been people, scuffling in the gutter,
he’d have known what to do. He’d have banged theads together and maybe shoved them
in the cells overnight. You couldn’t bang countriegether.

Vimes picked up some paperwork, fiddled with itdahrew it down again. ‘To hell with
this,” he said. ‘What's happening out there?’

‘I understand there are a few pockets of resistams®me of the more inaccessible areas
of the keep, but they are being dealt with. Fompadictical purposes the keep is in our hands.
That was a clever ruse of yours, your gr— sir.’

Vimes sighed. ‘No, Clarence, it was a dull old rueshould not be possible to get men
into a fortress dressed as washerwomen. Threeeof Had moustaches, for goodness’ sake!

‘The Borogravians are rather . . . old-fashionedulthings like that, sir. On that subject,
we appear to have zombies in the lower crypts. ditdahings. A lot of high-ranking
Borogravian military men were interred down theverahe centuries, apparently.’

‘Really? What are they doing now?’

Clarence raised his eyebrows. ‘Lurching, sir, hkhiGroaning. Zombie things. Something
seems to have stirred them up.’

‘Us, probably,” said Vimes. He got up, strode asrtse room, and pulled open the big
heavy door. ‘Reg! he yelled.



After a moment another watchman appeared, andesilde was grey-faced, and Clarence
couldn’t help noticing when the man saluted thathland and fingers were held together with
stitching.

‘Have you met Constable Shoe, Clarence?’ said Vichegrfully. ‘One of my staff. Been
dead for more than thirty years, and loves evernutei of it, eh, Reg?’

‘Right, Mister Vimes,’ said Reg, grinning and relreg a lot of brown teeth.
‘Some fellow countrymen of yours down in the celReg.’

‘Oh, dear. Lurching, are they?’

‘‘fraid so, Reg.’

‘| shall go and have a word with them,’ said Reg. $dluted again and marched out, with a
hint of lurch.

‘He’s, er, from here?’ said Chinny, who had gonéeypale.

‘Oh, no. Theundiscovereccountry,” said Vimes. ‘He’s dead. However, credhere it's
due, he hasn't let that stop him. You didn’t knoe ave a zombie in the Watch, Clarence?’

‘Er . . . no, sir. I've haven't been back to théyadn five years.” He swallowed. ‘I gather
things have changed.’

Horribly so, in Clarence Chinny’s opinion. Beingnsaoll to Zlobenia had been an easy job,
which left him a lot of time to get on with his lmess. And then the big semaphore towers
marched through, all along the valley, and suddémnlkh-Morpork was an hour away. Before
the clacks, a letter from Ankh-Morpork would takena than a two weeks to get to him, and
so no one worried if he took a day or two to answelNow people expected a reply
overnight. He'd been quite glad when Borogravia dadtroyed several of those wretched
towers. And then all hell had been let loose.

‘We've got all sorts in the Watch,” said Vimes. ‘drwe bloody well need ‘em now,
Clarence, with Zlobenians and Borogravians scrappirthe streets over some damn quarrel
that began a thousand years ago. It's worse tharfshvand trolls! All because someone’s
great-to-the-power-of-umpteen-grandmother slappeddce of someone’s great-ditto-uncle!
Borogravia and Zlobenia can’t even agree a bortleey chose the river, and that changes
course every spring. Suddenly the clacks towersnasg on Borogravian soil - or mud,
anyway -so the idiots burn them down for religioeasons.’

‘Er, there is more to it than that, sir,” said Qyn

‘Yes, | know. | read the history. The annual scvéth Zlobenia is just the local derby.
Borogravia fights everybody. Why?’

‘National pride, sir.’

‘What in? There’s nothing there! There’s some tallmines, and they're not bad farmers,
but there’s no great architecture, no big librariee famous composers, no very high
mountains, no wonderful views. All you can say dlibe place is that it isn’t anywhere else.
What's so special about Borogravia?’

‘I suppose it's special because it's theirs. Andcotirse there’s Nuggan, sir. Their god.
I've brought you a copy of theook of Nuggan

‘I looked through one back in the city, Chinny,id&imes. ‘Seemed pretty stu—"’



‘That wouldn’t have been a recent edition, sir. Anduspect it wouldn’t be, er, very
current that far from here. This one is more ugdte,” said Chinny, putting a small but thick
book on the desk.

‘Up to date? What do you mean, up to date?’ sardegi, looking puzzled. ‘Holy writ gets
... written. Do this, don’t do that, no covetiygur neighbour's ox . . .’

‘Um . . . Nuggan doesn't just leave it at that, $le, er . . . updates things. Mostly the
Abominations, to be frank.’

Vimes took the new copy. It was noticeably thicktean the one he’d brought with him.

‘I's what they call a Living Testament,” Chinny @ained. ‘They - well, | suppose you
could say they “die” if they're taken out of Boragra. They no longer . . . get added to. The
latest Abominations are at the end, sir,” said @hinelpfully.

‘This is a holy book with an appendix?’

‘Exactly, sir.’

‘In aring binder?’

‘Quite so, sir. People put blank pages in and theminations . . . turn up.’

‘You mean magically?’

‘I suppose | mean religiously, sir.’

Vimes opened a page at random. ‘Chocolate?’ he ‘$teéddoesn’t like chocolate?’
‘Yes, sir. That's an Abomination.’

‘Garlic? Well, | don’t much like that, so fair englu . . . cats?’

‘Oh, yes. He really doesn't like cats, sir.’

‘Dwarfs? It says here “The dwarfish race which worshipsdasl an Abomination unto
Nuggan”! He must be mad. What happened there?’

‘Oh, the dwarfs that were here sealed their mimesvanished, your grace.

‘I bet they did. They know trouble when they seesiaid Vimes. He let ‘your grace’ pass
this time; Chinny clearly derived some satisfacfiamm talking to a duke.

He leafed through the pages, and stopféte colour blu€’
‘Correct, sir.’
‘What’s abominable about the colour blue? It's jastolour! The sky is bluel’

‘Yes, sir. Devout Nugganites try not to look athese days. Um . . .” Chinny had been
trained as a diplomat. Some things he didn't likesay directly. ‘Nuggan, sir . . . um . . . is
rather . . . tetchy,” he managed.

‘Tetchy?’ said Vimes. ‘Atetchygod? What, he complains about the noise their kidke?
Objects to loud music after nine p.m.?’

‘Um . . . we get thAnkh-Morpork Timedere, sir, eventually, and, er, I'd say, er, that
Nuggan is very much like, er, the kind of peopleowtrite to its letter column. You know,
sir. The kind who sign their letters “Disgustedfatkh-Morpork” . . .’

‘Oh, you mean he reallg mad,’ said Vimes.



‘Oh, I'd never mean anything like that, sir,” s&@tinny hurriedly.
‘What do the priests do about this?’
‘Not a lot, sir. | think they quietly ignore sométbe more, er, extreme Abominations.’

‘You mean Nuggan objects to dwarfs, cats and theucdblue and there’re more insane
commandments?’

Chinny coughed politely.
‘All right, then,” growled Vimes. ‘Moreextremecommandments?’

‘Oysters, sir. He doesn’t like them. But that's mgproblem because no one there has ever
seen an oyster. Oh, and babies. He Abominated tioem,

‘| take it people still make them here?’

‘Oh, yes, your gr— I'm sorry. Yes, sir. But theyefauilty about it. Barking dogs, that was
another one. Shirts with six buttons, too. And cleedr . . . people just sort of, akoidthe
trickier ones. Even the priests seem to have ginetrying to explain them.’

‘Yes, | think | can see why. So what we have hera country that tries to run itself on the
commandments of a god who, the people feel, mawdaring his underpants on his head.
Has he Abominated underpants?’

‘No, sir,” Chinny sighed. ‘But it's probably onlymaatter of time.’
‘So how do they manage?’

‘These days, people mostly pray to the Duchess @owia. You see icons of her in every
house. They call her the Little Mother.’

‘Ah, yes, the Duchess. Can | get to see her?’

‘Oh, no one sees her, sir. No one except her sesvas seen her for more than thirty
years. To be honest, sir, she’s probably dead.’

‘Only probably?’

‘No one really knows. The official story is thateshin mourning. It's rather sad, sir. The
young Duke died a week after they got married. Gdnga wild pig during a hunt, | believe.
She went into mourning at the old castle at Prince-
MarmadukePiotreAlbertHansJosephBernhardtWilhelngsbeand hasn’'t appeared in public
since. The official portrait was painted when skes\about forty, | believe.’

‘No children?’
‘No, sir. On her death, the line is extinct.’
‘And they pray to her? Like a god?’

Chinny sighed. ‘Idid put this in my briefing notes, sir. The royal fénin Borogravia
have always had a quasi-religious status, you Beey're the head of the church and the
peasants, at least, pray to them in the hope Hesfllt put in a good word with Nuggan.
They're like . . . living saints. Celestial interdiaries. To be honest, that's how these
countries work in any case. If you want somethingej you have to know the right people.
And | suppose it's easier to pray to someone it than to a god you can’t see.’

Vimes sat looking at the consul for some time. Whemext spoke, he frightened the man
to his boots.



‘Who'd inherit?’ he said.

‘Sir?’

‘Just following the monarchy, Mr Chinny. If the Chess isn’'t on the throne, who should
be?’

‘Um, it's incredibly complex, sir, because of thetermarriages and the various legal
systems, which for example—’

‘Who’s the smart money on, Mr Chinny?’
‘Um, Prince Heinrich of Zlobenia.’

To Chinny’s astonishment Vimes laughed. ‘And hetndering how auntie’s gettin’ on, |
expect. | met him this morning, didn’t I? Can’t dapok to him.’

‘But he is a friend of Ankh-Morpork,” said Chinngproachfully. ‘That was in my report.
Educated. Very interested in the clacks. Got gpdams for his country. They used to be
Nugganatic in Zlobenia, but he’s banned the refigaad, frankly, hardly anyone objected. He
wants Zlobenia to move forward. He admires Ankh-ptok very much.’

‘Yes, | know. He sounds almost as insane as Nuggaitd Vimes. ‘Okay, so what we've
probably got is an elaborate charade to keep Héimmut. How’s this place governed?’

‘There isn’'t much. A bit of tax collecting, and tlsabout all. We think some of the senior
court officials just drift on as if the Duchess waie. The only thing that really works is the
aimy.’

‘All right, how about coppers? Everyone needs coppht least they have their feet on the
ground.’
‘| believe informal citizens’ committees enforce ggianatic law,” said Chinny.

‘Oh, gods. Prodnoses, curtain-twitchers and vigdan said Vimes. He stood up and
peered out through the narrow window at the pl&low. It was night-time. Cooking-fires in
the enemy camp made demonic constellations indhendss.

‘Did they tell you why I've been sent here, Clarefithe said.

‘No, sir. My instructions were that you would, uoversee things. Prince Heinrich is not
very happy about it.’

‘Oh, well, the interests of Ankh-Morpork are theerests of all money-lov— oops, sorry,
all freedomloving people everywhere,” said Vimes. ‘We carévk a country that turns back
our mail coaches and keeps cutting down the clamkers. That's expensive. They're cutting
the continent in half, they're the pinch in the tglass. I'm to bring things to a “satisfactory”
conclusion. And frankly, Clarence, I'm wonderingits even worth attacking Borogravia.
It'll be cheaper to sit here and wait for it to &ge. Although | notice . . . where was that
report . .. ah, yes . .. it will starve firstRégrettably so, sir.’

Igor stood mutely in front of the recruiting table.

‘Don’t often see you people these days,’ said Jaokr

‘Yeah, run out of fresh brains, ‘ave yer?’ said tloeporal nastily.

‘Now then, corporal, no call for that,” said thegeant, leaning back in his creaking chair.



‘There’s plenty of lads out there walking around legs they wouldn’t still have if there
hadn’t been a friendly Igor around, eh, Igor?’

‘Yeah? Well,l heard about people waking up and findin’ theieridly Igor had whipped
out their brains in the middle of the night and ¢eiged off to flog ‘em,” said the corporal,
glaring at Igor.

‘I promith you your brain ith entirely thafe fromancorporal,’ said Igor. Polly started to
laugh, and stopped when she realized absolutebneelse was doing so.

‘Yeah, well, | met a sergeant who said an Igor @autman’s legs orbackwards said
Corporal Strappi. ‘What good'’s that to a soldidr?’e

‘Could advance and retreat at the thame time?’ iggidlevelly. ‘Thargent, | know all the
thtorieth, and they are nothing but vile calumniéttheek only to therve my country. | do not
want trouble.’

‘Right,” said the sergeant. ‘Nor do we. Make youarky and you’ve got to promise”not to
mess about with Corporal Strappi’s brain, righAt®thersignature? My word, | can see we've
got ourselves a bleediobllegeof recruits today. Give him his cardboard shilliogrporal.’

‘Thank you,’ said Igor. ‘And | would like to givéné picture a wipe, if it'th all the thame to
you.” He produced a small cloth.

‘Wipe it?’ said Strappi. ‘Is that allowed, sergezint

‘What do you want to wipe it for, mister?’ said kaanm.

‘To remove the invithible demonth,’ said Igor.

‘I can’'t see any invis— Strappi began, and stopped

‘Just let him, all right?’ said Jackrum. ‘It's ooné&their funny little ways.’
‘Dun’t seem right,” muttered Strappi. ‘Practicathgason . . .’

‘Can’t see why it'd be wrong just to give the oldl@ wash,” said the sergeant shortly.
‘Next. Oh ...

Igor, after carefully wiping the stained picturedagiving it a perfunctory peck, came and
stood next to Polly, giving her a sheepish grint 8he was watching the next recruit.

He was short and quite slim, which was fairly usunah country where it was rare to get
enough food to make you fat. But he was dressdédbick and expensively, like an aristocrat;
he even had a sword. The sergeant was, therebmiin worried. Clearly a man could get
into trouble talking wrong to a nob who might hawgortant friends.

‘You sure you've come to the right place, sir?’daed.

‘Yes, sergeant. | wish to enlist.’

Sergeant Jackrum shifted uneasily. ‘Yes, sir, batriot sure a gentleman like you—’
‘Are you going to enlist me or not, sergeant?’

‘Not usual for agentlemarto enlist as a common soldier, sir,” mumbled thgsant.

‘What you mean, sergeant, is: is anyone after regRdre a price on my head? And the
answer is no.’

‘How about a mob with pitchforks?’ said Corporatefipi. ‘He’s a bloodywampire sarge!
Anyone can see that! He’s a Black Ribboner! LoaKsyot the badge!’



‘Which says “Not One Drop”,” said the young mannshl. ‘Not one drop of human blood,
sergeant. A prohibition | have accepted for almivad years, thanks to the League of
Temperance. Of course, if you have a personal tbjecsergeant, you only need to give it to
me in writing.’

Which was quite a clever thing to say, Polly thaudiose clothes cost serious money.
Most of the vampire families were highly nobby. Yioever knew who was connected to who
.. . hot just connected to who, in fact, but toowh Whoms were likely to be far more trouble
than your common everyday who. The sergeant wasrigalown a mile of rough road.

‘Got to move with the times, corporal,” he said¢ideng not to go there. ‘And we certainly
need the men.’

‘Yeah, but s’posin’ he wants to suck all my bloodt an the middle of the night?’ said
Strappi.

‘Well, he’'ll just have to wait until Private Igor'nished looking for your brain, won't
he?’ snapped the sergeant. ‘Sign here, mister.’

The pen scratched on the paper. After a minutevorthe vampire turned the paper over
and continued writing on the other side. Vampirad long names.

‘But you can call me Maladict,” he said, droppitg tpen back in the inkwell.

‘Thank you very much, | must say, si— private. Ghim the shilling, corporal. Good job
it's not a silver one, eh? Haha!

‘Yes,’ said Maladict. ‘It is.’

‘Next!" said the sergeant. Polly watched as a fdray, breeches held up with string,
shuffled in front of the table and looked at thellquen with the resentful perplexity of those
confronted with new technology.

She turned back to the bar. The landlord glareteatin the manner of bad landlords
everywhere. As her father always said, if you laptnn you either liked people or went mad.
Oddly enough, some of the mad ones were the bdebking after their beer. But by the
smell of the place, this wasn’t one of those.

She leaned on the bar. ‘Pint, please,” she said,vaatched glumly as the man gave a
scowl of acknowledgement and turned to the bigdbarit'd be sour, she knew, with the slop
bucket under the tap tipped back in every night, e spigot not put back, and . . . yes, it
was going to be served in a leather tankard théipn@bably never been washed.

A couple of new recruits were already knocking balckir pints, though, with every
audible sign of enjoyment. But this was Pliin, afédl. Anything that made you forget you
were there was probably worth drinking.

One of them said, ‘Lovely pint, this, eh?’ and ey next to him belched and said, ‘Best
I've tasted, yeah.’

Polly sniffed at the tankard. The contents smelied something she wouldn't feed to
pigs. She took a sip, and completely changed higriasp Shewould feed it to pigs. Those
lads have never tasted beer before, she told helggllike dad said. Out in the country
there’s lads who’d join up for an uninhabited pafiroreeches. And they’ll drink this muck
and pretend to enjoy it like men, hey up, we supgmde stuff last night, eh, lads? And then
next thing—

Oh, lor’ . . . that reminded her. What'd the pribg like here? The men’s one out in the



yard back at home was bad enough. Polly sloshedigvpails of water into it every morning
while trying not to breathe. There was weird gre®ss growing on the slate floor. And The
Duchess was a good inn. It had customers who tosik boots off before going to bed.

She narrowed her eyes. This stupid fool in frorh@f, a man making one long eyebrow do
the work of two, was serving them slops and foulegar just before they marched off to
war—

‘Thith beer,” said Igor, on her right, ‘tathteth ledrthe pith.’
Polly stood back. Even in a bar like this, that Wiighg talk.

‘Oh, you’d know, would you?’ said the barman, loogiover the boy. ‘Drunk horse piss,
have you?’

‘Yeth,” said Igor.
The barman stuck a fist in front of Igor’s faceo\M you listen to me, you lisping little—’

A slim black arm appeared with amazing speed apdl@ hand caught the man’s wrist.
The one eyebrow contorted in sudden agony.

‘Now, it’s like this,” said Maladict calmly. ‘We’resoldiers of the Duchess, agreed? Just

say “aargh”.
He must have squeezed. The man groaned.

‘Thank you. And you’re serving up as beer a ligb&$t described as foul water,” Maladict
went on in the same level, conversational toneof'lcourse, don’t drink . . . horse piss, but |
have a highly developed sense of smell, and readyld prefer not to list aloud the things |
can smell in this murk, so we’'ll just say “rat dpopgs” and leave it at that, shall we? Just
whimper. Good man.’” At the end of the bar, onehaf hew recruits threw up. The barman’s
fingers had gone white. Maladict nodded with satgbn.

‘Incapacitating a soldier of her grace in wartinsea treasonable offence,” he said. He
leaned forward. ‘Punishable, of course, by . .atde Maladict pronounced the word with a
certain delight:However, if there happened to be another barrel of bemrrat the place, you
know, good stuff, the stuff you'd keep for youreinds if you had any friends, then I'm sure
we can forget this little incident. Now, I'm goirtg let go of your wrist. | can tell by your
eyebrow that you are a thinker, and if you're timgkof rushing back in here with a big stick,
I'd like you to think abouthis instead: I'd like you to think about this blackolbon I'm
wearing. Know what it means, do you?’

The barman winced, and mumbled: ‘Temp’rance League

‘Right! Well done!” said Maladict. ‘And one moredhght for you, if you've got room.
I've only taken a pledge not to drink human blolbdloesn’t mean | can’t kick you in the fork
so hard you suddenly go deaf.’

He released his grip. The barman slowly straigidemg Under the bar h&ould have a
short wooden club, Polly knew. Every bar had onesrEher father had one. It was a great
help, he said, in times of worry and confusion. S&e the fingers of the usable hand twitch.

‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘| think he means it.’

The barman relaxed. ‘Bit of a misunderstandingeghgents,” he mumbled. ‘Got the wrong
barrel in. No offence meant.” He shuffled off, hesnd almost visibly throbbing.

‘l only thaid it wath horthe pith,” said Igor.



‘He won't cause trouble,’” said Polly to MaladicH€’ll be your friend from now on. He’s
worked out he can’t beat you so he’s going to ha y@st mate.’

Maladict subjected her to a thoughtful star&kriow that,” he said. ‘How do you?’

‘l used to work in an inn,” said Polly, feeling heeart begin to beat faster, as it always did
when the lies lined up. ‘“You learn to read people.’

‘What did you do in the inn?’

‘Barman.’

‘There’s another inn in this hole, is there?’
‘Oh no, I'm not from round here.’

Polly groaned at the sound of her own voice, andeddor the question: ‘Then why come
here to join up?’ It didn’t come. Instead, Maladast shrugged and said, ‘I shouldn’t think
anyone is from round here.’

A couple more new recruits arrived at the bar. Thagl the same look - sheepish, a bit
defiant, in clothes that didn't fit well. Eyebroveappeared with a small keg, which he laid
reverentially on a stand and gently tapped. Heepudl genuine pewter tankard from under the
bar, filled it, and timorously proffered it to Mal&t.

‘lgor?’ said the vampire, waving it away.

‘I'll thtick with the horthe pith, if it'th all thethame to you,’ said Igor. He looked around in
the sudden silence. ‘Look, | never thaid | didike it,” said Igor. He pushed his mug across
the sticky bar. ‘Thame again?’

Polly took the new tankard and sniffed at it. Tiste took a sip. ‘Not bad,” she said. ‘At
least it tastes like it's—

The door pushed open, letting in the sounds obtben. About two-thirds of a troll eased
its way inside, and then managed to get the resself through.

Polly was okay about trolls. She met them up invileeds sometimes, sitting amongst the
trees or purposefully lumbering along the trackshenway to whatever it was trolls did. They
weren’t friendly, they were . . . resigned. The ld& got humans in it, live with it. They're
not worth the indigestion. You can't kill ‘em alktep around ‘em. Stepping on ‘em doesn’t
work in the long term.

Occasionally a farmer would hire one to do some/yi@@rk. Sometimes they turned up,
sometimes they didn’t. Sometimes they'd turn upnber around a field pulling out tree
stumps as if they were carrots, and then wandewitifiout waiting to be paid. A lot of things
humans did mystified trolls, and vice versa. Gelhgriney avoided one another.

But she didn't often see trolls as . . . trollishthis one. It looked like a boulder that had
spent centuries in the damp pine forests. Lichemmeal it. Stringy grey moss hung in curtains
from its head and its chin. It had a bird’s nesbire ear. It had a genuine troll club, made
from an uprooted sapling. It was almost a jokd tetcept that no one would laugh.

The root end of the sapling bumped across the fgothe troll, watched by the recruits
and a horrified Corporal Strappi, trudged to tHa#da

‘Gonna En List,’ it said. ‘Gonna do my bit. Gimmilsn’.’
‘You're a troll”” Strappi burst out.



‘Now, now, none of that, corporal,” said Sergeatkium. ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell.’

‘Don’t ask? Don'task? It's a troll, sarge! It's got crags! There’s ggagrowing under its
fingernails! It's a troll!’

‘Right,” said the sergeant. ‘Enlist him.’

‘You want to fight with us?’ Strappi squeaked. Tsdiad no sense of personal space, and a
ton of what was, for practical purposes, a kindoak was looming right over the table.

The troll analysed the question. The recruits siaallence, mugs halfway to mouths.

‘No,’ said the troll at last. ‘Gonna fight wi’ Enr&y. Gods save the . . .” The troll paused,
and looked at the ceiling. Whatever it was seekimgge didn’'t appear to be visible. Then it
looked at its feet, which had grass growing on th&imen it looked at its free hand and
moved its fingers as if counting something. ‘Duchess,’ it said. It had been a long wait. The
table creaked as the troll laid a hand on it, papwards. ‘Gimme shillin’.’

‘We’ve only got the bits of pape—' Corporal Straggggan. Sergeant Jackrum jabbed an
elbow into his ribs.

‘Upon my oath, are you mad?’ he hissed. ‘Thereteraman bounty for enlisting a troll”’
With his other hand he reached into his jacket pgcgulled out a real silver shilling, and
placed it delicately in the huge hand. ‘Welcomeydar new life, friend! I'll just write your
name down, shall I? What is it?’

The troll looked at ceiling, feet, sergeant, wafidatable. Polly saw its lips move.
‘Carborundum?’ it volunteered.

‘Yeah, probably,” said the sergeant. ‘Er, how'd \like to shav— to cut off some of that
hai— moss? We've got a, a sort of a . . . regutatio.’

Wall, floor, ceiling, table, fingers, sergeant. ‘Nsaid Carborundum.

‘Right. Right. Right,” said the sergeant quicklit's not a regulation as per such, actually,
it's more of an advisory. Silly one, too, eh? I'alevays thought so. Glad to have you with us,’
he added fervently.

The troll licked the coin, which gleamed like amd@nd in its hand. It actually did have
grass growing under its fingernails too, Polly net. Then Carborundum trudged to the bar.
The crowd parted instantly, because trollsver had to stand at the back of the press of
bodies, waving money and trying to catch the barmaye.

He broke the coin in two and dropped both halvetherbar top. Eyebrow swallowed. He
looked as though he would have said ‘Are you suex®ept that this was not a question
barmen addressed to people weighing over half aGarborundum thought for a while, and
then said: ‘Gimme drink.’

Eyebrow nodded, disappeared briefly into the ro@mirtd the bar, and came back holding
a double-handled mug. Maladict sneezed. Polly’s eyatered. It was the kind of smell you
sense with your teeth. The pub might make foul lasea matter of course, hiiis was eye-
stinging vinegar.

Eyebrow dropped one half of the silver coin intoaimd then took a copper penny out of
the money drawer and held it over the fuming muige Troll nodded. With just a hint of
ceremony, like a cocktail waiter dropping the déittimbrella into a Double Entendre, Eyebrow
let the copper fall.



More bubbles welled up. Igor watched with interé€rborundum picked the mug up in
two fingers of each shovel-like hand, and swallowezl contents in one gulp. He stood stock
still for a moment, then carefully put the mug backthe bar.

‘You gentlemen might like to move back a bit,” mwmed Eyebrow.
‘What's going to happen?’ said Polly.
‘It takes ‘em all differently,” said Eyebrow. ‘LoagKike this one’s - no, there he goes . . .’

With considerable style, Carborundum went over bhackls. There was no sagging at the
knees, no girly attempt to soften the fall. He jugnt from standing up, one hand out, to
lying down, one hand up. He even rocked gentlystome time after hitting the floor.

‘Got no head for his drink,” said Eyebrow. ‘Typiaaf the young bucks. Wants to play the
big troll, comes in here, orders an Electrick Flmorger, doesn’t know how to handle it.’

‘Is he going to come round?’ said Maladict.
‘No, that’s it until dawn, | reckon,’ said Eyebroirain stops working.’

‘Shouldn’t affecthim too much, then,” said Corporal Strappi, steppipg ‘Right, you
miserable lot. You're sleeping in the shed out ltlaek, understand? Practically waterproof,
hardly any rats. We're out of here at dawn! Youfre¢he army now!

Polly lay in the dark, on a bed of musty straw. fEheas no question of anyone’s getting
undressed. The rain hammered on the roof and the lew through a crack under the door,
despite Igor’'s attempt to stuff it with straw. Teewas some desultory conversation, during
which Polly found that she was sharing the dankdsh&h ‘Tonker Halter, ‘Shufti’
Manickle, ‘Wazzer Goom and ‘Lofty’ Tewt. Maladieind Igor didn’t seem to have acquired
repeatable nicknames. She’d become Ozzer by geagredment.

Slightly to Polly’s surprise the boy now known as¥¥er had taken a small picture of the
Duchess out of his pack and had nervously hung &rmold nail. No one else said anything
as he prayed to it. It was what you were supposeib

They said the Duchess was dead . . .

Polly had been washing up when she’d heard thetalking late one night, and it's a poor
woman who can’t eavesdrop while making a noisb@same time.

Dead, they said, but the people up at PrinceMarkedu
PiotreAlbertHansJosephBernhardtWilhelmsberg werewfinitting it. That was ‘cos what
with there being no children, and with royalty nyang one another’s cousins and grannies all
the time, the ducal throne would go to Prince Heimof Zlobenia! There! Can you believe
that? That's why we never see her, right? And thasn’'t been a new picture all these years?
Makes you think, eh? Oh, they say she’s been inrmiog ‘cos of the young Duke, but that
was more’n seventy years ago! They say she wasdirisecret and—

At which point her father had stopped the spealesdd There are some conversations
where you don’t even want people to remember yae iethe same room.

Dead or alive, the Duchess watched over you.



The recruits tried to sleep.

Occasionally, someone belched or expelled windilgpand Polly responded with a few
fake eructations of her own. That seemed to insgieater effort on the part of the other
sleepers, to the point where the roof rattled ansk dell down, before everyone subsided.
Once or twice she heard people stagger out intavthdy darkness, in theory for the privy
but probably, given male impatience in these mstter aim much closer to home. Once,
coasting in and out of a troubled dream, she thbsigé heard someone sobbing.

Taking care not to rustle too much, Polly pulled the much-folded, much-read, much-
stained last letter from her brother, and readithe light of the solitary, guttering candle. It
had been opened and heavily mangled by the cermumisbore the stamp of the Duchy. It
read:

Dear all,

We are in mmmmm which is mmm with a mmbig thing with knobs. On mmmswe will ssmnm
which is just as well because mmm out of. | am keeping well. The food iS umms. mmm we’'ll
mm at the mmm but my mate mmer says not to worry, it’'ll be all over by mmmm and we shall
all have medals.

Chins up! Paul

It was in a careful hand, the excessively clearwealttshaped writing of someone who has
to think about every letter. She slowly folded |t again. Paul had wanted medals, because
they were shiny. That'd been almost a year ago,nwdrey recruiting party that came past
went away with the best part of a battalion, aretérhad been people waving them off with
flags and music. Sometimes, now, smaller partieseh came back. The lucky ones were
missing only one arm or one leg. There were ncsflag

She unfolded another piece of paper. It was a ptghwas headed ‘From the Mothers
of Borogravia” The mothers of Borogravia were velgfinite about wanting to send their
sons off to war against the Zlobenian Aggressorwsat] a great many exclamation marks to
say so. And this was odd, because the mothers ilzMad not seemed keen on the idea of
their sons going off to war, and positively trienl drag them back. Several copies of the
pamphlet seemed to have reached every home, evéinnss very patriotic. That is, it talked
about killing foreigners.

Polly had learned to read and write after a fasiiecause the inn was big and it was a
business and things had to be tallied and recotdedmother had taught her to read, which
was acceptable to Nuggan, and her father madelsairehe learned how to write, which was
not. A woman who could write was an AbominationaiNtuggan, according to Father Jupe;
anything she wrote would by definition be a lie.

But Polly had learned anyway because Paul hadnlgast to the standard needed to run
an inn as busy as The Duchess. He could readdbtie run his finger slowly along the lines,
and he wrote letters at a snail's pace, with aolotare and heavy breathing, like a man
assembling a piece of jewellery. He was big andl land slow and could lift beer kegs as
though they were toys, but he wasn’t a man at haitte paperwork. Their father had hinted
to Polly, very gently but very often, that Polly wd need to be right behind him when the
time came for him to run The Duchess. Left to hilfaseith no one to tell him what to do
next, her brother just stood and watched birds.



At Paul’s insistence, she’'d read the whole of ‘Fritve Mothers of Borogravia!’ to him,
including the bits about heroes and there beingneater good than to die for your country.
She wished, now, she hadn’t done that. Paul did Wwhavas told. Unfortunately, he believed
what he was told, too.

Polly put the papers away and dozed again, untilbledder woke her up. Oh, well, at
least at this time of the morning she’'d have arctea. She reached out for her pack and
stepped as softly as she could out into the rain.

It was mostly just coming off the trees now, whiglre roaring in the wind that blew up
the valley. The moon was hidden in the clouds,tbate was just enough light to make out
the inn’s buildings. A certain greyness suggeshed what passed for dawn in Pliin was on
the way. She located the men’s privy which, indestahk of inaccuracy.

A lot of planning and practice had gone into thisnment. She was helped by the design of
the breeches, which were the old-fashioned kindh wénerous buttoned trapdoors, and also
by the experiments she’d made very early in thenings when she was doing the cleaning.
In short, with care and attention to detail, shfeidnd that a woman could pee standing up. It
certainly worked back home in the inn’s privy, whibad been designed and built in the
certain expectation of the aimlessness of the ousts.

The wind shook the dank building. In the dark dimught of Auntie Hattie, who’'d gone a
bit strange round her sixtieth birthday and peesiy accused passing young men of looking
up her dress. She was even worse after a glassef and she had one joke: ‘What does a
man stand up to do, a woman sit down to do andgaliftaits leg to do?’ And then, when
everyone was too embarrassed to answer, she’dghiantly shriek, ‘Shake hands! and fall
over. Auntie Hattie was an Abomination all by héftse

Polly buttoned up the breeches with a sense ofaslion. She felt she’d crossed a bridge,
a sensation that was helped by the realizationstinitl kept her feet dry.

Someone said, ‘Psst!’

It was just as well she’'d already taken a leak.i®arstantly squeezed every muscle.
Where were they hiding? This was just a rottensbidd! Oh, there were a few cubicles, but
the smell alone suggested very strongly that thedsooutside would be a much better
proposition. Even on a wild night. Even with exivalves.

‘Yes?' she quavered, and then cleared her throdt gemanded, with a little more
gruffness’Yes?

‘You'll need these,” whispered the voice. In thédeggloom she made out something rising
over the top of a cubicle. She reached up nervoarstitouched softness. It was a bundle of
wool. Her fingers explored it.

‘A pair of sock®’ she said.

‘Right. Wear ‘em,’ said the mystery voice hoarsely.

‘Thank you, but I've brought several pairs . . dlly began.

There was a faint sigh. ‘No. Not on your feet. Shtam down the front of your trousers.’
‘What do you mean?’

‘Look,’ said the whisperer patiently, ‘you don’t lge where you shouldn’t bulge. That's
good. But you don’t bulge where you should bulgges. You know? Lower down?”’



‘Oh! Er . . . I.. . but...Iddnt think peaplnoticed . . .” said Polly, glowing with
embarrassment. She'd been spotted! But there wémi@@nd cry, no angry quotations from
theBook of NugganSomeone walelping Someone who haskenher . . .

‘It's a funny thing,” said the voice, ‘but they mog@ what's missing more than they notice
what'’s there. Just one pair, mark you. Don’t geb#iwous.’

Polly hesitated. ‘Um . . . is it obvious?’ she said
‘No. That's why | gave you the socks.’
‘I meantthat . . .thatI'mnot...thatI'm...

‘Not really,” said the voice in the dark. “You'regity good. You come over as a frightened
young lad trying to look big and brave. You migitkpyour nose a bit more often. Just a tip.
Few things interest a young man more than the otstd his nostrils. Now I've got a favour
to ask you in return.’

| didn’t askyou for one, Polly thought, quite annoyed at beaigen for being a frightened
young lad when she was sure she’d come over as guibtol, non-ruffled young lad. But she
said calmly: ‘What is it?’

‘Got any paper?’

Wordlessly, Polly pulled ‘From the Mothers of Boragia!’ out of her shirt and handed it
up. She heard the sound of a match striking, asul@hurous smell which only improved the
general conditions.

‘Why, is this the escutcheon of her grace the Dsshiesee in front of me?’ said the
whisperer. ‘Well, it won’t be in front of me formg. Beat it . . . boy.’

Polly hurried out into the night, shocked, dazeahfased and almost asphyxiated, and
made it to the shed door. But she’'d barely shinehind her and was still blinking in the
blackness when it was thrust open again, to lgterwind, rain and Corporal Strappi.

‘All right, all right! Hands off . . . well, you lbwouldn’t be able to find ‘em . . . and on
with socks! Hup hup hi ho hup hup .. .

Bodies were suddenly springing up or falling ovirraund Polly. Their muscles must
have been obeying the voice directly, because am lmould have got into gear that quickly.
Corporal Strappi, in obedience to the law of nomuussioned officers, responded by
making the confusion more confusing.

‘Good grief, a lot of old women could shift betteryou!” he shouted with satisfaction as
people flailed around looking for coats and bodiall in! Get shaved! Every man in the
regiment to be clean shaven, by order! Get dresékdizer, I've got my eye on you! Move!
Move! Breakfast in five minutes! Last one there stoeget a sausage! Oh deary me, what a
bloodyshower!

The four lesser horsemen of Panic, Bewildermemipdgnce and Shouting took control of
the room, to Corporal Strappi’s obscene glee. Pdtigugh, ducked out of the door, pulled a
small tin mug out of her pack, dipped it into a erabutt, balanced it on an old barrel behind
the inn, and started to shave.

She’d practised this, too. The secret was in tliecoit-throat razor that she’'d carefully
blunted. After that, it was all in the shaving briend soap. Get a lot of lather on, shave a lot
of lather off, and you'd had a shave, hadn’t you@sihave done, sir, feel how smooth the
skinis . ..



She was halfway through when a voice by her earasced: ‘What d'you think you're
doing, Private Parts?’

It was just as well the bladeasblunt.
‘Perks, sir!’ she said, rubbing her nose. ‘I'm simay sir! It's Perks, sir!’

‘Sir? Sir? I'm not a sir, Parts, I'm a bloodgorporal, Parts. That means you calls me
“corporal”, Parts. And you are shaving in an officiegimental mug,” Parts, what you have
not been issued with, right? You a deserter, Parts?

‘No, s— corporal?

‘A thief, then?’

‘No, corporal”’

‘Then how come you got a bloody mug, Parts?’
‘Got it off a dead man, sir— corporal’

Strappi’s voice, pitched to a scream in any casealme a screech of rage. ‘You're a
looter?’

‘No, corporal! The soldier . . .’
... had died almost in her arms, on the floathefinn.

There had been half a dozen men in that partytafmi;g heroes. They must have been
trekking with grey-faced patience for days, makthgir way back to little villages in the
mountains. Polly counted nine arms and ten legsd®t them, and ten eyes.

But it was the apparently whole who were worse iway. They kept their stinking coats
buttoned tight, in lieu of bandages, over whatewepeakable mess lay beneath, and they had
the smell of death about them. The inn’s regulaasienspace for them, and talked quietly,
like people in a sacred place. Her father, not lhs@aman given to sentiment, quietly put a
generous tot of brandy into each mug of ale, afdseel all payment. Then it turned out that
they were carrying letters from soldiers still figiy, and one of them had brought the letter
from Paul. He pushed it across the table to Pdllghe served them stew and then, with very
little fuss, he died.

The rest of the men moved unsteadily on later dagt taking with them, to give to his
parents, the pot-metal medal that had been in th&ies's coat pocket and the official
commendation from the Duchy that went with it. Pdiad taken a look at it. It was printed,
including the Duchess’s signature, and the manieendad been filled in, rather cramped,
because it was longer than average. The last fié@rdavere rammed up tight together.

It's little details like that which get remembereas undirected white-hot rage fills the
mind. Apart from the letter and the medal, all than left behind was a tin mug and, on the
floor, a stain which wouldn’t scrub out.

Corporal Strappi listened impatiently to a sligh#lgjusted version. Polly could see his
mind working. The mug had belonged to a soldiewy tabelonged to another soldier. Those
were the facts of the matter, and there wasn’t niechould do about it. He resorted, instead,
to the safer ground of general abuse.

‘So you think you're smart, Parts?’ he said.



‘No, corporal.’

‘Oh? So you're stupid, are you?”’

‘Well, I did enlist, corporal,’ said Polly meekh\somewhere behind Strappi, someone
sniggered.

‘'ve got my eye on you, Parts,” growled Strapgimporarily defeated. ‘Just you put a foot
wrong, that’s all.” He strode off.

‘Um . . . said a voice beside Polly. She turneds¢e another youth, wearing secondhand
clothes and an air of nervousness that didn’t quoteceal some bubbling anger. He was big
and red-haired, but it was cut so close that it pysshead fuzz.

‘You're Tonker, right?’ she said.

‘Yeah, and, er . . . could | have a borrow of yshaving gear, right?’
Polly looked at a chin as free of hair as a biliball. The boy blushed.
‘Got to start sometime, right?’ he said defiantly.

‘The razor’ll need sharpening,’ said Polly.

‘That'’s all right, | know how to do that,” said Tker.

Polly wordlessly handed over the mug and razor,taoll the opportunity to duck into the
privy while everyone else was occupied. It was wogk of a moment to put the socks in
place. Anchoring them was a problem, which sheesblyy unwinding part of one sock and
tucking it up under her belt. They felt odd, andhsgely heavy for a little package of wool.
Walking a little awkwardly, Polly went in to see atthorrors breakfast would bring.

It brought stale horse-bread and sausage and \esili beer. She grabbed a sausage and a
slab of bread and sat down.

You had to concentrate to eat horse-bread. Theseawat more about these days, a bread
made from flour ground up with dried pease and beant vegetable scrapings. It used to be
made just for horses, to put them in fine conditidow you hardly ever saw anything else on
the table, and there tended to be less and legstob. You needed time and good teeth to
work your way through a slice of horse-bread, jast you needed a complete lack of
imagination to eat a modern sausage. Polly satandentrated on chewing.

The only other area of calm was around Private Melawho was drinking coffee like a
young man relaxing in a pavement cafe, with theodisomeone who has life thoroughly
worked out. He nodded at Polly.

Was that him in the privy? she wondered. | got bacjist as Strappi started yelling and
everyone started running around and rushing in @ud It could have been anyone. Do
vampires use the privy? Well, do they? Has anyere @ared ask?

‘Sleep well?’” he asked.
‘Yeah. Did you?’ said Polly.

‘I couldn’t stand that shed, but Mr Eyebrdundly allowed me to use his cellar,” said
Maladict. ‘Old habits die hard, you know? At leasie added, ‘oldacceptablehabits. I've
never felt happy not hanging down.’

‘And you gotcoffe@’



‘I carry my own supply,” said Maladict, indicatiram exquisite little silver and gilt coffee-
making engine on the table by his cup, ‘and Mr Egebkindly boiled some water for me.’
He grinned, showing two long canine teeth. ‘It'saaing what you can achieve with a smile,
Oliver.’

Polly nodded. ‘Er . . . is Igor a friend of yours$he said. At the next table Igor had
obtained a sausage, presumably raw, from the kitcled was watching it intently. A couple
of wires ran from the sausage to a mug of the blervinegary beer, which was bubbling.

‘Never seen him before in my life,” said the vanepitOf course, if you’ve met one you
have in a sense met them all. We had an Igor ath&konderful workers. Very reliable.
Very trustworthy. And, of course, so good at siitighthings together, if you know what |
mean.’

‘Those stitches round his head don’'t look very essfonal,” said Polly, who was
beginning to object to Maladict’'s permanent expoessf effortless superiority.

‘Oh, that? It's an Igor thing,” said Maladict. ‘#’a Look. Like . . . tribal markings, you
know? They like them to show. Ha, we had a sereane who had stitches all the way round
his neck, and he waxtremelyproud of them.’

‘Really?’ said Polly weakly.
‘Yes, and the droll part of it all was that it waseven his head!

Now Igor had a syringe in his hand, and was watchime sausage with an air of
satisfaction. For a moment, Polly thought thatshesage moved . . .

‘All right, all right, time’s up, you horrible lotlbarked Corporal Strappi, strutting into the
room. ‘Fall in! That means line up, you shower! Thaeans you too, Parts! And you, Mr
Vampire, sir, will you be joining us for a mornisglight soldiering? On your feet! And
where’s that bloody Igor?”’

‘Here, thur,” said Igor, from three inches behinwlapi’'s backbone. The corporal spun
round.

‘How did you get there?’ he bellowed.
‘It'th a gift, thur,” said Igor.

‘Don’t you ever get behind me again! Fall in with the rest of thésow . . . Attention?!’
Strappi sighed theatrically. ‘That means “standstrpight”. Got it? Once more with feeling!
Attention! Ah, | see the problem! You've got trousehat are permanently at ease! | think |
shall have to write to the Duchess and tell hergdtmld ask for her money back! What are
you smiling about, Mr Vampire sir?’ Strappi positedl himself in front of Maladict, who
stood faultlessly to attention.

‘Happy to be in the regiment, corporal’
‘Yeah, right,” mumbled Strappi. ‘Well, you won't ls®—’
‘Everything all right, corporal?’asked Sergeant Jackrum, appearing in the doorway.

‘Best we could expect, sergeant,” sighed the calpdwe ought to throw ‘em back, oh
dear me, yes. Useless, useless, useless . . .’

‘Okay, lads. Stand easy,” said Jackrum, glancin&teappi in a less than friendly way.
‘Today we're heading on down towards Plotz, wheegllvmeet up with the other recruiting
parties and you’ll be issued with your uniforms avehpons, you lucky lads. Any of you ever



used a weapon? Ydwave Perks?’

Polly lowered her hand. ‘A bit, sarge. My brothaught me a bit when he was home on
leave, and some of the old men in the bar whererked gave me some, er, tips.” They had,
too. It was funny to watch a girl waving a swordwrd, and they’'d been kind enough when
they weren't laughing. She was a quick learner shetd made a point of staying clumsy long
after she’d got the feel for the blade, becauseguai sword was also ‘the work of an Man’
and a woman doing it was an Abomination unto Nug@ad soldiers, on the whole, were on
the easygoing side when it came to Abominationg’dShe funny just as long as she was
useless, and safe as long as she was funny.

‘Expert, are yer?’ said Strappi, grinning nastify.real fencin’ genius, are yer?’
‘No, corporal,” said Polly meekly.
‘All right,” said Jackrum. ‘Anyone else—’

‘Hang on, sarge, | reckon weall like a bit of instruction from swordmeister Pdrtaid
Strappi. ‘Ain’t that right, lads?’ There was a gelemurmuring and shrugging from the
squad, who recognized a right little bullying badtavhen they saw one but, treacherously,
were glad he hadn’t picked on them.

Strappi drew his own sword. ‘Lend him one of yowarge,’ he said. ‘Go on. Just a little
bit of fun, eh?’

Jackrum hesitated, and glanced at Polly. ‘How aliplad? You don’t have to,” he said.

I'll have to sooner or later, Polly thought. Thendowas full of Strappies. If you backed
away from them, they only kept on coming. You hadstop them at the start. She sighed.
‘Okay, sarge.’

Jackrum pulled one of his cutlasses out of his sagh handed it to Polly. It looked
amazingly sharp.

‘He won'’t hurt you, Perks,” he said, while lookiagthe smirking Strappi.

‘I'll try not to hurt him either, sir,” said Pollyand then cursed herself for the idiot bravado.
It must have been the socks talking.

‘Oh, good’ said Strappi, stepping back. ‘We’ll just see Wwiau're made of, Parts.’
Flesh, thought Polly. Blood. Easily cut things. @il . . .

Strappi waved his sabre like the old boys had ddoen low, in case she was one of those
people who thought the whole idea was to hit tHeeoman’s sword. She ignored it, and
watched his eyes, which was no great treat. He dwdubktick her, not mortally, not with
Jackrum watching. He’'d try for something that'd thand make everyone laugh at her. That
was the Strappi type through and through. Everycoumted one or two amongst its regulars.

The corporal tested her more aggressively a coaplemes, and twice, by luck, she
managed to knock the blade out of the way. Luckld/oun out, though, and if she looked
like putting up a decent show Strapwould sort her out good and proper. Then she
remembered the cackled advice of old Gummy Abbanstired sergeant who'd lost his left
arm to a broadsword and all his teeth to cidergtdd swordsman ‘ates comin’ up against a
newbie, gel! The reason bein’, he don’t know wihat bugger’'s gonna do!

She swung the cutlass wildly. Strappi had to blibcknd for a moment the swords locked.
That the best you can do, Parts?’ the corporaggeer



Polly reached out and grabbed his shirt. ‘No, coaposhe said, ‘buthis is.” She pulled
hard and lowered her head.

The collision hurt more than she’d hoped, but skarth something crunch and it didn’t
belong to her. She stepped back quickly, slighittyyl “with the cutlass at the ready.

Strappi had sunk to his knees, blood gushing frambse. When he got uppmeonavas
going to die . . .

Panting, Polly appealed wordlessly to Sergeantrdatkwho had folded his arms and was
looking innocently at the ceiling.

‘I bet you didn’t learrthat from your brother, Perks,” he said.

‘No, sarge. Got that from Gummy Abbens, sarge.’

Jackrum suddenly looked down at her, grinning. ‘¥Vbll Sergeant Abbens?’
‘Yes, sarge!’

‘There’s a name from the past! He’s still aliveHis the evil old sot?’

‘Er . .. well preserved, sarge,’ said Polly, gtijling to get her breath.

Jackrum laughed. ‘Yeah, I'll bet. Did his best figig in bars, he did. And I'll bet that’s
not the only trick he told you about, eh?’

‘No, sir.” And the other men had scolded the old/ lfor telling her, and Gummy had
chuckled into his cider mug, and anyway it had talk®lly a long time to find out what
‘family jewels’ meant.

‘Hear that, Strappi?’ said the sergeant to theisgrsan dribbling blood on to the floor.
‘Looks like you was lucky. But there’s no prizes fghting fair in a melee, lads, as you will
learn. All right, fun over. Go and put some coldtevaon that, corporal. It always looks worse
than it is. Andthat's an end of jtthe pair of you. That is aorder. A word to the wise.
Understood?’

‘Yes, sarge,’ said Polly meekly. Strappi grunted.

Jackrum looked at the rest of the recruits. ‘Okayy of the rest of you boys ever held a
stick? Right. | can see we're going to have totsaw and work up . . .’

There was another grunt from Strappi. You had tmieel the man. On his knees, with
blood bubbling through the hand cupping his injunege, he could find time to make life
difficult for someone in some small way.

‘Private Bloodfnucker hnas a fnord, fnargeant,'saél accusingly.

‘Any good with it?’ said the sergeant to Maladict.

‘Not really, sir,” said Maladict. ‘Never had tramg. | carry it for protection, sir.’
‘How can you protect yourself by carrying a swdrglau don’t know how to use it?’

‘Not me, sir. Other people. They see the sword dod't attack me,” said Maladict
patiently.

‘Yes, but if they did, lad, you wouldn’t be any gbwith it,’ said the sergeant.

‘No, sir. I'd probably settle for just ripping threheads off, sir. That's what | mean by
protection, sir. Theirs, not mine. And I'd get hielm the League if | did that, sir.’



The sergeant stared at him for a while. ‘Well thatugut,” he mumbled.

There was a thud behind them and a table overtur@adoorundum the troll sat up,
groaned, and crashed back down again. At the seattechpt, he managed to stay upright,
both hands clutching his head.

Corporal Strappi, now on his feet, must have beadariearless by fury. He headed for the
troll in a high-speed strut and stood in front ohhvibrating with rage and still oozing blood
in sticky strings.

‘You ‘orrible little man!” he screamed. ‘You—'

Carborundum reached down and, with care and norempipaffort, picked the corporal up
by his head. He brought him to one crusted eyetamed him this way and that.

‘Did | join th” army?’ he rumbled. ‘Oh, coprolite. ..’
‘This is affnault on a fnuperior officer!” scream#te muffled voice of the corporal.

‘Put Corporal Strappi down, please,” said Sergedatkrum. The troll grunted, and
lowered the man to the floor.

‘Sorry about dat,” he said. ‘Thought you was a dwar
‘I dnemand this man is affrested for—' Strappi bega

‘No you don'’t, corporal, no you don’t,’ said thergeant. ‘This is not the time. On your
feet, Carborundum, and get in line. Upon my oathy iy that little trick one more time and
there will be trouble, understand?’

‘Yes, sergeant,’ growled the troll, and knucklethkelf to his feet.

‘Right, then,” said the sergeant, stepping backwNoday, my lucky lads, we’re goin’ to
learn about something we call marching . . .’

They left PIun to the wind and rain. About an hatter they’d vanished round a bend in
the valley, the shed they’'d slept in mysteriousiyred down.

There have been better attempts at marching, aeyl hve been made by penguins.
Sergeant Jackrum brought up the rear in the daoytsg instructions, but the recruits moved
as if they’'d never before had to get from placelace. The sergeant yelled the swagger out
of their steps, stopped the cart and for a fevheit held an impromptu lesson in the concepts
of ‘right’ and ‘left’ and, by degrees, they leftelmountains.

Polly remembered those first days with mixed fegdinAll they did was march, but she
was used to long walks and her boots were good.trbasers ceased to chafe. A watery sun
took the trouble to shine. It wasn’t cold. It wolldve been fine, if it hadn’'t been for the
corporal.

She’d wondered how Strappi, whose nose was nowtdbeltsame colour as a plum, was
going to handle the situation between them. Itdédrout that he intended to deal with it by
pretending it hadn’t happened, and also by haviniggitée as possible to do with Polly.

He didn’t spare the others, although he was sekeciMaladict was left strictly alone, as
was Carborundum; whatever else Strappi was, he’'insasgnidal. And he was bewildered by
Igor. The little man did whatever stupid chore Bpiafound for him, and he did it quickly,
competently, and giving every impression of somebappy in his work, and that left the



corporal completely mystified.

He’d pick on the others for no reason at all, hguenthem until they made some trivial
mistake, and then bawl them out. His target of ohavas Private Goom, better known as
Wazzer, who was stick-thin and round-eyed and nenand said grace loudly before meals.
By the end of the first day, Strappi could make fimmow up just by shouting. And then he’'d
laugh.

Only he never reallyaughed Polly noted. What you got instead was a sort afsh
gargling of spit at the back of the throat, a ndilse ghnssssh

The presence of the man cast a damper on everythaogrum seldom interfered. He often
watched Strappi, though, and once when Polly calightye, he winked.

On the first night a tent was shouted off the tgrtStrappi and shouted up and, after a
supper of stale bread and sausage, they were shioutent of a blackboard to be shouted at.
Across the top of the board Strappi had written WHAE ARE FIGHTING FOR and down
the side he had written 1, 2, 3.

‘Right, pay attention!” he said, slapping the boanth a stick. There’s some who think
that you boys ought to know why we are fightingsthiar, okay? Well, here it comes. Point
One, remember the town of Lipz? It was vicioustyaekted by Zlobenian troops a year ago!
They—'

‘Sorry, but | thoughtwe attacked Lipz, didn’'t we, corporal? Last year tlseyd—' said
Shufti.

‘Are you trying to be smart, Private Manickle?’ &ipi demanded, naming the biggest sin
in his personal list.

‘Just want to know corporal,” said Shufti. He wasc&y, running to plump, and one of
those people who bustle about being helpful in lalgpnannoying way, taking over small jobs
that you wouldn't have minded doing for yourselhefe was something odd about him,
although you had to bear in mind he was curreritting next to Wazzer, who had enough
odd for everybody and was probably contagious . . .

... and had caught Strappi’'s eye. There was narflhaving a go at Shufti, but Wazzer,
now, Wazzer was always worth a shout.

‘Are you listening Private Goom?’ he screamed.

Wazzer, who had been sitting and looking up wits byes closed, jerked awake.
‘Corporal?’ he quavered, as Strappi advanced.

‘| said are you listening, Goom?’

‘Yes, corporal?

‘Really? And what did you hear, may | ask?’ said Strajppa voice of treacle and acid.
‘Nothing, corporal. She’s not speaking.’

Strappi took a deep, delighted breath of evil‘diou are a useless, worthless pile of—’

There was a sound. It was a small, nondescriptdsonime that you heard every day, a
noise that did its job but never expected to begi@mple, whistled or part of an interesting
sonata. It was simply the sound of stone scrapmmetal.

On the other side of the fire Jackrum lowered hidass. He had a sharpening stone in his



other hand. He returned their group gaze.

‘What? Oh. Just maintaining the edge,” he said @éendy. ‘Sorry if | interrupted your flow
there, corporal. Carry on.’

A basic animal survival instinct came to the cogbsraid. He left the trembling Wazzer
alone, and turned back to Shufti.

‘Yes, yes, we attacked Lipz, too—' said Strappi.
‘Was that before the Zlobenians did?’ said Maladict

‘Will you listen?’ Strappi demanded. ‘We valiantbttacked Lipz to reclaim what is
Borogravian territory! Andhenthe treacherous swede-eaters stole it back . . .’

Polly tuned out a little at this point, now thaetl was no immediate prospect of seeing
Strappi decapitated. She knew about Lipz. Halfdlitemen who came and drank with her
father had attacked the place. But no one had éqbe¢bem towvantto do it. Someone had
just shouted, ‘Attack!

The trouble was the Kneck River. It wandered actbeswvide, rich, silty plain like a piece
of dropped string, but sometimes a flash floodwamea big fallen tree would cause it to crack
like a whip, throwing coils of river round areaslahd miles from its previous bed. And the
river was the international border . . .

She surfaced to hear: ‘. . . but this tieseryone’son their side, the bastards! And you
know why? It's ‘cos of Ankh-Morpork! Because we gp@d the mail coaches going over our
country and tore down their clacks towers, which an Abomination unto Nuggan. Ankh-
Morpork is a godless city—’

‘| thought it had more than three hundred placesafhip?’ said Maladict.

Strappi stared at him in a rage that was incohanetithe managed to touch bottom again.
‘Ankh-Morpork is agodawfulcity,” he recovered. ‘Poisonous, just like itsetivBarely fit for
humans now. They let everything in - zombies, walges, dwarfs, vampires, trolls . . .’ He
remembered his audience, faltered and recovered. Whichin some casesan be a good
thing, of course. But it is a foul, lewd, lawlessiercrowded mess of a place, which is why
Prince Heinrich loves it so much! He’s been takeardy it, bought by cheap toys, because
that's the way Ankh-Morpork plays it, men. Thbyy you, theywill you stop interrupting!
What'’s the good of me trying to teach you stuffoli're going to keep on asking questions?’

‘I was just wondering why it's so crowded, corpaid Tonker. ‘If it's so bad, | mean.’

‘That's because they are a degraded people, ptridaie they've sent a regiment up here
to help Heinrich take over our beloved Motherlaki@. has turned aside from the ways of
Nuggan and embraced Ankh-Morpork’s godlessn— godbmdss.” Strappi looked pleased
at having spotted that one, and went on, ‘Point Tiwaddition to its soldiers, Ankh-Morpork
has sent Vimes the Butcher, the most evil manan ¢kil city. They are bent on nothing less
than our destruction!’

‘I heard that Ankh-Morpork was just angry that we the clacks towers down,’ said Polly.
‘They were on our sovereign territory!
‘Well, it was Zlobenian until—" Polly began.

Strappi waved an angry finger at her. “You listemte, Parts! You can’'t get to be a great
country like Borogravia without making enemies! \&thieads me on to Point Three, Parts,



who's sitting there thinking he’s so smart. Youaé. | can see it. Well, be smart about this:
you might not like everything about your countriz?dlt might not be the perfect place, but
it's ours. You might think we don’t have the bes, but they're ours. The mountains might
not be the prettiest ones or the tallest onesthmytre ours. We're fighting for what’s ours,
men!” Strappi slammed his hand over his heart.

‘Awake, ye sons of the Motherland!

Taste no more the wine of the sour apples . . .’

They joined in, at various levels of drone. You hadEven if you just opened and shut
your mouth, you had to. Even if you just went ‘neer, ner’, you had to. Polly, who was
exactly the kind of person who looks around surtiepisly at times like these, saw that Shufti
was singing it word-perfectly and Strappi actuallg have tears in his eyes. Wazzer wasn't
singing at all. He was praying. That was a good ezbke said one of the more treacherous
areas at the back of Polly’s mind.

To the bewilderment of all, Strappi continued -ree all through the second verse, which
nobody ever remembered, and then gave them a $imagyore-patriotic-than-you smile.

Afterwards, they tried to sleep on as much softrassswvo blankets could provide. They
lay there in silence for some time. Jackrum andafpir had tents of their own, but
instinctively they knew that Strappi at least woh&la sneaker and a listener at tent flaps.

After about an hour, when rain was drumming ondaevas, Carborundum said: ‘Okay,
den, | fink I've worked it out. If people are grdogr stupid, then we’ll fight for groophar
stupidity, ‘cos it'sour stupidity. And dat’s good, yeah?’

Several of the squad sat up in the darkness, anz1bis.

‘| realize | ought to know these things, but whaesd “groophar” mean?’ said the voice of
Maladict in the damp darkness.

‘Ah, well . . . when, right, a daddy troll an’ a mmy troll—’

‘Good, right, yes, I think I've got it, thank yowsaid Maladict. ‘And whayou'vegot there,
my friend, is patriotism. My country, right or wrgn

‘You shouldlove your country,” said Shufti.

‘Okay, what part?’ the voice of Tonker demandedpnirthe far corner of the tent. ‘The
morning sunlight on the mountains? The horribledfdd@he damn mad Abominations? All of
my country except whatever bit Strappi is standing’

‘But we are at war'’
‘Yes, that's where they've got you,” sighed Polly.

‘Well, I'm not buying into it. It's all trickery. Tiey keep you down and when they piss off
some other countryou have to fight for them! It's onlyour country when they want you to
get killed" said Tonker.

‘All the good bits in this country are in this térdaid the voice of Wazzer.
Embarrassed silence descended.
The rain settled in. After a while, the tent beganeak. Eventually someone said, ‘What



happens, um, if you join up but then you decide goo’'t want to?’
That was Shufti.

‘| think it's called deserting and they cut yourddeoff,” said the voice of Maladict. ‘In my
case that would be a drawback but you, dear Siwafiild find it puts a crimp in your social
life.’

‘I never kissed their damn picture,’ said Tonkéiswivelled it round when Strappi wasn’t
looking and kissed it on the back!

‘They'll still say you kissed the Duchess, thougtgaid Maladict.
‘You k-kissed the D-Duchess on the b-bottom?’ 8&mizer, horrified.

‘It was the back of the picture, okay?’ said TonKdér wasn't her real backside. Huh,
wouldn’t have kissed it if it was!” There was somaridentified sniggering from various
corners and just a hint of giggle.

‘That was w-wicked!” hissed Wazzer. ‘Nuggan in hesagaw you d-do that!’

‘It was just a picture, all right?” muttered Tonkéknyway, what's the difference? Front
or back, we're all here together and | don’t segsteak and bacon!

Something rumbled overhead. ‘I joined t' see ergitiforrin places and meet erotic
people,” said Carborundum.

That caused a moment’s thought. ‘I think you meestie?’ said Igor.
‘Yeah, that kind of stuff,” agreed the troll.

‘But they always lie,” said someone, and then Podiglized it was her. ‘They lie all the
time. About everything.’

‘Amen to that,” said Tonker. ‘We fight for liars.’

‘Ah, they may be liars,” snapped Polly, in a passadinitation of Strappi’'s yap, ‘but
they'reour liars?

‘Now, now, children,” said Maladict. ‘Let’s try tget some sleep, shall we? But here’s a
happy little dream from your Uncle Maladict. Drednat when we go into battle, Corporal
Strappi isleadingus. Wouldn’t that be fun?’

After a while, Tonker said: ‘In front of us, you are?’

‘Oh, yes. | can see you're with me, Tonk. Rightfiant of you. On the noisy, frantic,
confusingbattlefield, where oh so much can go wrong.’

‘And we’ll have weapons?’ said Shufti wistfully.

‘Of course you'll have weapons. You're soldiers.dAiere’s the enemy, right in front of
you ...

‘That’'s a good dream, Mai.’
‘Sleep on it, kid.’

Polly turned over, and tried to make herself comadale. It's all lies, she thought muzzily.
Some of them are just prettier than others, thal’'People see what they think is there. Even
I'm a lie. But I'm getting away with it.



A warm autumnal wind was blowing leaves off the aomirees as the recruits marched
among the foothills. It was the morning of the neéay, and the mountains were behind them.
Polly passed the time identifying the birds in kisglgerows. It was a habit. She knew most of
them.

She hadn’t set out to be an ornithologist. But ®ibdought Paul alive. All the . . . slowness
in the rest of his thinking became a flash of Iigig) in the presence of birds. Suddenly he
knew their names, habits and habitats, could whisteir songs and, after Polly had saved up
for a box of paints off a traveller at the inn, hpainted a picture of a wren so real you could
hear it.

Their mother had been alive then. The row had gonefor days. Pictures of living
creatures were an Abomination in the Eyes of Nugdilly had asked why there were
pictures of the Duchess everywhere, and had beeshed for it. The picture had been
burned, the paints thrown away.

It was a terrible thing. Her mother had been a kimoman, or as kind as a devout woman
could be who tried to keep up with the whims of géimg and she’d died slowly amidst
pictures of the Duchess and amongst the echoesariswered prayers, but that was the
memory that crawled treacherously into Polly’s mienkry time: the fury and the scolding,
while the little bird seemed to flutter in the flesn

In the fields women and old men were getting in $peilt wheat after last night’s rain,
hoping to save what they could. There weren’'t amyng men visible. Polly saw some of the
other recruits steal a glance at the scavengingepaand wondered if they were thinking the
same thing.

They saw no one else on the road until midday, wthenparty was marching through a
landscape of low hills; the sun had boiled away esoifthe clouds and, for a moment at least,
summer was back - moist and sticky and mildly uagdat, like a party guest who won’t go
home.

A red blob in the distance became a rather lartgdy &nd resolved itself into a loose knot
of men. Polly knew what to expect as soon as sheitsaBy the reaction of some of the
others, they did not. There was a moment of colisatnd confusion as people walked into
one another, and then the party stopped, and stared

It took the wounded men some time to draw leved, smme time to pass. Two able-bodied
men, as far as Polly could tell, were trundlingaadicart on which a third man lay. Others
were limping on crutches, or had arms in slingswore red jackets with an empty sleeve.
Perhaps worse were the ones like the man in thegrey-faced, staring straight ahead,
jackets buttoned tight despite the heat.

One or two of the injured glanced at the recrugstheey lurched past, but there was no
expression in their eyes beyond a terrible deteation.

Jackrum reined in the horse.
‘All right, twenty minutes’ breather,” he muttered.

Igor turned, nodded to the party of wounded headmmly onward, and said, ‘Permithion
to thee if | can do anything for them, tharge?’

‘You'll get your chance soon enough, lad,” said skeegeant.
‘Tharge?’ said Igor, looking hurt.



‘Oh, all right. If you must. D’you want someonedive you a hand?’
There was a nasty laugh from Corporal Strappi.
‘Some athithtance would be a help, yeth, thargesait] Igor, with dignity.

The sergeant looked at the squad, and nodded.ateriidalter, step forward! Know
anything about doctorin’?’

The red-headed Tonker stepped forward smartlye ‘Butchered pigs for me mam, sarge,’
he said.

‘Capital! Better than an army surgeon, upon my o&Mf you go. Twenty minutes,
remember?!’

‘And don't let Igor bring back any souvenirs!” sgdrappi, and laughed his scraping laugh
again.

The rest of the boys sat down on the grass bydaé, and one or two of them disappeared
into the bushes. Polly went on the same errand,phshed in a lot further, and took the
opportunity to make a little sock adjustment. Th&d a tendency to creep if she wasn't
careful.

She froze at a rustling behind her, and then relagihe’d been careful. No one would
have seen anything. So what if someone else wagjtakeak? She’d just push her way back
to the road and take no notice—

Lofty sprang up as Polly parted the bushes, breecbend one ankle, face red as a
beetroot.

Polly couldn’t help herself. Maybe it was the sadisybe it was the pleading expression
on Lofty’s face. When someone’s broadcasting ‘Ddodk! the eyes have a mind of their
own, and go where they’re not wanted. Lofty jumpeddragging at her clothes.

‘No, look, it's all right—" Polly began, but it wa®o late. The girl had gone.

Polly stared at the bushes, and thought: Blastrd&dwo of us! But what would | have
said next? ‘It's okay, I'm a girl too. You can ttuse. We could be friends. Oh, and here’s a
good tip about socks’?

Ilgor and Tonker arrived back late, without a wdse@rgeant Jackrum said nothing. The
squad moved off.

Polly marched at the back, with Carborundum. Thesam she could keep a wary eye on
Lofty, whoever she was. For the first time, Pokkally looked at her. She was easy to miss,
because she was always, as it were, in TonkerdoshaShe was short, although now Polly
knew she was female the word ‘petite’ could be ddgaised, dark and dark-haired and had a
strange, self-absorbed look, and she was alwayshimar with Tonker. Come to think of it,
she always slept close to him, too.

Ah, so that was it. She’s following her boy, Pdlhought. It was kind of romantic, and
very, very dumb. Now she knew to look beyond ttehes and haircut, she could see all the
little clues that Lofty was a girl, and a girl wh@dn't planned enough. She saw Lofty
whisper something to Tonker, who half turned andeg@olly a look of instant hatred and a
hint of threat.

| can'’t tell her, she thought. Shlveould tell him. | can’tafford to let them know. I've put



too much into this. | didn’t just cut my hair anear trousers. planned. . .
Ah, yes . . . the plans.

It had begunas a sudden strange fancy, but it had continuea @lan. First, Polly had
started to watch boys closely. This had been recgied hopefully by a few of them, to their
subsequent disappointment. She observed how thegdnehe listened to the rhythm of what
passed, among boys, for conversation, she’d naiedthey punched one another in greeting.
It was a new world.

She already had good muscles for a girl, becausdng a large inn was all about moving
heavy things, and she took over a number of th&iegrchores, which coarsened her hands
nicely. She’'d even worn a pair of her brother’'s btéeches under her long skirt, to get the
feel of them.

A woman could be beaten for that sort of thing. Miessed like men and women like
women; doing it the other way round was ‘a blasptesnAbomination unto Nuggan’,
according to Father Jupe.

And that was probably the secret of her succedarsshe thought, as she trudged through
a puddle. People didnfbok for a woman in trousers. To the casual observen’snclothes
and short hair and a bit of swagger were whatak tto be a man. Oh, and a second pair of
socks.

That had been gnawing at her, too. Someone kneut &lgo, just as she knew about Lofty.
And he hadn’t given her awa8he’d suspected it was Eyebrow, but doubteckit have told
the sergeant about her, he was that sort. Right steevwas guessing it was Maladict, but
perhaps that was just because he seemkdmaingall the time.

Carbor— no, he’d been out cold, and in any casenao, not the troll. And Igor lisped.
Tonker? After all, he’d know about Lofty so maybe..No, because why would he want to
help Polly? No, there was nothing but danger iniogmp to Lofty. The best she could do
was try to see to it that the girl didn’t give baththem away.

She could hear Tonker whispering to his girl..*had just died so he cut off one of his legs
and an arm and sewed ‘em on men who needed ‘etrljjed’d darn a tear! You should've
seen it! You couldn’t see his fingers move! And hes all these ointments that just . . .
Tonker’s voice died away. Strappi was haranguingX&nagain.

‘Dat Strappi really gets on my crags,” mutteredifoanndum. ‘You want | should pull the
head off f him? | c’d make it look like a accidént.

‘Better not,” said Polly, but she did entertain theught for a moment.

They'd reached a junction, where the road down ftbenmountains joined what passed
for a main highway. It was crowded. There were scand wheelbarrows, people driving
herds of cows, grandmothers carrying all the hoolskepossessions on their backs, a general
excitement of pigs and children . . . and it wasi@hding one way.

It was the opposite way to the way the squad wasggd he people and animals flowed
around it like a stream around an inconvenient rdtle recruits bunched up. It was that or be
separated by cows.

Sergeant Jackrum stood up in the cart. ‘Privatd&@andum?!’
‘Yes, sergeant?’ rumbled the troll.
‘To the front!



That helped. The stream still flowed, but at least crowds parted some distance further
ahead and gave the squad a wide berth. No one teabésge up against even a slow-moving
troll.

But faces stared as the people hurried by. Anady Harted out for a moment, pressed a
loaf of stale bread into Tonker’s hands, and s&idu poor boys! before being swept away
in the throng.

‘What’s this all about, sarge?’ said Maladict. “Bledook like refugees!
‘Talk like that spreads Alarm and Despondency!’ wied Corporal Strappi.

‘Oh, you mean they're just people getting away\e#ol the holidays to avoid the rush?’
said Maladict. ‘Sorry, | got confused. It must Ibattwoman carrying a whole haystack we
just passed.’

‘D’you know what can happen to you for cheekingipesior officer?’ screamed Strappi.
‘No! Tell me, is it worse than whatever it is thgsople are running away from?’

‘You signed up, Mr Bloodsucker! You obey orders!

‘Right! But | don’t remember anyone ordering me twthink!

‘Enough of that! snapped Jackrum. ‘Less shoutiogvi there! Move on! Carborundum,
you give people a push if they don’t make way, gitte

They moved on. After a while the press of peoplatedh a little, so that what had been a
torrent became a trickle. Occasionally there wdudda family group, or just one hurrying
woman, burdened with bags. One old man was stmgglith a wheelbarrow full of turnips.
They'reeven taking the crops out of the fiel@®lly noted. And everyone moved at a kind of
half-run, as if things would be a little better whiéhey’d caught up with the mass of people
ahead. Or merely passed the squad, perhaps.

They made way for an old woman bent double undemibight of a black and white pig.
And then there was just the road, rutted and muddyafternoon mist was rising from the
fields on either side, quiet and clammy. After tlmse of the refugees, the silence of the low
countryside was suddenly oppressive. The only souad the trudge and splash of the
recruits’ boots.

‘Permission to speak, sarge?’ said Polly.

‘Yes, private?’ said Jackrum.

‘How far is it to Plotz?’

‘You don’t have to tell ‘em, sarge!’ said Strappi.

‘About five miles,” said Sergeant Jackrum. ‘Youjét your uniforms and weapons at the
depot there.’

‘That's a milit'ry secret, sarge,” Strappi whined.

‘We could shut our eyes so’s we don’'t see what eveearing, how about that?’ said
Maladict.

‘Stop that, Private Maladict,” said Jackrum. ‘Jkesép moving, and guard that tongue.’

They plodded on. The road grew muddier. A breezangpup, but instead of carrying the
mist away it merely streamed it across the danmgddim twisty, clammy, unpleasant shapes.



The sun became an orange ball.

Polly saw something large and white flutter acrites field, blown by the wind. At first
she thought it was a migratory lesser egret thdtlét things a little late, but it was clearly
being blown by the wind. It flopped down once oidevand then, as a gust caught it, blew
across the road and wrapped itself across Corfdrappi’s face.

He screamed. Lofty grabbed at the fluttering thiwbjch was damp. It tore in his-rer
hands, and most of it dropped away from the stinggiorporal.

‘It's just a bit of paper,’ she said.
Strappi flailed at it. ‘knewthat,” he said. ‘| never asked you!

Polly picked up one of the torn scraps. The paps thin, and stained with mud, although
she recognized the word Ankh-Morpork. The godaweity. And the genius of Strappi was
that anything he was against automatically souradiedctive.

‘Ankh-Morpork Times . . .’ she read aloud, befdne torporal snatched it out of her hand.

‘You can't just readanythingyou see, Parts!” he shouted. ‘You don’t know whote it!’
He dropped the damp scrap pages on to the mudtamged on them. ‘Now let's move on!
he said.

They moved on. When the squad were more or legsythm, and staring at nothing more
than their boots or the mist ahead of them, Pdigad her right hand to chest height and
carefully turned it palm up so that she could $eeftagment of paper that had soggily stayed
behind when the rest had been pulled away.

‘No Surrender’ to Alliance says Duchess (97)
From William de Worde Valley of the Kneck, Sektober 7

Borogrovian troops assisted by Lord V
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They were winning, weren’t they? So where did therdv'surrender’ come from? And
what was the Alliance?



And then there was the problem of Strappi, whicth been growing on her. She could see
he got on Jackrum’s nerves as well, and he hadugtisess about him, a certain - er . . .
sockiness, as if he was really the one in chargehdps it was just general unpleasantness,
but. ..

‘Corporal?’ she said.

‘Yes, Parts?’ said Strappi. His nose was still vexy.

‘We are winning this war, aren’t we?’ said Pollyné&d given up correcting him.
Suddenly, every ear in the squad was listening.

‘Don’t you bother yourself about that, Parts!” spad the corporal. ‘Your job is to fight!
‘Right, corp. So .. .. I'll be fighting on the wimy side, will I?’

‘Oho, we’ve got someone who asks too many queshens, sarge!’ said Strappi.
‘Yeah, don’t ask questions, Perks,’ said Jackrumseat-mindedly.

‘So we're losing, then?’ said Tonker. Strappi tutroa him.

‘That’'s spreading Alarm and Despondency again, iglahe shrieked. ‘That’s aiding the
enemy!

‘Yeah, knock it off, Private Halter,” said Jackrut®kay? Now get a—'
‘Halter, I'm placing you under arrest for—’

‘Corporal Strappi, a word in your shell-like earlgase? You men, you stop hemglowled
the sergeant, clambering down from the cart.

Jackrum walked back down the road about fifty fé&faring round at the squad, the
corporal strutted after him.

‘Are we in trouble?’ said Tonker.
‘You guess,’ said Maladict.
‘Bound to be,” said Shufti. ‘Strappi can always get forsomething

‘They're having an argument,’ said Maladict. ‘Whishodd, don’t you think? A sergeant
is supposed to give orders to a corporal.’

‘We are winning, aren’t we?’ said Shufti. ‘Il mean, | kndhere’s a war, but . . . | mean,
we get weapons, don’t we, and we’ll . . . well ytke got to train us, right? It'll probably be
all over by then, right? Everyone says we're wiigniin

‘I will ask the Duchess in my prayers tonight,’ d&Vazzer.
The rest of the squad looked at one another wsthaaed expression.
‘Yeah, right, Wazz,” said Tonker kindly. ‘You doaty

The sun was setting fast, half hidden in the nkHgre, on the muddy road between damp
fields, it suddenly felt as cold as it could be.

‘No one says we’re winning, except maybe Strappaid Polly. ‘They just say that
everyone says we’re winning.’

‘The men Igor . . . repaired didn't even say thagid Tonker. ‘They said “you poor
bastards, you'll leg it if you've any sense.™



‘Thank you for sharing,” said Maladict.

‘It looks as though everyone’s feeling sorry for ssid Polly.

‘Yeah, well, so am |, anddmuth,’ said Igor. ‘Thome of thothe men—’

‘All right, all right, stop lollygagging, you lot!shouted Strappi, marching up.

‘Corporal?’ said the sergeant quietly, hauling hethgack on to the cart. Strappi paused,
and then in a voice dripping with syrup and sarcasnt on: ‘Excusene The sergeant and
myself would beobleejedif you brave heroes to be would join us in aditiight marching?
Jolly good! And there will be embroidery later @est foot forward, ladies!’

Polly heard Tonker gasp. Strappi turned, eyes igntvith sinister anticipation. ‘Oh,
someone doesn’t like being calledady, eh?’ he said. ‘Dear me, Private Halter, you'vé @o
lot to learn, haven’t you? You're a sissy littkgly until we make a man of you, right? And |
dread to think how long that’s going to take. Mdve!

| know, thought Polly, as they set off. It take®abten seconds, and a pair of socks. One
sock, and you could make Strappi.

Plotz turned out to be like Plun, but it was wobseause it was bigger. The rain started
again as they marched into the cobbled squareokield as though it always rained here. The
buildings were grey, and mud-spattered near thergtoRoof gutters overflowed, pouring
rain on to the cobbles and sending a spray overdbriits. There was no one about. Polly
saw open doors banging in the wind, and bits ofrideh the streets, and remembered the
lines of hurrying people on the road. There wasm® here.

Sergeant Jackrum climbed down from the cart apitt@awled them into line. Then the
sergeant took over, leaving the corporal to gloin@n the sidelines.

‘This is wonderful Plotz!" he said. ‘Have a lookurtd, so that if you is killed and goes to
hell, it won't come as a shock! You'll be bivvyimg that barracks over there, what is milit'ry
property!” He waved a hand towards a crumbling stbuilding that looked about as military
as a barn. ‘You will be issued with your equipmeirid tomorrow it's a nice long march to
Crotz, where you will arrive as boys and leave amdid | just say something funny, Perks?
No, | thought so, too! Attention! That means stapdstraight!’

‘That'’s straight’ yelled Strappi.

A young man was riding across the square on a, tslddny brown horse, which was quite
suitable because he was a tired, skinny man. Timmiskss was helped by the fact that he
wore a tunic which had clearly been made for soreemmouple of sizes larger. The same
applied to his helmet. He must have padded ityRbtbught. One cough and it'll be over his
eyes.

Sergeant Jackrum snapped off a salute as the oéfpggoached. ‘Jackrum, sir. You'll be
Lieutenant Blouse, sir?’

‘Well done, sergeant.’
‘These are the recruits from upriver, sir. Fineyofimen, sir.’

The rider peered at the squad. He actually leaoeslafd over the horse’s neck, causing
rain to pour off his helmet.

‘This is all, sergeant?’



‘Yessir.’

‘Most of them look very young,’ said the lieutenanho didn’t look very old.
‘Yessir.’

‘And isn’t that one a troll?’

‘Yessir. Well spotted, sir.’

‘And the one with stitches all round his head?’

‘He’s an Igor, sir. Sort of like a special claniaghe mountains, sir.’

‘Do they fight?’

‘Can take a man apart very quickly, sir, as | ustherd it,’ said Jackrum, his expression
not changing.

The young lieutenant sighed. ‘Well, I'm sure theyall good fellows,’ he said. ‘Now then,
er...men,|—’

‘Pay attention and listen to what the lieutenarst teasay!’ bawled Strappi.

The lieutenant shuddered. ‘—thank you, corporad,’said. ‘Men, | have good news,’ he
added, but in the voice of one who hasn’t. “Youeverobably expecting a week or two in the
training camp in Crotz, yes? But I'm glad to beeabb tell you that the . . . the war is
progressing so . . . so . . .well that you are to go directly to the front.’

Polly heard one or two gasps, and a snigger fronp&al Strappi.

‘All of you are to go to the lines,” said the lieaant. ‘That includes you too, corporal.
Your time for action has come at last!’

The snigger stopped. ‘Sorry, sir?’ said StrappheéTront? But you know that I'm— well,
you know about the special duties—

‘My orders said all able-bodied men, corporal,dsBlouse. ‘I expect that you'll be itching
for the fray after all these years, eh, a young fikenyou?’

Strappi said nothing.

‘However,” said the lieutenant, fumbling under Bisaking cloak, ‘I do have a package
here for you, Sergeant Jackrum. A very welcome bweno doubt.’

Jackrum took the packet gingerly. ‘Thank you, Hirlook at this later on—" he began.

‘On the contrary, Sergeant Jackrum! said BlouS®ur last recruits should see this, since
you are both a soldier and, as it were, a “fatiesotdiers” And so it's only right that they
see a fine soldier get his rewagsh honourable discharge, sergearBlouse spoke the words
as if they had cream and a little cherry on top.

Apart from the rain, the only sound now was Jacksupudgy finger slowly ripping open
the package.

‘Oh,” he said, like a man in shock. ‘Good. A piawf the Duchess. Thatisghteenl have
now. Oh, and, 00, a piece of paper saying it's daheso it's looks like we’'ve even run out of
pot metal now. Oh, and my discharge with a printiighe Duchess’s very own signature
itself’ He turned the packet over and shook itotMny three months’ back pay, though.’

‘Three loud hurrahs for Sergeant Jackrum!” saidligngtenant to the rain and wind. ‘Hip-
hip—’



‘But | thought we needed every man, sir!’ said Jaok

‘Judging by all the notes pinned on that packetiag been following you around for years,
sergeant,” said Blouse. ‘You know the military. Tayour official discharge, | am afraid. |
cannot rescind it. | am sorry.’

‘But—' Jackrum began.

‘It bears the Duchess’s signature, sergeant. Vil grgue with that? | said | am sorry. In
any case, what would you do? We will not be sendunigany more recruiting parties.’

‘What? But we always need men, sirl” Jackrum pretes’And I'm fit and well again, got
the stamina of a horse—'

‘You were the only man to return with recruits,gant. That is how the matter is.’

The sergeant hesitated for a moment, and thenesialttessir! Very good, sir! Will see
the new lads settled in, sir! Pleasure to haveeskrsir!’

‘Can | ask something?’ said Maladict.
‘You do not address an officer directly, privatenapped Jackrum.

‘No, let the man speak, sergeant,” said the lieaténThese are . . . unusual times, after
all. Yes, my man?’

‘Did | hear you say we’re going into battle withdtaining, sir?’

‘Oh, well, most of you will almost certainly be giknen, haha,” said the lieutenant
nervously. ‘Not a lot of training there, eh? Yowstjmeed to know which end is which, haha.’
He looked as though he wanted to die.

‘Pikemen?’ said Maladict, looking puzzled.
‘You heard the lieutenant, Private Maladict,” snegphe sergeant.
‘Yes, sir. Thank you,”sir,” said Maladict, steppibgck into the ranks.

‘Are there any more questions?’ said Blouse, logkafong the line. ‘Jolly good, then. We
leave by the last boat, at midnight. Carry on, eang . . . for now. What was the other thing .
.. oh, yes. And | shall need a batman.’

‘Volunteers to be the lieutenant's batman step &ddk Not you, Private Maladid
snapped the sergeant.

No one moved.
‘Oh, come now,’ said the lieutenant.
Polly slowly raised a hand. ‘What's a batman, sir?’

The sergeant grinned mirthlessly. ‘Fair questidg’said. ‘A batman is, like, a personal
servant who takes care of the officer. Fetchesriaals to him, sees he’s smartly turned out,
that style of thing. So’s he is free to perform dhigies more adequatelier.’

Igor stepped forward. ‘Igorth are uthed to theryibargeant,” he said.

Using the amazing powers of deafness and restrid@dn sometimes available even to
the most nervous officers, the lieutenant appearddio notice him. He looked fixedly at
Polly.

‘What about you, private?’ he said.



‘Private Perks used to work in a bar, sir,” thegsant volunteered.
‘Capital. Report to my quarters in the inn at $txivate Perks. Carry on, sergeant.’

As the skinny horse staggered away, Sergeant Jacttimected his glare at the squad, but
there was no real fire to it. He appeared to beraijpg on automatic, with his mind
elsewhere. ‘Don’t just stand there trying to loaktpy! There’s uniforms and weapons inside!
Get kitted up! If you want grub, cook it yerselft the double! Dissssspsss’

The squad dashed for the barracks, propelled bgrshelume. But Polly hesitated.
Corporal Strappi hadn’t moved since the sniggerliesh cut short. He was staring blankly at
the ground.

‘You all right, corporal?’ she said.

‘You go away, Parts,” said the corporal, in a lowoice that was much worse than his
normal petulant shout. ‘Just go away, all right?’

She shrugged, and followed the others. But shenbtided the steaming dampness round
the corporal’s feet.

There was chaos inside. The barracks was realtyojus large room which did duty as
mess, assembly room and kitchen, with big bunk sbeyond it. It was empty, and well on
the way to decay. The roof leaked, the high windawese broken, dead leaves had blown in
and lay around on the floor, among the rat droppifidnere were no pickets, no sentries, no
people. There was a big pot boiling on the sooyrthe though, and its hiss and seethe were
the only liveliness in the place. At some pointtpaErthe room had been set up as a kind of
guartermaster’s store, but most of the shelves werpty. Polly had expected some sort of
gueue, some kind of order, possibly someone harain{ttle piles of clothes.

What there was, instead, was a rummage stall. Wergh like a rummage stall, in fact,
because nothing on it appeared to be new anddittlié appeared to be worth having. The rest
of the squad were already pawing through what migive been called merchandise if there
were any possibility that anyone could be persuaddxy it.

‘What's this? One Size, Doesn’t Fit Anyone?’

‘This tunic’s got blood on itBlood!’

‘Well, it is one of the thtubborn thtainth, it'svedyth very hard to get it out without—’
‘Where’s the proper armour?’

‘Oh, no! There’s an arrow hole in this onel’

‘What dis? Nuffin fits a troll!’

A small, leathery old man was at bay behind théetatowering under the ferocity of
Maladict’s glare. He wore a red uniform jacket, damp badly, with a corporal’s stripes,
stained and faded, on the sleeve. The left breastomvered in medals.

One arm ended in a hook. One eye was covered hich.p

‘We’re going to be pikemen, the lieutenant said@idsthe vampire. ‘That means a sword
and pike per man, right? And a shield if there’saarow storm, right? And a heavy helmet,
right?’

‘Wrong! You can't yell at me like that! said theam. ‘See these medals? I'm a—
A hand descended from above and lifted him overtalde. Carborundum held the man



close to his face and nodded.
‘Yah, can see ‘em, mister,” he rumbled. ‘And 2! .
The recruits had fallen silent.
Tut him down, Carborundum,’ said Poily. ‘Gently.’
‘Why?’
‘He’s got no legs.’

The troll focused. Then, with exaggerated carelolered the old soldier to the ground.
There were a couple of little tapping sounds as tthe wooden peg-legs touched the
planking.

‘Sorry about dat,” he said.

The little man steadied himself against the talpié shuffled his arms round a couple of
crutches.

‘All right,” he said gruffly. ‘No harm done. But weh it, another time!’

‘But this is ridiculous!” said Maladict, turning tBolly and waving a hand at the heap of
rags and bent metal. ‘You couldn’t equip three roah of this mess. There’s not even any
decent boots!’

Polly looked along the length of the table. ‘Weagpposed to be well equipped,” she said
to the one-eyed man. ‘We’re supposed to be thestfiaemy in the world. That's what we’re
told. And aren’t we winning?’

The man looked at her. Inside, she stared at lie®et hadn’'t meant to speak out like
that.

‘So they say,’” he said, in a blank kind of way.

‘And w-what do you say?’ said Wazzer. He’'d pickegu ane of the few swords. It was
stained and notched.

The corporal glanced up at Carborundum, and théfeéddict.

‘I'm not s-stupid, you know!” Wazzer went on, redthe face and trembling. ‘All this stuff
is off d-dead men!’

‘Well, it's a shame to waste good boots—' the magdn.
‘We're the last 0-ones, aren’t we?’ said WazzehéTast r-recruits!’

The peg-legged corporal eyed the distant doorway, saw no relief heading in his
direction.

‘We've got to stay here all night, said Maladidight!” he went on, causing the old
corporal to wobble on his crutches. ‘When who knawst evil flits through the shadows,
dealing death on silent wings, seeking a haplegswiwho—’

‘Yeah, all right, all right, Idid see your ribbon,” said the corporal. ‘Look, I'mosing up
after you’ve gone. | just run the stores, thatlsEhat’s all | do, honest! I'm on one-tenth pay,
me, on account of the leg situation, and | don’hirteouble?’’

‘And this is all you've got?’ said Maladict. ‘Donjiou have a little something . . . put by . .



‘Are you saying I'm dishonest?’ said the corporati

‘Let’s say I'm open to the idea that you might bet’ said the vampire. ‘C’'mon, corporal,
you said we're the last to go. What are you sauip® What've you got?’

The corporal sighed, and swung with surprising dpmeer to a door, which he unlocked.
‘You'd better come and look,’” he said. ‘But it'strgood . . .’

It was worse. They found a few more breastplatasphe was sliced in half and another
was one big dent. A shield was in two pieces, fboere were bent swords and crushed
helmets, battered hats and torn shirts.

‘I done what | can,’ sighed the corporal. ‘I hamegkistuff out and washed out the clothes
but it's been weeks since | had any coal for thggdoand you can’t do nothin’ about the
swords without a forge. It's been months since tlaoy new weapons and, let me tell you,
since the dwarfs buggered off the steel we’'ve bgetting is crap anyway.’ He rubbed his
nose. ‘I know you think quartermasters are a timguwunch and | won’t say we might not
skim a bit off the top when things are going wellit this stuff? A beetle couldn’t make a
living off this.” He sniffed again. ‘Ain’t been paiin three months, neither. | guess one-tenth
of nothing is not as bad as nothing, but | was névat good at philosophy.’

Then he brightened-up. ‘Got plenty to eat, at ledm said. ‘If you like horse, that is.
Personally | prefer rat, but there’s no accounforgaste.’

‘| can’t eat horse!’ said Shufti.
‘Ah, you'd be a rat man?’ said the corporal, legdine way out into the big room.
‘No!’

‘You'll learn to be one. You'llall learn,” said the little one-tenth corporal, with avil
grin. ‘Ever eaten scubbo? No? Nothing like a boiM@bbo when you're hungry. You can
put anythingin scubbo. Pork, beef, mutton, rabbit, chickergkdu. . anything. Even rats, if
you've got ‘em. It's food for the marching man, bbo. Got some on the boil out there right
now. You can have some of that, if you like.’

The squad brightened up.
Thoundth good,’ said Igor. ‘What'’th in it?’

‘Boiling water,” said the corporal. ‘It's what wealt “blind scubbo”. But there’s going to
be old horse in a minute unless you've got somgtbigtter. Could do with some seasonings,
at least. Who's looking after the rupert?’

They looked at one another.

The corporal sighed. ‘The officer,” he explaine@ihéy’re all called Rupert or Rodney or
Tristram or something. They get better grub tham 0. You could try scrounging something
at the inn.’

‘Scrounge?’ said Polly.
The old man rolled his one eye.

‘Yeah. Scrounge. Scrounge, nick, have a lend afiog thieve, lift, acquire, purrrr-loin.
That's what you’ll learn, if you're gonna survivieis war. Which they say we’re winnin’, o’
course. Always remember that.” He spat vagueljhedirection of the fire, possibly missing
the cooking pot only by accident. ‘Yeah, an’ aletlads | see coming back down the road
walking hand in hand with Death, they probably oNeithe celebrating, eh? So easy to take



your hand right off if you open a bottle of changp@ee the wrong way, eh? | see you've got
an Igor with you, you lucky devils. Wish we’d hadeowhen | went off to battle. | wouldn’t
be kept awake by woodworm if we had.’

‘We have tostealour food?’ said Maladict.

‘No, you can starve if that takes your fancy,” stid corporal. ‘I've starved a few times.
There’s no future in it. Ate a man’s leg when wer@venowed up in the Ibblestarn campaign
but, fair’s fair, he ate mine.’ He looked at thigices. ‘Well, it's not on, is it, eating your own
leg ? You'd probably go blind.’

‘You swappedegs?’ said Polly, horrified.

‘Yeah, me an’ Sergeant Hausegerda. It was his [@easible man, the sergeant. That kept
us alive for the week and by then the relief hadtgmugh. We were certainly relieved about
that. Oh, dear. Where’s my manners? How d'yer ads,| my name’s Corporal Scallot. They
call me Threeparts.” He held out his hook.

‘But that's cannibalism!” said Tonker, backing away

‘No it's not, not officially, not unless you eatv@hole person,’ said Threeparts Scallot
levelly. ‘Milit'ry rules.’

All eyes turned to the big pot bubbling on the fire

‘Horse,’” said Scallot. ‘Ain’t got nothing but horsktold you. | wouldn't lie to you, boys.
Now kit yerselves up with the best yer can find.ath your name, stone man?’

‘Carborundum,’ said the troll.

‘Got a wee bit 0’ decent snacking anthracite sayedut the back, then, and some official
red paint for you ‘cos | never met a troll yet thednted to wear a jacket. The rest of you,
mark what I'm telling yer: fill up with grub. Filyer pack with grub. Fill yer shako with grub.
Fill yer boots with soup. If any of you run acras$ot of mustard, you hang on to it - it's
amazin’ what mustard’ll help down. And look aftesuy mates. And keep out of the way of
officers, ‘cos they ain’t healthy. That's what ytarn in the army. The enemy dun’t really
want to fight you, ‘cos the enemy is mostly blokes Ijeu who want to go home with all
their bits still on. But officers’ll get you killed Scallot looked round at them. ‘There. I've
said it. And if there’s a political amongst you:sta@r, you can go an’ tell tales and to hell with
you.’

After a few moments of embarrassed silence Polty. 8&/hat’s a political?’
‘Like a spy, only on your own side,’ said Maladict.

‘That's right,” said Scallot. ‘There’s one in evepattalion these days, snitching on their
mates. Get promotion that way, see? Don’t wantediss the ranks, eh? Don’t want loose
talk about losing battles, right? Which is a loddloody cludgies, ‘cos the infantry grumbles
all the time. Moaning is part dfein’ a soldier.” He sighed. ‘Anyway, there’s a bunkh®osit
the back. | beats the pallyarses regular so th@relsably not too many fleas.” Once again he
looked at blank faces. ‘That’s straw mattressggta Go on, help yourselves. Take what you
like. 'm closing up after you've gone, anyway. \Weistbe winning now you rattling lads are
joining, right?’

The clouds had broken when Polly stepped out imonight, and a half-moon filled the
world with cold silver and black. The inn oppositas another rubbishy alehouse for selling



bad beer to soldiers. It stank of ancient slopsndsefore she opened the door. The sign was
flaked and unrecognizable, but she could read #men The World Turned Upside Down.
She pushed open the door. The smell got worse.eTlwvere no customers and no sign of
Strappi or Jackrum, but Polly did see a servanhouktally spreading the inn’s dirt evenly
across the floor with a mop.

‘Excuse m—' she began, and then remembered thessoaised her voice and tried to
sound angry. ‘Hey, where’s the lieutenant?’

The servant looked at her and gestured up thesstaih a thumb. There was only one
candle alight up there, and she knocked on theesedoor.

‘Enter.’

She entered. Lieutenant Blouse was standing imiddle of the floor in his breeches and
shirtsleeves, holding a sabre. Polly was no experthese matters, but she thought she
recognized the stylish, flamboyant pose as thebmgenners tend to use just before they're
stabbed through the heart by a more experienchtefig

‘Ah, Perks, isn't it?’ he said, lowering the blad&ust, er, limbering up.’
‘Yes, sir.’

‘There’s some laundry in the bag over there. | ekgemeone in the inn will do it. What's
for supper?’

‘I'll check, sir.’
‘What are the men having?’
‘Scubbo, sir,” said Polly. ‘Possibly with hor—’

‘Then bring me some, will you? We are at war, aftikrand | must show an example to
my men,” said Blouse, sheathing the sword at thel thttempt. ‘That would be good for
morale.’

Polly glanced at the table. A book lay open on ed@ pile of others. It looked like a
manual of swordsmanship, and the page it was opemas page five. Beside it was a thick-
lensed pair of spectacles.

‘Are you a reading man, Perks?’ said Blouse, clpsime book.
Polly hesitated. But, then, what did Ozzer care®bitAsir,” she admitted.

‘| suspect | shall have to leave most of thesermthhe said. ‘Do take one if you want it.’
He waved a hand at the books. Polly read the tifléee Craft of War. Principles of
Engagement. Battle Studies. Tactical Defence.

‘All a bit heavy for me, sir,” she said. ‘Thankd tle same.’
‘Tell me, Perks,’ said Blouse, ‘are the recruitsén good spirits?’

He gave her a look of apparently genuine conceentedlly did have no chin, she noticed.
His face just eased its way into his neck withouichto disturb it on the way, but his
Adam’s apple, now, that was a champion. It wentand down his neck like a ball on a
spring.

Polly had been soldiering for only a couple of ddy# already an instinct had developed.
In summary, it was this: lie to officers. ‘Yes,,58he said.



‘Getting everything they need?’

The aforesaid instinct weighed the chances of teiting anything more than they'd got
already as a result of a complaint, and Polly s¥ids, sir.’

‘Of course, it is not up to us to question our osdesaid Blouse.
‘Wasn’t doing so, sir,” said Polly, momentarily perxed.

‘Even though at times we might feel—’ the lieutenbegan, and started again. ‘Obviously
warfare is a very volatile thing, and the tide aftke can change in a moment.’

‘Yessir,” said Polly, still staring. The man hagraall spot where his spectacles had rubbed
on his nose.

The lieutenant seemed to have something on his,nood ‘Why did you join up, Perks?’
he said, groping on the table and finding his sgEes at the third attempt. He had woollen
gloves on, with the fingers cut out.

‘Patriotic duty, sir!" said Polly promptly.
‘You lied about your age?’

‘Nosir!’

‘Just patriotic duty, Perks?’

There were lies, and then there were lies. Polifteshawkwardly. ‘Would quite like to
find out what's happened to my brother Paul, sing said.

‘Ah, yes.’ Lieutenant Blouse’s face, not a pictuwiehappiness to begin with, suddenly
bore a hunted look.

‘Paul Perks, sir,” Polly prompted.

‘I'm, er, not really in a position to know, Perksaid Blouse. ‘Il was working as a . . . |
was, er, in charge of, er, | was engaged in spamak back at headquarters, er . . . obviously
| don’t know all the soldiers, Perks. Older brothes is he?’

‘Yessir. Joined the Ins-and-Outs last year, sir.’
‘And, er, have you any younger brothers?’ saidligenant.
‘No, sir.’

‘Ah, well. That's something to be thankful for, aty rate,” said Blouse. It was a strange
thing to say. Polly’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement.

‘Sir?’ she said.

And then she felt an unpleasant sensation of monen$®mething was slipping slowly
down the inside of her thigh.

‘Anything the matter, Perks?’ said the lieutenaatching her expression.

‘Nosir! Just a . . . a bit of cramp, sir! All theamching, sir’” She clamped both hands
around one knee and edged backwards towards the ‘tibgust go and . . . go and see to
your supper, sirl’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Blouse, staring at her leg. ‘Yesplease . . .’

Polly paused outside the door to pull her socksrefucked the end of one under her belt
as an anchor, and hurried down to the inn’s kitshé@nlook told her all she wanted to know.



Food hygiene here consisted of making a half-hdati®rt not to gob in the stew.
‘I want onions, salt, pepper— she began.

The maid who was stirring the soot-black pot ondbet-black stove glanced up, realized
she had been addressed by a man, and hastily pshddmp hair out of her eyes.

‘It's stoo, sir,” she announced.
‘I don’t want any. | just want the stuff,” said Bol‘For the officer,” she added.

The kitchen maid pointed a soot-blackened thumba tearby door and gave Polly what
she probably thought was a saucy grin.

‘I'm sure you can have anything that takes youctasir,” she said.

Polly glanced at the two shelves that had beeniftignby the name of pantry, and
grabbed a couple of large onions, one in each hand.

‘May 1?’ she said.

‘Oh, sir’’ giggled the maid. ‘Il do hope you're nohe of them coarse soldiers who'd take
advantage of a helpless maiden, sir!’

‘No, er ... no. I'm not one of them,” said Polly.

‘Oh.” This didn’'t seem to be the right answer. Trhaid put her head on one side. ‘Have
you hadmuchto do with young women, sir?’ she asked.

‘Er . .. yes. Quite a lot,” said Polly. ‘Er . lots, really.’

‘Really?” The maid drew closer. She smelled mostlysweat, tinged with soot. Polly
raised the onions as a kind of barrier.

‘I'm sure there’s things you'd like to learn,” timeaid purred.
‘I'm sure there’s something you wouldn’t!” said Boland turned and ran.

As she made it out into the cold night air, a gigavoice behind her called out, ‘I'm off
at eight o’clock!’

Ten minutes later, Corporal Scallot was impressgally got the feeling this did not
happen often. Shufti had wedged an old breastpkdele the fire, had hammered some slabs
of horse-meat until they were tender, dipped theresame flour, and was frying them. The
sliced onions sizzled next to them.

‘| always just boil ‘em,” said Scallot, watchingnhiwith interest.
‘You just lose all the flavour if you do that,” saShufti.
‘Hey, lad, the stuff I've ate, you wouldn’t want tasteit!’

‘Saute stuff first, especially the onions,” Shuftent on. ‘Improves the flavour. Anyway,
when you boil you ought to boil slow. That's whae mmam always says. Roast fast, boll
slow, okay? This isn’t bad meat, for horse. Shaoreoil it.’

‘Amazin’,’ said Scallot. ‘We could’ve done with ydn Ibblestarn. The sarge was a good
man but a bit, you know, tough in the leg?’

‘A marinade would probably have helped,” said Shalisently, flipping over a slice of
meat with a broken sword. He turned to Polly. ‘Waere any more stuff in the larder, Ozz? |



can make up some stock for tomorrow if we can—'’
‘I'm not going in that kitchen again!’ said Polly.

‘Ah, that'd be Roundheels Molly?’ said Corporal Baia looking up and grinning. ‘She’s
sent many a lad on his way rejoicing.” He dippdéddie in the boiling scubbo pot next to the
pan. Disintegrated grey meat seethed in a few soheater.

‘That’ll do for the rupert,” he said, and picked astained bowl.
‘Well, he did say he wanted to eat what the meyi said Polly.

‘Oh, that kind of officer,” said Scallot uncharitably. ‘Yeasome young ones try that stuff,
ifn they've been readin’ the wrong books. Soméeon tries to bdriends the bastards.” He
spat expertly between the two pans. ‘Wait ‘tiltHes what the men eat.’

‘But if we're having steak and onions—’

‘No thanks to the likes o’ him,” said the corporidling the slurry into the bowl. ‘The
Zlobenian troops get one pound of beef and a po@ifidur a day minimum, plus fat pork or
butter and half a pound of pease. A pint 0’ molassenetimes, todVeget stale horse-bread
and what we scrounge. He’'ll have scubbo and like it

‘No fresh vegetables, no fruit,” said Shufti. ‘Ttsa& very binding diet, corp.’

‘Yeah, well, once battle commences | reckon yofifil constipation’s the last thing on
your mind,” said Scallot. He reached up, pushedesoags aside, and pulled down a dusty
bottle from a shelf.

‘Rupert’s not having none o’ this, neither,” hedsdiGot it off'f the baggage of the last
officer that went through, but I'll share it withoy, ‘cos you’s good lads.” He casually
knocked the top of the bottle off against the edfi¢ghe chimney.’ ‘s only sherry, but it'll
make you drunk.’

‘Thanks, corp,” said Shufti, and took the bottle sloshed a lot over the sizzling meat.
‘Hey, that's good drink you're wastin’’ said Scal] making a grab for it.

‘No, it'll spice up the meat a fair treat,” said8t, trying to hang on to the bottle. ‘It'll—
sugar!’

Half the liquid had gone on the fire as the twodwfought for it, but that wasn’t what had
felt like a small steel rod shooting through Pdlyiead. She looked round at the rest of the
squad, who didn’t appear to have—

Maladict winked at her and made a tiny gesture Wwithhead towards the other end of the
room, and strolled in that direction. Polly folloge

Maladict always found something to lounge agaiHstrelaxed in the shadows, looked up
at the rafters, and said: ‘Now, | say a man whoagbow to cook is no less of a man for that.
But a man who says “sugar” when he swears? Haveeyeuheard a man say that? You
haven't. | can tell.’

So itwasyou who gave me the socks, thought Polly. You katnout me, | can tell you
do, but do you know about Lofty? And maybe Shufiswery politely brought up . . . but one
look at Maladict’'s knowing smile made her decidé taotry that road. Besides, the moment
you looked at Shufti with the idea that maybe he wagirl, you saw that he was. No man
would say ‘Sugar!” Three girls now . . .



‘And I'm pretty sure about Lofty, too,” said Malandi
‘What're you going to do about . . . them?’ shalsai

‘Do? Why should | do anything about anyone?’ saidladict. ‘I'm a vampire officially
pretending not to be one, right? I'm the last perato’ll say anyone has to play the hand
they were dealt. So good luck to . . . him, sagut you might like to take him aside later on
and have a word with him. You know . . . man to rhan

Polly nodded. Was there a knowingness to that camfn&'d better go and take the
lieutenant his scubbo,” she said. ‘And . . . bigdtforgot about his laundry.’

‘Oh, 1 wouldn’t worry about that, old chap,’ saidalddict, and flashed a little smile. ‘The
way things are going around here, Igor’s probabiaaherwoman in disguise.’

Polly did the laundry, in the end. She wasn't sina she’'d be able to dodge Molly a
second time, and there wasn’t that much of it. A&feeds she hung it in front of the fire,
which was roaring.

The horse had been surprisingly good, but not gsrising as Blouse’s reaction to the
scubbo. He had sat there in his evening dress ramifowearing special clothes just to sit
down and eat all by yourself was a new one on Rodpd had yummed it up and sent her
back with the bowl for more. The meat had beenedoilhite and there was scum on the top.
The squad wondered what kind of life an officer Idobhave led that inclined him to like
scubbo.

‘Dun’t know much about him,” said Scallot, upon gtiening. ‘He’s been here two weeks,
frettin’ to get to the war. Brought a whole cartioaf books with him, | heard. Looks like a
typical rupert to me. They were all behind the dedren the chins were handed out. A
sergeant who went through said he’s not really lalieso at all, just some wonk from
headquarters that's good at sums.’

‘Oh, great,” said Maladict, who was brewing his feef by the fire. The little engine
gurgled and hissed.

‘I don’t think he can see very well without his gt@s,” said Polly. ‘But he’s very, er,
polite.’

‘Not been a rupert for long, then,” said Scalldthey're more “Hey there! You! Damn
your eyes, fwah fwah fwah!” | seen your sergeanfotse though, old Jackrum. Been
everywhere, he has. Everyone knows old Jackrumwdgs with us in the snow up at
Ibblestarn.’

‘How many people diche eat?’ said Maladict, to general laughter. The dinmad been
good, and there had still been enough sherry fpass each.

‘Let’s just say | heard he didn’t come down mucintier than when he went up,” said
Scallot.

‘And Corporal Strappi?’ said Polly.

‘Never seen him before, either,” said Scallot. ‘€@rained little bugger. Political, I'd say.
Why’s he gone and left you here? Got a nice cuglyib the inn, has he?’

‘I hope he’snot g-going to be our sergeant,” said Wazzer.
‘Him? Why?’ said Scallot.



Polly volunteered the events of earlier in the @avgnTo her surprise, Scallot laughed.

‘They're trying to get rid of the old bugger agaame they?’ he said. ‘That’s a laugh! Bless
you, it'll take more’n a bunch of gawains and rogméo lever Jackrum out of his own army.
Why, he’s been court-martialled twice. He got afthbtimes. And d’you know he once saved
General Froc's life? He’s been everywhere, gotgbeds on everyone, knows more strings
than me and | know a good few, mark my words. Iirhaats to march with you tomorrow he
will, and no skinny little rupert’ll get in his way

‘So what was a man like that doing as a recruitifiiger?’ said Maladict sharply.

‘ ‘cos he got his leg cut open in Zlobenia andthé& sawbones who tried to look at it when
the wound went bad, clever dick,” retorted ScaliGteaned it out himself with maggots and
honey, then drank a pint of brandy and sewed hinugeind lay on his bed with a fever for a
week. But the general got him, | heard, came asitied him while he was too weak to protest
and told him he was going on the drumming for aryea no argument. Not even Froc
hisself would hand him his papers, not after Jaokaucarried him on his back for fourteen
miles through enemy lines—’

The door swung open and Sergeant Jackrum walkédaking his hands into his belt.

‘Don’t bother to salute, lads,’” he said, as theynéd guiltily. ‘Evening, Threeparts. Nice to
see nearly all of you again, you artful o' god-ded Where’s Corporal Strappi?’

‘Haven't seen him all evening, sarge,’ said Maladic
‘Didn’t he come in here with you?”’
‘No, sarge. We thought he was with you.’

Not a muscle moved on Jackrum’s face. ‘I see,’ dd.sWell, you heard the lieutenant.
The boat leaves at midnight. We should be well ddvenKneck by Wednesday’s dawn. Get
a few hours’ sleep if you can. Tomorrow’s goinda long day, if you're lucky.’

And with that, he turned and went out again. Winevled outside, and was cut off when
the door shutwe’ll be well down the Kneck, Polly noted. Well donerdéparts.

‘Missing a corporal?’ said Scallot. ‘Now there’shang. Usually it's a recruit that goes ay-
wole. Well, you heard the sergeant, boys. Timedsiwup and turn in.’

There was a washroom and latrine, in a rough aadyréashion. Polly found a moment
when she and Shufti were in it alone. She’'d radked brains about how best to raise the
subject, but as it turned out just a look wastdtok.

‘It was when | volunteered to do the supper, wagf’'t Shufti mumbled, staring into the
stone sink, which had moss growing in it.

‘That was a clue, yes,’ said Polly.

‘A lot of men cook, you know!” said Shufti hotly.

‘Yes, but not soldiers, and not enthusiasticalbgid Polly. ‘They don’t do marinades.’
‘Have you told anybody?’ mumbled Shufti, red in fhee.

‘No,” said Polly, which was, after all, strictlyue. ‘Look, you were good, you had me
fooled right up until “sugar”.’

‘Yes, yes, | know,” Shufti whispered. ‘I can do thelching and the walking stupidly and
even the nose-picking, but | wasn’t brought upwear like you men!’



Us men, thought Polly. Oh, boy.

‘We're the coarse and licentious soldiery. I'm aré’'s shit or bust,” she said. ‘Er . why
are you doing this?’

Shufti stared into the dank stone sink as if steaggeen slime was really interesting, and
mumbled something.

‘Sorry, what was that?’ said Polly.

‘Going to find my husband,’ said Shufti, only &l&tbit louder.

‘Oh, dear. How long had you been married?’ saidyPwalithout thinking.
‘... not married yet. . .said Shufti, in a voice as tall as an ant.

Polly glanced down at the plumpness of Shufti. Géar. Oh, dear. She tried to sound
reasonable. ‘Don’t you think that you should—'

‘Don’t you tell me to go home! said Shulfti, roungi on her. ‘There’s nothing for me back
home except disgrace! I'm not going home! I'm gotoghe war and I’'m going to find him!
No one’s going to tell me not to, Ozzer! No onelsThas happened before, anyway! And it
ended right! There’s a song about it and everything

‘Oh, that,” said Polly. ‘Yes. | know.’” Folk singers shoulé Bhot. ‘What | wagoingto say
was that you might find this helps the disguise’.She produced a soft cylinder of woolly
socks from her pack and wordlessly handed it dvevas a dangerous thing to do, she knew,
but now she was feeling a kind of responsibilitthose whose sudden strange fancy hadn’t
been followed by a plan.

On the way back to her palliasse she caught sigiitazzer hanging his little picture of
the Duchess on a handy hook in the crumbling wadiva his mattress. He looked around
furtively, failed to spot Polly in the shadows bketdoorway, and bobbed a very quick curtsy
to the picture. A curtsy, not a bow.

Polly frowned. Four. She was barely surprised, namd she had one pair of clean socks
left. This was soon going to be a barefoot army.

Polly could tell the time by the fire. You got aefdor how long a fire burned, and the logs
on this one were grey with ash over the glow bdndatas gone eleven, she decided.

By the sound of it, no one was getting any sledyg &got up after an hour or two of lying
on the crackling straw mattress, staring at dakreasd listening to things move about
underneath her; she’d have stayed on it for lorfgersomething in the straw seemed to want
to push her leg out of the way. Besides, she diteve any dry blankets. Thermereblankets
in the barracks, but Threeparts had advised agtiest on account of their carrying, as he
put it, ‘the Itch’.

The corporal had left a candle alight. Polly haadr@aul’s letter again, and taken another
look at the piece of printed paper rescued fronmtibedy road. The words were fractured and
she wasn't sure about all of them, but she didké the sound of any of them. ‘Invas’ had a
particularly unpleasant ring to it.

And then there was thaird piece of paper. She couldn’t help that. It hadhbeeomplete
accident. She’d done Blouse’s laundry ah@ourseyou went through the pockets before you
washed things, because anyone who'd ever triechtollua soggy, bleached sausage that'd



once been a banknote didn't want to do it twicedAhere had been this folded piece of
paper. Admittedly, she needn’t have unfolded it,draving unfolded it, needn’t have read it.
But there are some things that you just do.

It was a letter. Presumably Blouse had shoved & pocket and forgotten about it when
he’d changed his shirt. She needn’t read it againty candlelight, she did.

My Dearest Emmeline,

Fame and Fortune await! After only eight years as a 2nd Lieutenant | have now been promoted
and am to have a command! Of course this will mean that there will be no officer left in the
Adjutant-General’s Blanket's, Bedding and Horse Fodder Department, but | have explained my
new filing system to Cpl Drebb and I believe he is Sound.

You know | cannot go into matters of detail, but | believe this will be a very exciting prospect
and | am anxious to be ‘at the Foe’. | am bold enough to hope that the name of Blouse will go
down in military history. In the meantime, | am brushing up my sword drill and it is definitely all
‘coming back’ to me. Of course, the promaotion brings with it no less than One Shilling extra ‘per
Diem’, plus Three Pence fodder allowance. To this end | have purchased a ‘charger’ from Mr
‘Honest’ Jack Slacker, a most entertaining gentleman, although | fear that his description of my
steed’s ‘prowess’ may have been prone to some exaggeration. Nevertheless, | am ‘moving up
‘at last and if Fate smiles on me this will hurry forward the day when | can

And that was it, fortunately. After some thoughulli? went and carefully damped the
letter, then dried it quickly over the remains bé tfire and slipped it into the pocket of the
washed shirt. Blouse might scold her for not remgvt before washing, but she doubted it. -

A blanket-counter with a new filing system. An @msifor eight years, in a war where
promotion could be rather fast. A man who put ite@rcommas round any word or phrase he
thought of as even slightly ‘racy’. Brushing up lois ‘sword drill’. And so short-sighted he’d
bought a horse from Jack Slacker, who went arolintieahorse fairs’ bargain bins and sold
winded old screws that dropped a leg before yootthgme.

Our leader.

They were losing the war. Everyone knew that, midady would say it. It was as if they
felt that if the words weren't said out loud thénvasn't really happening. They were losing
the war and this squad, untrained and untriedtifighin dead men’s boots, could only help
them lose it faster. Half of them were girls! Besawf some bloody stupid song, Shufti was
wandering off into a war to look for the fatherhadr child, and that was a desperate errand for
a girl even in peacetime. And Lofty was trailingeafher boy, which would probably be
romantic right up until five minutes into a batthnd she . . .

... well, yes. She’d heard the song, too. So WRaul was her brother. She’d always kept
an eye on him, even when she was small. Motheralveasys busyeveryonewvas always busy
at The Duchess, so Polly had become a big sistarbimther fifteen months older than her.
She’d taught him to blow his nose, taught him hoviorm letters, went and found him when
crueller boys had got him lost in the woods. Rugrafter Paul was a duty that had become a
habit.

And then . . . well, it wasn’t the only reason. WiHeer father died The Duchess would be
lost to her side of the family if there was no m#deinherit. That was the law, plain and
simple. Nugganatic law said that men could inh&he Things of Men ‘ such as land,
buildings, money and all domestic animals excepd.d&omen could inherit ‘the Things of
Women’, which were mostly small items of persoraii¢llery and spinning wheels passed



from mothers to daughters. They certainly couldhtierit a large, famous tavern.

So The Duchess would go to Paul if he was alivef loe was dead it was allowable for it
to go to Polly’s husband if she was married. AmicsiPolly saw no prospect of that, she
neededa brother. Paul could happily carry barrels arotordthe rest of his life; she would
run The Duchess. But if she was left alone, a womidn no man, then at best all she’d get
was maybe the chance to go on living there whidedibeds went to cousin Vlopo, who was a
drunkard.

Of course, all that wasnthe reason. Certainly not. But it was a reason, aldghmeThe
reason was, simply, Paul. She’d always found hichlought him home.

She looked at the shako in her hands. There hadhmmets, but since they all had arrow
holes or gaping rips in them the squad had worlylegsne for the softer hats. You'd die
anyway, and at least you wouldn’'t have a headadine shako’'s badge showed the
regimental symbol of a flaming cheese. Maybe onedee’d find out why. Polly put it on,
picked up her pack and the small bag of laundrg, stepped out into the night. The moon
was gone, the clouds had come back. She was dithgtthe time she’d crossed the square;
the rain was coming horizontally.

She shoved open the inn door and saw, by the tifjloine guttering candle . . . chaos.
Clothing was strewn across the flagstones, cupBoarere hanging open. Jackrum was
coming down the stairs, cutlass in one hand, lantethe other.

‘Oh, it's you, Perks,” he said. ‘They've cleanect tplace out and buggered off. Even
Molly. | heard ‘em go. Pushing a cart, by the soohd. What're you doing here?’

‘Batman, sarge,’ said Polly, shaking water off hat.

‘Oh, yeah. Right. Go and wake him up, then. Hewrisiy like a sawmill. | hope to hell the
boat’s still there.’

‘Why’'d they bug— scarper, sarge?’ said Polly anoutght: Sugar! If it comes to it,don’t
swear, either! But the sergeant didn’t appear t@ceo

He gave her what is known as an old-fashioned Itlois; one had dinosaurs in it. ‘Got
wind of something, | don’t doubt,” he said. ‘Of ¢ea, we’re winning the war, you know.’

‘Ah. Oh. And we’re not going to be invaded at dllexpect,” said Polly, with equally
exaggerated care.

‘Quite right. | detest those treacherous devils WHmave us believe that a vast army is
about to sweep right across the country any day, reaid Jackrum.

‘Er ... no sign of Corporal Strappi, sarge?’
‘No, but I haven’t turned over every stone yet—!ssh

Polly froze, and strained to listen. There were fbeats, getting louder as they
approached, and changing from thuds into the rgqngound of horseshoes on cobbles.

‘Cavalry patrol,” Jackrum whispered, putting thatexn down on the bar. ‘Six or seven
horses.’

‘Ours?’
‘| bleedin’ doubt it.’
The clattering slowed, and came to a stop outside.



‘Keep ‘em talking,” said Jackrum, reaching down atding the door’s bolt across. He
turned and headed towards the rear of the inn.

‘What?What abou?’ whispered Polly. ‘Sarge?’

Jackrum had vanished. Polly heard murmuring outtidedoor, followed by a couple of
sharp knocks.

She threw off her jacket. She wrenched the shakberfhead and tossed it behind the bar.
Now she wasn’t a soldier, at least. And, as ther dems shaken against the bolt, she saw
something white lying in the debris. It was a tdgitemptation . . .

The door burst open at the second blow, but theiessl didn’t immediately enter. Lying
under the bar, struggling to put the petticoat garaolled-up trousers, Polly tried to make
sense of the sounds. As far as she could tell framrustles and thuds, anyone waiting inside
the doorway with ambush in mind would have beegflyriand terminally sorry. She tried to
count the invaders; it sounded as though there wakteast three. In the tense silence, the
sound of a voice speaking in normal tones camesasek.

‘We heard the bolt slide across. That means yow'reere somewhere. Make it easy on
yourself. We don’t want to have to come and find.yo

| don’t want you to either, Polly thought. I'm natsoldier! Go away! And then the next
thought wasWhat do you mean, you're not a soldier? You toekshilling and kissed the
picture, didn’t you?And suddenly an arm had reached under the bagiatdbed her. At least
she didn’t have to act.

‘No! Please, sir! Don’t hurt me! | just got frighited! Please!
But inside there was a certain . . . sock-nessféfishshamed, and wanted to kick out.

‘Ye gods, what are you?’ said the cavalryman, pgllher upright and looking at her as if
she was some kind of exhibit.

‘Polly, sir! Barmaid, sir! Only they cleared outdaleft me!
‘Keep the noise down, girl"’

Polly nodded. The last thing she needed now waBlfmise to run down the stairs with his
sabre andrencing for Beginners

‘Yes, sir,” she squeaked.
‘Barmaid, eh? Three pints of what you’d probabli} gaur finest ale, then.’

That at least could happen on automatic. She'd geemugs under the bar, and the barrels
were behind her. The beer was thin and sharp loligppty wouldn’t dissolve a penny.

The cavalryman watched her closely as she filledntlugs. ‘What happened to your hair?’
he said.

Polly had been ready for this. ‘Oh, sir, they aduoff, sir! ‘cos | smiled at a Zlobenian
trooper, sirl’

‘Here?’

‘In Drok, sir.” It was a town much nearer the bard&nd me mam said it was shaming to
the family and | got sent here, sir!’

Her hands shook as she put the mugs on the bagh&mnaas hardly exaggerating. Hardly .



.. but a bit, neverthelesgou're acting like a giflshe thoughtKeep it up!

Now she could take stock of the invaders. They wdaek-blue uniforms, and big boots,
and heavy cavalry helmets. One of them was stangynthe shuttered windows. The other
two were watching her. One had a sergeant’s stapdsan expression of deep suspicion. The
one who'd grabbed her was a captain.

‘This is terrible beer, girl,” he said, sniffingahmug.

‘Yes, sir, | know, sir,” Polly gabbled. ‘They would listen to me, sir, and said you have to
put a damp sheet over the barrels in this thundexgther, sir, and Molly never cleans the
spigot and—’

‘This town’s empty, you know that?’

‘They all scarpered, sir,” said Polly earnestlyoftaa be an invasion, sir. Everyone says.
They're frightened of you, sir.’

‘Except you, eh?’ said the sergeant.
‘What's your name, girl who smiles at Zlobenianoppers?’ said the captain, smiling.

‘Polly, sir,’” said Polly. Her questing hand foundhat it was seeking under the bar. It was
the barman’s friend. There always was one.

‘And are you frightened of me, Polly?’ said the tzap. There was a snigger from the
soldier by the window.

The captain had a well-trimmed moustache whichliessh waxed to points, and was over
six feet tall, Polly reckoned. He had a pretty smibo, which was somehow improved by the
scar on his face. A circle of glass covered one Hge hand gripped the hidden cudgel.

‘No, sir,” she said, looking back into one eye am# glass. ‘Er . . . what's that glass for,
Sir?’

‘I's a monocle,” said the captain. ‘It helps me s@u, for which | am eternally grateful. |
always say that if | had two I'd make a spectaclmgself.’

That got a dutiful laugh from the sergeant. Padigied blank.

‘And are you going to tell me where the recruits?arsaid the captain.

She forced her expression not to change. ‘No.’

The captain smiled. He had good teeth, but these m@w, no warmth in his eyes.
‘You are in no position to be ignorant,” he saM/e won't hurt them, | assure you.’
There was a scream in the distance.

‘Much,’ said the sergeant, with more satisfactibart was necessary. There was another
yell. The captain nodded to the man by the door slipped out. Polly pulled the shako out
from under the bar and put it on.

‘One of them gave you his cap, did he?’ said tligesnt, and his teeth were nowhere near
as good as the officer’s. ‘Well, | like a girl whicdmile at a soldier—’

The cudgel hit him along the head. It was old hilackn, and he went down like a tree.
The captain backed away as Polly came out fromnidetiie bar with the club readied again.
But he hadn’t drawn his sword, and he Wwasyhing

‘Now, girl, if you want—' He caught her arm as shwung, dragged her towards him in a



tight grip, still laughing, and folded up almoslestly as her knee connected with his sock
drawer. Thank you, Gummy. As he sagged she steppeadand brought the cudgel down on
his helmet, making it ring.

She was shaking. She felt sick. Her stomach wasadl,sred-hot lump. What else could
she have done? Was she supposed to iMalkhave met the enemy and he is nise@way,
he wasn’'t. He was smug.

She tugged a sabre from a scabbard and crept touthi@ night. It was still raining, and
waist-deep mist was drifting up from the river. Haldozen or so horses were outside, but not
tied up. A trooper was waiting with them. Fainthgainst the rustle of the rain, she heard him
making soothing noises to comfort one of them. Bisbed she hadn’t heard that. Well, she’'d
taken the shilling. Polly gripped the cudgel.

She’d gone a step when the mist between her andndre fountained up slowly as
something rose out of it. The horses shifted uheabhe man turned, a shadow moved, the
man fell. . .

‘Oil" whispered Polly.

The shadow turned. ‘Ozzer? It's me, Maladict,’dids ‘Sarge sent me to see if you needed
help.’

‘Bloody Jackrum left me surrounded by armed mewpliyPhissed.

‘And?’

‘Well, 1. . . knocked two of them out,’” she saideling as she said it that this rather spoilt
her case as a victim. ‘One went over the road,ghou

‘I think we got that one,” said Maladict. ‘Well,slay “got” . . . Tonker nearly gutted him.
There’s a girl with what I'd call unresolved issudde turned round. ‘Let’'s see . . . seven
horses, seven men. Yep.’

‘Tonker?’ said Polly.

‘Oh, yes. Hadn't you spotted her? She went mad whenman charged at Lofty. Now,
let's have a look at your gentlemen, shall wed $aaladict, heading for the inn door.

‘But Lofty and Tonker . . . Polly began, running keep up. ‘I mean, the way they act,
they . . . I thought she was his girl . . . bubddwght Tonker . . . | mean, | know Lofty is a gi—

Even in the dark, Maladict’s teeth gleamed as higeelnThe world’s certainly unfolding
itself for you, eh? Ozzer? Every day, something.nemss-dressing now, | see.’

‘What?’

‘You are wearing getticoat Ozzer,” said Maladict, stepping into the bar.|ly?é&doked
down guiltily and started to tug it off, and thérotight: hang on a moment. . .

The sergeant had managed to pull himself up agtiadtar, where he was being sick. The
captain was groaning on the floor.

‘Good evening, gentlemen! said the vampire. ‘Pée@ay attention. | am eeformed
vampire, which is to say, | am a bundle of supméssstincts held together with spit and
coffee. It would be wrong to say that violent, tegrcarnage does not come easily to me. It's
nottearing your throats out that doesn’t come edsilye. Please don't make it any harder.’



The sergeant pushed himself away from the bar nopt@ok a muzzy swing at Maladict.
Almost absent-mindedly, Maladict leaned away frarand then returned a roundhouse blow
that knocked him over.

‘The captain looks bad,’” he said. ‘What did hettrydo to poor little you?”’
‘Patronize me,’ said Polly, glaring at Maladict.
‘Ah,’ said the vampire.

Maladict knocked softly on the barracks door. leogd a fraction, and then all the way.
Carborundum lowered his club. Wordlessly, Polly ataladict dragged the two cavalrymen
inside. Sergeant Jackrum was sitting on a stodheyire, drinking a mug of beer.

‘Well done, lads,” he said. Tut ‘em with the otheide waved the mug vaguely towards
the far wall, where four of the soldiers were husatlsullenly under the gaze of Tonker. They
had been manacled together. The last soldier wag bn a table, with Igor at work on him
with a needle and thread.

‘How’s he coming along, private?’ said Jackrum.

‘He’ll be fine, tharge,” said Igor. ‘It looked wdré than it wath, really. Jutht ath well,
because until we get to the battlefield | won't gey thpareth.’

‘Got a couple of legs for oI’ Threeparts?’ saidktam.

‘Now then, sarge, none of that,” said Scallot eyehle was sitting on the other side of the
fireplace. ‘You just leave me their horses and &ddvour lads could do with their sabres,
I've no doubt.’

‘They were looking fous sarge,’ said Polly. ‘We’re just a bunch of untied recruits and
they werdookingfor us. | could’ve beekilled, sarge!

‘No, | know talent when | sees it,” said Jackrum/€ll done, lad. Had to piss off myself,
on account of a big man in full enemy uniform isgetsy to miss. Besides, you lads needed to
be woke up. That'milit'ry thinking, that is.’

‘But if I hadn’t . . .” Polly hesitated. ‘If | hadhtricked them, they might've killed the
lieutenant!

‘See? There’s always a positive side, any way wol bt it,” said Scallot.

The sergeant stood up, wiped his mouth on the bihls hand and hitched up his belt. He
ambled over to the captain, reached down, andiliten up by his jacket.

‘Why were you looking for these boys, sir?’ he einegl.

The captain opened his eye and focused on thediat m

‘I am an officer and a gentleman, sergeant,” hetened. ‘There areules’
‘Not many gentlemen around here at this moment,ssird the sergeant.

‘Damn right,” whispered Maladict. Polly, feelingudk with relief and released tension,
had to put her hand over her mouth to stop giggling

‘Oh, yeah. The rules. Prisoners of war and thaickdum went on. ‘That means you even
have to eat the same things as us, you poor d&algou’re not going to talk to me?’

‘l am . . . Captain Horentz of the First Heavy Dwags. I'll say nothing more.” And
something about the way he said it elbowed PoliphébrainHe’s lying



Jackrum stared at him blankly for a moment, ana thead: ‘Well, now . . . it looks like
what we have here is an embugger-ance which, nsydathe Cheesemongers, is defined as
an obstruction in the way of progress. | proposdeal with it in this wise!” He let go of the
man’s jacket and the captain fell back.

Sergeant Jackrum removed his hat. Then he remageghdket, too, revealing a stained
shirt and bright red braces. He was still almosiesigal; from his neck, folds of skin lapped
their way down to the tropical regions. The beltsinbave been there just to conform to
regulations, Polly thought.

He reached up and undid a piece of string fromraddus neck. It was looped through a
hole in a tarnished coin.

‘Corporal Scallot! he said.
‘Yes, sarge! said Scallot, saluting.

‘You will note | am divestering myself of my insignand am handing you my official
shilling, which means, since last time | signedtupas for twelve years and that was sixteen
years ago, | am now fully and legally a damn canli

‘Yes, Mister Jackrum,’ said Scallot cheerfully. Angpthe prisoners, heads jerked up at the
sound of the name.

‘And that being the case, and since you, captamjrevading our country by night under
the cover of darkness, and | am a humble civillahjnk there’s no rule to stop me beating
seven kinds of crap out of you until you tell meywlou came here and when the rest of your
mates are going to arrive. And that may take meesome, sir, because up until now I've
only ever discovered five types of crap.” He rollga his sleeves, hauled up the captain again
and drew back a fist—

‘We just had to take the recruits into custodyjdsa voice. ‘We weren’t going to hurt
them! Now put him down, Jackrum, damn you! He’#§ séeing stars!’

It was the sergeant from the inn. Polly looked la¢ tother prisoners. Even with
Carborundum and Maladict watching them, and Tordewering at them, there was a
definite sense that the first blow landed on thetaia was going to start a riot. And Polly
thought: they are very protective, aren’t they . .

Jackrum must have picked it up, too. ‘Ah, now wetagking,” he said, lowering the
captain gently but still holding his coat. “Your mspeak up for you well, captain.’

‘That’'s because we’re not slaves, you bloody béetgéarowled one of the troopers.
‘Slaves? All my lads joined up of their own fredinturniphead.’

‘Maybe theythoughtthey did,” said the sergeant. ‘You just lied tan‘eLied to ‘em for
years. They're all gonna die because of your stlipgd Lies and your raddled, rotting, lying
old whore of a duchess!

‘Private Goom, as you were! That is an order! As yeere, | said! Private Maladict, take
that sword off'f Private Goom! That is another ard8ergeant, order your men to ease back
slowly! Slowly! Do it now! Upon my oath | am novialent man, but any man, any man who
disobeys me, bigod, that man is lookin’ at a brokbh

Jackrum screamed all that in one long explosiosoaind without taking his eyes off the
captain.



Reaction, order and breathless stillness had talstna few seconds. Polly stared at the
sudden tableau as her muscles untensed.

The Zlobenian troopers were settling back. Carbduams raised club began to lower
itself gently. Little Wazzer was held off the grauby Maladict, who’d wrenched a sword
from her hand; possibly only a vampire could haveved faster than Wazzer as she’d
charged the prisoners.

‘Custody,’ said Jackrum, in a quiet voice. ‘That'$unny word. Look at my little lads, will
you? Not a whisker between them yet, save for tbi &and lichen don’'t count. Still wet
behind the ears, they are. What's dangerous abdarmless bunch of farm boys that'd
concern a fine bunch of horse-wallopers like yones?’

‘Can thomeone pleathe come and put their fingerthotn knot?’ said Igor, from his
makeshift operating table. ‘I've jutht about done.’

‘Harmless?’ said the sergeant, staring at the struggling WazZéey're a bunch of
bloody madmen!’

‘I want to speak to your officer, damn you,’ salietcaptain, who looked a little less
unfocused now. ‘You do have an officer, don’t you?’

‘Yeah, we've got one somewhere, as | recall, sédkrum. ‘Perks, go and fetch the
rupert, will you? Best if you take that dress ofét, too. You never know, with ruperts.” He
carefully lowered the captain on to a bench, araigitened up.

‘Carborundum, Maladict, chop something off any @nisr who moves, and any man who
tries to attack a prisoner!’ he said. ‘Now then oh, yes. Threeparts Scallot, | wish to enlist
in your wonderful army, with its many opportunitiésr a young man willing to apply
himself.’

‘Any previous soldierin’?’ said Scallot, grinning.

‘Forty years fighting every bleeder within a hurdiraeiles of Borogravia, corporal.’
‘Special skills?’

‘Stayin’ alive, corporal, come what may.’

‘Then allow me to present you with one shilling aminediate acceleration to the rank of
sergeant,” said Scallot, handing back the coatla@dhilling. ‘Want to Osculate the Doxie?’

‘Not at my time o’ life,” said Jackrum, putting dns jacket again. ‘There,” he said. ‘All
smart, all neat, all legal. Go on, Perks, | gave &o order.’

Blouse was snoring. His candle had burned downoéklwas open on his blanket. Polly
gently pulled it out from under his fingers. Th#eti almost invisible on the stained cover,
was:Tacticus: The Campaigns

‘Sir?’ she whispered.

Blouse opened his eyes, saw her, and then turrcettamically scrabbled by the bed.

‘Here they are, sir,” said Polly, handing him hiestacles.

‘Ah, Perks, thank you,’ said the lieutenant, sgtup. ‘Midnight, is it?’

‘A bit after, sir.’

‘Oh, dear! Then we must hurry! Quick, pass me ngebhes! Have the men had a good



night?’

‘We were attacked by Zlobenian troops, sir. Firsakly Dragoons. We took them prisoner,
sir. No casualties, sir.’ . . . because they digixXpect us to fight. They wanted to take us
alive. And they walked in on Carborundum and Matadnd . . . me.

It had been hard, very hard, to force herself tmgwhat cudgel. But once she had done it,
it had been easy. And then she’d felt embarrasbedtabeing caught in a petticoat, even
though she had her breeches on underneath. She&fgun boy to girl just by thinking it,
and it had been so . . . easy. She needed somedicomsider this. She needed time to think
about a lot of things. She suspected that timegeagy to be in short supply.

Blouse was still sitting there with his breechel ba, staring at her.

‘Run that past me again one more time, will yourkB® he said. “You haveaptured
some of the enemy?’

‘Not just me, sir, | only got two of ‘em,’ said Ppl ‘We all, er, piled in, sir.’
‘Heavy Dragoons?’

‘Yessir.’

‘That’s the Prince’s personal regiment! They'veaded?’

‘| think it was more of a patrol, sir. Seven men.’

‘And none of you are hurt?’

‘Nosir.’

‘Pass me my shirt! Oh, blast!’

It was then that Polly noticed the bandage arousdight hand. It was red with blood. He
saw her expression.

‘Bit of a self-inflicted wound, Perks,” he said meusly. ‘ “Brushing up” on my sword drill
after supper. Nothing serious. Just a bit “rusygil know. Can’t quite manage buttons. If you
would be so good . . .’

Polly helped the lieutenant struggle into the w&#shis clothes, and threw his few other
possessions in a bag. It took a special kind of,reha reflected, to cut his sword hand with
his own sword.

‘I should pay my bill . . . the lieutenant mutteteas they hurried down the darkened
stairs.

‘Can't, sir. Everyone’s fled, sir.’

‘Perhaps | should leave them a note, do you think8uldn’t like them to think that | had
“done a runner” without—"’

‘They've all gone sir!” said Polly, pushing him towards the fronbad. She stopped
outside the barracks, straightened his coat amddsiat his face. ‘Did you wash last night,
sir?’

‘There was no—' Blouse began.

The response was automatic. Even though she waerfiimonths younger, she’d been
mothering Paul for too long.

‘Handkerchief!’” she demanded. And, since some ®iget programmed into the brain at



an early age, one was obediently produced.

‘Spit” Polly commanded. Then she used the damkham wipe a mark off Blouse’s face
and realized, as she was doing it, that she waggdbi There was no going back. The only
way out was ahead.

‘All right,” she said brusquely. ‘Have you got eyt#ting?’
‘Yes, Perks.’

‘Have you been to the privy this morning?’ her nfowtent on, while her brain cowered in
fear of a court martial. I'm in shock, she thougirid so’s he. So you cling to what you know.
And you can’t stop . . .

‘No, Perks,’ said the lieutenant.

‘Then you must go properly before we get on the balaright?’
‘Yes, Perks.’

‘In you go, then, there’s a good lieutenant.’

She leaned against the wall and got her breath baek few hurried gulps as Blouse
stepped into the barracks, then slipped in after. hi

‘Officer present!” Jackrum barked. The squad, ayeened up, stood to varying degrees of
attention. The sergeant jerked a salute in fronBloluse, causing the young man to sway
backwards.

‘Apprehended enemy scouting party, sirl Dangerawsress all round, sir! In view of the
emergency nature of the emergency sir, and seangow you have no NCO what with
Corporal Strappi having scarpered, and seeing aslimo an old soldier in good standing,
you are allowed to conscript me as an auxiliaryaunBuchess’s Regulations, Rule 796,
Section 3 [a], Paragraph ii, sir, thank you, sir!’

‘What?’ said Blouse, staring around blearily anddming aware that in a world of sudden
turmoil there was a big red coat that seemed tovknbat it was doing. ‘Oh. Yes. Fine. Rule
796, you say? Absolutely. Well done. Carry on, sarg.’

‘Are you in command here?’ barked Horentz, standing

‘Indeed | am, captain,’ said Blouse.

Horentz looked him up and dowrY.ou?’ he said, disdain oozing from the word.
‘Indeed, sir,” said Blouse, his eyes narrowing.

‘Oh well, we shall have to do what we can. Thatlastard,” said Horentz, pointing a
threatening finger at Jackrum, ‘that bastard offemge violence! As a prisoner! Ilchains!
And that . . .boy,’ the captain added, spitting the word towardslyRdkicked me in the
privates and almost clubbed me to deatthérandhat you let us go!

Blouse turned to Polly. ‘Did you kick Captain Hotem the “privates”, Parts?’

‘Er . . . yessir. Kneed, actually. And it's Perkstually, sir, although | can see why you
made the mistake.’

‘What was he doing at the time?’

‘Er . . . embracing me, sir.” Polly saw Blouse’sebyows rise, and plunged on. ‘I was
temporarily disguised as a girl, sir, in order layasuspicion.’



‘And then you . . . clubbed him?’
‘Yessir. Once, sir.’
‘What in the world possessed you to stop at onsai®l Blouse.

‘Sir?’” said Polly, as Horentz gasped. Blouse turmégth an almost seraphic look of
pleasure on his face.

‘And you, sergeant,” he went on, ‘did you in fagy la hand on the captain?’

Jackrum took a step forward and saluted smartlgt &$ in fact per se and such, sir, no,’
he said, keeping his eyes fixed on a point somdvevieet high on the far wall. ‘I just
considered, since he had invaded our country ttuoapur lads, sir, that it wouldn’t hurt if
he experienced temporary feelings of shock and aiwe®n my oath, sir, | am not a violent
man.’

‘Of course not, sergeant,” said Blouse. And nowilevhe still smiled, it was edged with a
kind of malevolent glee.

‘For heaven’s sake, you fool, you can’t believesthégnorant yokels, they're the dregs
of—' Horentz began.

‘I do believe them, indeed | do,” said Blouse, shgkwith nervous defiance. ‘I would
believe their testimony against yours, sir, if tieid me the sky was green. And it would
appear that untrained as they are, they have beeted of Zlobenia’s finest soldiers by wit
and daring. | have every confidence that they Haxtber surprises in store for us—’

‘Dropping your drawers would do itywhispered Maladict.
‘Shutup!” hissed Polly, and then had to cram a fist intorheuth again.

‘I know you, Captain Horentz,” said Blouse, andtjier a moment the captain looked
worried. ‘I mean | know your sort. I've had to pyt with them all my life. Big jovial bullies,
with their brains in their breeches. Ydareto come riding into our country and think we're
going to be frightened of you? You think you campesd to me over the heads of my men?
You demand?On the soil of my country?’

‘Captain?’ murmured the cavalry sergeant, as Harestared open-mouthed at the
lieutenant, ‘they’ll be here soon . . .

‘Ah,” said Horentz uncertainly. Then he seemed,hwg#ome effort, to regain his
composure. ‘Reinforcements are coming,” he snapjpede us now, you idiot, and | might
just put this down to native stupidity. Otherwisghkll see to it that things go very, very badly
foryouand your...ha...men.’

‘Seven cavalrymen were considered not enough to wigh farm boys?’ said Blouse.
‘You're sweating, captain. You are worried. And yetu have reinforcements coming?’

‘Permission to speak, sir!” barked Jackrum, andtvegmraight on to:Cheesemongers! Get
bleedin’ armed again right now! Maladict, you gifgivate Goom his sword back an’ wish
him luck! Carborundum, you grab a handful of thewelte-foot pikes! The rest of—

‘There’s these as well, sarge,” said Maladict. 4 aff them. | got them off our friends’
saddles.” He held up what looked to Polly like aigle of large pistol crossbows, steely and
sleek.

‘Horsebows?’ said Jackrum, like a child opening@derful Hogswatch present. ‘That’'s
what you gets for leading an honest and soberifgJads. Dreadful little engines they are.



Let’s have two each!
‘I don’t want unnecessary violence, sergeant,” gdalise.

‘Right you are, sir!’ said the sergeant. ‘Carborumd First man comes through that door
runnin’, I want him nailed to the wall"” He caugtite lieutenant’s eye, and added: ‘But not
too hard!

... and someone did knock at the door.

Maladict levelled two bows at it. Carborundum lkifta couple of pikes in either hand.
Polly raised her cudgel, a weapon she at least kmewto use. The other boys, and girls,
raised whatever weapon Threeparts Scallot had d&elerto procure. There was silence. Polly
looked around.

‘Come in?’ she suggested.
‘Yeah, right, that should do it,” said Jackrum lira his eyes.

The door was pushed open and a small, dapper reppest through carefully. In build,
colouring and hairstyle he looked rather like Mala—

‘A vampire?’ said Polly softly.
‘Oh, damn,’ said Maladict.

The newcomer’s clothing, however, was unusual. dswsn old-fashioned evening dress
coat with the sleeves removed and many, many pedestn all over it. In front of him, slung
around his neck, was a large black box. Against@thmon sense, he beamed at the sight of a
dozen weapons poised to deliver perforated death.

‘Vonderful!” he said, lifting up the box and unfahgy three legs to form a tripod for it. ‘But
... could zer troll move a little to his left pee?’

‘Huh?’ said Carborundum. The squad looked at ormdhem.

‘Yes, and if the sergeant vould be so kind as teeriato the centre more, and raise those
swords a little bit higher?’ the vampire went oBreat! And you, sir, if you could give me a
grrerh . L2

‘Grrrrh?’ said Blouse.
‘Very good! Really fierce now . ..

There was a blinding flash and a brief cry of ‘Gh—', followed by the tinkle of breaking
glass.

Where the vampire had been standing was a litte @ dust. Blinking, Polly watched it
fountain up into a human shape which coalesced mme into the vampire.

‘Oh dear, | really thought ze new filter vould dg he said. ‘Oh veil, ve live und learn.’
He gave them a bright smile and added, ‘Now - viigh of you is Captain Horentz, please?’

Half an hour had passed. Polly was still bewilderHae trouble was not that she didn’t
understand what was going on. The problem washéfatre she could understand that, she
had to understand a lot of other things. One ahtles the concept of a ‘newspaper’.

Blouse was looking proud and worried by turns, hertvous all the time. Polly watched
him carefully, not least because he was talkingh®s man who had come in behind the



iconographer. He was wearing a big leather coatjaddpurs, and spent most of the time
writing things down in a notebook, with occasiopaizzled glances at the squad. Finally,
Maladict, who had good hearing, sauntered ovehearécruits from his lounging spot by the
wall.

‘Okay,” he said, lowering his voice. ‘It's all atlomplicated, but . . . do any of you know
about newspapers?’

‘Yeth, my thecond couthin Igor in Ankh-Morpork totde about them,’ said Igor. ‘They’re
like a kind of government announthement.’

‘Um . . . sort of. Except they're not written byetijovernment. They're written by ordinary
people who write things down,’ said Maladict.

‘Like a diary?’ said Tonker.

‘Um...no...

Maladict tried to explain. The squad tried to urstiend. It still made no sense. It sounded
to Polly like some kind of Punch and Judy show. way, why would you trust anything
written down? She certainly didn’t trust ‘Mother$ Borogravia!” and that was from the
governmentAnd if you couldn’t trust the government, wbould you trust?

Very nearly everyone, come to think of it . . .

‘Mr de Worde works for a newspaper in Ankh-Morporkaid Maladict. ‘He says we're
losing. He says casualties are mounting and tr@spsdeserting and all the civilians are
heading for the mountains.’

‘W-why should we believe him?’ Wazzer demanded.

‘Well, we've seen a lot of casualties and refugeed Corporal Strappi hasn’t been around
since he heard he was going to the front,” saidakliat. ‘Sorry, but it's true. We've all seen
it.’

‘Yeah, but he’s just some man from a foreign couné&hy w-would the Duchess lie to
us? I mean, why would she send us out just to dia@ Wazzer. ‘She w-watches over us!’

‘Everyone says we’re winning,” said Tonker, doubyfu after that moment of
embarrassment. Tears were running down Wazzeres fac

‘No, they don’t,” said Polly. ‘I don’t think we ayeither.’
‘Doesanyonethink we are?’ said Maladict. Polly looked frontéato face.

‘But saying so . . . it's like treachery againse tBuchess, isn't it?’ said Wazzer. ‘It's
spreading Alarm and Despondency, isn't it?’

‘Maybe we ought to be alarmed,’ said Maladict. ‘Pau know how he came to be here?
He travels around writing down things about the Waarhis paper of news. He met these
cavalry just up the road. In our country! And thield him they'd just heard that the very last
recruits from Borogravia were here and they werthing but, er, “a wet little bunch of
squeaking boys”. They said they'd capture us farawn good and he could get a picture of
us for his paper. He could show everybody how drgdtings were, they said, because we
were scraping the bottom of the barrel.’

‘Yeah, but we beat ‘em so that's foxed him!" saidnKer, grinning nastily. ‘Nothing for
him to write down now, eh?’



‘Um . . . not really. He says that this is evertdrt
‘Better? Whose side iseon?’

‘Bit of a puzzler, really. Heomesfrom Ankh-Morpork, but he’s not exactly on theides.
Er ... Otto Chriek, who makes the pictures fonh+

‘The vampire? He crumbled to dust when the lighsliled!” said Polly. ‘Then he . . . came
back!’

‘Well, | was standing behind Carborundum at theetinsaid Maladict, ‘but | know the
technique. He probably had a thin glass vial of bbl. . . blur . . . no, wait, | can say this..
blood’ He sighed. ‘ThereNo problem. A thin vial of . . . what | said . . . igh smashed on
the ground and pulled the dust back together adigéna great idea.” Maladict gave them a
wan smile. ‘I think he really cares a lot about wha does, you know. Anyway, he told me de
Worde just tries to find out the truth. And thenwetes it down and sells it to anyone who
wants it.’

‘And peoplelet him do that?’ said Polly.

‘Apparently. Otto says he makes Commander Vimeas Mith rage about once a week,
but nothing ever happens.’

‘Vimes? The Butcher?’ said Polly.

‘He’s a duke, Otto says. But not like ours. Ottgsshe’s never seen him butcher anybody.
Otto’s a Black Ribboner, like me. He wouldn't lie & fellow Ribboner. And he says that
picture he took is going on the clacks from theresatower tonight. It will be in the paper of
news tomorrowlAndthey print a copy here!’

‘How can you send a picture on the clacks?’ sailtlyPd know people who've seen them.
It's just a lot of boxes on a tower that go clatkek!

‘Ah, Otto explained that to me, too,” said Maladitffs very ingenious.’
‘How does it work, then?’

‘Oh, 1 didn’t understandwhat he said. It was all about . . . numbers. Butertainly
sounded very clever. Anyway, de Worde just told libe— the rupert that news about a
bunch of boys beating up experienced soldiers woaltainly make people sit up and take
notice!’

The squad looked at one another sheepishly.

‘It was a bit of a fluke, and anyway we had Carloglum,’ said Tonker.

‘And | used trickery,” said Polly. ‘I mean, | coudd do it twice.’

‘So what?’ said Maladict. ‘We did it. The squad did\ext time we’ll do it differently!’

‘Yeah!” said Tonker. And there was a shared monoérexhilaration in which they were
capable of anything. It lasted all of . . . a moimen

‘But it won't work,” said Shufti. ‘We’ve just beefucky. You know it won't work,
Maladict. Youall know it won’t work, right?’

‘Well, I'm not saying we could, you know, take ommregiment all at once,” said Maladict.
‘And the lieu— rupert might be a bit wet. But weutd help make a difference. Old Jackrum
knows what he’s doing—'



‘Upon my oath | am not a violent man . . . whadkiggered Tonker, and there were a few
.. yes, giggles, thayeregiggles, Polly knew, from the squad.

‘No, you're not,” said Shufti flatly. ‘None of ug@ right? Because we’re girls.’
There was a dead silence.

‘Well, not Carborundum and Ozzer, okay,” Shufti wen, as if the silence was sucking
unwilling words out of her. ‘And I'm not sure aboMialadict and Igor. But knowthe rest of
us are, right? I've got eyes, I've got ears, I'a¢ gbrain. Right?’

In the silence there was the slow rumble that mledea pronouncement from
Carborundum.

‘If it any help,” she said, in a voice suddenly m@andy than gravelly, ‘my real name’s
Jade.’

Polly felt questing eyes boring into her. She wabarrassed, of course. But not for the
obvious reason. It was for the other one, thesligsson that life sometimes rams home with a
stick: you are not the only one watching the wo@dther people are people; while you watch
them they watch you, and they think about you wide think about themlhe world isn’t
just about you.

There was going to be no possibility of getting olthis. And, in a way, it was a relief.
‘Polly,” she said, almost in a whisper.

She looked questioningly at Maladict, who smiledainlistinctly non-committal way. ‘Is
this the time?’ he said.

‘All right, you lot, what'reyou standing about fdrbawled Jackrum, six inches from the
back of Maladict’'s head. No one saw him arrive ¢hdre moved with an NCO'’s stealth,
which sometimes mystifies even Igors.

Maladict’'s smile didn’t change. ‘Why, we’re awaijinyour orders, sergeant,” he said,
turning round.

‘D’you think you're clever, Maladict?’
‘Um . .. yes, sarge. Quite clever,’ the vampiraaaded.

There wasn’t a lot of humour in Jackrum’s smileot@d. Glad to hear it. Don’t want
another stupid corporal. Yeah, | know you ain’teaeproper private yet, but glory be, you're
a corporal now ‘cos | need one and you're the siespmresser. Get some stripes from
Threeparts. The rest of you . . . this isn’'t a Bleemothers’ meeting, we’re leaving in five
minutes. Move!’

‘But the prisoners, sarge—' Polly began, still iyito digest the revelation.

‘We’re goin’ to drag ‘em over to the inn an’ leal@an tied up in the nood, and shackled
together,” said Jackrum. ‘Vicious little devil whee’s roused, our rupert, eh? And Threeparts
is having their boots and horses. They won't begadoo far for a while, not in the nood.’

‘Won't the writing man let them out?’ said Tonker.

‘Don’t care,’ said Jackrum. ‘He could probably ¢t ropes, but I'm dropping the shackle
key in the privy, and that’ll take a bit of fishirgt.’

‘Whosesideis he on, sarge?’ said Polly.



‘Dunno. | don't trust ‘em. Ignore ‘em. Don't tall tem. Never talk to people who writes
things down. Milit'ry rule. Now, | know | just gavgou lot an order ‘cos | heard the bleedin’
echo! Get on with it! We areaving!

‘Road to perdition, lad, promotion,” said ScallotMaladict, swinging up with two stripes
hanging from his hook. He grinned. ‘That’s threageextra a day you’re due now, only you
won't get it ‘cos they ain’t payin’ us, but to loan the bright side, you won’t get stoppages,
and they're a devil for stoppages. The way | seendérch backwards and yer pockets’ll
overflow!’

The rain had stopped. Most of the squad were pagaalitside the barracks where there
was, now, a small covered wagon belonging to theewof the paper of news. A large flag
hung from a pole attached to it, but Polly couldnake out the design by moonlight. Beside
the wagon, Maladict was deep in conversation witio.O

The centre of attention, though, was the line ofabg horses. One had been offered to
Blouse, but he’'d waved it away with a look of alamuttering something about ‘being loyal
to his steed’, which to Polly’s eye looked like elfgpropelled toast-rack with a bad attitude.
But he’'d probably made the right decision, at thatause they were big beasts, broad, battle-
hardened and bright-eyed; sitting astride one eimmthwould have strained the crotch in
Blouse’s trousers and an attempt at reining ontaerh in would have pulled his arms off at
the shoulder. Now each horse had a pair of boatgihg from its saddle, except for the
leading horse, a truly magnificent beast upon wi@ionporal Scallot sat like an afterthought.

‘I'm no donkey-walloper as you know, ThreepartgidsJackrum, as he finished lashing
the crutches behind the saddle, ‘but this is adfadl good horse you've got here.’

‘Damn right, sarge. You could feed a platoon feveek off’f it!" said the corporal.

‘Sure you won’'t come with us?’ Jackrum added, staméback. ‘I reckon you still must've
one or two things left for the bastards to cut eff?’

‘Thank you, sarge, it's a kind offer,” said Thredpa‘But fast horses are going to be at a
real premium soon, and I'll be in on the groundfloas you might say. This lot’ll be worth
three years’ pay.” He turned in the saddle and addat the squad. ‘Best of luck, lads,” he
added cheerfully. ‘You'll walk with Death every dayut I've seen ‘im and he’s been known
to wink. And remember: fill your boots with sougde urged the horses into a walk, and
disappeared with his trophies into the gloom.

Jackrum watched him go, shook his head, and tutmelde recruits. ‘All right, ladies—
What's funny, Private Halter?’

‘Er, nothing, sarge, | just . .. thought of sonegh. . .’ said Tonker, almost choking.
‘You ain’t paid to think of things, you're paid toarch. Do itV

The squad marched away. The rain slackened tongpthit the wind rose a little, rattling
windows, blowing through the deserted houses, ogeand shutting doors like someone
looking for something they could have sworn they ggown here only a moment ago. That
was all that moved in Plotz, except for one carftilme, down near the floor in the back
room of the deserted barracks.

The candle had been tilted so that it leaned agairt®tton thread fastened between the
legs of a stool. This meant that when the candtadxilow enough, it would burn through the



thread and fall all the way to the floor and intoagged trail of straw that led to a pile of
palliasses on which had been stood two ancient aflasnp oil.

It took about an hour in the wet, dejected nigbt, this to happen, and then all the
windows blew out.

Tomorrow dawned on Borogravia like a great big .fishpigeon rose over the forests,
banked slightly, and headed straight for the vatieyhe Kneck. Even from here, the black
stone bulk of the keep was visible, rising above $ka of trees. The pigeon sped on, one
spark of purpose in the fresh new morning—

—and squawked as darkness dropped from the skppigg it in talons of steel. Buzzard
and pigeon tumbled for a moment, and then the bidzgained a little height and flapped
onwards.

The pigeon thought: 000000000! But had it been noaygable of coherent thought, and
known something about how birds of prey catch pig&pit might have wondered why it was
being gripped so . . . kindly. It was being heldt squeezed. As it was, all it could think was:
000000000!

* And allowing for the fact that all pigeons who know how birds of prey catch are dead,
and therefore capable of slightly less thought than a living pigeon.

The buzzard reached the valley and began to doaleover the keep. As it gyred, a tiny
figure detached itself from the leather harnesst®iack and, with great care, inched itself
around the body and down to the talons. It reachedmprisoned pigeon, knelt on it and put
its arms round the bird’s neck. The buzzard skimioadover a stone balcony, reared in the
air, and let the pigeon go. Bird and tiny man miad bounced across the flagstones in a tralil
of feathers, and lay still.

Eventually a voice from somewhere under the pigaod: ‘Bugger . . .’

Urgent footsteps ran across the stones and theorpiges lifted off Corporal Buggy
Swires. He was a gnome, and barely six inchesQ@allthe other hand, as the head and only
member of Ankh-Morpork City Watch’s Airborne Sectjdhe spent most of his time so high
thateveryondooked small.

‘Are you all right, Buggy?’ said Commander Vimes.

‘Not too bad, sir,” said Buggy, spitting out a fleat. ‘But it wasn’t elegant, was it? I'll do
better next time. Trouble is, pigeons are too stipibe steered—’

‘What've you got me?”’

‘The Timessent this up from their cart, sir! | tracked it thle way"
‘Well done Buggy”

There was a flurry of wings and the buzzard lanalethe battlements.

‘And, er— what is his name?’ Vimes added. The btxzmve him the mad, distant look
of all birds.

‘She’s Morag, sir. Trained by the pictsies. Wondkebird.’



‘Was she the one we paid a crate of whisky for?’
‘Yes, sir, and worth every dram.’
The pigeon struggled in Vimes’s hand.

‘You wait there, then, Buggy, and I'll get Reg tonte out with some raw rabbit,” he said,
and walked into his tower.

Sergeant Angua was waiting by his desk, readind.iviag Testament of Nuggahs that
a carrier pigeon, sir?’ she said, as Vimes sat down

‘No,” said Vimes. ‘Hold it a minute, will you? | we to have a look inside the message
capsule.’

‘It doeslook like a carrier pigeon,’ said Angua, putting dovae book.

‘Ah, but messages flying through the air are an rlmation unto Nuggan,’ said Vimes.
‘The prayers of the faithful bounce off them, amgpdly. No, | think I've found someone’s
lost pet and I'm looking in this little tube here see if | can find the owner's name and
address, because | am a kind man.’

‘So you’re not actually waylaying field reports fmnothe Times, then, sir?’ said Angua,
grinning.

‘Not as such, no. I'm just such a keen reader thaant to see tomorrow’s news today.
And Mr de Worde seems to have a knack of findingg out. Angua, | want to stop these
stupid people fighting so that we can all go hoarg] if that means allowing the occasional
pigeon to have a crap on my desk, so be it.’

‘Oh, sorry, sir, | didn’t notice. | expect it'll e off.’
‘Go and get Reg to find some rabbit for the buzzaitl you?’

When she’d gone Vimes carefully unscrewed the dntieotube and pulled out a roll of
very thin paper. He unfolded it, smoothed it outg aead the tiny writing, smiling as he did
so. Then he turned the paper over and looked gtitihre.

He was still staring at it when Angua returned viRirg and half a bucket of crunchy rabbit
bits.

‘Anything interesting, sir?’ said Angua ingenuously

‘Well, yes. You could say that. All plans are chadgall bets are off. Ha! Oh, Mr de
Worde, you poor fool . . .’

He handed her the paper. She read the story dgreful

‘Good for them, sir,” she said. ‘Most of them lofiteen years old, and when you see the
size of those dragoons, well, you’'ve got to be iesped.’

‘Yes, yes, you could say that, you could say thsajd Vimes, his face gleaming like a
man with a joke to share. ‘Tell me, did de Wordetimiew any Zlobenian high-ups when he
arrived?’

‘No, sir. | understand he was turned away. Theytdeally know what a reporter is, so |
gather the adjutant threw him out and said he wassance.’

‘Dear me, the poor man,” said Vimes, still grinningou met Prince Heinrich the other
day. Describe himtome . ..



Angua cleared her throat. ‘Well, sir, he was .largely green, shading to blue, with
overtones ofrliss and trail of—

‘I meant describe him to me on the assumption ithanhot a werewolf who sees with his
nose,’ said Vimes.

‘Oh, yes,” said Angua. ‘Sorry, sir. Six foot two,handred and eighty pounds, fair hair,
green-blue eyes, sabre scar on his left cheek,swaamonocle in his right eye, waxed
moustache—'

‘Good, well observed. And now look at “Captain Ho in the picture, will you?’
She looked again, and said, very quietly: ‘Oh d&€aey didn’t know?’
‘He wasn't going to tell them, was he? Would theyé seen a picture?’

Angua shrugged. ‘I doubt it, sir. | mean, where idotney see it? There’s never been a
newspaper here until the Times carts turned upnask.’

‘Some woodcut, maybe?’
‘No, they're an Abomination, unless they’re of tbachess.’

‘So they really didn’'t know. And de Worde has neseen him,” said Vimes. ‘But you saw
him when we arrived the other day. What did yoaktof him? Just between ourselves.’

‘An arrogant son-of-a-bitch, sir, and | know wham talking about. The kind of man who
thinks he knows what a woman likes and it's hims&lf very friendly right up until they say
no.’

‘Stupid?”’
‘I don't think so. But not as clever as he thinksis.’
‘Right, ‘cos he didn’t tell our writer friend higal name. Did you read the bit at the end?’

Angua read, at the end of the text: ‘Perry, thetaapthreatened and harangued me after
the recruits had gone. Alas, | had no time to fahthe manacle key in the privy. Please let
the Prince know where they are soonest. WDW’

‘Looks like William didn’t take to him, either,” ghsaid. ‘Il wonder why the Prince was out
with a scouting party?’

‘You said he was an arrogant son-of-a-bitch,” Sdiches. ‘Maybe he just wanted to pop
across and see if his auntie was still breathing .

His voice trailed off. Angua looked at Vimes'’s fasehich was staring through her. She
knew her boss. He thought war was simply anothenesrlike murder. He didn’t much like
people with titles, and regarded being a duke gsbadescription rather than a lever to
greatness. He had an odd sense of humour. And he Isanse for what she thought of as
harbingers, those little straws in the wind thad slaere was a storm coming.

‘In the nuddy,” he chuckled. ‘Could have slit théroats. Didn’t. They took their boots
away and left them to hop home in the nood.” Theasdgit seemed, had found a friend.

She waited.

‘| feel sorry for the Borogravians,” he said.
‘Me too, sir,” said Angua.

‘Oh? Why?’



‘Their religion’s gone bad on them. Have you sebm tatest Abominations? They
Abominate the smell of beets and people with rad harather shaky writing, sir. And root
vegetables are a staple here. Three years ags ifb@minable to grow root crops on ground
which had grown grain or peas.’

Vimes looked blank, and she remembered that heawéty boy.

‘It means no real crop rotation, sir,” she expldindhe ground sours. Diseases build up.
You were right when you said they were going matesE . . . commandments are dumb, and
any farmer can see that. | imagine people go alaittythem as best they can, but sooner or
later you either have to break them and feel gudtykeep them and suffer. For no reason, sir.
I've had a look around. They’re very religious hdyet their god’s let them down. No wonder
they mostly pray to their royal family.’

She watched him stare at the piece of pigeon pos fvhile. Then he said: ‘How far is it
to Plotz?’

‘About fifty miles,” said Angua, adding, ‘As the Waouns, maybe six hours.’

‘Good. Buggy'll keep an eye on you. Little Henrygsing to hop home, or meet one of his
patrols, or an enemy patrol . . . whatever. Butrthdden is going to hit the windmill when
everyone sees that picture. | bet de Worde wouwke ket him out if he’d been nice and polite.
That'll teach him to meddle with the awesome powkea fair and free press, haha.” He sat
upright and rubbed his hands together like a maa mkeant business. ‘Now, let's get that
pigeon on its way again before it gets missed,@bt?Reg to lurch along to where the Times
people are staying and tell them their pigeon flethe wrong window. Again.’

That was a good time, Polly remembered.

They didn't go down to the river docks. They coske there was no boat there. They
hadn’t turned up and the boatman had left withbetrt. Instead, they crossed the bridge and
headed up into the forests, with Blouse leadingwhg on his ancient horse. Maladict went
on ahead and . . . Jade brought up the rear. Yanitdieed a light at night when a vampire
led the way, and a troll at the rear would certagliscourage hangers-on.

No one mentioned the boat. No one spoke at all. thimg was . . . the thing was, Polly
realized, that they were no longer marching aldrey shared the Secret. That was a huge
relief, and right now they didn’'t need to talk abdu Nevertheless, it was probably a good
idea to keep up a regular output of farts, belchesg-pickings and groin-scratchings, just in
case.

Polly didn’t know whether to be proud that theyéken her for a boy. | mean, she thought,
I'd worked hard to get it right, | mastered the kvaéxcept | suppose what | really did was
mistress the walk, haha, | invented the fake sltpranitine and the others didn’t even think of
that, | haven’t cleaned my fingernails for days &mpdide myself | can belch with the best of
them. So, | mean, | was trying. It was just slighehnoying to find that she’d succeeded so
well.

After a few hours of this, when true dawn was biegkthey smelled smoke. There was a
faint pall of it amongst the trees. Lieutenant Bleuaised a hand for them to halt, and
Jackrum joined him in whispered conversation.

Polly stepped forward. ‘Permission to whisper warge? | think | know what this is.’



Jackrum and Blouse stared at her. Then the serga@htAll right, Perks. Go and find out
if you're right, then.’

That was an aspect that hadn’t occurred to Polly,dhe’d left herself open. Jackrum
relented when he saw her expression, nodded todidgland said, ‘Go with him, corporal.’

They left the squad behind and walked forward ceiyefover the beds of new-fallen
leaves. The smoke was heavy and fragrant and, allpyeminiscent. Polly headed to where
thicker undergrowth was taking advantage of theaghight of a clearing, and pushed through
into an airy thicket of hazel trees. The smoke deasser here, and barely moving.

The thicket ended. A few yards away, in a wide Ipaitcleared ground, a mound like a
small volcano was spewing flame and smoke intathe

‘Charcoal oven,” whispered Polly. ‘Just clay plasteon a stack of hazel. Should sit there
smouldering for days. The wind probably caughadt Inight and the fire’s broken out. Won't
make good charcoal now, it's burning too fast.’

They edged round it, keeping to the bushes. Otler domes were dotted about the
clearing, with faint wisps of steam and smoke canpfiom their tops. There were a couple of
ovens in the process of being built, the fresh d@acked alongside some bundles of hazel
sticks. There was a hut, and the domes, and no#tgsgbut silence, apart from the crackle of
the runaway fire.

‘The charcoal-burner is dead, or nearly dead,” Bailfy.

‘He’s dead,” said Maladict. ‘There’s a smell of trehere.’

‘You can smell it above the smoke?’

‘Sure,” said Maladict. ‘Some things we’re good meding. But how did you know?”’

‘They watch the burns like hawks,’” said Polly, stgrat the hut. ‘He wouldn’t let it go out
of control like that if he was alive. Is he in thet?’

‘Theyare in the hut,” said Maladict flatly. He set affross the smoky ground.
Polly ran after him. ‘Man and woman?’ she said.€iFlwives often live out with—'
‘Can’t tell, not if they're old.’

The hut was only a temporary thing, made of wovarehand roofed with tarpaulin; the
charcoal-burners moved around a lot, from coppceoppice. It didn’t have windows, but it
did have a doorway, with a rag for a door. The mag been pulled away; the doorway was
dark.

I've got to be a man about this, Polly thought.

There was a woman on the bed, and a man lying erldbr. There were other details,
which the eye saw but the brain did not focus dreré was a great deal of blood. The couple
had been old. They would not grow older.

Back outside, Polly took frantic mouthfuls of dPo you think those cavalrymen did it?’
she said at last, and then realized that Maladast shaking. ‘Oh . . . the blood . . ." she said.

‘I can deal with it! It's okay! | just have to gety mind right, it's okay! He leaned against
the hut, breathing heavily. ‘Okay, I'm fine,” heda’/And | can’t smell horses. Why don’t you
use your eyes? Nice soft mud everywhere after #ie, but no hoof-prints. Plenty of
footprints, though. We did it.’



‘Don’t be silly, we were—'

The vampire had reached down and pulled somethimhgfothe fallen leaves. He rubbed
the mud off it with a thumb. In thin pressed brasaias the Flaming Cheese badge of the Ins-
and-Outs.

‘But . . . | thought we were the good guys,’ saallyPweakly. ‘If we were guys, | mean.’
‘I think | need a coffee,’ said the vampire.

‘Deserters,’ said Sergeant Jackrum, ten minutes.ldt happens.” He tossed the badge
into the fire.

‘But they were orour side!” said Shufti.

‘So? Not everyone’s a nice gennelman like you, &eavManickle,” said Jackrum. ‘Not
after a few years of gettin’ shot at and eatin’satibbo. On the retreat from Khrusk | had no
water for three days and then fell on my face puddle of horse piss, a circumstance which
did nothing for my feelin’'s of goodwill towards mfgllow man or horse. Something the
matter, corporal?’

Maladict was on his knees, going through his paitk wdistracted air. ‘My coffee’s gone,
sarge.’

‘Can’t have packed it properly, then,” said Jacknumgympathetically.

‘| did, sarge! | washed out the engine and packed itittptive bean bag after supper last
night. Iknowl did. | don’t take coffee lightly!

‘If someone else did, they're going to wish I'd eeween born,” growled Jackrum, looking
round at the rest of the squad. ‘Anyone else Iogtrang?’

‘Er . . . I wasn’t going to say anything, ‘cos | svet sure,” Shufti volunteered, ‘but my
stuff looked as if it had been pulled about whepéned my pack just now . . .

‘Oh-ho! said Jackrum. ‘Well, wellyell. I'll say this once, lads. Pinching from yer mates
is a hanging offence, understood? Nothing breaksduoorale faster'n some sneaky little sod
dipping into people’s packs. And if | find out soome’s been at it, I'll swing on their heels!
He glared at the squad. ‘I ain’t gonna demand yoat all empty out your packs as if you’'s
criminals,” he said, ‘but you'd better check thaithing’s missing. O’ course, one of you
might have packed something that wasn’t theirsabgident okay. Packing in a rush, poor
light, easy to do. In which case, you sort it oubbagst yourselves, understand? Now, I'm off
to have a shave. Lieutenant Blouse is having awue behind the shelter after a-viewin’ of
the corpses, poor chap.’

Polly rummaged desperately in her pack. She’d thrtlings in any old how last night,
but what she was frantically searching for was—

—not there. Despite the heat from the charcoal dsushe shivered.

The ringlets had gone. Feverishly, she tried toemailver the events of yesterday evening.
They'd just dumped their packs as soon as they weltee barracks, right? And Maladitad
made himself some coffee at suppertiie’d washed and dried the little machine—

There was a thin little wail. Wazzer, the meagratents of her pack spread around her,
held up the coffee engine. It had been stampedsilfiad.



‘B-b-b—" she began.

Polly’s mind worked faster, like a millwheel in bbdd. Then everyone took their packs
into the back room with all the mattresses, ditimdty? So they'd still be there when the squad
fought the troopers—

‘Oh, Wazz,’ said Shufti. ‘Oh, dear . . .

So who might have sneaked in through the back dbbePe was no one around except the
squad and the cavalrymeRerhaps someone wanted to watch, and cause atlitildle on
the way—

‘Strappi!” she said aloud. ‘It must have been hirhk little weasel ran into the cavalry and
then snuck back to watch! He was dar— damn welhgahrough our packs out the back!
Oh, come on,” she added, as they stared at her,yoa see Wazzer stealing from anyone?
Anyway, when did she have the chance?’

‘Wouldn’t they have taken him prisoner?’ said Tonks&aring at the crushed machine in
Wazzer’'s shaking hands.

‘I he’d whipped off his shako and jacket he’d jlogt another stupid civilian, wouldn’t he?
Or he could just say he was a deserter. He coulcemp some story,” said Polly. “You know
how he was with Wazzer. He went through my paak, &iole . . . something of mine.’

‘What was it?’ said Shufti.
‘Just something, okay? He just wanted to . . . niedable.” She watched them thinking.

‘Sounds convincing,” said Maladict, nodding abryptLittle weasel. Okay, Wazz, just
fish out the beans and I'll do the best | can—'

‘T-there’s no b-b-b—'

Maladict put a hand over his eyes. ‘No beans?'di $lease, hasnyonegot the beans?’
There was a general rummaging, and a general faekesult.

‘No beans.” moaned Maladict. ‘He threw away thensea. .’

‘Come on, lads, we’ve got to get sentries posteaid Jackrum, approaching. ‘Sorted it all
out, have you?’

‘Yes, sarge. Ozz thinks— Shufti began.

‘It was all a bit of mis-packing, sarge!” said Boljuickly, anxious to keep away from
anything connected with missing ringlets. ‘Nothitggworry about! All sorted, sarge. No
problem. Nothing to worry anyone. Not . . . a thing, sarge.’

Jackrum looked from the startled squad to Polly back, and back again. She felt his
gaze boring into her, daring her to change heresgion of mad, tense honesty.

‘Ye-es,” he said slowly. ‘Right. Sorted out, eh? Waone, Perks. Attention! Officer
presentl’

‘Yes, yes, sergeant, thank you, but | don’t think meed to be too formal,” said Blouse,
who looked rather pale. ‘A word with you when yaavh finished, if you please? And I think
we should bury the, er, bodies.’

Jackrum saluted. ‘Right you are, sir. Two volunseter dig a grave for those poor souls!
Goom and Tewt— what's he doing?’



Lofty was over by the blazing charcoal oven. She talding a burning branch a foot or
two from her face and turning it this way and theatching the flames.

‘I'll do it, sarge,’ said Tonker, stepping besidea¥¢er.

‘What are you, married?’ said Jackrum. ‘You aregward, Halter. | doubt whoever did
it'll come back, but if they do, you sing out, ri@hYou and Igor come with me, and I'll show
you your stations.’

‘No coffee,” moaned Maladict.

‘Foul muck, anyway,’ said Jackrum, walking away.cAp of hot sweet tea is the soldier’s
friend.’

Polly grabbed the kettle for Blouse’s shaving wagerd hurried away. That was another
thing you learned in the milit'ry: look busy. Loddusy and no one worried too much about
what you were busy at.

Bloody, bloody Strappi! He’'d got hérair! He’'d try to use it against her if he could, that
was certain. That'd be his style. What would hendw? Well, he’d want to keep away from
Jackrum, that'd be another certainty. He’'d waitmewhere. She’d have to, too.

The squad had made camp upwind of the smoke. Isugsosed to be a rest stop, since no
one had got much sleep last night, but as Jackamddd out tasks he reminded them: ‘There
is an old milit'ry saying, which is: Hard Luck Faiou.’

There was no question of using the woven hut, betet were a few tarpaulin-covered
frames built to keep the coppiced wood dry. Thost given jobs to do lay down on the
stacked piles of twigs, which were yielding andrdigmell and were in any case better than
the inhabited palliasses back at the barracks.

Blouse, as an officer, had a shelter to himselflyf@ad stacked bundles of twigs to make
a chair that was at least springy. Now she laidhasishaving things and turned to go—

‘Could youshave me, Perks?’ said the lieutenant.
Fortunately, Polly’s back was turned and he dide# her expression.

‘This damn hand is quite swollen, I'm afraid,” Begiwent on. ‘I would not normally ask,
but—’

‘Yes, of course, sir,” said Polly, because thers wa alternative. Well now, let’'s see . . .
she’d got quite good at scraping a blunt razor e face bare of hair, yes. Oh, and she’'d
shaved a few dead pigs in the kitchens at The Ds;Haut that was only because nobody
likes hairy bacon. They didn’t really count, digéyf? Panic rose, and rose faster at the sight of
Jackrum approaching. She was going to cut an ofiteroat in the presence of a sergeant.

Well, when in doubt, bustle. Milit'ry rule. Bustland hope there’s a surprise attack.

‘Are you not being a little strict with the men,rgeant?’ said Blouse, as Polly flapped a
towel round his neck.

‘No, sir. Keep ‘em occupied, that's the bunny. Qthee they’ll mope,” said Jackrum
confidently.

‘Yes, but theyhave just seen a couple of badly mutilated bodies,d sBiouse, and
shuddered.

‘Good practice for ‘em, sir. They'll see plenty radr



Polly turned to the shaving gear she’d laid outaonther towel. Let's see . . . cut-throat
razor, oh dear, the grey stone for coarse shargeitiie red stone for fine sharpening, the
soap, the brush, the bowl . . . well, at leastlsteav how to make foam . . .

‘Deserters, sergeant. Bad business,’ Blouse went on

‘You always get ‘em, sir. That's why the pay is alg late. Walking away from three
months’ back pay makes a man think twice.’

‘Mr de Worde the newspaper man said there had degeat many desertions, sergeant. It
is very strange that so many men would desert fxammning side.’

Polly whirled the brush vigorously. Jackrum, foe tfirst time since Maladict had joined,
looked uncomfortable.

‘But whose side is he on, sir?’ he said.

‘Sergeant, | am sure you are not a stupid mand B&use, as, behind him, foam poured
over the edge of the bowl and flopped on to therfléThere are desperate deserters abroad.
Our borders appear to be sufficiently unguardeeriable enemy cavalry to operate forty
miles inside “our fair country”. And High Commangpeears to be so desperate, yes,
desperate, sergeant, that even half a dozen uedraimd, frankly, very young men must go to
the front.’

The foam had a life of its own now. Polly hesitated
‘Hot towel first, please, Perks,’” said Blouse.

‘Yessir. Sorry, sir. Forgot, sir,” said Polly, panising. She had a vague recollection of
walking past the barber shop in Munz. Hot towelface. Right. She grabbed a small towel,
tipped boiling water on to it, wrung it out and ¢#a it on the lieutenant’s face. He did not
actually scream, as such.

‘Aaaaaghsomething else worries me, sergeant.’
‘Yessir?’

‘The cavalry must have apprehended Corporal Strdpgnnot see how else they found
out about our men.’

‘Good thinking, sir,” said the sergeant, watchingly? apply the lather across mouth and
nose.

‘I do hope they didn't pff torture the poor mangid the lieutenant. Jackrum was silent on
that issue, but meaningfully so. Polly wished haildo’t keep glancing at her.

‘But why would a desertgsff head straight for theff front?” said Blouse.
‘Makes sense, sir, for an old soldier. Especialpostical.’
‘Really?’

‘Trust me on that, sir,” said Jackrum. Behind BleuBolly brushed the razor up and down
the red stone. It was already as slick as ice.

‘But our boys, sergeant, are not “old soldiers’takes pjf two weeks to turn a recruit into a

“fighting man”,” said the lieutenant.

‘They're promising material, sir. | could do it & couple of days, sir,” said Jackrum.
‘Perks?’



Polly nearly sliced her thumb off. ‘Yes, sarge,ésfuavered.
‘Do you think you could kill a man today?’
Polly glanced at the razor. The edge glowed. ‘lomgto say I think | could, sir!’

‘There you have it, sir,” said Jackrum, with a lolesl grin. ‘There’s something about these
lads, sir. They're quick.” He walked behind Blousmk the razor from Polly’s grateful hand
without a word, and said: ‘There’s a few mattersomght to discuss, sir, private like. | think
Perks here ought to get some rest.’

‘Of course, sergeankas devant les soldats jeuttes, ‘eh?
‘And them too, sir,” said Jackrum. ‘You're dismigis@erks.’

Polly walked away, her right hand still tremblifgehind her, she heard Blouse sigh and
say. ‘These are tricky times, sergeant. Commandnkeasr been so burdensome. The great
General Tacticus says that in dangerous timesdhemander must be like the eagle and see
the whole, and yet still be like the hawk and sesredetail.’

‘Yessir,” said Jackrum, gliding the razor down aek. ‘And if he acts like a common tit,
sir, he can hang upside down all day and eat fadrba

‘Er ... well said, sergeant.’

The charcoal-burner and his wife were buried toabeompaniment of, to Polly’s lack of
surprise, a small prayer from Wazzer. It askedOibehess to intercede with the god Nuggan
to give eternal rest and similar items to the digglrPolly had heard it many times before;
she’d wondered how the process worked.

She’d never prayed since the day the bird burnedeven when her mother was dying. A
god that burned painted birds would not save a erotA god like that was not worth a
prayer.

But Wazzer prayed for everyone. Wazzer prayeddilahnild, eyes screwed up and hands
clenched until they were white. The reedy littleceotrembled with such belief that Polly felt
embarrassed, and then ashamed and, finally, &keringing ‘amen’, amazed that the world
appeared no different from before. For a minutewvar, it had been a better place . . .

There was a cat in the hut. It cowered under thdecbed and spat at anyone who came
close.

‘All the food’s been taken but there’s carrots gaasnips in a little garden down the hill a
bit,” Shufti said, as they walked away.

‘It'd be s-stealing from the dead,’ said Wazzer.

‘Well, if they object they can hold on, can’'t théysaid Shufti. ‘They’re underground
already"”’

For some reason that was, at this time, funny. Thiegve laughed at anything.

Now there was Jade, Lofty, Shufti and Polly. Evesy@lse was on guard duty. They sat
by the fire, on which a small pot seethed. Loftyded the fire. She always seemed more
animated near a fire, Polly noticed.

‘I'm doing horse scubbo for the rupert,” said Shwgasily dropping into a slang learned all
of twenty hours ago. ‘He specifically asked forGot lots of dry horse jerky from Threeparts,



but Tonker says she can knock over some pheasaiiesshe’s on duty.’
‘I hope she spends some time watching for eneromsgaid Polly.
‘She’ll be careful,’ said Lofty, prodding the firth a stick.
‘You know, if we're found out, we’ll be beaten asent back,” said Shufti.

‘Who by?’ said Polly, so suddenly she surprisedséier ‘By whom? Who's going to try,
out here? Whaaresout here?’

‘Well, er, wearing men’s clothas an Abomination unto Nuggan—'
‘Why?’

‘It just is,” said Shufti firmly. ‘But—

‘—you’re wearing them,’ said Polly.

‘Well, it was the only way,’ said Shufti. ‘And ligd them on and they didn’'t seem all that
abominable to me.’

‘Have you noticed men talk to you differently?’ g¢aiofty shyly.
‘Talk?’ said Polly. ‘Theylistento you differently, too.’

‘They don’t keep looking at you all the time,” s&thufti. “You know what | mean. You're
just a . .. another person. If a girl walked dd¥va street wearing a sword a man would try to
take it off her.’

‘Wi’ trolls, we ain’t allowed to carry clubs,’ saidade. ‘Only large rocks. An’ it ain’t right
for a girl to wear lichen, ‘cos der boys say badmodest. Had to rub bird doin’s inna my
head to grow this lot.’

That was quite a long speech for a troll.
‘We didn’t know that,” said Polly. ‘Er . . . trollall look the same to us, more or less.’
‘I'm nat’rally craggy,’ said Jade. ‘I don't see whghould polish.’

‘Thereis a difference,” said Shufti. ‘I think it's the saxKt’s like they pull you forward all
the time. It's like the whole world spins arounduysocks.” She sighed and looked at the
horsemeat, which had been boiled almost whites dibne,” she said. ‘You'd better go and
give it to the rupert, Polly . . . | mean, Ozzetold the sarge | could do something better but
he said the lieutenant said how good it was lagitr

A small wild turkey, a brace of pheasants and gl=oaf rabbits, all tied together, landed
in front of Shufti.

‘Good job we were guarding you, eh?’ said Tonkemnrgng and whirring an empty sling
around in one hand. ‘One rock, one lunch. Malaglistaying on guard. He said he’ll smell
anyone before they see him and he’s too edgy td/\dat can you do with that lot?’

‘Casserole of game,” said Shufti firmly. ‘We've gtite veg and I've still got half an
onion.* I'm sure | can make an oven out of onehafse—’

* A woman always has half an onion left over, no matter what the size of the onion, the
dish or the woman.



‘On your feet! Attention!” snapped the silently miog Jackrum, behind them. He stood
back with a faint smile on his face as they scramhd their feet. ‘Private Halter, | must have
bleedin’ amazin’ eyesight,’ he said, when they wagsproximately upright.

‘Yes, sarge,” said Tonker, staring straight ahead.
‘Can you guess why, Private Halter?’
‘No, sarge.’

‘I's because | knows you are on perimeter guaraltdd, but | can see you as clear as if
you was standing right here in front of me, Haltéan't I, Halter?’

‘Yes, sarge!’

‘It's just as well you are still on perimeter dutyalter, because the penalty for absenting
yourself from your post in time of war is death,|tdd’

‘I only—'

‘No onlys! | don’t want to hear no onlys! | don’tant you to think that | am a shouty man,
Halter! Corporal Strappi was a shouty man, but ks & damn political! Upon my oath | am
not a shouty mabut if you ain’t back at your post inside of thiggconds I'll rip yer tongue
outl’

Tonker fled. Sergeant Jackrum cleared his throadtcantinued, in a level voice: ‘This, my
lads, is what we call aeal orientation lectchoor, not one of the fancy podtiones like
Strappi gave yer.” He cleared his throat. “The psgof this lectchoor is to let you know
where we are. We are in the deep cack. It coulo'tvorse if it was raining arseholes. Any
guestions?’

Since there were none from the bemused recruitgohg&nued, while beginning a slow
stroll around the squad, ‘We know enemy forcesrathe area. Currently they have no boots.
But there will be others with boots aplenty. Altere may be deserters in the area. They will
not be nice people! They will be impolite! Thereddrieutenant Blouse has decreed that we
will travel off the roads and by night. Yes, we bawet the enemy, and we have prevailed.
That was a fluke. They weren’t expecting you tadaggh, tough soldiers. Nor were you, so |
don’t want you to feel cocky about it He leanemward until his face was inches from
Polly’s. ‘Are you feeling cocky, Private Perks?’

‘No, sarge’’

‘Good. Good.” Jackrum stepped back. ‘We are heaftinthe front, lads. The war. And in
a nasty war, where’s the best place to be? Apam fsn the moon, o’ course? No one?’

Slowly, Jade raised a hand.
‘Go on, then,’ said the sergeant.

‘In the army, sarge,’ said the troll.’ ‘cos . .She began to count on her fingers. ‘One, you
got weapons an’ armour an’ dat. Two, you are sunrded by other armed men. Er . . . Many,
youse gettin’ paid and gettin’ better grub than peeple in Civilian Street. Er . . . Lots, if'n
you gives up, you getting taken pris’ner and derales about that like Not Kicking Pris’ners
Inna Head and stuff, ‘cos if you kick their pristeenna head they’ll kick your pris’ners inna
head so dat’s, like, you're kickin’ your own he&df dere’s no rule say you can't kick enemy
civilians inna head. There’s other stuff too, buah outa numbers.” She gave them a diamond
grin. ‘We may be slow but we ain’t stoopid,” shalad.



‘I am impressed, private,” said Jackrum. ‘And yae aght. The only wasp in the jam is
that you ain’t soldiers! But | can help you theBein’ a soldier is not hard. If it was, soldiers
would not be able to do it. There is only threengisi you need to remember, which are, viz:
one obey orders two give it to the enemy good aad three don't die. Got that? Right!
You're nearly there! Well done! | propose to asgst in the execution of all three! You are
my little lads and | will look after you! In the raptime, you got duties! Shufti, get cooking!
Private Perks, see to the rupert! And after thatctse your shaving! | will now visit those on
guard and deliver unto them the holy word! Disnid'se

They remained at something like attention untiiees probably out of earshot, and then
sagged.

‘Why does he alwayshou®’ said Shufti. ‘Il mean, he only hasto ask . . .’

Polly upended the horrible scubbo into a tin boand almost ran to the lieutenant’s
shelter. He looked up from a map and smiled agkef she was delivering a feast.

‘Ah, scubbo,’ he said.

‘We are actually having other stuff, sir,” Pollyluateered. ‘I'm sure there’s enough to go
round—'

‘Good heavens, no, it's been years since I've el flike this,” said Blouse, picking up
the spoon. ‘Of course, at school we didn’t apprtediaso much.’

‘You had food like this at school, sir?’ said Polly
‘Yes. Most days,’ said Blouse happily.

Polly couldn’t quite fit this in her head. Blouseasva nob. Nobs ate nobby food, didn’t
they? ‘Had you done something bad, sir?’

‘I can’t imagine what you mean, Perks,” said Blgus@rping at the horrible thin gruel.
‘Are the men rested?’

‘Yes, sir. The dead people were a bit of a shock—'

‘Yes. Bad business,’ sighed the lieutenant. ‘Sictvar, alas. | am only sorry you had to
learn so fast. Such a terrible waste all the tihr@n sure things can be sorted out when we
reach Kneck, though. No general can expect younglike yourselves to be instant soldiers.
| shall have something to say about that.” His rigtfieatures looked unusually determined, as
if a hamster had spotted a gap in its treadmill.

‘Do you require me for anything else, sir?’ saidlyro

‘Er . .. do the men talk about me, Perks?’

‘Not really, sir, no.’

The lieutenant looked disappointed. ‘Oh. Oh, wEflank you. Perks.’

Polly wondered if Jackrum ever slept. She did dl sgeguard duty, and he stepped out
from behind her with ‘Guess who, Perks! You're @okout. You should see the dreadful
enemy before they see you. What're the four Ss?’

‘Shape, shadow, silhouette and shine, sarge! Bally, snapping to attention. She’'d been
expecting this.



That caused a moment’s pause from the sergeaneldsdosaid: ‘Judtnewthat, did yer?’
‘Nosir! A little bird told me when we changed guasit! Said you'd asked him, sirV’

‘Oh, so Jackrum’s little lads are gangin’ up onitHendly ol’ sergeant, are they?’ said
Jackrum.

‘Nosir. Sharing information important to the squaa vital survival situation, sarge!’
‘You've got a quick mouth on you, Perks, I'll graydu that.’
‘Thank you, sarge!

‘But | see you're not standing in a bleedin’ shagd®erks, nor have you done anything to
change your bleedin’ shape, you're silhouetted regaihe bleedin’ light and your sabre’s
shining like a diamond in a chimney-sweep’s bleeear'ole! Explain!’

‘It's because of the one C, sarge!’ said Pollyl| staring straight ahead.
‘And that is?’
‘Colour, sarge! I'm wearing bleedin’ red and whibea bleedin’ grey forest, sarge!’

She risked a sideways glance. In Jackrum’s liidgp eyes there gleamed a gleam. It was
the one you got when he was secretly pleased.

‘Ashamed of your lovely, lovely uniform, Perks?’ baid.
‘Don’t want to be seen dead in it, sarge,’ saidyPol
‘Hah. As you were, Perks.’

Polly smiled, straight ahead.

When she came off guard for a bowl of game cassedackrum was teaching basic
swordcraft to Lofty and Tonker, using hazel stielssswords. By the time Polly had finished
he was teaching Wazzer some of the finer pointssifg a high-performance pistol crossbow,
especially the one about not turning round witboitked and saying ‘W-what is this bit for,
sarge?’ Wazzer handled weapons like a houseprouawalisposing of a dead mouse - at
arm’s length and trying not to look. But even shasvbetter with them than Igor, who just
didn’t seem at home with the idea of what was,itho, ol surgery.

Jade was dozing. Maladict was hanging by his koeeker the roof of one of the sheds,
with his arms folded across his chest; he must lh@en telling the truth when he said there
were some aspects of being a vampire that weretbaige up.

Igor and Maladict . . .

She still wasn’t sure about Maladict, but Igor hade a boy, with those stitches around
the head, and that face that could only be calteddly.* He was quiet, and neat, but maybe
that's how Igors behaved . . .

* And even then it was the kind of home that has a burned-out vehicle on the lawn.

She woke up with Shufti shaking her.
‘We’re moving! Better go and see to the rupert”
‘What? Huh? Oh . . . right? \



There was a bustle all around her. Polly staggecedher feet and hurried over to
Lieutenant Blouse’s shed, where he was standirfigpit of his wretched horse and holding
the bridle with a lost expression.

‘Ah, Perks,” he said. ‘I'm not at all sure I'm dgrhis right . . .’

‘No, sir. You've got the waffles twisted and theoffftes are upside down,” said Polly,
who’d often helped in the inn’s yard.

‘Ah, that would be why he was so difficult last hig said Blouse. ‘I suppose | ought to
know this sort of thing, but at home we had a nadd it . . .’

‘Let me, sir,” said Polly. She untwisted the brial@éh a few careful movements. ‘What's
his name, sir?’

Thalacephalos,” said Blouse sheepishly. ‘That was legendary stallion of General
Tacticus, you know.’

‘I didn’t know that, sir,” said Polly. She leaneddk and glanced between the horse’s rear
legs. Wow, Blouse really was short-sighted, wabga't . .

The mare looked at her partly with its eyes, whigre small and evil, but mostly with its
yellowing teeth, of which it had an enormous amo8ite had the impression that it was
thinking about sniggering.

‘I'll hold him for you while you mount, sir,” sheasd.
‘Thank you. He certainly moves about a bit whery!'t

‘I expect he does, sir,” said Polly. She knew abdifficult horses; this one had all the
hallmarks of a right bastard, one of those not abatall by the obvious superiority of the
human race.

The mare eyeballed and yellowtoothed her as Blongented, but Polly had positioned
herself carefully away from the uprights of theltdre Thalacephalos wasn’t the sort to buck
and kick. She was the sneaky kind, Polly could geesort that stepped on your foot—

She moved her foot just as the hoof came down. Bulacephalos, angry at being
thwarted, turned, twisted, lowered her head, ah@dlly sharply on the rolled-up socks.

‘Bad horse!’ said Blouse severely. ‘Sorry aboutt therks. | think he’s anxious to get to
the fray! Oh, my word!" he added, looking down. &you all right, Perks?’

‘Well, he’s pulling a bit, sir—’ said Polly, beindragged sideways. Blouse had gone white
again.

‘But he’s bitten . . . he’s caught you by the right on the . . .’

The penny dropped. Polly looked down, and hasémembered what she’d heard during
numerous rule-free bar fights.

‘Oh...o000..argh...Dblimey! Right innaiffttAargh! she lamented, and then, since it
seemed a good idea at the time, brought both dieten heavily on the mare’s nose. The
lieutenant fainted.

It took some time to bring Blouse round, but astaagave Polly time to think.
He opened his eyes and focused on her.



‘Er, you fell off your horse, sir,” Polly volunteed.

‘Perks? Are you all right? Dear boy, he had youhs—

‘Only needs a few stitches, sir!’ said Polly chedyf

‘What? From Igor?’

‘Nosir. Just the cloth, sir,” said Polly. ‘The tisers are a bit big for me, sir.’

‘Ah, right. Too big, eh? Phew, eh? Near miss theh® Well, | mustn’t lie around here all
day—'

The squad helped him on to Thalacephalos, who titasrsggering unrepentantly. On the
subject of ‘too big’, Polly made a mental note toshmething about his jacket next time they
stopped. She wasn’t much good with a needle, bigoif couldn’t do something to make it
look better then he wasn’t the man she thought & Wnd that was a sentence that begged a
guestion.

Jackrum bellowed them into order. They were bettéhat now. Neater, too.

‘All right, Ins-and-Outs! Tonight we—'

A set of huge yellow teeth removed his cap.

‘Oh, 1 do apologize, sergeant! said Blouse behiind, trying to rein back the mare.
‘No bother, sir, these things happen!’ said Jackriwriously tugging his hat back.
‘I should like to address my men, sergeant.’

‘Oh? Er . . . yes, sir, said Jackrum, looking wed: ‘Of course, sir. Ins-and-Outs!
Attenwaitforitshun!’

Blouse coughed. ‘Er . . . men,” he said. ‘As yowwkn we must make all speed to the
Kneck valley where, apparently, we are needed. dlliag by night will prevent . . .
entanglements. Er . . . I. . . He stared at thieis:face contorted by some inner struggle. ‘Er .
.. I have to say | don't think we are . . . thatall the evidence is . . . er . . . it doesnédrego
me that. .. er...|think | should tell you..er. ..

‘Permission to speak, sir?’ said Polly. ‘Are yoelfag all right?’

‘We just have to hope that those put in power awerare making the right decisions,’
mumbled Blouse. ‘But | have every confidence in youa | am sure you will do your best.
Long live the Duchess! Carry on, Sergeant Jackrum.’

‘Ins-and-Outs! Form up! March!
And they headed into the dusk and off to war.

The order of march was as last night, with Maladjoing on ahead. The clouds were
holding in some heat, and were thin enough to ainnhoonlight here and there. Forests by
night held no problems for Polly, and this wasnitet wild forest in any case. Nor was it, in
truth, a march that they were doing. It was mdte & high-speed creep, in ones and twos.

She’d acquired two of the horsebows, now stuck aavkly between the straps of her
pack. They were horrible things, rather like a srbstween a small crossbow and a clock.
There were mechanisms in the thick shaft, and twe itself was barely six inches across;
somehow, if you leaned your weight on it, you cotdk it with enough stored energy to fire



a nasty little metal arrow through an inch-thicknit. They were blued metal, sleek and evil.
But there is an old militry saying: better me fig it at you than you firing it at me, you
bastard.

Polly eased her way along the line until she wakking alongside Igor. He nodded to her
in the gloom, and then turned his attention to wakHe needed to, because his pack was
twice the size of the rest of them. No one fellimedd to ask him what was in it; sometimes,
you thought you could hear liquid sloshing.

Igors sometimes passed through Munz, although tezlythey were an Abomination in
the eyes of Nuggan. It had seemed to Polly thatgulsits of someone who was dead to help
three or four other people stay alive was a semsd#a, but in the pulpit Father Jupe had
argued that Nuggan didn’t want people to live, rented them to livgproperly. There had
been general murmurs of agreement from the congioegdut Polly knew for a fact that
there were a couple of people sitting there withaad or arm or leg that was a little less
tanned or a little more hairy than the other oneer€ were lumberjacks everywhere in the
mountains. Accidents happened, fasiddenaccidents. And, since there were not many jobs
for a one-armed lumberjack, men went off and foandgor to do what no amount of prayer
could manage.

The Igors had a motto: What goes around, comesndroviou didn’t have to pay them
back. You had to pay them forward, and that, franklas the bit where people got worried.
When you were dying, an Igor would mysteriouslyvaron the doorstep and request that he
be allowed to take away any bits urgently neededthgrs on his ‘little litht'. He’'d be quite
happy to wait until the priest had gone and, it waisl, when the time came he’d do very neat
work. However, it happened quite often that whengor turned up the prospective donor
took fright and turned to Nuggan, who likedhole people. In which case the Igor would
quietly and politely leave, and never come backdHever come back to the whole village,
or the whole lumber camp. Nor would other Igors.atMjoes around comes around - or stops.

As far as Polly could tell, Igors believed that thedy was nothing more than a more
complicated kind of clothing. Oddly enough, thatsat Nugganites thought, too.

‘Glad you joined, Igor?’ said Polly, as they joggeddng.

‘Yeth, Ozz.’

‘Could you take a look at the rupert’s hand nextetiwe stop, please? He’s cut it badly.’
‘Yeth, Ozz.’

‘Can | ask you something, Igor?’

‘Yeth, Ozz.’

‘What're female Igors called, Igor?’

Igor stumbled and kept moving. He” was silent fawtale, and then said: ‘All right, what
did | do wrong?’

‘Sometimes you forget to lisp,” said Polly. ‘But sity . . . it's just a feeling. Little things
about the way you move, maybe.’

‘The word you're looking for is “Igorina”,” said lyina. ‘We don’t lisp as much as the
boys.’

They continued in more silence until Polly saidihbught it was bad enough cutting my
hair—'



‘The stitches?’ said Igorina. ‘I can have them iouive minuteth. They're just for show.’

Polly hesitated. But, after all, Igotsad to be trustworthy, didn’t they? ‘You didn’t cut
your hair?’

‘Actually, I just removed it,” said Igorina.

‘I put mine in my pack,’ Polly went on, trying nta look at the stitches around Igorina’s
head.

‘So did I, said Igorina. ‘In a jar. It's thtill ggwing.’

Polly swallowed. You needed a lack of graphic imagon to talk about personal issues
with an Igor. ‘Mine was stolen back at the barradks sure it was Strappi,” she said.

‘Oh dear.’
‘I hateto think of him with it!’
‘Why did you bring it?’

And that was the question. She’d planned, and sheéh good at planning. She’d fooled
the rest of them, even. She’d been cool and senaiid she hadn’t felt more than a faint pang
at cutting off her hair—

—and she’d brought it with her. Why? She could hdavewn it away. It wasn’tnagic It
was just hair. She could have thrown it away, jikst that. Easily. But . . . but . . . ah, right,
the maids could have found it. That was it. She tioaget it out of the house quickly. Right.
And then she could bury it somewhere when she iasgaway away. Right.

But she hadn’t, had she . . .

She’d beervery busy Right, said the little voice in inner treacheB8he had been very
busy fooling everyone but herself, right?

‘What could Strappi do?’ said Igorina. ‘Jackrum’ddck him over the moment he thaw
him. He’s a deserter, and a thief!”

‘Yes, but he could tell someone,’ said Polly.

‘Okay, then say it's a lock of hair from the swessh you left behind you. Lots of soldiers
carry a locket or something like that. You know:etHyolden hair in ringletth fair”, like the
song says.’

‘It was all my hair! A locket? You couldn’t hold it all in your hat!’
‘Ah,’ said Igorina. ‘Then you could thay you lovédr very much?’

Despite everything, Polly started to laugh, andawustop herself. She bit her sleeve and
tried to keep going, with her shoulders shaking.

Something that felt like a small tree prodded Irethe back. “Youse two oughta keep der
noise down,” rumbled Jade.

‘Sorry. Sorry,” hissed Polly.
Igorina started to hum. Polly knew the song.

I'm lonesome since | crossed the hill

And o’er the moor and valley . . .



And she vowed: not that one, too. One song is émofigd Iwantto leave the girl behind
me, but it seems | brought her with me . . . Atethpoint they emerged from the trees and
saw the red glow.

The rest of the squad were already gathered rouaidhing it. It covered quite a lot of the
horizon, and brightened and faded in places asuwlaghed.

‘Is that hell?’ said Wazzer.
‘No, but men have made it so, | fear,” said thatiemant. ‘That is the Kneck valley.’
‘It's on fire, sir?’ said Polly.

‘Bless you, that's just the light of cooking-firesflected off the clouds,” said Sergeant
Jackrum. ‘Always looks bad by night, a battlefig\bt to worry, lads!

‘What're they cooking, elephants?’ said Maladict.

‘And what's that?’ said Polly, pointing to a neartmyl, darker still against the night. On it,
a little light was flickering on and off, very fast

There was a whoosh and a metallic ‘pop’ as Blouskeg out a small telescope and
opened it up. ‘It's a light clacks, the devils!" baid.

‘Dere’s another one over dere,” rumbled Jade, panto a hill a lot further away.
‘Twinkle, twinkle.’

Polly stared at the redness in the sky, and theheatold little light, winking on and off.
Quiet, soft light. Harmless light. And behind itbarning sky . . .

‘I'll be in code,” said Blouse. ‘Spies, I'll be bad.’
‘A light clacks?’ said Tonker. ‘What's that?’

‘An Abomination in the eyes of Nuggan,” said Blou&énfortunately, because they'd be
damn useful if we could have ‘em too, eh, sergéant?

‘Yessir,” said Jackrum automatically.

‘The only messages passing through the air shoallthb prayers of the faithful. Praise
Nuggan, Praise the Duchess and so on and so feal, Blouse, squinting. He sighed. ‘Such
a shame. How far to that hill, would you say, sarge’

‘Two miles, sir,” said Jackrum. ‘Worth trying toeak up?’

‘They must know people will see them and come Iogkiso | expect they won't “hang
around” for long’ mused Blouse. ‘In any case, dose things would be highly directional.
You'd lose it once you got down in the valley.’

‘Permission to speak, sir?’ said Polly.

‘Of course,’ said Blouse.

‘How do they get the light so bright, sir? It's puwhite!’
‘Some kind of firework thingy, | believe. Why?’

‘And they send messages with light?’

‘Yes, Perks. And your pointis...?



‘And the people who get those messages send messagi the same way?’ Polly
persevered.

‘Yes, Perks, that is the whole idea.’

‘Then . . . maybe we don’t have to go all the wayhtat hill, sir? The light is being aimed
towardsus sir.’

They all turned. The hill they were skirting loomaolove them.

‘Well done, Perks!” Blouse whispered. ‘Let’s gosrgeant!’ He swung himself off the
horse, which automatically stepped sideways to nsake that he fell over when he landed.

‘Right you are, sir!’ said Jackrum, helping him ulgaladict, you take Goom and Halter
and circle round to the left, the rest go rounthsright - not you, Carborundum, no offence,
but this has got to bguiet okay? You stay here. Perks, you come with me—’

‘| shall come too, sergeant,” said Blouse, and &toyly saw Jackrum grimace.

‘Good idea, sir!’ said the sergeant. ‘I suggest ydwsuggest Perks and | come with you.
Everyone got that? Get to the top neat and quigtin@noneno onemoves until you hear my
signal—’

‘My signal,” said Blouse firmly.

‘That's what | meant, sir. Quick and quiet! Hit ‘emard but | want at least one left alive!
GoV

The two teams fanned out to right and left and ppsared. The sergeant gave them a
minute or two’s start, and then set off with undspeed for a man of his girth, so that for a
moment Polly and the lieutenant were left standBghind them, a dejected Jade watched
them go.

The trees thinned out on the steep slope, butmmigh for much underbrush to get a hold.
Polly found it easier to go on all fours, grabbatgufts and saplings to steady herself. After a
while she caught a whiff of smoke, chemical anddacr

She was sure, too, that she could hear a fairkicjanoise.

A tree extended a hand and pulled her into its ®vatDon’'t you say a bleedin’ word,’
hissed Jackrum. ‘Where’s the rupert?’

‘Don’t know, sarge’’

‘Damn! You can't let a rupert run’ around looseerii's no tellin’ what he might take it
into his little head to do, now he’s got the idegshin charge! You're ‘is minder! Find ‘imV’

Polly slithered back down the slope and found Béosteadying himself against a tree,
wheezing gently.

‘Ah . . . Perks,” he panted. ‘My asthma seems.tohe . . . coming back . . .’

‘I'll help you up, sir,” said Polly, grabbing hisahd and tugging him forward. ‘Could you
wheeze a little more quietly, sir?’

By degrees, dragging and pushing, she bundled #meup to Jackrum'’s tree.

‘Glad you could join us, sir!’ hissed the sergedatie contorted into an expression of
maddened affability. ‘If you'd care to wait heresrRs and me will crawl up the—'’

‘I'm coming too, sergeant,’” Blouse insisted.



Jackrum hesitated. ‘Yessir,” he said. ‘But withpest, sir, | know about skirmishing—’
‘Let’s go, sergeant,” said Blouse, dropping flatldeginning to drag himself forward.
‘Yessir,” muttered Jackrum darkly.

Polly eased her way forward, too. The grass here sharter, rabbit-nibbled, with small
bushes here and there. She concentrated on ke#pngoise down, and aimed for the
clicking. The smell of chemical smoke grew strongehung in the air around her. And, as
she moved forward, she saw light, little specki&.@he raised her head.

There were three men a few feet away, silhouettgdnat the night. One of them was
holding a large pipe, about five feet long, balahoa his shoulder at one end and on a tripod
at the other. That end was aimed at the distaht®il the other end, a foot or so behind the
man’s head, was a big square box. Light was leakiom joints in this; from a little
stovepipe chimney on the top of it, heavy smoker@odwut.

‘Perks, on the count of three,’ said Jackrum, olyRaight. ‘One—

‘As you were, sergeant,” said Blouse quietly, onlb#.

Polly saw Jackrum’s big florid face turn with arpeassion of astonishment. ‘Sir?’
‘Hold position,” said Blouse. Above them, the ciiog continued.

Milit'ry secrets, thought Polly. Spies! Enemies! d\rnwe're just watching! It was like
seeing blood drain from an artery.

‘Sirl’” hissed Jackrum, rage smoking off him.
‘Hold position, sergeant. That is an order,” saiduBe calmly.

Jackrum subsided, but only into the deceptive aafira volcano waiting to explode. The
relentless chatter of the clacks went on. It seetnegb on for ever. Beside Polly, Sergeant
Jackrum seethed and fretted like a dog on a leash.

The clicking stopped. Polly heard a distant murwfuzonversation.
‘Sergeant Jackrum,” whispered Blouse, ‘you may tgem” with all speed!

Jackrum exploded out of the grass like a partridgk.right, my lads! Up boys and at
‘em!’

Polly’s first thought, as she leapt up and ran, thas the distance was suddenly a lot wider
than it had appeared.

All three men had turned at the sound of Jackrwrys The one with the clacks tube was
already dropping it and reaching for a sword, ladkdum was bearing down on him like a
landslide. The man made the mistake of standingghosind. There was a brief clash of
swords and then a melee, and Sergeant Jackrum veafficiently deadly melee all by
himself.

The second man flew past Polly but she was runfonghe third one. He backed away
from her, still reaching up to his mouth, then &dro run and found himself face to face with
Maladict.

‘Don’t let him swallow! Polly yelled.
Maladict’'s arm shot up, and lifted the strugglingmraloft by his throat.
It would have been a perfect operation had notekeof the squad arrived, having put all



their effort into running and left none to sparedtowing down. There were collisions.

Maladict went down as his captive kicked him in tiest and the man tried to scramble
away, cannoning into Tonker. Polly leapt over Igariwas almost tripped by a fallen Wazzer
and threw herself desperately towards the quaow, on his knees. He had a dagger out and
waved it wildly in front of her while he graspedshihroat with his other hand and made
choking noises. She knocked the knife away, ramnblehim and slapped him on the back as
hard as she could. He fell forward. Before she @¢@shb him a hand lifted him bodily and
Jackrum’s voice roared: ‘Can’t have the poor maokofi to death, Perks!” His other hand
punched the man in the stomach with a noise likathiting a slab. The man’s eyes crossed
and something large and white flew out of his mautt shot over Jackrum’s shoulder.

Jackrum dropped him and turned on Blouse. ‘Sirokgst, sirl’ he said, quiyering with
anger. ‘We lay there and watched these devils sgnatho knows what messages, sir! Spies,
sirl We could’ve got ‘em right there and then, 'sir!

‘And then, sergeant?’ said Blouse.
‘What?’

‘Don’t you think the people they were talking to wd wonder what had happened if the
messages had stopped in mid-flow?’ said the lieuten

‘Even so, sir—'

‘Whereas now we have their device, sergeant, aeid thasters don’t know we have it
said Blouse.

‘Yeah, well, but you said they was sending messagesde, sir, and—’

‘Er, | think we have their cipher book as well,gaf said Maladict, stepping forward with
the white object in his hand. “That man tried t¢ kasarge. Rice paper. But he rushed his
food, you might say.’

‘And you dislodged it, sergeant, and probably sawvedife. Well done!’ said Blouse.
‘But one of ‘em got away, sir,” said Jackrum. ‘Hesbon get to—'
‘Sergeant?’

Jade was rising over the grass. As she plodde@ntey saw she was dragging a man by
one foot. When she was closer it was obvious thatmhan was dead. Living people have
more head.

‘I heard the shoutin’ and he come runnin’ and | pgd up and he come straight into me,
head firstl’ Jade complained. ‘I didn’t even gett@nce to hit him?’

‘Well, private, at least we can definitely say haswstopped,’ said Blouse.

Thur, thith man is dying,” said Igorina, who wasekting by the man Sergeant Jackrum
had so positively saved from choking. ‘He hath beeithened!’

‘Hath he? By whom?’ said Blouse. ‘Are you sure?’
‘The green foam coming out of hith mouth ith a d&é clue, thur.’
‘What's funny, Private Maladict?’ said Blous

The vampire chuckled. ‘Oh, sorry, sir. They saysges “If you're caught, eat the
documents”, don’t they? A good way of making sineytdon’t give away any secrets.’



‘But you've got the . . . soggy book in your handsiporal!’
‘Vampires can’t be poisoned that easily, sir,” delidladict calmly.

‘It wath probably only fatal by mouth in any cagbur,” said Igorina. ‘Terrible stuff.
Thtuff. He’th dead, thur. Nothing | can do.’

‘Poor fellow. Well, we have the codes, anyway,'dsBlouse. ‘This is great discovery,
men.’

‘And a prisoner, sir, and a prisoner,’ said Jackrum
The one surviving man, who had been operating ldeks, groaned and tried to move.

‘A bit bruised, | expect,” Jackrum added, with sorsatisfaction. ‘When | land on
someone, sir, they stay landed on.’

‘Two of you, bring him with us,’ said Blouse. ‘Seant, there’s a few hours to dawn, and |
want to be well away from here. | want the otheo truried somewhere down in the woods,
and—'

‘You just have to say “carry on, sergeant”, sigics Jackrum, and it was almost a wail.
‘That’'s how it works, sir! You tell me what you wiah give ‘em the orders!

‘Times are changing, sergeant,’ said Blouse.

Messages, flying across the sky. They were an Abatigin unto Nuggan.

The logic sounded impeccable to Polly as she heljadzer to dig two graves. Prayers
from the faithful ascended unto Nuggan, going uplwaA variety of unseen things, such as
sanctity and grace and a list of this week’s Abations, descended from Nuggan to the
faithful, going downwards. What was forbidden wasssages from one human to another
going, as it were, from side to side. There cowdadllisions. If you believed in Nuggan, that
is. If you believed in prayer.

Wazzer's real name was Alice, she confided as slgelalit it was hard to apply the name
to a small stick-thin lad with a bad haircut and much skill with a shovel, who had a habit
of standing just slightly too close to you and sthjust slightly to the left of your face when
she talked to you. Wazzer believed in prayer. SHievrd in everything. That made her kind
of . . . awkward to talk to, if you didn’t. But Rplfelt she should make the effort.

‘How old are you, Wazz?’ she said, shovelling dirt.

‘N-n-nineteen, Polly,’ said Wazzer.

‘Why’d you join?’

‘The Duchess told me to,” said Wazzer.

That was why people didn't talk to Wazzer much.

‘Wazz, you ddknowthat wearing men’s clothes is an Abomination, tdgou?’

‘Thank you for reminding me, Polly,” said Wazzeritivout a trace of irony. ‘But the
Duchess told me that nothing | do in pursuit of goest will be held Abominable.’

‘A quest, eh,” said Polly, trying to sound jovighnd what kind of quest is that?’
‘I am to take command of the army,’ said Wazzer.



Hairs rose on the back of Polly’s neck. ‘Yes?’ shal.

‘Yes, the Duchess stepped out of her picture whead asleep and told me to go at once
to Kneck,” said Wazzer. ‘The Little Mother spoke ne, Ozz. She commanded me. She
guides my steps. She led me out of vile slaveryvidan that be an Abomination?’

She’s got a sword, thought Polly. And a shovelsTieeds careful handling. ‘That’s nice,’
she said.

‘And . . . and | must tell you that . . . I. . .va& in my life have | felt such love and
camaraderie,” Wazzer went on earnestly. ‘The kastdays have been the happiest of my life.
You have all shown me such kindness, such gentderidse Little Mother guides me. She
guides us all, Ozz. You believe that, too. Don’'t§bThe moonlight revealed the tracks of
tears in the grime on Wazzer’s cheeks.

‘Um,’ said Polly, and sought wildly for a way to@d lying.
She found it. ‘Er . . . you know | want to find royother?’ she said.
‘Well, that does you credit, the Duchess knowsd 8&azzer quickly.

‘And, well . . . I'm also doing it for The Duchessaid Polly, feeling wretched. ‘I think
about The Duchess all the time, | must admit.” Wkt was true. It just wasn’t honest.

‘I'm so very glad to hear that, Ozz, because | tfamlight you were a backslider,” said
Wazzer. ‘But you said that with such convictionrigs this would be the time for us to get
down on our knees and—'

‘Wazz, you're standing in another man’s grave,dd@olly. ‘There’s a time and place, you
know? Let’s get back to the others, eh?’

The happiest days of the girl’s life had been spemhping through forests, digging graves
and trying to dodge soldiers on both sides? Thabteowith Polly was that she had a mind
that asked questions even when she really, realiytdvant to know the answers.

‘So . . . the Duchess is still talking to you, e8’ she said, as they made their way among
the dark trees.

‘Oh, yes. When we were in Plotz, sleeping in thediks,’” said Wazzer. ‘She said it was
all working.’

Don’t, don’t ask another question, said part of Polly’s ming, dhe ignored it out of sheer
horrible curiosity. Wazzer was nice - well, sortnide, in a slightly scary way - but talking to
her was like picking at a scab; you knew what vikedyt to be under the crust, but you picked

anyway.
‘So . . . what did you use to do back in the workte said.
Wazzer gave her a haunting smile. ‘I used to béelpea

Tea was brewing in a small hollow near the trackve®al of the squad were standing
guard. No one liked the idea of men in dark clotbre=aking around.

‘Mug of saloop?’ said Shufti, holding them up. AMelays ago they’d have called it ‘sweet
milky tea’, but even if they couldn’t walk the wajlet they were determined to talk the talk as
soon as possible.

‘What's happening?’ said Polly.



‘Dunno,’ said Shufti. ‘Sarge and the rupert werftafer that way with the prisoner but no
one tells us groans anything.’

‘It's “grunts”, | think,” said Wazzer, taking thea.
‘I've done them a couple of mugs, anyway. See whbatcan find out, eh?’
Polly gulped her tea down, grabbed the mugs andelduaway.

On the edge of the hollow Maladict was loungingiagjaa tree. There was this about
vampires: they could never look scruffy. Instedbyt were . . . what was the word . . .
déshabille It meant untidy, but with bags and bags of stylehis case Maladict’s jacket was
open and he’d stuck his packet of cigarettes inbtred of his shako. He saluted her with his
crossbow as she went past.

‘Ozz?’ he said.

‘Yes, corp?’

‘Any coffee in their packs?’
‘Sorry, corp. Only tea.’

‘Damn!’ Maladict thumped the tree behind him. ‘Heypu went straight for the man who
was swallowing the cipher. Straight for him. Howrges?’

‘Just luck,’ said Polly.
‘Yeah, right. Try again. | have very good nightigrs’

‘Oh, all right. Well, the one on the left startedl tun and the one in the middle was
dropping the clacks tube and reaching for his swbtd the one on the right thought that
putting something into his mouth was more importawgn than fighting or running away.
Satisfied?’

‘You worked out all that in a couple of secondsatiluas smart.’

‘Yeah, right. Nowpleaseforget it, okay? | don’t want to be noticed. | doparticularly
want to be here. | just want to find my brother a@k’

‘Fine. | just thought that you'd like to know sommeosaw you. And you’d better get that
tea to ‘em before they try to kill one another.’

At least | was someone watching the enemy, Pobught furiously as she walked away. |
wasn’t someone watching another soldier. Who dedsink he is? Or she is?

She heard the raised voices as she pushed thrahgiket.

‘You can’t torture an unarmed man!” That was Bldss®ice.

‘Well, 'm not waiting for him to arm himself, sitHe knows stuff! And he’s a spy"’
‘Don’t you dare kick him in the ribs again! Thatasorder, sergeant!

‘Asking nicely didn’t work, did it, sir? “Pretty phse with sprinkles on top” is not a
recognized method of interrogation! You shouldret liere, sir! You should say “Sergeant,
find out what you can from the prisoner!” and thggn somewhere and wait until | tell you
what | got out of him, sir!’

‘You did it again?
‘What? What?’



‘You kicked him again!’

‘No, | didn’t!

‘Sergeant, | gave you an order!
‘And?’

‘Tea’s up! said Polly cheerfully.

Both men turned. Their expression changed. If thay been birds, their feathers would
have gently settled back.

‘Ah, Perks,’ said Blouse. ‘Well done.’
‘Yeah . . . good lad,” said Sergeant Jackrum.

Polly’s presence seemed to lower the temperature.tWo men drank their tea and eyed
one another warily.

‘You'll have noticed, sergeant, that the men wersakng the dark-green uniform of the
First Battalion the Zlobenian Fifty-ninth Bowmen.skirmishing battalion,” said Blouse, with
cold politeness. ‘That is not the uniform of a spsgrgeant.’

‘Yessir? But they’'d let their uniforms get verytgirthen. No shine on the buttoss;.’

‘Patrolling behind enemy lines is not spying, sarge You must have done it in your
time.’

‘More times than you could count, sir,” said JackruAnd | knew full well that if | got
caught | was due a good kicking in the nadgers.dRirtnishers is the worst, sir. You think
you’re safe in the lines, next moment it turns tat some bastard sitting in the bushes on a
hill has been working out windage and yardage asddnopped an arrow right through your
mate’s head.” He picked up a strange-looking lomgbtsee these things they've got?
Burleigh and Stronginthearm Number Five Recurveagdenin bloody Ankh-Morpork. A real
killing weapon. | say we give him a choice, sir. e tell us what he knows, and go out
easy. Or keep mum, and go out hard.’

‘No, sergeant. He is an enemy officer taken in batikt entitled to fair treatment.’

‘No, sir. He’s a sergeant, and they don’'t desergerespect at all, sir. | should know.
They're cunning and artful, if they’re any goodvduldn’t mind if he was an officer, sir. But
sergeants are clever.’

There was a grunt from the bound prisoner.

‘Loosen his gag. Perks,” said Blouse. Instinctiyelyen if the instinct was only a couple of
days old, Polly glanced at Jackrum. The sergeanggled. She pulled the rag down.

‘I'll talk,” said the prisoner, spitting out cottdiuff. ‘But not to that tub of lard! I'll talk to
the officer. You keep that man away from me’’

‘You're in no position to negotiate, soldier bogharled Jackrum.

‘Sergeant,” said the lieutenant, ‘I'm sure you hadkimgs to see to. Please do so. Send a
couple of men back here. He can’t do anything agdour of us.’

‘But—’

‘That wasanother order, sergeant,” said Blouse. He turned to theoper as Jackrum
stumped off. ‘What is your name, man?’



‘Sergeant Towering, lieutenant. And if you are assiele man, you will release me and
surrender.’

‘Surrender?’ said Blouse, as Igorina and Wazzer irdo the clearing, armed and
bewildered.

‘Yep. I'll put in a good word for you when the bogatch up with us. You don’'t want to
know how many men are looking for you. Could | hawdrink, please?’

‘What? Oh, yes. Of course,” said Blouse, as if tdumut in a display of bad manners.
‘Perks, fetch some tea for the sergeant. Why aoplpdooking for us, pray?’

Towering gave him a cockeyed grin. ‘You don’t know?
‘No,’ said Blouse coldly.

‘You really don’t know?’ Now Towering was laughing. He wasti@o relaxed for a bound
man, and Blouse sounded far too much like a ni¢evMoaried man trying to appear firm and
determined. To Polly, it was like watching a childffing in poker against a man called Doc.

‘I don’t wish to play games, man. Out with it!" saBlouse.

‘Everyone knows abouwtoy, lieutenant. You're the Monstrous Regiment, yoel'dre said.
‘No offence meant, of course. They say you've gitod and a vampire and an Igor and a
werewolf. They say you . . .” he began to chuckle  they say you overpowered Prince
Heinrich and his guard and stole his boots and rhadenop away in the altogether?

In a thicket some way off, a nightingale sang. Eaite a while, uninterrupted. Then
Blouse said, ‘Hah, no, you are in fact wrong. Thenrwas Captain Horentz—"

‘Yeah, right, like he'd tell you who he was with ygointing swords at him!" said
Towering. ‘I heard from one of my mates that oneyafi kicked him in the meat-and-two-
veg, but | haven’t seen the picture yet.’

‘Someone took a picture of him getting kicked?’ eaked Polly, drenched in a sudden
horror.

‘Not of that, no. But there’s copies all over tHage of him in chains and | hear it's been
sent by the clacks to Ankh-Morpork.’

‘Is...is he annoyed?’ Polly quavered, cursintp@hriek and his picture-making.

‘Well, now, let me see,’ said Towering sarcasticalinnoyed? No, | shouldn’t think he’s
annoyed. “Livid” is the word, | think. Or “raging”¥eah, | think “raging” 's the word.
There’s a lot of people looking for you lads noweNdone!

Even Blouse could see Polly’s distress. ‘Er . erkB,” he said, ‘it was you, wasn't it,
who—'

Over and over in Polly’s head the womfyodlkickedthePrinceinthefruitandvegere going
round and round like a hamster in a runaway trethdmtiil, suddenly, it ran up against
something solid.

‘Yessir,” she snapped. ‘He was forcing himself upoyoung woman, sir. If you recall?’

Blouse’s frown faded, and became a grin of chilliduplicity. ‘Ah, yes, indeed. He was
“pressing his suit” in no small way, was he not?’

‘He didn’t have ironing in mind, sir!’ said Pollgfvently.



Towering glanced at Wazzer, grimly clutching a stusv that Polly knew for a fact she
was scared of, and Igorina, who'd much rather ddihg a surgeon’s knife than the sabre in
her hand and looked worried sick. Polly saw hisfismile.

‘And there you have it, Sergeant Towering,” saié lieutenant, turning to the prisoner. ‘Of
course, we all know there is some atrocious bel@votimes of war, but it is not the sort of
thing we would expect of a royal prince.* If we doebe pursued because a gallant young
soldier prevented matters from becoming even misigudting, then so be it.’

*Lieutenant Blouse read only the more technical history books.

‘Now | am impressed,’ said Towering. ‘A real knight erraeh? He’s a credit to you,
lieutenant. Any chance of that tea?’

Blouse’s skinny chest visibly swelled at the commant. ‘Yes, Perks, the tea, if you would
be so good.’

Leaving the three of you with this man who’s pasly radiating an intention to escape,
Polly thought. ‘Could perhaps Private Goom go atdi—' she began.

‘A word in private, Perks?’ snapped Blouse. He drew closer, but Polly kept her eye on
Sergeant Towering. He might be bound hand and fagtshe wouldn’'t have trusted a man
who grinned like that if he’d been nailed to thding.

‘Perks, you are making a great contribution budllly will not have my orders continually
guestioned,’ said Blouse. ‘You are my batman, aiterl think | run a “happy ship” here, but
| will be obeyed. Please?’

It was like being savaged by a goldfish, but she teaadmit he had a point. ‘Er . . . sorry,
sir,” she said, backing away as long as possiblessaot to miss the end of the tragedy. Then
she turned and ran.

Jackrum was sitting by the fire, with the prisoselbbow across his huge knees, slicing
some sort of black sausage with a big clasp-kileewas chewing.

‘Where’s the rest of us, sir?’ said Polly, scrabglfor a mug.

‘I sent ‘em to scout a wide perimeter, Perks. Cae’ttoo careful if matey-boy’s got pals
out there.’

. . which was perfectly sensible. It just hapmkte mean that half the squad had been
sent away . . .

‘Sarge, you know that captain back at the barradke®? was—'

‘I've got good hearing, Perks. Kicked him in they@bPrerogative, en? Hah! Makes it all
more interestin’, eh?’

‘It's going to go wrong, sarge, | just know it,’idaPolly, dragging the kettle off the hob
and spilling half the water as she topped up thpde

‘D’you chew at all, Perks?’ said Jackrum.
‘What, sarge?’ said Polly distractedly.

The sergeant held out a small piece of sticky,kblac stuff. “‘Tobacco. Chewing tobacco,’
said Jackrum. ‘I favour Blackheart over Jolly Saifoos it's rum-dipped, but others say—



‘Sarge, that man’s going to escape, sarge! | knewshThe lieutenant isn’t in charglee
is. He’s all friendly and everything, but | canltey his eyes, sarge!’

‘I'm sure Lieutenant Blouse knows what he’s doiRgyks,’ said Jackrum primly. “You're
not telling me a bound man can overcome four of ywoe you?’

‘Oh, sugar!” said Polly.

‘Just down there, in the old black tin,” said Jachr Polly tipped some into the worst cup
of tea ever made by a serving soldier and ran batie clearing.

Amazingly, the man was still in a sitting positicemd still bound hand and foot. Her
fellow Cheesemongers were watching him dejectdeiily relaxed, but only a little.

‘—nd there you have it, lieutenant,” he was sayiiNp disgrace in calling it quits, eh?
He’ll hunt you down soon enough, ‘cos ipsrsonalnow. But if you were to come along with
me, I'd do my best to see it goes easy with yow ¥don’t want to get caught by the Heavy
Dragoons right now. They ain’t got much of a seofseumour—’

‘Tea up,’ said Polly.

‘Oh, thank you, Perks,” said Blouse. ‘I think wencat least cut Sergeant Towering’s hands
free, don’'t you?’

‘Yes, sir,” said Polly, meaning ‘no, sir'. The maffered his bound wrists, and Polly
reached out gingerly with her knife while holdirgtmug like a weapon.

‘Artful lad you’'ve got here, lieutenant,” said Tommg. ‘He reckons I’'m going to grab his
knife off of him. Good lad.’

Polly sliced the rope, brought her knife hand bawickly, and then carefully proffered the
mug.

‘And he’s made the tea lukewarm so’s it won’'t hurt wHegplashes it in his face,
Towering went on. He gave Polly the steady, hogaze of the born bastard.

Polly held it, lie for lie.

‘Oh, yeah. The Ankh-Morpork people’ve got a litpeinting press on a cart, over on the
other side of the river,” said Towering, still waileg Polly. ‘For morale, they say. And they
sent the picture back to the city, too, on the kdadon’t ask me how. Oh yeah, a good
picture. “Plucky Rookies Trounce Zlobenia’s Finestiey wrote. Funny thing, but it looks
like the writer man didn’t spot it was the PrinBeit we all did!’

His voice became even more friendly. ‘Now look, esatas a foot soldier like yourselves
I’'m all for seeing the bloody donkey-boys madedoK fools, so you come along with me and
I'll see to it that at least you don’t sleep in tgatomorrow. That's my best offer.” He took a
sip of tea, and added, ‘It's a better one than mbshe Tenth got, I'll tell you. | heard your
regiment got wiped out.’

Polly’s expression didn’t change, but she felt BErsurl up into a tiny ball behind it. Look
at the eyes, look at theyes. Liar. Liar.

‘Wiped out?’ said Blouse.

Towering dropped his mug of tea. He smacked thestimwy out of Wazzer's hand with his
left hand, grabbed the sabre from Igorina with igbt hand, and brought the curved blade
down on the rope between his legs. It happenedbagire any of them could quite focus on
the change in the situation, and then the sergeaston his feet, slapping Blouse across the



face and grabbing him in an arm lock.

‘And you wereright, kiddo,” he said to Polly, over Blouse’s should@ryin’ shame you
ain’t an officer, eh?’

The last of the fallen tea dribbled into the sBiblly reached slowly for her crossbow.

‘Don’t. One step, one move from any of you, antldilt him,” said the sergeant. ‘Won't
be the first officer I've killed, believe me—'

‘The difference between them and me is, | don’¢ ¢ar

Five heads turned. There was Jackrum, outlinednagéie distant firelight. He had the
man’s own bow, drawn taut, and aimed directly at ¢brgeant in complete disregard of the
fact that the lieutenant’s head was in the wayuBéoclosed his eyes.

‘You’d shoot your own officer?’ said Towering.

‘Yep. Won't be the first officer I've killed, neigtr,” said Jackrum. ‘You ain’t going
anywhere, friend, except down. Easy or hard .dan't care.” The bow creaked.

‘You're just bluffing, mister.’

‘Upon my oath, | am not a bluffing man. | don'titkiwe was ever introduced, by the way.
Jackrum’s the name.’

The change in the man was a whole body event. Elmea@ to get smaller, as if every cell
had said ‘oh dear’ very quietly to itself. He sagigend Blouse slumped a little.

‘Can I—
‘Too late,” said Jackrum.
Polly never forgot the sound the arrow made.

There was silence, and then a thump as Towerirgy finally overbalanced and hit the
ground.

Jackrum laid the bow aside carefully. ‘Found oubwiie was messing with,” he said, as if
nothing much had happened. ‘Shame, really. Seeikedal decent sort. Any saloop left,
Perks?’

Very slowly, Lieutenant Blouse raised his hand i®éar, which the arrow had perforated
en route to its target, and then looked with steatigtachment at the blood on his fingers.

‘Oh, sorry about that, sir,” said Jackrum jovialiyust saw the one chance and | thought,
well, it's the fleshy part. Get yourself a gold iag, sir, and you'll be the height of fashion!
Quite a large gold earring, maybe.

‘Don’t you all believe that stuff about the Ins-a@dits,” Jackrum went on. ‘That was just
lies. | like it when something’s up. So what werdaw is . . . can anyone tell me what we do
now?’

‘Er . .. bury the body?’ hazarded Igorina.

‘Yeah, but check his boots. He’s got small feet #relZlobenians have much better boots
than us.’

‘Steal the boots off a dead man, sarge?’ said Wagik in shock.

‘Easier than getting ‘em off a live one!’ Jackruwftened his voice a little when he saw
their expressions. ‘Lads, this is war, understafd?vas a soldier, they were soldiers, you are



soldiers . . . more or less. No soldier will seeascor good boots go to waste. Bury ‘em
decent and say what prayers you can remember, apel they’ve gone where there’s no
fighting.” He raised his voice back to the normallbw. ‘Perks, round up the others! Igor,
cover the fire, try to make it look like we werevee here! We are moving out in number ten
minutes! Can make a few miles before full daylighitat’s right, eh, lieutenant?’

Blouse was still transfixed, but seemed to wakenaw. ‘What? Oh. Yes. Right. Yes,
indeed. Er . .. yes. Carry on, sergeant.’

The fire gleamed off Jackrum’s triumphal face. the red glow his little dark eyes were
like holes in space, his grinning mouth the gateteag hell, his bulk some monster from the
Abyss.

He let it happen, Polly knew. He obeyed orders. dithf't do anything wrong. But he
could have sent Maladict and Jade to help us,adsté Wazzer and Igor, who aren’t quick
with weapons. He sent the others away. He had dlerbady. He played a game with us as
pieces, and won . . .

Poor old soldier her father and his friends had sung, while ffostned on the window
panespoor old soldier! If ever | ‘list for a soldier agra. . . the devil shall be my sergeant!

In the firelight the grin of Sergeant Jackrum wagescent of blood, his coat the colour of
a battlefield sky. ‘You are my little lads,” he red. ‘And| will look afteryou’

They made more than six miles before Jackrum callddhlt, and already the land was
changing. There were more rocks, fewer trees. TinecK valley was rich and fertile and it
was from here that the fertility had been washedais a landscape of ravines and thick scrub
woodland, with a few small communities scratchirgyimg from the poverty-stricken soil. It
was a good place to hide. And, in here, someonealiaddy hidden. It was a stream-carved
gully, but here at the end of summer the streamjusisa trickle between the rocks. Jackrum
must have found it by smell, because you couldsggtis from the track.

The ashes of the fire in the small gully were stilrm. The sergeant got up, awkwardly,
after inspecting them. ‘Some lads like our palsrfiast night,” he said.

‘Couldn’t it just be a hunter, sarge?’ said Maladic

‘It could, corporal, but it ain’'t,;” said Jackruml. brought you in here ‘cos it looks like a
blind gully and there’s water and there’s good aget points ughere and overtherg’ he
pointed, ‘and there’s a decent overhang to keepmbather off and it's hard for anyone to
creep up on us. Milit'ry, in other words. And somecelse thought the same as me last night.
So while they're out there looking for us, we’lt shug where they've already looked. Get a
couple of lads up on guard right now.’

Polly drew first watch, atop the small cliff at tbege of the gully. Iltvasa good site, no
doubt about it. A regiment could hide here. No oneald get near without being seen, too.
And she was pulling her weight like a proper memifethe squad, so with any luck Blouse
would find someone to shave him before she waglofy. Through a gap in the treetops
below she could see a road of sorts running thrélighvoodland. She kept an eye on it.

Eventually, Tonker relieved her with a cup of so@m the far side of the gully, Wazzer
was being replaced by Lofty.

‘Where’re you from, Ozz?’ said Tonker, while Podlgvoured the soup.
There couldn’t be any harm in telling. ‘Munz,” s&dlly.



‘Really? Someone said you worked in a bar. Whattwasnn called?’

Ah . . . there was the harm, right there. But sti@lat hardly lie, now. ‘The Duchess,’” she
said.

‘That big place? Very nobby. Did they treat you yKa
‘What? Oh . .. yes. Yes. Pretty fair.’

‘Hit you at all?’

‘Eh? No. Never,” said Polly, nervous of where thiss going.
‘Work you hard?’

Polly had to consider this. In truth, she workeddea than both the maids, and they at
least had an afternoon off every week.

‘I was usually the first one up and the last onééd, if that's what you mean,” she said.
And to change the subject quickly, she went on: aidbout you? You know Munz?’

‘We both lived there, me and Tilda— | mean Loftsgid Tonker.
‘Oh? Where?’
‘The Girls’ Working School,” said Tonker, and loakaway.

And that’s the kind of trap small talk can get yiou Polly thought. ‘Not a nice place, |
think,” she said, feeling stupid.

‘It was not a nice place, yes. A very nasty plasaid Tonker. ‘Wazzer was there, we
think. Wethink it was her. Used to be sent out a lot on work.hRelly nodded. Once, a girl
from the school came and worked as a maid at Theh&s. She’'d arrive every morning,
scrubbed raw in a clean pinafore, peeling off frame of very similar girls led by a teacher
and flanked by a couple of large men with longkstiShe was skinny, polite in a dull, trained
sort of way, worked very hard and never talkedrigbady. She was gone in three months,
and Polly never found out why.

Tonker stared into Polly’s eyes, almost mockingihaocence. ‘We think she was the one
they used to lock up sometimes in the special robmat’s the thing about the school. If you
don’t toughen up you go funny in the head.’

‘| expect you were glad to leave,” was all Pollyutmbthink of to say.

‘The basement window was unlocked,” said Tonkeut‘Bpromised Tilda we’d go back
one day next summer.’

‘Oh, so it wasn’t that bad, then?’ said Polly, gfat for some relief.
‘No, it'll burn better,” said Tonker. ‘Ever run axss someone called Father Jupe?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Polly, and, feeling that somethingre was expected of her, added, ‘He
used to come to dinner when my mother— he usednwedo dinner. A bit pompous, but he
seemed okay.’

‘Yes,” said Tonker. ‘He was good at seeming.’

Once again there was a dark chasm in the convenstitat not even a troll could bridge,
and all you could do was draw back from the edge.

‘I'd better go and see to the lieu— to the rupePplly said, standing up. ‘Thank you very
much for the soup.’



She worked her way down through the scree and bimckets until she emerged by the
little stream that ran through the gully. And thelike some awful river god, was Sergeant
Jackrum.

His red coat, a tent for lesser men, was drapesfuddr over a bush. He himself was sitting
on a rock with his shirt off and his huge bracesgtiag, so that only a yellowing woolly vest
saved the world from a sight of the man’s bare tshé®r some reason, though, he’d kept his
shako on. His shaving kit, with a razor like a dnmadchete and a shaving brush you could
use to hang wallpaper, was on the rock beside him.

Jackrum was bathing his feet in the stream. Hecgldrup when Polly approached, and
nodded amiably.” ‘morning, Perks,” he said. ‘Donish. Never rush for ruperts. Sit down for
a spell. Get yer boots off. Let yer feet feel thesh air. Look after your feet, and your feet
will look after you.” He pulled out his big clasmike and the rope of chewing tobacco. ‘Sure
you won’t join me?”’

‘No thanks, sarge.’ Polly sat down on a rock ondpposite side of the stream, which was
only a few feet wide, and started to tug at hert®o8he felt as though she’d been given an
order. Besides, right now she felt she neededhbeksof clean, cold water.

‘Good lad. Filthy habit. Worse’'n the smokes,’ sdi@ckrum, carving off a lump. ‘Got
started on it when | was but a lad. Better'n strika light at night, see? Don’t want to give
away your position, ‘course, you gotta gob a burellery so often, but gobbin’ in the dark
don’t show up.’

Polly dabbled her feet. The icy water did indeesl fefreshing. It seemed to jolt her alive.
In the trees around the gully, birds sang.

‘Say it, Perks,’ said Jackrum, after a while.
‘Say what, sarge?’

‘Oh, bleedin’ hell, Perks, it's a nice day, don'uock me around. | seen the way you've
been looking at me.’

‘All right, sarge. You murdered that man last night
‘Really? Prove it,” said Jackrum calmly.

‘Well, | can’'t, can 1? But you set it up. You eveent Igor and Wazzer to guard him.
They're not good with weapons.’

‘How good would they have to be, d’you think? Faodiryou against a man tied up?’ said
Jackrum. ‘Nah. That sergeant was dead the momergovam, and he knew it. It took a
bloody genius like your rupert to make him thinkchgot a chance. We're out in the woods,
lad. What was Blouse gonna do with him? Who’d wedhlaim over to? Would the lieutenant
cart him around with us? Or tie him to a tree aal/é him to kick wolves away until he gets
too tired? Much morgentlemanlythan giving him a quiet cigarette and a swift clvdpere
you go quick, which is what he was expecting andtwl have given him.’

Jackrum popped the tobacco into his mouth. "Yowkmdat most of the milit'ry training
is, Perks?’ he went on. ‘All that yelling from latspitbubs like Strappi? It's to turn you into a
man who will, on the word of command, stick hisdg@danto some poor sod just like him who
happens to be wearing the wrong uniform. He’s {ika, you're like him. He doesn’t really
want to kill you, you don't really want to kill hinBut if you don’t kill him first, he’ll kill
you. That'’s the start and finish of it. It don’trae easy without trainin’. Ruperts don't get that



trainin’, ‘cos they argentlemenWell, upon my oath | am no gentleman, and I'll Wwhen |
have to, and | said I'd keep you safe and no dampert’s going to stop me. He gave me my
discharge papers!” Jackrum added, radiating indigeaMe! And expected me to thank him!
Every other rupert I've served under has had tmsese¢o write “Not posted here” or “On
extended patrol” or something and shove it bagkémail, but nohim!.’

‘What was it you said to Corporal Strappi that made run away?’ said Polly, before she
could stop herself.

Jackrum looked at her for a while, with no expressin his eyes. Then he gave a strange
little chuckle. ‘Now why would a little lad like yosay a little thing like that?’ he said.

‘Because he just vanished and suddenly some addnnelans you're back on the strength,
sarge, said Polly. ‘That's why | said that littleing.’

‘Hah! And there’s no such rule, either, not likatone,” said Jackrum, splashing his feet.
‘But ruperts never read the book of rules unlesg’'tk trying to find a reason to hang you, so
| was safe there. Strappi was scared shitlesskyow that.’

‘Yes, but he could have slipped away later ondg2olly. ‘He wasn’'tstupid Rushing off
into the night? He must've had something @aseto run from, right?’

‘Cor, that’'s an evil brain you have there, Perlssiid Jackrum happily. Once again Polly
had the definite feeling that the sergeant wasyamgothis, just as he’d seemed pleased when
she’d protested about the uniform. He wasn’t ayblike Strappi - he treated Igorina and
Wazzer with something approaching fatherly concetsut with Polly and Maladict and
Tonker he pushed all the time, wanting you to puestk.

‘It does the job, sarge,’” she said.

‘I just had a little tate-ah-tate with him, as ies. Quiet, like. Explained all the nasty
things that can happen vees-ah-vee the confusio@aio’

‘Like being found with his throat cut?’ said Polly.

‘Has been known to happen,” said Jackrum innocefiflyu know, lad, you're going to
make a damn good sergeant one day. Any fool carhigseyes and ears, but you uses that
brain to connect ‘em up.’

‘I'm not going to be a sergeant! I'm going to ghetjob done and go home! said Polly
vehemently.

‘Yes, | said that once, too.” Jackrum grinned. K3erd don’t need no clacky thing. | don’t
need no newsy paper. Sergeant Jackrum knows wdtig on. He talks to the men coming
back, the ones that won't talk to anyone else.dvkmore than the rupert, for all that he gets
little letters from HQ that worry him so much. Eyene talks to Sergeant Jackrum. And in his
big fat head, Sergeant Jackrum puts it all togethergeant Jackrum knows what's going on.’

‘And what's that, sarge?’ said Polly innocently.

Jackrum didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he remcdown with a grunt and rubbed one
of his feet. The corroded shilling on a string, ethhad lain innocently on the woollen vest,
swung forward. But there was something else. Fepoment something golden slipped out of
the vest’s open neck. Something oval and golderg golden chain, flashed in the sunlight.
Then he straightened up and it was dragged backfaught.

‘This is a bloody odd war, lad,” he said. ‘It's &rdhere’s not just Zlobenian soldiers out
there. Lads say there’s uniforms they’'d never dssfore. We've kicked a lot of backsides



over the years, so maybe they really have gangeahdpt's gonna be our turn. But what |
reckon is, they're stuck. They took the keep. Gds, Yy know. But they’ve got to hold on to it.
And winter’s coming and all those lads from Ankh-dork and everywhere are a long way
from home. We might have a chance yet. Hah, edpeciaw the Prince is dead set on
finding the young soldier that kneed him in the died tackle. That means he’s angry. He'll
make mistakes.’

‘Well, sarge, | think—’

‘I'm glad you do, Private Perks,’ said Jackrum, derlly becoming a sergeant again. ‘And
| think that after you’ve seen to the rupert and hanap, you and me is going to show the lads
some swordsmanship. Whatever bleedin’ war thisaener or later young Wazzer is going to
haveto use that blade he waggles about. Get going!

Polly found Lieutenant Blouse sitting with his baitk the cliff, eating scubbo out of a
bowl. Igorina was packing away her medical kit, &huse’s ear was bandaged.

‘Everything all right, sir?’ she said. ‘Sorry | was—

‘| quite understand, Perks, you must stand your lilke the other “lads”,” said Blouse, and
Polly heardthe inverted commas clank into place. ‘I had aesdfing nap and the bleeding
and, indeed, the shaking has quite stopped. Howevdrdo still need a shave.’

‘You want me to shave you,’ said Polly, her hearkisg.

‘I must set an example, Perks, but | have to sayads” make such an effort it puts me
to shame. You all seem to have faces “as smoadhbaby’s bottom”, | must say!

‘Yes, sir.” Polly pulled out the shaving gear andlked over to the fire, where the kettle
was permanently boiling. Most of the squad was mpzbut Maladict was sitting cross-legged
by the fire, doing something to his hat.

‘Heard about the prisoner last night,” he saidhaitt looking up. ‘I don’t think the el-tee
is going to last very long, do you?’

‘The who?’

‘The lieutenant. From what | hear, Blouse’s prolgagbing to have a nasty accident.
Jackrum thinks he’s dangerous.’

‘He’s learning, just like us.’
‘Yes, but the el-tee’s supposed to know what toRimyou think he does?’

‘Jackrum’s stuck, too,” said Polly, topping up tkettle with cold water. ‘I think we just
keep going.’

‘If there’s anything there to get to,” said Malaitle held up the shako. ‘What do you
think?’

The words ‘Born To Die’ had been chalked on thes sfl the hat, next to the packet of
cigarettes.

‘Very . . . individual,” said Polly. ‘Why do you soke? It's not very . . . vampire, really.’

‘Well, I'm not supposed to be very vampire,’” saidalgldict, lighting up with a shaking
hand. ‘It's the sucking. | need it. I'm on edganlgetting the no-coffee jitters. I'm not good
with woods in any case.’

‘But you’re a vam—'’



‘Yeah, yeah, if this was crypts, no problem. Blekp thinking I'm surrounded by lots of
pointy stakes. Truth is . . . I'm beginningttart. It's like going cold bat all over again! I'm
getting the voices and the sweats . . .’

‘Sssh,’ said Polly, as Shufti grunted in her sledfmu can’'t be,” she hissed. ‘You said
you’'d been going straight for two years!

‘Oh, bl . . . blur . . . blood?said Maladict. ‘Who said anything about bloodfh Italking
about coffee, dammit!’

‘We've got plenty of tea—' Polly began.

‘You don’t understand! This is about . . . cravifvghu never stop craving, you just switch
it to something that doesn’t cause people to taunipto a short kebab!needcoffee!’

Why me? Polly thought. Do | have this little sign me saying ‘Tell me your troubles’?
‘I'll see what | can do,” she said, and hastilyefil the shaving mug.

Polly hurried back with the water, ushered Blowsa tock, and stirred up some foam. She
sharpened the razor, taking as long as she darbdn\We coughed impatiently she took up
position, raised the razor, and prayed . . .

... but not to Nuggan. Never to Nuggan, sincerhether died . . .
And then Lofty was running across the ground, gytim shout a whisper. ‘Movement!’
Blouse nearly lost another earlobe.

Out from nowhere came Jackrum, boots on but brdaegling. He grabbed Lofty by the
shoulder and swung her round. ‘Where?’ he demanded.

‘There’s a track down there! Troopers! Carts! Wihatwe do, sarge?’
‘We keep the noise down!” muttered Jackrum. ‘Areytineading up here?’
‘No, they went right past, sarge!

Jackrum turned and gave the rest of the squadisfisatlook. ‘O-kay. Corporal, take
Carborundum and Perks and go and have a look. é&tef you, tool up and try to be brave.
Eh, lieutenant?’

Blouse bemusedly dabbed foam off his face. ‘What?X&s. See to it, sergeant.’

Twenty seconds later, Polly was running after Maliadlown the slope. Here and there the
bottom of the valley could be seen through thestremd as she glanced down she saw
sunlight flash off something metal. At least thees had coated the woodland floor with a
thick layer of needles, and, contrary to receiv@thion, most woods aren’t littered with
branches that snap loudly. They reached the edgbeofvood, where bushes fought one
another for their place in the sun, and found 4 spih a view.

There were only four troopers, in an unfamiliarfam, riding in pairs ahead of and
behind a cart. It was small, and had a canvas cover

‘What's in a little cart that four men have to got?’ said Maladict. ‘It must be valuable!’

Polly pointed to the huge flag that hung limplyrfr@a pole on the wagon. ‘I think it's the
newspaper man,’ she said. ‘It's the same cart. Sgetoo.’

‘Then it's a good thing they've gone right pastissed Maladict. ‘Let’s just see them out
of sight and creep away like good little mice, dkay



The party was travelling at the speed of the qadit at this point, the two riders in the lead
stopped and turned in their saddles, waiting féo itatch up. Then one of them pointed, back
past the hidden watchers. There was a shout, toaway to be understood. The troopers in
the rear trotted up to the cart, met with their cases, and all four turned to look up. There
was some discussion, and two riders trotted bawhkgahe road.

‘Oh, darn,” said Polly. ‘What have they spotted?’

The horsemen went past their hiding place. A fewnmiots later, they heard the horses
enter the woods.

‘Do we run an’ get ‘em?’ said Jade.

‘Let Jackrum do that,” said Maladict.

‘But if he does, and the men don’t come back—' yPbkgan.
‘Whenthey don’t come back,” Maladict corrected her.

‘—then those other two will get suspicious, woriey? One will probably stay here, the
other will go to get help.’

‘Then we’ll sneak up and wait,’ said Maladict. ‘Ugothey’ve dismounted. The cart’s
pulled in, too. If they look as though they’re wed, we’ll move in.’

‘And do what, exactly?’ said Polly.
‘Threaten to shoot them,’ said Maladict firmly.
‘And if they don’t believe us?’

‘Then we’ll threaten to shoot them a much louder voigesaid Maladict. ‘Happy? And |
hope to hell they’ve got some coffee!’

There are three things a soldier wants to do wihenets a respite on the road. One
involves lighting a cigarette, one involves ligigtia fire, and the other one involves no flames
at all but does, generally, require a tree.*

* Actually a tree is not, technically, required, but seems to be insisted upon for reasons
of style.

The two troopers had a fire going and a billy-céaming when a young man jumped
down from the cart, stretched his arms, looked malpyawned, and sauntered a little way into
the forest. He found a convenient tree and, a monadeV, was apparently examining the
bark at eye height with studied enthusiasm.

The tip of a steel crossbow bolt pressed agairestodick of his neck and a voice said:
‘Raise your hands and turn around slowly"

‘What, right now?’
‘Um . . . all right, no. You can finish what you'd®ing.’

‘Actually | think that's going to be quite imposseb Let me just, er . . . right. Okay.” The
man raised his hands again. “You realize | jusehavshout?’

‘So?’ said Polly. ‘I just have to pull this trigge8hall we have a race?’



The man turned round.

‘See?’ said Polly, stepping back. ‘It's him agdde Worde. The writer man.’
‘You're them! he said.

‘Dem who?’ said Jade.

‘Oh dear,’ said Maladict.

‘Look, I'd give anythingto talk to you!" said de Worde. ‘Please?’

‘You're with the enemy! hissed Polly.

‘What? Them? No! They're from Lord Rust's regimeRtom Ankh-Morpork! They've
been sent to protect us!’

‘“Troops to protect you in Borogravia?’ said Maladigvho from?’
‘You mean from whom? Er . . . well . . . you, iretry.’
Jade leaned dowrEfficient aren’'tdey . . .’

‘Look, | must talk to you,’ said the man urgentfyhis is astounding! Everyone’s looking
for you! Did you kill that old couple in the woods?

Birds sang. Far off, there was the call of the fientdue-capped woodpecker.
‘A patrol found the fresh graves,” said de Worde.

High above an ice heron, a winter migrant from khdb, gave an ugly honk as it searched
for lakes.

‘| take it you didn’t, then,” said de Worde.
‘We buried them,’ said Maladict coldly. ‘We don’h&w who killed them.’

‘We did take some vegetables,’ said Polly. She mbexed laughing about it. Admittedly
it was only because it was that or start cryind,émen so . . .

‘You've been living off the land?’ He’'d tugged ataebook out of his pocket and was
scribbling in it with a pencil.

‘We don’t have to talk to you,’ said Maladict.

‘No, no, you must! There’s so much you need to kngau'’re in the . . . Ups-and-Downs,
right?’

‘Ins-and-Outs,’ said Polly.
‘And you—' the man began.

‘I've had enough of this,” said Maladict, and mardhaway from the tree and into the
clearing. The two cavalry men looked up from thiie, and there was a moment of
immobility before one reached for his sword.

Maladict swung the bow quickly from one to the othts point hypnotizing them like a
swinging watch. ‘I've got only one shot but theréi of you,” he said. ‘Who shall | shoot?
You choose. Now, listen very carefully: where’s yaoffee? You've got coffee, haven't
you? C’'mon, everyone’s got coffee! Spill the beans!

They stared at the crossbow and slowly shook tresads.
‘What about you, writer man?’ snarled Maladict. ‘&&’re you hiding the coffee?’



‘We only have cocoa,’ said the writer, raising hasds quickly as Maladict turned on him.
‘You're welcome to—’

Maladict dropped his crossbow, which fired straightinto the air*, and sat down with his
head in his hands. ‘We’re all gondg, he said. The troopers shifted as though to stgmd
and Jade raised her sapling.

* And failed to hit anything, especially a duck. This is so unusual in situations like this
that it should be reported under new humour regulations. If it had hit a duck, which
quacked and then landed on somebody’s head, this would of course have been very
droll and would certainly have been reported. Instead, it drifted in the breeze a little and
landed in an oak tree some thirty feet away, where it missed a squirrel.

‘Don’t evenfink about it,” she said.

Polly turned to the writer man. “You want us tcktéd you, sir? Theoutalk to us. Is this
about . . . Prince Heinrich’s . . . socks?’

Maladict stood up in one mad movement. ‘| say weage the lot of them and go home!’
he said, to no one in particular. ‘One, Two, Thid&lat We Are Fighting For?’

‘Socks?’ said the writer, looking nervously at trempire. ‘What've socks got to do with
it?’

‘l just gave you amrder, Polly,” said Maladict.

‘What is it you think we don’t know?’ Polly insisteglaring at de Worde.

‘Well, to start with you're just about all that’sft of the Ins-and-Outs—'

‘That's not true!’

‘Oh, there’s prisoners and wounded, | think. Butyvghould | lie to you? Why did he call
you Polly?’

‘Because | know a lot about birds,’ said Polly, nady cursing. ‘How do yolknowwhat’'s
been happening to the regiment?’

‘Because it's my job to know things,’” said the makihat’s that bird up there?’

Polly glanced up. ‘I don’t have time for stupid gesyi she said. ‘And that's a—' She
stopped. Something was wheeling high above, iridtdden blue.

‘You don’'t know?’ said de Worde.

‘Yes, of course | know,’” said Polly irritably. ‘&’ a white-necked buzzard. But | thought
they never came this far into the mountains. | augr saw one in a book—’' She raised her
bow again, and tried to take control. ‘Am | rightr It's-my-job-to-know-things?’

De Worde raised his hands again and gave her by sickle. ‘Probably,” he said. ‘I live in
a city. | know sparrows from starlings. After thaverything’'s a duck as far as I'm
concerned.’

Polly glared at him.

‘Look, please,” said the man. ‘You need to listemte. You need to know things. Before
it's too late.’

Polly lowered the bow. ‘If you want to talk to usait here,” she said. ‘Corporal, we are



leaving. Carborundum, pick up those troopers!
‘Hold it,” said Maladict. ‘Who’s the corporal in isquad?’

‘You are,’ said Polly. ‘And you're drooling, and aying, and your eyes look weird. So
what was your point, please?’

Maladict considered this. Polly was tired and ftegted and somewhere inside this was all
being transmuted into anger. Hers was not an esioreyou wanted to see at the far end of a
crossbow. An arrow couldn’t kill a vampire, but tloidn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

‘Right, yeah,” he said. ‘Carborundum, pick up thte®pers! We are leaving!’

There was a bird whistle as Polly neared the hidilage. She identified this one as the
sound of the Very Bad Bird Impersonator, and madeta to teach the girls some bird calls
that at least sounded real. They were harder tbawomost people thought.

The squad were in the gully, armed and at l&zgting dangerous. There was a certain
amount of relaxation when they saw Jade carryiegttbo bound troopers. Two more were
sitting disconsolately against the cliff, handsl tieehind them.

Maladict walked smartly up to Blouse and salutdavo prisoners, el-tee, and Perks thinks
there’s someone down there you ought to talk t@’léaned forward. ‘The newspaper man,
sir.’

‘Then we'll jolly well keepwell away from him,” said Blouse. ‘Eh, sergeant?’
‘Right, sir’” said Jackrum. ‘Nothing but troublar!s

Polly saluted madly. ‘Please, sir! Permission tead sir!’

‘Yes, Perks?’ said Blouse.

Polly saw there was one chance, and one only.h@ddo find out about Paul. Now her
mind worked as fast as it had on the hill last higlhhen she’d gone for the man with the code
book.

‘Sir, | don’t know if he’s worth talking to, sir,ut he may be worth listening to. Even if
you think he’ll only tell us lies. Because sometansir, the way people tell you lies, if they
tell youenoughlies, well, they sort of . . . show you what shépetruth is, sir. And we don’t
have to telhimthe truth, sir. We could lie to him, too.’

‘I am not by nature an untruthful man, Perks,” diduse coldly.
‘Glad to hear it, sir. Are we winning the war, Sir?

‘You stop that right now, Perks!” Jackrum roared.

‘It was only a question, sarge,’ said Polly repidady.

Around the clearing the squad waited, ears suckmgvery sound. Everyone knew the
answer. They waited for it to be said aloud.

‘Perks, this kind of talk spreads despondency, uB®began, but he said it as if he didn’t
believe it and didn’t care who knew.

‘No, sir. It doesn’t really. It's better than beitigd to,” said Polly. She changed her voice,
gave it that edge her mother used to use on henwhe was being scolded. ‘It’s evil to lie.
No one likes a liar. Tell me the truth, please.’



Some harmonic of that tone must have found a honamniold part of Blouse’s brain. As
Jackrum opened his mouth to roar, the lieutenadtuyea hand.

‘We are not winning, Perks. But we have not lost'ye

‘I think we all know that, sir, but it's good to &eyou say it,” said Polly, giving him an
encouraging smile.

That seemed to work, too. ‘I suppose there is mmha at least being civil to the wretched
fellow,” said Blouse, as if thinking aloud. ‘He maye away valuable information under
cunning questioning.’

Polly looked at Sergeant Jackrum, who was stampvgands like a man in prayer.
‘Permission to be the man to interrogate the gerdlte sir,” said the sergeant.

‘Permission denied, sergeant,” said Blouse. ‘Ikelihim to live and don’t want to lose
another lobe. However, you may take Perks backdaart and drive it up here.’

Jackrum gave him the smart salute. Polly had ayrézaned to recognize it; it meant that
Jackrum had already magkans

‘Very good, sir,’ he said. ‘Come on, Perks.’

Jackrum was quiet as they walked back down ovenéelle-carpeted slope. Then, after a
while, he said: ‘D’you know why them troopers founua little nook, Perks?’

‘No, sarge.’

‘The lieutenant ordered Shufti to put the fire aumimediately. It wasn't as if there was
even any smoke. So Shufti goes and pours the kettig’

Polly gave this a few seconds’ thought. ‘Steangesar

‘Right! In a bloody great rising cloud. Not Shuétifault. The gallopers weren’t any
trouble, though. Bright enough not to try to outhadf a dozen crossbows, at least. That's
clever for a cavalryman.’

‘Well done, sarge.’
‘Don’t talk to me as if | was a rupert, lad,” saidckrum easily.
‘Sorry, sarge.’

‘| see you're learnin’ how to steer an officer, tigh. You gotta make sure they gives you
the right orders, see? You’'ll make a good sergdzarks.’

‘Don’t want to, sarge.’
‘Yeah, right,” said Jackrum. It could have meanytahimg.

After watching the track for a minute or two thegmped out and headed towards the cart.
De Worde was sitting on a stool beside it, writinga notebook, but he stood up hurriedly
when he saw them.

‘I'd be a good idea to get off the track,” he sad soon as they approached. ‘There are a
lot of patrols, | understand.’

‘Zlobenian patrols, sir?’ said Jackrum.

‘Yes. In theory this’ - he pointed to the flag thatng limply from the cart - ‘should keep
us safe, but everyone’s a bit jumpy at the mom&r@n’'t you Sergeant Jack Ram?’



‘Jackrum, sir. And I'll thank you for not writing yname down in your little book, sir.’
‘Sorry, sergeant, but that's my job,” said de Wobdeezily. ‘I have to write things down.’

‘Well, sir, soldierin’ ismy job,” said Jackrum, climbing on to the cart anthgang up the
reins. ‘But you’ll note how at this moment in tirham not killin’ you. Let’s go, eh?’

Polly climbed into the back of the cart as it lumdgk off. It was full of boxes and
equipment, and while it might once have been neatjanized, that organization was now
but a distant memory, a clear indication that dag was the property of a man. Next to her,
half a dozen of the largest pigeons she had ewsr dezed on a perch in their wire cage, and
she wondered if they were a living larder. One lednt opened one eye and lazily went
‘Lollollop?’ which is pigeon for ‘Duh?’

Most of the rest of the boxes had labels like -Isheed closer - ‘Capt Horace Calumney’s
Patent Field Biscuits’, and ‘Dried Stew’. As sheswausing that Shufti would have very
much liked to get her hands on one or two of tHosees, a bundle of clothes hanging from
the ceiling of the rocking cart moved slightly amfhce appeared.

‘Good mornink,’ it said, upside down.

William de Worde turned round on the seat in frdfits only Otto, private,” he said.
‘Don’t be afraid.’

‘Yes, | vill not bite,” said the face cheerfully. dmiled. A vampire’s face does not look any
better upside down, and a smile in these circungstadoes nothing to improve matters. ‘That
is guaranteed

Polly lowered the crossbow. Jackrum would have hegmessed by how quickly she had
raised it. So was she, and embarrassed too. The s@re doing the thinking again.

Otto very elegantly lowered himself to the bed o tart. ‘Vhere are ve goink?’ he said,
steadying himself as they bounced over a rut.

‘A little place | know, sir,” said Jackrum. ‘Nicend quiet.’

‘Good. | need to exercise the imps. Zey get fretfuky are cooped up for too long.” Otto
pushed aside a stack of paper and revealed his faocjure-making box. He lifted a small
hatch.

‘Rise und shine, lads,” he said. There was a choirtiggh-pitched voices from inside.

‘I'd better just mark your card re Tiger, Mr de Wer’ said Jackrum, as the cart rolled up
an old logging track.

‘Tiger? Who's Tiger?’

‘Oops,’ said Jackrum. ‘Sorry, that's what we cdie tlieutenant, sir, on account of him
being so brave. Forget | said that, will you?’

‘Brave, is he?’ said de Worde.

‘And clever, sir. Don't let him fool you, sir. Hes ione of the great milit'ry minds of his
generation, sir.’

Polly’s mouth dropped open. She had suggestedliggtyo the man, but . this?
‘Really? Then why is he just a lieutenant?’ saiel whriter.
‘Ah, | can see there’s no fooling you, sir,” saatldrum, oozing knowingness. ‘Yes, it's a



puzzler, sir, why he calls himself a lieutenantil,Stdare say he has his reasons, eh? Just like
Heinrich calling himself a captain, right?’ He tagpthe side of his nose. ‘| see everything,
sir, and | don’t say a word"’

‘All 1 could find out was that he did some kind @ésk job at your HQ, sergeant,’ said de
Worde. Polly saw him taking his notebook out, sipatd carefully.

‘Yes, | expect that's what you would find out, sisaid Jackrum, with a huge
conspiratorial wink. ‘And then, when things aretlair worst, they let him out, sir. They
unleashhim, sir. Me, | don’t know a thing, sir.’

‘What does he do, explode?’ said de Worde.

‘Haha, nice one, sir!’ said Jackrum. ‘No, sir. Wih&t does, sir, iassess situationsir. |
don’t understand it myself, sir, not being a bimker, but the proof of the pudding, sir, is in
the eating of same, and last night we were jumpedighht— twenty Zlobenian troopers, sir,
and the lieutenant just assessed the situatiorflash and skewered five of the buggers, sir.
Like a kebab, sir. Mild as milk to look at, but seuhim and he’s a whirlwind of death. Of
course, you did not hear it from me, sir.’

‘And he’s in charge of a bunch of recruits, sergeasaid de Worde. ‘That doesn’t sound
very likely to me.’

‘Recruits who captured some crack cavalrymen, said Jackrum, looking pained. ‘That’s
leadership for you. Comes the hour, comes the siari)m just a simple old soldier, sir, seen
‘em come and seen ‘em go. Upon my oath | am nging Iman, sir, but | look at Lieutenant
Blouse in wonderment.’

‘He just seemed confused, to me,’ said de WordetHare was a hint of uncertainty in his
voice.

‘That was a bit of concussion, sir. He took a waltbat would have felled a lesser man,
and still got back on to his feet. Amazing, sir"

‘Hmm,’ said de Worde, making a note.

The cart splashed across the shallow little streaoch rocked into the gully. Lieutenant
Blouse was sitting on a rock. He’d made an effout, his tunic was grubby, his boots were
muddy, his hand was swollen and one ear, despi@nkys ministrations, was still inflamed.
He had his sword on his knees. Jackrum carefultydint the cart to a halt by a thicket of
birch trees. All four of the enemy troopers weegltup against the cliff. Apart from them, the
camp appeared to be deserted.

‘Where are the rest of the men, sergeant?’ whispdeeWorde, as he slid down off the
cart.

‘Oh, they're around, sir,’ said Jackrum. ‘Watchiyxgu. Probably not a good idea to make
any sudden move, sir.’

No one else was visible . . . and then Maladicethihto view.

People never really looked at things, Polly kneweyglanced And what had been a
patch of scrub was now Corporal Maladict. Pollyesta He'd cut a hole in the centre of his
old blanket, and the mud and grass stains on tleewed greyness had turned him into part
of the landscape until he’'d saluted. He’'d alsolstaafy twigs all over his hat.

Sergeant Jackrum goggled. Polly had never realy ggoper goggling before, but the
sergeant had the face to do it at championshig.|&me could feel him drawing breath while



at the same time assembling cusswords for a raggtatl thundering - and then he remembered
he was playing Sergeant Big Jolly Fat Man, and was not the time to segue into Sergeant
Incandescent.

‘Lads, eh?’ he chuckled to de Worde. ‘What willythink of next?’

De Worde nodded nervously, pulled a wad of newspaf®m under his seat, and
advanced on the lieutenant.

‘Mr de Worde, isn't it?’ said Blouse, standing uperks, can we manage a cup of, er,
“saloop” for Mr de Worde? There’s a good chap. Bketa rock, sir.’

‘Good of you to see me, lieutenant,” said de WoMtiéooks as though you’ve been in the
wars!” he added, with an attempt at joviality.

‘No, only this one,’ said Blouse, looking puzzled.
‘I meant that you have been wounded, sir,” saitivtede.

‘These? Oh, they're nothing, sir. I'm afraid theeoon my hand was self-inflicted. Sword
drill, you know.’

‘You're left-handed then, sir?’
‘Oh, no.’

Polly, washing out a mug, heard Jackrum say ouh@fcorner of his mouth: ‘Should’ve
seen the other two fellows, sir!’

‘Are you aware of the progress of the war, lieuteiasaid de Worde.
‘You tell me, sir,” said Blouse.

‘All your army is bottled up in the Kneck valley.ug in, mostly, just beyond the reach of
the keep’s weaponry. Your forts elsewhere along ltbeder have been captured. The
garrisons at Drerp and Glitz and Arblatt have beserwhelmed. As far as | can tell,
lieutenant, your squad are the only soldiers atillarge. At least,” he added, ‘the only ones
still fighting.’

‘And my regiment?’ said Blouse quietly.

‘The remnant of the Tenth took part in a brave rankly, suicidal attempt to retake
Kneck Keep a few days ago, sir. Most of the sumg\are prisoners of war, and | have to tell
you that almost all your high command have beeriucag. They were in the keep when it
was taken. There are big dungeons in that fortasul they’re pretty full.’

‘Why should | believe you?’

| do, thought Polly. So Paul is either dead, woundedaptured. And it doesn’t help much
by thinking of it as two chances in three thatdalive.

De Worde threw his newspapers at the lieutenaaés flit's all there, sir. | didn’t make it
up. It's the truth. It will remain true whether ydelieve it or not. There are more than six
countries ranged against you, including Genua aodltéavia and Ankh-Morpork. There is
no one on your side. You are alone. The only reasarre not beaten yet is because you
won’t admit it. I've seen your generals, sir! Grézaders, and your men fight like demons,
but they won't surrender!’

‘Borogravia doesn’t know the .meaning of the wosdirtender”, Mr de Worde,’ said the
lieutenant.



‘Can | lend you a dictionary, sir?’ snapped de Wordoing red in the face. ‘It's very
similar to the meaning of “making some kind of peadile you've got a chance”, sir! It's
rather like “quitting while you've still got a hegdsir! Good heavens, sir, don't you
understand? The reason that there still is an a@mrttye Kneck valley is that the allies haven't
decided what to do with it! They're fed up with thlaughter!”

‘Ah, so we still fight back!” said Blouse.

De Worde sighed. ‘You don’'t understand, sir. Theg #ed up with slaughteringou
They've got the keep now. There’s some big warmegjup there. They . . . frankly, sir, some
of the alliance would just as soon wipe out theams of your army. It'd be like shooting rats
in a barrel. They have you at their mercy. And yeti keep on attacking. You attack the
keep! It's on sheer rock and it's got walls a hwabfeet high. You make salients across the
river. You're bottled up and you've got nowheregim and the allies could simply massacre
you any time they want, and you act as though yopist facing some kind of temporary
setback. That’s what'’s really happening, lieutehaouare just a last little detail.’

‘Have a care, please,” Blouse warned.

‘Excuse me, sir, but do you knoanythingabout recent history? In the past thirty years
you have declared war on every single one of yaighbours at least once. All countries
fight, butyoubrawl. And then last year you invaded Zlobesmain!

‘They invaded us, Mr de Worde.’
‘You have been misinformed, lieutenant. You invatteelKneck province.’

‘That was confirmed as Borogravian by the TreatyLoft, more than a hundred years
ago.’

‘Signed at swordpoint, sir. And no one cares nawamy case. It's all got beyond your
stupid little royal scuffles. Because your men tdogvn the Grand Trunk, you see. The clacks
towers.Andtore up the coach road. Ankh-Morpork regards #isabandit activity.’

‘Have a care, | said!’ said Blouse. ‘I note you digplaying the Ankh-Morpork flag with
evident pride on your wagon.’

‘Civis Morporkias sumsir. | am an Ankh-Morpork citizen. You could s#yt Ankh-
Morpork shelters me under her wide and rather greasg, although | agree the metaphor
could use some work.’

‘Your Ankh-Morpork soldiers aren’t in a position pootect you, however.’

‘Sir, you are right. You could have me killed righow,” said de Worde simply. ‘You
know that. | know that. But you won't, for threeas®ns. The officers of Borogravia tend
towards honour. Everyone says that. That's why ttegy't surrender. And | bleed most
distressingly. And you don’t need to, because ewagyis interested in you. Suddenly, it's all
changed.’

‘Interestedn us?’

‘Sir, in a sense you could help a lot right now.papently people back in Ankh-Morpork
were amazed when . . . look, have you heard abbat we call “human interest”, sir?’

‘No.’

De Worde tried to explain. Blouse listened with meuth open and, at the end, said:
‘Have | got this right? Although many people haeb killed and wounded in this wretched



war, it's not been of much “interest” to your reesfe But it is now, just because of us?
Because of a little skirmish in a tciwn they've eewheard of? And because of it, we're
suddenly a “plucky little country” and people aedihg your newspaper that your great city
should be omur side?’

‘Yes, lieutenant. We put out a second edition faght, you see. After I'd found out that
“Captain Horentz” was really Prince Heinrich. Diduknow this at the time, sir?’

‘Of course not!’ snapped Blouse.

‘And you, Private, er, Perks, would you have kickeah in the . . . would you have kicked
him had you known?’

Polly dropped a mug in her nervousness, and loak&iouse.
‘You may answer, of course, Perks,’ said the lieate.

‘Well, yes, sir. | would have kicked him. Harderppably. | was defending myself, sir,’
Polly said, carefully avoiding further details. Yaouldn't be sure what someone like de
Worde would do with them.

‘Right, good, yes,” said de Worde. ‘Then you midpet pleased with this. Our cartoonist
Fizz drew this for the special edition. It was e front page. We've sold a record number of
copies.” He handed her a flimsy piece of paperciviy the look of the creases had been
folded many times.

It was a line drawing, with lots of shading. It gheml a huge figure, with a large sword, a
monstrous monocle and a moustache as wide as haogar, menacing a much smaller
figure armed with nothing more than an instrumentlifting beets -in fact there was a beet
stuck on the end of it. At least, that was clearhathad been happening right up to the point
when the smaller figure, wearing a not bad atteat@n Ins-and-Outs shako and a face that
looked slightly like Polly’s, had kicked the otheme squarely in the groinal regions. A sort of
balloon was coming out of Polly’'s mouth, containitige words:‘That for your Royal
Prerogative, you BlaggardThe balloon issuing from the mouth of the ogrepwbuld only
be Prince Heinrich, saidOh my Succession! That such A Small Thing couftl $au Much?’
And in the background a fat woman in a rumpleddmaiin and a huge old-fashioned helmet
was clasping her hands to an unbelievably largerpstaring at the fight with a mixture of
concern and admiration, and balloonif@h my Swain! | fear our Liaison is Cut short!

Since no one else was saying much, but was simjlyng, de Worde said, rather
nervously: ‘Fizz is rather, er, direct in these taa, but amazingly popular. Ahem. You see,
the curious thing is that although Ankh-Morporkpibably the biggest bully around, in a
subtle kind of way, we nevertheless have a soft §mopeople who stand up to bullies.
Especially royal ones. We tend to be on their qudeyided it doesn’t cost us too much.’

Blouse cleared his throat. ‘It's quite a good liges of you, Perks,” he said hoarsely.
‘I only used my knee, sir!’ Polly protested. ‘Anldtt fat lady certainly wasn't there!’

‘That's Morporkia,” said de Worde. ‘She’s a sortrepresentation of the city, except that
in her case she’s not covered in mud and soot.’

‘And | have to add, for my part,” said Blouse, irs lialking-to-a-meeting voice, ‘that
Borogravia is in fact larger than Zlobenia, althbugost of the country is little more than
barren mountainside—’

‘That doesn’t actually matter,” said de Worde.



‘It doesn’'t?’ said Blouse.

‘No, sir. It's just a fact. It's not politics. Inghitics, sir, pictures like this are powerful. Sir,
even the alliance commanders are talking about wodl, the Zlobenians are angry and
bewildered. If you, the heroes of the hour, coulikena plea for a little common sense—’

The lieutenant took a long, deep breath. ‘This fedaish war, Mr de Worde. But | am a
soldier. | have “kissed the Duchess”, as we say.alh oath of loyalty. Don’t tempt me to
break it. | must fight for my country. We will relpal invaders. If there are deserters, we will
find them and rally them again. We know the countkhile we are free, Borogravia will be
ftiee. You have “had your say”. Thank you. Wheréhist tea, Perks?’

‘What? Oh, nearly done, sir!’ said Polly, turningdi to the fire.

It had been a sudden strange fancy, but a stupidl pNow, out here, all the drawbacks
were visible. How would she have got Paul home? M/be have wanted to come? Could
she have managed it? Even if he was still alivey lsould she hope to get him out of a
prison?

‘So you'll be guerilla fighters, eh?’ said Mr de Ve, behind her. ‘Madmen, all of you.’
‘No, we are not irregulars,’ said Blouse. ‘We lkkiddhe Duchess. We ageldiers’
‘Oh, well,” said de Worde. ‘Then | admire your spiat least. Ah, Otto . . .’

The vampire iconographer ambled up, and gave thehy amile. ‘Do not be afraid. | am a
Black Ribboner just like your corporal,” he saidight is my passion now.’

‘Oh? Er . .. well done,’ said Blouse.
‘Take the pictures, Otto,” said de Worde. Theselgaren have a war to fight.’

‘Out of interest, Mr de Worde,” Blouse interruptedow did you get the pictures back to
your city so quickly? Magic, | assume?’

‘What?’ De Worde looked momentarily off balance.h'@o, sir. Wizards are expensive
and Commander Vimes has said that there is goibg t@o first use of magic in this war. We
send things by pigeon to our office in the keep #reh by clacks from the nearest trunk
tower.’

‘Oh, really?’ said Blouse, showing rather more aation than Polly had seen up until
now. ‘Using numbers to indicate a scale of greydslsaperhaps?’

‘Mein Gotts!’ said Otto.
‘Well, yes, as a matter of fact we do,” said de @é&orI’'m very impressed that you—'

‘I have seen the clacks towers on the far bankefdneck,” said Blouse, his eyes lighting
up. ‘Very clever idea, using big shuttered boxebenthan the old-fashioned semaphore
arms. And would | be right in my surmise that thex lon the top, which opens its shutters
once a second, is a kind of system, er, clockriaktes certain the whole clacks line keeps in
step? Oh, good. | thought so. One beat a secopimbly the limit of the mechanisms, so
no doubt all your efforts now are concentrated aximizing the information content per
shutter operation? Yes, | imagined that would be ¢hse. As for sending pictures, well,
sooner or later all things are numbers, yes? Ofseglyou would use each of the two columns
of four boxes to send a grey code, but it mustdrg glow. Have you considered a squeezing
algorithm?’

De Worde and Chriek exchanged a glance. ‘Are yae sou haven't been talking to



anyone about this, sir?’ said the writer.

‘Oh, it's all very elementary,’” said Blouse, smdimappily. ‘I had thought about it in the
context of military maps which are, of course, mosthite space. So | wondered if it would
be possible to indicate a required shade on onsroohnd, on the other side, indicate how far
along that rank that shade would persist. And ghll bonus here is that if your map is
simply in black and white, then you have even more—

‘You haven't seen inside a clacks tower, have ysail de Worde.

‘Alas, no,’ said Blouse. ‘This is simply “thinkingloud” based on thée factoexistence of
your picture. | believe | can see a number of otliee mathematical, ahem, tricks to make
the passage of information even swifter, but | ame shese have already occurred to you. Of
course, a fairly minor modification could potenatiouble the information burden of the
whole system at a stroke. And that is without usiotpured filters at night, which I'm sure
even with the overhead of extra mechanical effatii surely increase throughput by— I'm
sorry, did | say something wrong?’

The two men both wore a glazed expression. De Wshd®k himself. ‘Oh . . . er, no.
Nothing,” he said. ‘Er . . . you seem to have @at grasp of things quite . . . quickly.’

‘Oh, it was perfectly straightforward once | starthinking about it,” said Blouse. ‘It was
exactly the same wr>en | had to redesign the deyaautfs filing system, you see. People
build something that works. Then circumstances gaaand they have to tinker with it to
make it continue to work, and they are so busysetiimig that they cannot see that a much
better idea would be to build a whole new systerdeal with the new circumstances. But to
an outsider, the idea is obvious.’

‘In politics as well as, er, filing systems andakses, do you think?’ said de Worde.
Blouse’s brow wrinkled. ‘I'm sorry, | don’t thinkfollow . . .” he said.

“Would you agree that sometimes a country’s sysiemso out of date that it's only the
outsiders that can see the need for wholesale effasgid de Worde. He smiled. Lieutenant
Blouse did not.

‘Just a point to ponder, maybe,’ said de Worde..'Er since you wish to tell the world of
your defiance, would you object if my colleaguedsiyour picture?’

Blouse shrugged. ‘If it gives you any satisfactidrg said. ‘It's an Abomination, of course,
but these days it's hard to find something that.isfou must tell the world, Mr de Worde,
that Borogravia won't lie down. We will not give.ifwe will fight on. Write that down in
your little notebook, please. While we can stane will kick!

‘Yes, but once again may | implore you to—'

‘Mr de Worde, you have | am sure heard the sayivay the pen is mightier than the
sword?’

De Worde preened a little. ‘Of course, and I—’

‘Do you want to test it? Take your picture, sirdahen my men will escort you back to
your road.’

Otto Chriek stood up and bowed to Blouse. He urgshis picture box.
‘This vill only take vun minute,’ he said.
It never does. Polly watched in horrified fascioatias Otto took picture after picture of



Lieutenant Blouse in a variety of what the lieut@nfought were heroic poses. It is a terrible
thing to see a man trying to jut out a chin he dussin fact, have.

‘Very impressive,’ said de Worde. ‘I just hope e to see it in my paper, sir.’

‘| shall look forward to it with the keenest anpetion,” said Blouse. ‘And now, Perks,
please go along with the sergeant and put thesgéwtbemen back on their way.’

Otto sidled up to Polly as they walked back toc¢hd. ‘I need to tell you somezing about
your vampire,” he said.

‘Oh, yes?’

‘You are a friend of his?’ said Otto.

‘Yes,” said Polly. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘Zere is a problem . . .’

‘He’s got twitchy because he has run out of coffee?

‘Alas, if only it vas that simple.” Otto looked awkrd. ‘You have to understand that ven a
vampire forgoes . . . the b-vord, there is a pretkat ve call transference? Ve force ourselves
to desire somethingls& For me this vas not painful. | crave the pertecof light and shade.
Pictures are my life! But your friend chose . offee. And now he has none.’

‘Oh. | see.’

‘I vunder if you do. It probably seemed so senstblénim. It is a human craving, and no
one minds if you say, as it might be, “I am dyiog & cup of coffee”, or “I'd kill for a cup of
coffee”. But without coffee, he vill, | am afraid... revert. You understand, this is very
difficult for me to talk about. . .” Otto trailedfo

‘By revert you mean ... ?’

‘First vill come mild delusions, | think. A psychgusceptibility to all kinds of influences
from who knows vhere, and vampires can hallucisatstronkly zat zey can be contagious. |
zink zat is happening already. He vill become erratic. This may last for several days. And
then his conditioning vill break and he vill be,nag again, a true vampire. No more Mr Nice
Coffee Drinker Guy.’

‘Can’t | do anything to help him?’

Otto reverentially laid his picture box in the bawkthe cart, and turned to her. *You can
find him some coffee, or . . . you can keep a vocgtake and a big knife ready. You vould be
doink him a favour, believe me.’

‘| can’t do that!

Otto shrugged. ‘Find someone who vill.’

‘He is amazing!’ said de Worde, as the cart rockadk down through the trees. ‘I know
the clacks is against your religion, but he seemmtlerstand all about it.’

‘Like | said, sir, he assesses stuff,” said Jackrheaming. ‘Mind like a razor.’

‘He was talking about clacks algorithms that thempanies are only just now
investigating,” said de Worde. ‘That departmentae talking about—'

‘Ah, | can see nothing gets past you, sir,” saickdam. ‘Very hush-hush. Can’t talk about



it.’
‘To be frank, sergeant, I'd always assumed thabB@avia was, well . . . backward.’

Jackrum’s smile was waxy and bright. ‘If we seenbéoa long way back, sir, it's only so’s
we can get a good run-up.’

‘You know, sergeant, it's a great shame to seerarike that wasted,’” said de Worde, as
the cart lurched in a rut. ‘This is not an age efdes and famous last stands and death-or-
glory charges. Do your men a favour and try tohigt that, will you?’

‘Wouldn’'t dream of it, sir,’ said Jackrum. ‘Here y®ur road, sir. Where will you be
heading now?’

‘To the Kneck valley, sergeant. This is a good\stsergeant. Thank you. Allow me to
shake you by the hand.’

‘Glad to hear you think that, sir,” said Jackrumtemding his hand. Polly heard the faint
clink of coins in their passage from palm to palde. Worde took the reins.

‘But | must tell you, sergeant, that we’ll probaldgnd off our stuff by pigeon within the
hour,” he said. ‘We will have to say you have pniscs.’

‘Don’t worry about that, sir,’” said Jackrum. ‘Byehime their mates come out here to
rescue those gallopers, we’ll be halfway back &rttountains. Our mountains.’

They parted. Jackrum watched them out of sight,tarreed to Polly.

‘Him with his airs and graces,’ he said. ‘Did yoeesthat? He insulted me by giving me a
tip!” He glanced at his palm. ‘Hmm, five Morpork lthys? Well, at least he’s a man who
knows how to insult you handsomely,” he added, #@r@&lcoins disappeared into his jacket
with remarkable speed.

‘| think he wants to help us, sarge,’ said Polly.

Jackrum ignored that. ‘I hate bloody Ankh-Morporké said. ‘Who'’re they to tell us what
to do? Who cares what they think?’

‘Do you think we can really join up with desertesarge?’

‘Nope. They deserted once, what's to stop ‘em ars@d¢ime? They spat on the Duchess
when they deserted, they can’t kiss and make up Mow get one kiss, that’s all.’

‘But Lieutenant Blouse—'

‘The rupert should stick to sums. He thinks he&sollier. Never walked on a battlefield in
his life. All that rubbish he gave your man wasttear-glory stuff. And I'll tell you, Perks,
I've seen Death more often than | care to remenidr|'ve never clapped eyes on Glory.
I’'m all for sending the fools to look for us whexe ain’t, though.’

‘He’s notmyman, sarge,’ said Polly.

‘Yeah, well, you're at home with the writin’ anda@in’,’” grumbled Jackrum. ‘You can’t
trust the people who do that stuff. They mess atowtth the world, and it turns out
everything you know is wrong.’

They reached the gully again. The squad had corde fobem their various hiding places,
and most were clustered around one of the newspaper the first time, Polly saw the
Picture.



It was actually quite good, especially of Shuftdaiazzer. She was mostly hidden by the
bulk of Jackrum. But you could see the sullen agwaén behind them, and their expressions
were a picture in themselves.

‘I's a good one of Tonker,” said Igorina, who didhsp so much when there were no
officers to hear.

‘Do you think having a picture like this is an Aboration in the Eyes of Nuggan?’ said
Shufti nervously.

‘Probably,” said Polly absent-mindedly. ‘Most thsngre.” She ran her eye down the text
next to the picture. It was full of phrases likéuigky farm boys’ and ‘humiliation of some of
Zlobenia’s best troops’ and ‘sting in the tail’.eStould see why it had caused trouble.

She rustled through the other pages. They weremeghwith strange stories about places
she’d never heard of, and pictures of people stie'tdiecognize. But one page was a mass of
grey text, under a line of much bigger printing e¥hread:

Why This Mad State Must Be Stopped

Bewildered, her eye picked up phrases from theofdatters: ‘disgraceful invasions of
neighbouring states’, ‘deluded worshippers of a mad’, ‘a strutting bully’, ‘outrage after
outrage’, ‘flying in the face of international opn’. . .

‘Don’t you lads read that rubbish, you don’t knowaeve it's been,” said Sergeant Jackrum
jovially, arriving behind them. ‘It’ll all be liesWe are leaving right— Corporal Maladict!

Maladict, emerging from the trees, gave a lazytealde was still wearing his blanket.
‘What are you doing out of uniform?”’

‘I'm in uniform underneath, sarge. We don’t want® seen, right? Like this, we become
part of the jungle.’

‘I's a forest, corporal! And without bloody unifms, how the hell will we know our
friends from our enemies?’

Maladict lit a cigarette before he replied. ‘Theyasee it, sarge,” he said, ‘the enemy is
everyone but us.’

‘Just one moment, sergeant,” said Blouse, who bakeld up from a newspaper and had
been watching the apparition with considerablerese ‘There are precedents in antiquity,
you know. General Song Sung Lo moved his army dsguas a field of sunflowers, and
General Tacticus once commanded a battalion t® &®spruces.’

‘Sunflower8’ said Jackrum, his voice oozing with disdain.
‘Both actions were successful, sergeant.’
‘No uniforms? No badges? Niripes sir?’

‘Possibly you could be an extra large bloom?’ €mlise, and his face betrayed no hint of

amusement. ‘And you have surely carried out actaamgght, when all markings are invisible
?1

‘Yessir, but night is night, sir, while sunfloweis . . . issunflowers sir! I've worn this



uniform for more’'n fift— all my life, sir, and snkeng around without a uniform is downright
dishonourable! It's for spies, sir” Jackrum’s fabad gone beyond red into crimson, and
Polly was amazed to see tears in the corners @hais.

‘How can we be spies, sergeant, in our own couhsgiel Blouse calmly.
‘The el-tee’s got a point, sarge,” said Maladict.

Jackrum turned like a bull at bay, and then to yPolamazement he sagged. But she
wasn’t amazed for long. She knew the man. She didw why, but there was something
about Jackrum that she could read. It was in tles.eile could lie with eyes as honest and
tranquil as those of an angel. And if he appeavdattbacking away, it was indeed only to get
a run-up later on.

‘All right, all right,” the sergeant said. ‘Upon noath, | am not a man to disobey orders.’
And the eyes twinkled.

‘Well done, sergeant,’ said Blouse.
Jackrum pulled himself together. ‘I don’t want t® & sunflower, though,’ he said.
‘Happily there are only fir trees in this area,gaant.’

‘Point well made, sir.’” Jackrum turned to the awseiad. ‘All right, Last Detail,” he
bellowed. ‘You heard the man! Spruce up!

It was an hour later. As far as Polly could teley’'d started out for the mountains but had
travelled in a wide semi-circle so that they endpdacing back the way they had come, but a
few miles away. Was Blouse leading, or had hetiéft Jackrum?

Neither man was complaining.

The lieutenant called a halt in a thicket of birttiys doubling the size of the thicket. You
could say that the camouflage effects were effectbecause bright red and white shows up
against greens and greys. Beyond that, thoughuégegtended to run out.

Jade had scraped off her paint, and was green maydamyway. Igorina looked like a
walking brush. Wazzer quivered like an aspen @lttine, so her leaves rustled permanently.
The others had made more or less reasonable agieamat Polly was pretty proud of her own
efforts. Jackrum was about as tree-like as a higrobber ball; Polly suspected that he'd
surreptitiously shined up his brasswork, too. Evieeg held a mug of tea in limb or hand.
After all, they’'d stopped for five minutes.

‘Men,’” said Blouse, as if he’d only just reachedttieonclusion. “You may have gathered
that we are heading back towards the mountainaite & deserters’ army there. This story is,
in fact, a ruse for the benefit of Mr de Worde!’ Idaused, as if expecting some reaction.
They stared at him. He went on: ‘We are, in faoftmuing our journey to the Kneck valley.
This is the last thing the enemy will be expecting.

Polly glanced at the sergeant. He was grinning.

‘It is an established fact that a small, light ®man get into places that a battalion cannot
penetrate,’ Blouse went on. ‘Men, we will be thatce! Is that not right, Sergeant Jackrum?’

‘Yessir!’
‘We will come down like a hammer on those forcesléen than us,” said Blouse happily.



‘Yessir!’

‘And from those that outhnumber us, we will merdersly into the forest—’
‘Yessir!’

‘We will slip past their sentries—’

‘That’s right, sir,” said Jackrum.

‘—and take Kneck Keep from under their noses!

Jackrum’s tea sprayed across the clearing.

‘| dare say our enemy feels impregnable just bezigscommands a heavily armed fort on
a rocky crag with walls a hundred feet high andntwdeet thick,” Blouse continued, as if half
the trees weren’t now dripping tea. ‘But he isan & surprise!’

‘You all right, sarge?’ whispered Polly. Jackrumswaaking strange little noises in his
throat.

‘Does anyone have any questions?’ said Blouse.

Igorina raised a branch. ‘How will we get in, sisPie said.

‘Ah. Good question,’” said Blouse. ‘And all will beme apparent in due time.’
‘Aerial cavalry,” said Maladict.

‘Pardon, corporal?’

‘Flying machines, sirl’ said Maladict. ‘They wonknow where to expect us. We touch
down in a handy LZ, take them out, and then dust of

Blouse’s clear brow wrinkled a little. ‘Flying maaoles?’ he said.

‘I saw a picture of one by someone called Leon&r@Quirm. A sort of . . . flying windmill.
It's just like a big screw up in the sky—'

‘I don’t think we need one of those, although tdeiee is welcomed,’” said Blouse.

‘Not when we’ve got a big screw-up down here, sidtckrum managed. ‘Sir, this is just a
bunch of recruits, sir! All that stuff about honcamd freedom and that, that was just for the
writer man, right? Good idea, sir! Yeah, let's gethe Kneck valley, and let's sneak in and
join the rest of the lads. That's where we oughbeo sir. You can’t be serious about taking
the keep, sir! | wouldn’t try that with a thousamen.’

‘I might try it with half a dozen, sergeant.’

Jackrum’s eyes bulged. ‘Really, sir? What'll Prev&oom do? Tremble at them? Young
Igor will stitch ‘em up, will he? Private Halter lvgive ‘em a nasty look? They're promising
lads, sir, but they’re nahen’

‘General Tacticus said the fate of a battle mayeddpupon the actions of one man in the
right place, sergeant,” said Blouse calmly.

‘And having a lot more soldiers than the other bugger, Jackrum insisted. ‘Sir, we
should get to the rest of the army. Maybe it’s firegh maybe it isn’t. All that stuff about them
not wanting to slaughter us, sir, that makes nee&ehnhe idea is to win, sir. If the rest of ‘em
have stopped attacking, it's because they’re fegatl of us. We should be down there. That's
the place for young recruits, sir, where they leamn. The enemy is looking for ‘em, sir!’



‘If General Froc is among those captured, the ke#lde where he is held,” said Blouse.
‘I believe he was the first officer you served unds sergeant, am | right?’

Jackrum hesitated. ‘That's right, sir,/ he said r@ually. ‘And he was the dumbest
lieutenant I've ever met, bar one.’

‘I am positive there is a secret entrance intokénep, sergeant.’

Polly’s memory nudged her. If Paul was alive, hes wathe keep. She caught Shufti’s eye.
The girl nodded. She’d been thinking along the shngs. She didn’t talk much about her . . .
fiance, and Polly wondered how official the arramgat was.

‘Permission to speak, sarge?’ she said.
‘Okay, Perks.’
‘I'd like to try to find a way into the keep, sarge

‘Perks, are yowolunteeringto attack the biggest, strongest castle withire fnundred
miles? Single-handed?’

‘I'll go, too,” said Shufti.
‘Oh, two of you?’ said Jackrum. ‘Oh, wethat’s all right then.’
‘I'll go,” said Wazzer. ‘The Duchess has told matthshould.’

Jackrum looked down at Wazzer’s thin little facel avatery eyes, and sighed. He turned
back to Blouse. ‘Let’s get a move on, sir, shalPWee can talk about this later. At least we're
headed to Kneck, first stop on the road to heltk®and Igor, you take point. Maladict?’

‘Yo

‘Er ... you scout on ahead.’
‘I hear you?’

‘Good.’

As the vampire walked past Polly the world, justdanoment, changed; the forest became
greener, the sky greyer, and she heard a nois@éeaebr like ‘whopwhopwhop’. And then it
was gone.

Vampire hallucinations are contagious, she thoug¥hat's going on in his head? She
hurried forward with Igorina, and they set off agdirough the forest.

Birds sang. The effect was peaceful, if you didaibw about birdsong, but Polly could
recognize the alarm calls close by and the teraitdhreats far off and, everywhere, the
preoccupation with sex. That took the edge offdleasure.*

* |t's hard to be an ornithologist and walk through a wood when all around you the world
is shouting: ‘Bugger off, this is my bush! Aargh, the nest thief! Have sex with me, | can
make my chest big and red!”

‘Polly?’ said Igorina.
‘Hmm?’

‘Could you kill someone if you had to?’



Polly came right back to the here and now. ‘What sbquestion is that to ask anyone?’
‘| think it’s the sort you'd ask a tholdier,” saigorina.

‘I don’t know. If they were attacking me, | supposturt them hard enough to keep them
lying down, anyway. And you?”’

‘We have a great respect for life, Polly,” saidriga solemnly. ‘It's easy to kill thomeone,
and almost impossible to bring them back again.’

‘Almost?’

‘Well, if you don’t have a really good lightningdoAnd even if you have, they're never
quite the same. Cutlery tends to stick to them.’

‘lgorina, why are younere?

‘The clan isn’'t very . . . keen on girls gettingtmvolved in the Great Work,’ said Igorina,
looking downcast. “Stick to your needlework”, myother keeps saying. Well, that’s all very
fine, but | know I'm good at the actual incisions w&ell. Especially the fiddly bits. And |
think a woman on the slab would feel a lot betteyu things if she knew there was a female
hand on the we-belong-dead switch. Tho | thoughhesdoattlefield experience would
convince my father. Soldiers aren’t choosy aboub wsdves their lives.’

‘I suppose men are the same the world over,’ salty.P
‘On the inside, certainly.’

‘And . . . er...you really can put your hairck® Polly had seen it in its jar when they'd
been breaking camp; it had spun gently in its bottl green liquid, like some fine, rare
seaweed.

‘Oh, yes. Scalp transplants are easy. It stingsfaa couple of minutes, that’s all—’

There was movement between the trees, and thdruheesolved itself into Maladict. He
held a finger to his lips as he drew closer, antgspdred urgently: ‘Charlie’s tracking us!’

Polly and Igorina looked at one anoth®vho’s Charlie?

Maladict stared at them, and then rubbed his fésteadtedly. ‘I'm . . . sorry, er . . . sorry,
it's . . . look, we're being followed! | know it"

The sun was setting. Polly peered over the rocltgde back the way they had come. She
could make out the track, golden and red in the ddtiernoon light. Nothing was moving. The
outcrop was near the top of another rounded Hi#; iear of it became the floor of a little
enclosed space, surrounded by bushes. It madedalgokout for people who wanted to see
without being seen, and it had done so in the tguast, by the look of the old fires.

Maladict was sitting with his head in his handshwiackrum and Blouse on either side of
him. They were trying to understand, and not makmugh progress.

‘So you can’thearanything?’ said Blouse.

‘No.’

‘And you didn’t see anything and can’t smell angt§?’ said Jackrum.
‘No! | told you! But there is something after usaWhing us!

‘But if you can’'t—' Blouse began.

‘Look, I'm a vampire,” panted Maladict. ‘Justist me, okay?’



‘| thould, tharge,’ said Igorina, from behind Jaakr. ‘We Igorth often therve vampireth.
In timeth of strethth their perthonal thpace cateed ath much ath ten mileth from their
body.’

There was the usual pause that follows an exteligfedPeople need time to think.
‘Streth-th?’ said Blouse.

‘You know how you can feel that someone’s looking/au?’ mumbled Maladict. ‘Well,
it's like that, times a thousand. And it's not.a a feeling, it's somethingknow’

‘Lots of people are looking for us, corporal,’” salouse, patting him kindly on the
shoulder. ‘It doesn’t mean that they’ll find us.’

Polly, looking down on the gold-lit woodland, opénker mouth to speak. It was dry.
Nothing came out.

Maladict shook the lieutenant’'s hand away. ‘This..person isn’t looking for us! They
know where we are!’

Polly forced saliva into her mouth, and tried agaifiovement!’

And then it wasn't there any more. She'd have swbare had been something on the
path, something that merged with the light, revegitself only by the changing, wavering
pattern of shadows as it moved.

‘Er . .. perhaps not,” she muttered.

‘Look, we’ve all lost sleep and we’re all a littlstrung out”,” said Blouse. ‘Let’s just keep
things down, shall we?’

‘I needcoffee!” moaned Maladict, rocking back and forth.

Polly squinted at the distant pathway. The breeas shaking the trees, and red-gold
leaves were drifting down. For a moment there was gsuggestion . . She got to her feet.
Stare at shadows and waving branches for long énand you could see anything. It was
like looking at pictures in the flames.

‘O-kay,” said Shufti, who'd been working over thieef ‘This might do it. It smells like
coffee, anyway. Well”. . . quite like coffee. Well. quite like coffee if coffee was made from
acorns, anyway.’

She’d roasted some acorns. At least the woods leadyof them at this time of year, and
everybody knew that roasted, ground acorns couklibstituted for coffee, didn’t they? Polly
had agreed that it was a worth a try, but as fashascould recall no one had ever, given the
choice, said ‘No, | will not touch horrible coffemy more! It's a Long Black ground-acorn
substitute for me, with extra floating gritty bits!

She took the mug from Shufti and carried it ovethi® vampire. As she bent down . . . the
world changed.

... whopwhopwhop . . .

The sky was a haze of dust, turning the sun ifitmad-red disc. For a moment Polly saw
themin the sky, giant fat screws spinning in the hwyeringin the air but drifting slowly
towards her—

‘He’s having flashsides,” whispered Igorina, at bbrow.
‘Flashsides?’



‘Like . . . someone else’s flashbackth. We don’ownanything about them. They could
come fromanywhere A vampire at this stage is open to all sortsnfifuences! Give him the
coffee, please!

Maladict grabbed the mug and tried to down the eatst so quickly that they spilled over
his chin. They watched him swallow.

‘Tastes like mud,” he said, putting down the mug.
‘Yes, but is it working?’
Maladict looked up and blinked his eyes. ‘Ye gdtaf stuff isgruesomeé

‘Are we in a forest or a jungle? Any flying screwgjorina demanded. ‘How many fingers
am | holding up?’

‘You know, that's something an Igor shouldversay, said Maladict, grimacing. ‘But . . .
the . .. feelings aren’t so strong. | can sudoivn! | can gut it out.’

Polly looked at Igorina, who shrugged and said,aflhnice,” and motioned to Polly to
join her a little way off.

‘He, or possibly she, is right on the edge,’ shd.sa
‘Well, we all are,” said Polly. ‘We’re hardly getty any sleep.’

‘You know what | mean. I've, er . . . taken thedity of, er . . . being prepared.’
Wordlessly, Igorina let her jacket fall open, jist a moment. Polly saw a knife, a wooden
stake and a hammer, in neatly stitched little ptxcke

‘It's not going to come to that, is it?’

‘I hope not,” said Igorina. ‘But if it does, I'm ¢honly one who can reliably find the heart.
People always think it's more to the left than—

‘It's notgoing to come to that,” said Polly firmly.
The sky was red. The war was a day away.

Polly crept along just below the ridge with the tam. It was tea that kept the army on its
feet. Remember what's real. . . well, that took sadning. Tonker and Lofty, for example. It
didn’t matter which of them was on guard, the othee would be there as well. And there
they were, sitting side by side on a fallen traarisg down the slope. They were holding
hands. They always held hands, when they thougyt Were alone. But it seemed to Polly
that they didn’t hold hands like people who werellwfriends. They held hands tightly, as
someone who has slipped over a cliff would holddsawith a rescuer, fearing that to let go
would be to fall away.

‘Tea up!” she quavered.

The girls turned, and she dipped a couple of muoigsthe scalding tea.

‘You know,’ she said quietly, ‘no one would hateuyibyou ran away tonight.’
‘What do you mean, Ozz?’ said Lofty.

‘Well, what's there in Kneck for you? You got aw&pm the school. You could go
anywhere. | bet the two of you could sneak—"’

‘We’re staying,” said Tonker severely. ‘We talkedoat it. Where else would we go?
Anyway, supposing” something is following us?’



‘Probably just an animal,” said Polly, who didnglleve it herself.

‘Animals don’t do that,” said Tonker. ‘And | donthink Maladict would get so excited.
It's probably more spies. Well, we’ll get them.’

‘Nobody is going to take us back,” said Lofty.
‘Oh. Er . .. good, said Polly, backing away. ‘Wehust get on, no one likes cold tea, eh?’

She hurried round the hill. Whenever Lofty and Temkvere together, she felt like a
trespasser.

Wazzer was on guard in a small dell, watching #mel Ibelow with her usual expression of
slightly worrying intensity. She turned as Pollypapached.

‘Oh, Polly,” said Wazzer. ‘Good news!’

‘Oh, good,’ said Polly weakly. ‘I like good news.’

‘She says it will be all right for us not to wearraimity scarves,’ said Wazzer.
‘What? Oh. Good,” said Polly.

‘But only because we are serving a Higher Purposaid Wazzer. And, just as Blouse
could invert commas, Wazzer could drop capitaklstinto a spoken sentence.

‘That's good, then,’ said Polly.

‘You know, Polly,” said Wazzer, ‘I think the worldould be a lot better if it was run by
women. There wouldn’t be any wars. Of course, thekBwyould consider such an idea a Dire
Abomination unto Nuggan. It may be in error. | $lcainsult the Duchess. Bless this cup that
| may drink of it,” she added.

‘Er, yes,” said Polly, and wondered what she shadildad more: Maladict suddenly
turning into a ravening monster, or Wazzer reachimeggend of whatever mental journey she
was taking. She’d been a kitchen maid and now sag subjecting the Book to critical
analysis and talking to a religious icon. That sdrthing led to friction. The presence of those
seeking the truth is infinitely to be preferredtiose who think they've found it.

Besides, she thought as she watched Wazzer drinkpgly thought the world would be
better if it was run by women if you didn’'t actyaknow many women. Or old women, at
least. Take the whole thing about the dimity scarw@omen had to cover their hair on
Fridays, but there was nothing about this in th@kBavhich was pretty dar— pretgamn
rigorous about most things. It was just a custdrwals done because it was always done. And
if you forgot, or didn’'t want to, the old womegot You. They had eyes like hawks. They
could practically see through walls. And the mesktaotice, because no man wanted to cross
the crones in case they started watching him, Hehbarted punishment would be dealt out.
Whenever there was an execution, and especiallyh vinere was a whipping, you always
found the grannies in the front row, sucking peppets.

Polly had forgotten her dimity scarf. She did wéaat home on Fridays, for no other
reason than that it was easier than not doing Be.\v®wed that, if ever she got back, she’'d
never do it again . . .

‘Er ... Wazz?' she said.
‘Yes, Polly?’
‘You've got a direct line to the Duchess, have you?



‘We talk about things,’” said Wazzer dreamily.
‘You, er, couldn’t raise the question of coffeeultbyou?’ said Polly wretchedly.
‘The Duchess can only move very, very small thingsid Wazzer.

‘A few beans, perhaps? Wazz, we really need sorfieetd don’t think the acorns are that
much of a substitute.’

‘I will pray,” said Wazzer.

‘Good. You do that,” said Polly. And, strangely egh, she felt a little more hopeful.
Maladict had hallucinations, but Wazzer had a a&tgyou could bend steel round. It was the
opposite of a hallucination, somehow. It was ashié could see what was real and you
couldn’t.

‘Polly?’ said Wazzer.
‘Yes?’
‘You don't believe in the Duchess, do you? | mdamreal Duchess, not your inn.’

Polly looked into the small, pinched, intense fadéell, | mean, they say she’s dead, and |
prayed to her when | was small, but since you adkr't exactly, umbelieveas— she
gabbled.

‘She is standing just behind you. Just behind ymlint shoulder.’
In the silence of the wood, Polly turned. ‘I casete her,’” she said.
‘I am happy for you,’ said Wazzer, handing her éngpty mug.
‘But | didn’t see anything,’ said Polly.

‘No,’ said Wazzer. ‘But you turned round . . .’

Polly had never asked too many questions abouGtHs’ Working School. She was, by
definition, a Good Girl. Her father was an influahiman in the community, and she worked
hard, she didn’'t have much to do with men and, nmapbrtantly, she was . . . well, smart.
She was bright enough to do what a lot of othepfgedid in the chronic, reason-free insanity
that was everyday life in Munz. She knew what te aed what to ignore, when to obey and
when to merely present the face of obedience, vibhespeak and when to keep her thoughts
to herself. She learned the ways of the survivarystvbeople did. But if you rebelled, or were
merely dangerously honest, or had the wrong kindlre#ss, or were not wanted, or were a
girl who liked boys more than the old women thougbiti should and, worse, were not good
at counting . . . then the school was your destinat

She didn’t know much about what went on in therd,ilmagination rushed to fill the gap.
And she wondered what happened to you in thatshefiressure cooker. If you were tough,
like Tonker, it boiled you hard and gave you a khalfty . . . it was hard to know. She was
quiet and shy until you saw firelight reflectedher eyes, and sometimes the flames were
there in the absence of any fire to reflect. Butati were Wazzer, dealt a poor hand to start
with, and locked up, and starved, and beaten, aistteated Nuggan knew how (and yes,
Polly thought, Nuggan probabtlid know how) and pushed deeper and deeper into ydurse
what would you find down there? And then you’d logl from those depths into the only
smile you ever saw.

The last man on guard duty was Jackrum, becaud#i $fas cooking. He was sitting on a
mossy rock, crossbow in one hand, staring at sangeih his hand. He spun round as she



approached, and Polly caught the gleam of goldasething was shoved back in his jacket.
The sergeant lowered the bow. ‘You make enougherfoisan elephant, Perks,” he said.

‘Sorry, sarge,’ said Polly, who knew she hadn't. tdek the tea mug, and turned to point
downbhill.

‘See that bush down there, Perks?’ he said. ‘dustet right of that fallen log?’
Polly squinted. ‘Yes, sarge,’ she said.
‘Notice anything about it?’

Polly stared again. There mus¢ something wrong about it, she decided, otherwise h
wouldn’t have asked her. She concentrated. ‘Thd®hia wrong,” she decided at last.

‘Good lad. The reason bein’, our chum is behindlibeh. He’s been a-watching of me,
and I've been a-watching of him. Nothing else toHe’ll have it away on his toes as soon as
he sees anyone move, and he’s too far away toafr@prow on him.’

‘An enemy?’
‘Il don’t think so.’
‘A friend?

‘Cocky devil, at any rate. He doesn’t care thanbw he’s there. You go on back up the
hill, lad, and bring down that big bow we got offtbe— There he goes!’

The shadow had vanished. Polly stared into the wood the long light was getting
crimson and dusk was unfolding between the trees.

‘It's a wolf,” said Jackrum.
‘A werewolf?’ said Polly.
‘Now, what makes you think that?’

‘Because Sergeant Towering said we’'d got a wereindlie squad. I'm sure we haven't. |
mean, we’d have found out by now, wouldn’t we? Babndered if they’d seen one.’

‘Can’t do anything about it, anyway,’ said Jackrumsilver arrow would do the job, but
we’ve got none.’

‘What about our shilling, sarge?’
‘Oh, you think you can kill a werewolf with an IOU?

‘Oh, yeah.” Then Polly added: ‘You've got a realllgig, sarge. Around your neck with
that gold medallion.’

If you could have twisted steel round Wazzer’'s ¢ction, you could have heated it with
Jackrum’s glare.

‘What’s round my neck is no business of yours, Bednd the only thing worse than a
werewolf is me if anyone tries to take my shillioij me, understand?’

He softened as he saw Polly’s terrified expressie’ll move on after we've eaten,’ he
said. ‘Find a better place for a rest. Somewheseee#o defend.’

‘We’'re all pretty tired, sarge.’
‘So | want us all to be upright and armed if ouerid comes back with his chums,’ said



Jackrum.

He followed her gaze. The gold locket had slippatia his jacket, and dangled guiltily
on its chain. He deftly tucked it away.

‘She was just a . . . girl | knew,” he said. ‘Ttadll, right? It was a long time ago.’
‘I didn’t askyou, sarge,’ said Polly, backing away.

Jackrum’s shoulders settled. ‘That’s right, laduytidn’t. And | ain’t askingyou about
anything, neither. But | reckon we’d better fin@ ttorporal some coffee, eh?’

‘Amen to that, sarge!

‘And our rupert's dreaming of laurel wreaths allund his head, Perks. We've got
ourselves a goddamn hero here. Can’t think, cagftfno bloody use at all except for a
famous last stand and a medal sent to his oI’ mAmd.I've been in a few famous last stands,
lad, and they're butcher shops. That's what Blosideading you into, mark my words.
What'll you lot do then, eh? We've had a few sasfl but that's not war. Think you’ll be
man enough to stand, when the metal meets the meat?

‘You did, sarge,’ said Polly. ‘You said you weredrfew last stands.’
‘Yeah, lad. But | was holding the metal.’

Polly walked back up the slope. All this, she thaiugnd we haven’t even got there. Sarge
is thinking about the girl he left behind . . . lyéhat's normal. And Tonker and Lofty only
think about one another, but | suppose after yob®en in that school . . . and as for Wazzer .

She wondered how she’d have survived the schooluldvehe have grown hard, like
Tonker? Would she have just folded up inside, fiieemaids who came and went and worked
hard and never had a name? Or perisisvould have become like Wazzer, and found some
door in her own head . | may be lowly, but | talk to gods

... Wazzer had said ‘not your inn’. Had she ewét Wazzer about The Duchess? Surely
not. Surely she . . . but, no, she had told Tonkadn't she? That was it, then. All explained.
Tonker must have mentioned it to Wazzer at sometphiothing weird about it at all, even if
practically no one ever had a conversation with ¥Vézwas so hard. She was so intense, so
coiled up. But that had to be the only explanatiées. She wasn’t going to let there be any
other.

Polly shivered, and was aware that someone wasingableside her. She looked up and
groaned.

‘You're a hallucination, right?’

OH, YES. YOU ARE ALL IN A STATE OF HEIGHTENED SENBILITY CAUSED
BY MENTAL CONTAGION AND LACK OF SLEEP.

‘If you're a hallucination, how dgouknow that?’

| KNOW IT BECAUSE YOU KNOW IT. | AM SIMPLY BETTER A ARTICULATING
IT.

‘I'm not going to die, am I? | mean, right now?’
No. BUT YOU WERE TOLD THAT YOU WOULD WALK WITH DEATH EVERY



DAY.
‘Oh . . . yes. Corporal Scallot said that.’
HE IS AN OLD FRIEND.YOU MIGHT SAY HE IS ON THE INSALMENT PLAN.
‘Do you mind walking a bit more . . . invisibly?’
OF COURSE. HOW'’S THIS?
‘And quietly, too?’

There was silence, which was presumably the ansied. polish yourself up a bit,” said
Polly to the empty air. ‘And that robe needs a wash

There was no reply, but she felt better for sayting

Shufti had cooked beef stew with dumplings and fieltowas magnificent. It was also a
mystery.

‘I don't recall us passing a cow, private,” saibBse, as he handed his tin plate along for a
second helping.

‘Er...no, sir.’
‘And yet you have acquired beef?’

‘Er . . . yes, sir. Er . . . when that writer maane up in his cart, well, when you were
talking, er, | crept round and took a look inside’.

‘There’s a name for someone who does that sotinfjf private,” said Blouse severely.

‘Yeah, it's quartermaster, Shufti. Well done,” saldckrum. ‘If that writer man gets
hungry, he can always eat his words, eh, lieutéant

‘Er . .. yes, said Blouse carefully. ‘Yes. Of gsa. Good initiative, private.’
‘Oh, I didn’t think it up, sir,” said Shufti bright. ‘Sarge told me to.’

Polly stopped, spoon halfway to her mouth, and sidd her eyes from sergeant to
lieutenant.

‘You teach looting, sergeant?’ said Blouse. Theas & joint gasp from the squad. If this
was the bar back at The Duchess, the regulars waaud been hurrying out of the doors and
Polly would have been helping her father get thitldmoff the shelf.

‘Not looting, sir, not looting,” said Jackrum, cdinlicking his spoon. ‘Under Duchess’s
Regulations, Rule 611, Section 1 [c], Paragrair,iit would be plundering, said cart being
the property of bloody Ankh-Morpork, sir, which i@iding and abetting the enemy.
Plundering isallowed sir.’

The two men held eye contact for a moment, and Biease reached behind him and into
his pack. Polly saw him draw out a small yet tHiclok.

‘Rule 611,” he murmured. Blouse glanced up at theyeant, and thumbed through the
thin, shiny pages. ‘611. Pillaging, Plundering dmabting. Ah, yes. And . . . let me see . . .
you are with us, Sergeant Jackrum, owing to Ruk 7¢hink you reminded me at the time . .

There was another silence broken only by the rifflehe pages. There’'s no Rule 796,
Polly remembered. Are they goingftght over this?



‘796, 796," said Blouse softly. ‘Ah . . ." He stdrat the page, and Jackrum stared at him.

Blouse closed the book with a leathdhywap. ‘Absolutely correct, sergeant!” he said
brightly. ‘Il commend you on your encyclopaedic kiedge of the regulations!’

Jackrum looked thunderous. ‘What?’

‘You were practically word perfect, sergeant!” s@libuse. And there was a gleam in his
eye. Polly remembered Blouse looking at the cagtaeevalry captain. This was that same
look, the look which said: now | have the upperdan

Jackrum’s chins wobbled.
‘You had something to add, sergeant?’ said Blouse.
‘Er, no . .. sir,” said Jackrum, his face an opgenlaration of war.

‘We’ll leave at moonrise,’ said Blouse. ‘I suggest all get some rest until then. And then
... may we prevail.” He nodded to the group, amdked over to where Polly had spread his
blanket in the lee of the bushes. After a few maé¢nere were some snores, which Polly
refused to believe. Jackrum certainly didn’t. He¢ gp and strode out of the firelight. Polly
hurried after him.

‘Did you hear that?’ snarled the sergeant, staong at the darkening hills. ‘The little
yoyo! What right has he got, checking up in thekboowords?’

‘Well, you did quote chapter and verse, sarged sally.

‘So? Officers are s’posed to believe what theydlel.t And then hesmiled! Did you see?
Caught me out and smiled at me! Thinks he’s gotae on me, just because he caught me
out!’

‘You did lie, sarge.’

‘| did not Perks!lt's not lying when you do it to officers! It's psentin’ them with the
world the way they think it ought to be! You cat€t ‘em start checkin’ up for themselves.
They get the wrong ideas. | told you, he’ll be teath of all of us. Invading the bloody keep?
The man’s wrong in the head"

‘Sarge!’” said Polly urgently.
‘Yes, what?’

‘We’re being signalled, sarge!

On a distant hilltop, twinkling like an early evagistar, a white light was flashing.

Blouse lowered his telescope. ‘They're repeatin@”C he said. ‘And | believe those
longer pauses are when they’re aiming their tubdiffierent directions. They're looking for
their spies. “Seek You”, see? Private Igor?’

‘“Thur?’

‘You know how that tube works, don’t you?’

‘Oh, yeth, thur. You jutht light a flare in the bcand then it'th just point and click.’

‘You’re not going toanswerit, are you, sir?’ said Jackrum, horrified.

‘I am indeed, sergeant,’ said Blouse briskly. ‘Rter Carborundum, please assemble the



tube. Manickle, please bring the lantern. | sha#dhto read the code book.’
‘But that'll give away our position!” said Jackrum.
‘No, sergeant, because although this term may lf@milar to you | intend to what we

call “lie”,” said Blouse. ‘lgor, I'm sure you hawome scissors, although I'd rather you didn’t
attempt to repeat the word.’

‘I have thome of the appliantheth you mention, theaid Igorina stiffly.

‘Good.’ Blouse looked round. ‘It's almost pitch &arow. Ideal. Take my blanket and cut,
oh, a three-inch circle out of it, then tie thertidat over the front of the tube.’

‘That will cut off motht of the light, thur?’
‘Indeed it will. My plan depends upon it,” said Bige proudly.

‘Sir, they will see the light, they’ll know we'reene,” said Jackrum, as though repeating
things to a child.

‘| explained, sergeant. | will lie,” said Blouse.
‘You can't lie when—'

‘Thank you for your input, sergeant, that will defar now,’ said Blouse. ‘Are we ready,
Ilgor?’

‘Jutht about, thur,” said lgorina, tying the blahkeross the end of the tube. ‘Okay, thur.
I'll light the flare when you thay.’

Blouse unfolded the little book. ‘Ready, privaté®@’ said.
‘Yup,’ said Jade.

‘On the word “long” you will hold the trigger fohe count of two, and then let go. On the
word “short” you will hold it down for the count @ine, and likewise let go. Got that?’

‘Yup, el-tee. Could hold it down for lots, if yoiké,” said Jade. ‘One, two, many, lots. I'm
good at countin’. High as you like. Jus’ say derdvo

‘Two will suffice,” said Blouse. ‘And you, Privat&éoom, | want you to take my telescope
and look for long and short flashes from that ligher there, understand?’

Polly saw Wazzer's face and said quickly: ‘I'll ¢lwat, sir?’

A small white hand was laid on her arm. In the mhisglimmer of the dark lantern,
Wazzer's eyes glowed with the light of certaintyhé Duchess guides our footsteps now,’
she said, and took the telescope from the lieuteAAthat we are doing is her work, sir.’

‘Isit? Oh. Well . . . that's good,” said Blouse. \
‘She will bless this instrument of far seeing thatay use it,” said Wazzer.

‘Indeed?’ said Blouse nervously. ‘Well done. Now. .are we ready? Send as follows . . .
long...long...short...

The shutter in the tube clicked and rattled astleesage flashed out across the sky. When
the troll lowered the tube, there was half a miraftdarkness. And then: ‘Short . . . long . ¢ ¢
Wazzer began.

Blouse held the code book up to his face, his hiymving as he read by the pinpoints of
light escaping from the loins of the box. ‘W .R. .. U, he said. ‘And M. ..S...G...P...R



‘That’s not a message!’ said Jackrum.

‘On the contrary, they want to know where we aexduse they're having trouble seeing
our light,” said Blouse. ‘Send as follows . . . gho.’

‘| protest, sirV’

Blouse lowered the book. ‘Sergeant, | am aboutetbaur spy that we are seven miles
further away than we really are, do you understadwd@ | am certain they will believe us
because | have artificially reduced the light oaitipom our device, do you understand? And |
will tell them that their spies have encounteredesy large party of recruits and deserters
heading for the mountains and are in pursuit, dowyaderstand? | am making iasisible, do
you understand®o you understandsergeant Jackrum?’

The squad held their breath.
Jackrum drew himself stiffly to attention. ‘Fullyderstood, sir!” he said.
‘Very wellV’

Jackrum continued at attention as the messages exetgnged, like a naughty pupil
forced to stand by the teacher’s desk.

Messages flashed across the sky, from hilltop Htopi Lights flickered. The clacks tube
rattled. Wazzer called out the longs and shortsug# scribbled in the book.'S ... P...P ..
. 2, he said aloud. ‘Hah. That's an order to remahere we are.’

‘More flashes, sir,’ said Wazzer.

T...Y...E...3... said Blouse, ktihaking notes. ‘That’'s “be ready to give aid”. N.
..V...A...S.. N...Thats../

‘That’s not a code, sir!’ said Polly.
‘Private, send as follows right now! Blouse crodkd.ong . . .long. ..

The message went. They watched, while the devafel| overhead, the stars came out and
twinkled messages no one ever tried to read.

The clacks went silent.

‘Now we leave as soon as possible,” said Blouseghle a little cough. ‘I believe the
phrase is “Let us get the heck out of here”.’

‘Close, sir,” said Polly. ‘Quite . . . close.’

There was an oldieryold Borogravian song with more Zs and Vs in itrtlzay lowlander
could pronounce. It was called ‘Plogviehze! It med&he Sun Has Risen! Let's Make War!
You needed a special kind of history to get alt thaone word.

Sam Vimes sighed. The little countries here fouggttause of the river, because of idiot
treaties, because of royal rows, but mostly thexght because they had always fought. They
made war, in fact, because the sun came up.

This war had tied itself in a knot.

Downriver, the valley narrowed to a canyon befdre iKneck plunged over a waterfall a
guarter of a mile high. Anyone trying to get upoilngh the jagged mountains there would find



themselves in a world of gorges, knife-edged ridgesmanent ice and even more permanent
death. Anyone trying to cross the Kneck into Zlabemow would be butchered on the shore.
The only way out of the valley was back along three&k, which would put an army under the
shadow of the keep. That had been fine when the wes in Borogravian hands. Now that it
had been captured, they'd be passing in rangesofdlvn weapons.

... And such weapons! Vimes had seen catapwtsstbuld throw a stone ball three miles.
When it landed it would crack into needle-sharprdbaOr there was the other machine that
sent six-foot steel discs skimming through the @ince they’'d hit the ground and leapt up
again they were unreliable as hell, but that onfdenthem more terrifying. Vimes had been
told that the edged disc would probably keep gdangseveral hundred yards, no matter how
many men or horses it encountered on the way. Arg were only the latest ideas. There
were plenty of conventional weapons, if by that ymeant giant bows, catapults and
mangonels that hurled balls of Ephebian fire, whaleing while it burned.

From up here, in his draughty tower, he could kedites of the dug-in army all across the
plain. They couldn’t retreat, and the alliance,that's what you could call the petulant
hubbub, didn’'t dare head up the valley into thertheathe country with that army at their
back, yet didn’t have enough men to hold the ka®gbcorral the enemy.

And in a few weeks it would start to snow. The paswould fill up. Nothing would be
able to get through. And every day, thousands afl sx@ horses would need feeding. Of
course, the men could, eventually, eat the horbes, settling two feeding problems at a
stroke. After that there would have to be the gobdeg rota, which Vimes understood from
one of the friendlier Zlobenians was a common featf winter warfare up here. Since he
was Captain ‘Hopalong’ Splatzer, Vimes believed.him

And then it would rain, and then the rain and thevemelt together would turn the damn
river into a flood. But before that the allianceuldhave bickered itself apart and gone home.
All the Borogravians had to do, in fact, was hdidit ground to score a draw.

He swore under his breath. Prince Heinrich hadritétethe throne in a country where the
chief export was a kind of hand-painted wooden ,chag in ten years, he vowed, his capital
city of Rigour would be ‘the Ankh-Morpork of the miotains’! For some reason, he thought
Ankh-Morpork would be pleased about this.

He was anxious, he said, to learn the Ankh-Morpegy of doing things, the kind of
innocent ambition that could well lead an aspirmder to . . . well, find out the Ankh-
Morpork way of doing things. Heinrich had a repigatlocally for cunning, but Ankh-
Morpork had overtaken cunning a thousand years laag,sped past devious, had left artful
far behind and had now, by a roundabout routevexdrat straightforward.

Vimes leafed through the papers on his desk, aokebtb up when he heard a shrill, harsh
cry outside. A buzzard came in a long, shallow gwttwough the open window and alighted
on a makeshift perch at the far end of the roormaé4 strolled over as the little figure on the
bird’s back raised his flying goggles.

‘How'’s it going, Buggy?’ he said.

‘They're getting suspicious, Mister Vimes. And Semgt Angua says it's getting a bit risky
now they're so close.’

‘Tell her to come on in, then.’
‘Right, sir. And they still need coffee.’



‘Oh, damn! Haven't they found any?’
‘No, sir, and it's getting tricky with the vampite.

‘Well, if they're suspicious now then they'll be rtain if we drop a flask of coffee on
them?’

‘Sergeant Angua says we’ll probably get away witlsir. She didn’t say why.” The gnome
looked expectantly at Vimes. So did his buzzartieyve come a long way, sir. For a bunch
of girls. Well . . . mostly girls.’

Vimes reached out absent-mindedly to pet the bird.
‘Don’t, sir! She’ll have your thumb off!” Buggy ykdd.

There was a knock on the door, and Reg came in avittay of raw meat. ‘Saw Buggy
overhead, so | thought I'd nip down to the kitchesis’

‘Well done, Reg. Don’t they ask why you want rawat
‘Yes, sir. | tell them you eat it, sir.’
Vimes paused before answering. Reg meant welk, alfte

‘Well, it probably can’'t do my reputation any harine said. ‘By the way, what was going
down in the crypt?’

‘Oh, they're not what I'd call proper zombies, 'sgaid Reg, selecting a piece of meat and
dangling it in front of Morag. ‘More like dead meralking.’

‘Er...yes? said Vimes.

‘I mean there’s no real thinking going on,’ the zmencontinued, picking up another lump
of raw rabbit. ‘No embracing the opportunities difa beyond the grave, sir. They're just a
lot of old memories on legs. That sort of thingegwzombies a bad name, Mister Vimes. It
makes me so angryV Morag tried to snap at anotimaplof bloody rabbit fur that Reg,
oblivious for the moment, was waving aimlessly.

‘Er ... Reg? said Buggy.

‘How hard can it be, sir, to move with the times@vwNtake me, for example. One day |
woke up dead. Did I—'

‘Reg! Vimes warned, as Morag's head bobbed backfarth. ‘—take it lying down? No!
And | didn't—" ‘Reg, be careful! She’s just had tvad your fingers offl’ ‘What? Oh.” Reg
held up a denuded hand and stared at it. ‘Oh, molvyou look at that?’ He peered down at
the floor, with a hope that was quickly dasheda$! Any chance we can make her throw
up?’

‘Only by sticking your fingers down her throat, R&prry. Buggy, do the best you can,
please. And you, Reg, go back downstairs and gbeyfve got any coffee, will you?’

‘Oh dear,” murmured Shufti.
‘It's big,” said Tonker.
Blouse said nothing.

‘Not seen it before, sir?’ said Jackrum cheerfullg,they stared at the distant keep from
where they lay in some bushes half a mile away.



If there is a fairy-tale scale for castles, whére tiop end is occupied by those white, spire-
encrusted castles with the blue pointy roofs, tkeack Keep was low, black and clung to its
outcrop like a storm cloud. A bed of the Kneck raand it; along the peninsula on which it
was built the approach road was wide and berettoger and an ideal stroll for those who
were tired of life. Blouse took all this in.

‘Er, no, sergeant,” he said. ‘I've seen picturdssaurse, but. . . they don't do it justice.’

‘Any of them books you read tell you what to da, Bisaid Jackrum. They were lying in
some bushes half a mile away.

‘Possibly, sergeant. lhhe Craft of WarSong Sung Lo said: to win without fighting is the
greatest victory. The enemy wishes us to attackrevihe is strongest. Therefore, we will
disappoint him. A way will present itself, sergeant

‘Well, it's never presented itself to me, and Iveen here dozens of times,’ said Jackrum,
still grinning. ‘Hah, even the rats’d have to disguthemselves as washerwomen to get in that
place! Even if you get up that road, you've gotraar entrances, holes in the ceiling to pour
hot oil through, gates everywhere that a troll datil smash through, coupla mazes, a
hundred little ways you can be shot at. Oh, itgamderful place to attack.’

‘I wonder how the alliance got in?’ said Blouse.

‘Treachery, probably, sir. The world’s full of ttars. Or perhaps they discovered the
secret entrance, sir. You know, sir? The one yosure is there. Or p’raps you've forgotten?
It's the sort of thing that can slip your mind whgyu're busy, | expect.’

‘We shall reconnoitre, sergeant,’” said Blouse ggldk they crawled out of the bushes. He
brushed leaves off his uniform. Thalacephalos ®Blause referred to her, ‘the faithful steed’
had been turned loose miles back. You couldn't lsreea horseback and, as Jackrum had
pointed out, the creature was too skinny for anytoneant to eat and too vicious for anyone
to want to ride.

‘Right, sir, yes, we might as well do that, sidicé Jackrum now, all gloating helpfulness.
‘Where would you like us to reconnoitre, sir?’

‘There mustbe a secret entrance, sergeant. No one would bipldce like that with only
one entrance. Agreed?’

‘Yessir. Only, perhaps they kept it a secret,@inly trying to help, sir.’
They turned at the sound of urgent praying. Wahaerfallen

to her knees, hands clasped together. The resedguad edged
away slowly. Piety is a wonderful thing. N

‘What is he doing, sergeant?’ said Blouse.

‘Praying, sir,” said Jackrum.

‘I've noticed he does it a lot. Is that, er, withragulations, sergeant?’ the lieutenant
whispered.

‘Always a difficult one, sir, that one,’ said Jadhkm. ‘| have, myself, prayed many times on
the field of battle. Many times have | said thedsai's Prayer, sir, and | don’t mind admitting
it.’

‘Er ...l don’t think | know that one,” said Blea.



‘Oh, | reckon the words’ll come to you soon enougjn, once you're up against the foe.
Gen'rally, though, they're on the lines of “O gdett me kill this bastard before he kills me”.’
Jackrum grinned at Blouse’s expression. ‘That'stwitall the Authorized Version, sir.’

‘Yes, sergeant, but where would we be if we allyprhall the time?’ said the lieutenant.

‘In heaven, sir, sitting at Nuggan’s right handdidsJackrum promptly. ‘That’'s what | was
taught as a little nipper, sir. Of course, it'ddbit crowded, so it’s just as well we don't.’

At which point, Wazzer stopped praying and stood hrpshing dust off her knees. She
gave the squad her bright, worrying smile. ‘The bess will guide our steps,’” she said.

‘Oh. Good,’ said Blouse weakly.

‘She will show us the way.’

‘Wonderful. Er . . . did she mention a map refeeeatall?’ said the lieutenant.
‘She will give us eyes that we might see.’

‘Ah? Good. Well, jolly good,” said Blouse. ‘I defiely feel a lot better for knowing that.
Don’t you, sergeant?’

‘Yessir,” said Jackrum. * ‘cos before this, sir, diein’'t have a prayer.’

They scouted in threes, while the rest of the sdasdup in a deep hollow among the
bushes. There were enemy patrols, but it's not tmedoid half a dozen men who stick to the
tracks and aren’t being careful not to make a ndibe troops were Zlobenian, and acted as
though they owned the place.

For some reason Polly ended up patrolling with Mataand Wazzer or, to put it another
way, a vampire on the edge and a girl who was plysso far over it that she’d found a new
edge out beyond the horizon. She was changing @agrythat was a fact. On the day they'd
all joined up, a lifetime ago, she’d been this shing little waif who flinched at shadows.
Now, sometimes, she seemed taller, full of somereti certainty, and shadows fled before
her. Well, not in actual fact, Polly would admitwtBshe walked as if they should.

And then there had been the Miracle of the Turkéwat was hard to explain.

The three of them had been moving along the cliffey’d circled a couple of Zlobenian
lookout posts, forewarned by the smell of cookimgsf but, alas, not by the smell of any
coffee. Maladict seemed to be mostly in controtept for a tendency to mutter to himself in
letters and numbers, but Polly had stopped thahi®atening to hit him with a stick the very
next time he did it.

They'd reached a cliff edge that gave yet anothew\of the keep, and once again Polly
raised the telescope and scanned the sheer wallguanbled rocks for any sign of another
entrance.

‘Look down at the river,’ said Wazzer.

The circle of view blurred upwards as Polly shiftad scope; when it stopped moving she
saw whiteness. She had to lower the instrumergeonhat she’d been looking at.

‘Oh my,’ she said.

‘Makes sense, though,” said Maladict. ‘And therg’path all along the river, see? There’s
a couple more women on it.’



‘Tiny gateway, though,’ said Polly. ‘And it'd be gasy to search people for weapons.’
‘Soldiers couldn’t get through, them,’ said the yara.
‘We could,” said Polly. ‘And we’re soldiers. Arenite?’

There was a pause before Maladict said: ‘Soldieednveapons. Swords and crossbows
get noticed.” \

‘There will be weapons inside,” said Wazzer. “thecbess has told me. The castldui
of weapons.’

‘Did she tell you how to make the enemy let gohwim?’ said Maladict.

‘All right, all right,” said Polly quickly. ‘We ouft to tell the rupert as soon as possible,
okay? Let’s get back.’

‘Hold on, I'm the corporal,” said Maladict.
‘Well?” said Polly. ‘And?’

‘Let’s get back?’ said Maladict.

‘Good idea.’

She should have listened to the birdsong, shezezhlater. The shrill calls in the distance
would have told her the news, if only she’d bedmoanough to listen.

They hadn’t gone more than thirty yards before thay the soldier.

Someone in the Zlobenian army was dangerously cléled realized that the way to spot
interlopers was not to march noisily along the begiaths, but to sneak quietly between the
trees.

The soldier had a crossbow; it was sheer luckprobablysheer luck that he was looking
the other way when Polly came round a holly budie 8ung herself behind a tree and
gestured madly at Maladict further down the pathgwad the sense to take cover.

Polly drew her sword and held it clutched to heesthin both hands. She could hear the
man. He was some way away, but he was moving t@ned Probably the little lookout they
had just found was a regular point on the patrategoAfter all, she thought bitterly, it was
just the sort of thing some untrained idiots mightne across; maybe a quiet patrol could
even surprise them there . . .

She shut her eyes and tried to breathe normalig. s itthis was itthis was it! This was
where she found out.

What to remember what to rememlbvanat to remember . . when the metal meets the
meat . . . be holding the metal.

She could taste metal in her mouth.

The man would walk right past her. He’'d be alettt botthat alert. A slash would be
better than a stab. Yes, a good swipe at head thea#id kill . . .

. . some mother’s son, some sister’s brother,estad who’'d followed the drum for a
shilling and his first new suit. If only she’d be#@mined, if only she’d had a few weeks
stabbing straw men until she could believe thatredh were made of straw . . .

She froze. Down the angle of the path, still area,thead bowed, stood Wazzer. As soon
as the scout reached Polly’s tree, she’d be seen.



She’d have to do it now. Perhaps that's why mentdidou didn’t do it to save duchesses,
or countries. You killed the enemy to stop himi&gl your mates, that they in turn might save
you . ..

She could hear the cautious tread close to the $fee raised the sabre, saw the light flash
along its edge—

A wild turkey rose from the scrub on the other sidehe path in one rocketing tower of
wings and feathers and echoing noise. Half flyihglf running, it bounded off into the
woods. There was the thud of a bow and a last skjuaw

‘Oh, good shot, Woody,’ said a voice near by. ‘Ledke a big ‘un’
‘Did you seethat? said another voice. ‘Another step and I'd havpgded over itV
Behind her tree, Polly breathed out.

A third voice, some way off, called out: ‘Let’s lteback, eh, corp? The way that went off,
the Tiger’'s probably run a mile?’

‘Yeah, and I'm so scared,’ said the closest vditle Tiger’'s behind every tree, right?’
‘Okay, let’s call it a day. My wife’ll cook him ag¢at—'

Gradually, the voices of the soldiers got lost agsbrihe trees. Polly lowered the sword.
She saw Maladict peer out of his bush and staleeatShe raised a finger to her lips. He
nodded. She waited until the birdsong had settwainda little before stepping out. Wazzer
seemed to be lost in thought; Polly took her vametully by the hand. Quietly, dodging from
tree to tree, they headed back to the hollow. Npasticularly, Polly and Maladict didn’t talk.
But they looked one another in the eye once orgwic

Of coursea turkey would lie low until a hunter almbst trod it. Of course that one
must’'ve been there all the time, and only lostoitsl nerve when the scout crept up. It had
been an unusually large bird, one that no hungidiesocould resist, but . . . well?

Because the brain treacherously does not stopitigipdst because you want it to, Polly’s
added: she said the Duchess could move small thitms small is a thought in the mind of a
bird?

Only Jade and Igorina were waiting for them in flelow. The others had found a better
base a mile away, they said.

‘We found the secret entrance,’” said Polly quiedlythey headed away.
‘Can we get in?’ said Igorina.

‘It's the washerwomen’s entrance,’ said Maladitits ‘right down by the river. But there’s
a path.’

‘Washerwomen?’ said Igorina. ‘But this isvar!
‘Clothes still get dirty, |1 suppose,’ said Polly.
‘Dirtier, | should think,” said Maladict.

‘But . . . our countrywomen? Washing clothes foe thnemy?’ said Igorina, looking
shocked.

‘If it's that or starve, yes,’” said Polly. ‘I sawwoman come out carrying a basket of
loaves. They say the keep is full of granaries.\Rany, you sewed up an enemy officer, didn’t



you?’

‘That's different,” said Igorina. ‘We are duty balirio thave our fellow ma— person.
Nothing has ever been said about his— their undanwve

‘We could get in,” said Polly, ‘if we disguised @atves as women.’

Silence greeted this. Then: ‘Disguised?’ said lgari

‘You know what | mean!” said Polly.

‘As washerwomenaid Igorina. ‘These are thurgeon’s hands!

‘Really? Where did you get them?’ said Maladicbriga stuck out her tongue at him.
‘Anyway, | don't intend that we should do any washi said Polly.

‘Then whatdo you intend?’ said Igorina.

Polly hesitated. ‘I want to get my brother out @ in there,” she said. ‘And if we could
stop the invasion that would be a good idea.’

‘That might take extra starch,’” said Maladict. drdt want to, you know, spoil the spirit of
the moment, but that is a really awful idea. Théeel won't agree to something as wild as
that.’

‘No, he won't,” said Polly. ‘But he’ll suggest it.’

‘Hmm,’ said Blouse, a little later. ‘Washerwomeszhatusual Sergeant Jackrum?’

‘Oh, yes, sir. | expect the women in the villageand here do it, just like they did when
we held the keep,’ said Jackrum.

‘You mean they give aid and comfort to the enemy¥ywW
‘Better than starving, sir. Fact of life. It doesalways stop at washing, neither.’
‘Sergeant, there are young men here! snapped B|dalsshing.

‘They'll have to find out about ironing and darnisgoner or later, sir,” said Jackrum,
grinning.

Blouse opened his mouth. Blouse shut his mouth.

‘Tea’s up, sir,’ said Polly. Tea was an amazinghgful thing. It gave you an excuse to talk
to anyone.

They were in what remained of a half-ruined farndeBY the look of it, not even patrols
bothered to come here - there were no signs of doriines or even the most temporary
occupation. It stank of decay and half the roof gaise.

‘Do the women just come and go, Perks?’ said tgdinant.

‘Yes, sir,” said Polly. ‘And | had an idea, sir.rRession to tell you my idea, sir?’ She saw
Jackrum raise an eyebrow. She was laying it orktlsice had to admit, but time was pressing.

‘Please do. Perks,” said Blouse. ‘Else | fear yayraxplode.’
‘They could be spies for us, sir! We could eventbet to open the gates for us!
‘Well done, private! said Blouse. ‘I do like a sir to think.’



‘Yeah, right, growled Jackrum. ‘Any sharper an{ ’'lhecut hisself. Sir, they're
washerwomepsir, basically. No offence to young Perks, keshthat he is, but your average
guard pays attention when Old Mother Riley trie@pen the gates. There’s not just a pair of
gates, neither. There&x pairs, and nice little courtyards between ‘emtf@ guards to have
a squint at you to see if you’'s a wrong ‘un, andwhbridges, and spiky ceilings that drop
down if someone doesn't like the look of you. Tpeaingthat lot with soapy hands!

‘I'm afraid the sergeant has a point, Perks,” €lmlise sadly.

‘Well, supposing a couple of women managed to knmaka few guards, sir, they could
let us in through their little door,” said PollyWe might even be able to capture the
commander of the fort, sir! | bet there’s plentywasmen in the keep, sir. In the kitchens and
so on. They could . . . open doors for us!

‘Oh, come on, Perks—’ Jackrum began.

‘No, sergeant. Wait,’ said Blouse. ‘Astonishinglynoeigh, Perks, in your boyish
enthusiasm you have, although you haven't realizegiven me a very interesting idea . . .’

‘Have I, sir?’ said Polly, who in her boyish entfassn had considered trying to tattoo the
idea on Blouse’s head. For someone so clever,dily reas slow.

‘Indeed you have, Perks,” said Blouse. ‘Because, cofirse, we only need one
“washerwoman” to get us inside, do we not?’

The inverted commas sounded promising. ‘Well, ges,said Polly.

‘And, if one as it were thinks “outside the boxiet“woman” does not in facteedto be a
woman/’

Blouse beamed. Polly allowed her brow to wrinkldvamest puzzlement.
‘Doesn’t she, sir?’ she said. ‘I don’t think | geiitnderstand, sir. | am perplexed, sir.’

“She” could be a man, Perks!" said Blouse, almmgtloding with delight. ‘One of us! In
disguise!’
Polly breathed a sigh of relief. Sergeant Jackramnghed.

‘Lord bless you, sir, dressing up as washerwomeforiggettin’ out of places! Milit'ry
rules?

‘If a man gets inside, he could disable any guassts the door, spy out the situation from
a military perspective, and let the rest of thep®in!’ said Blouse. ‘If this was done at night,
men, we could be holding key positions by the maghi

‘But these aren’t men, sir,” said Jackrum. Pollgnkd. The sergeant was looking right at
her, right through he©h darn, | mean damn . . . he knows . . .

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘They are . . . my little lads, sir,” Jackrum weort, winking at Polly. ‘Keen lads, full of
mustard, but they ain’t ones for cuttin’ throatsdastabbin’ hearts. They signed up to be
pikemen in the press, sir, in a proper army. Yauray little lads, | says to ‘em when | signed
‘em up, and | will look after you. | can’t stand bpd let you take ‘em to certain death!

‘It's my decision to make, sergeant,’ said Blou¥ge are at “the hinge of destiny”. Who,
in the pinch, is not ready to lay down his life fos country?’

‘In a proper stand-up fight, sir, not getting beatwer the head by a bunch of nasty men



for creeping around their fort. You know I've nevieeen one for spies an’ hidin’ your
colours, sir, never.’

‘Sergeant, we have no choice. We must take advarbtipe “tide of fortune”.’

‘I know about tides, sir. They leave little fish sgan’.” The sergeant stood up, fists
clenching.

‘Your concern for your men does you credit, sergyelaut it falls to us—'

‘A famous last stand, sir?’ said Jackrum. He spaedly into the fire in the tumbledown
hearth. ‘“To hell with them, sir. That’s just a wafydyin’ famous!’

‘Sergeant, your insubordination is getting—'

‘I'll go,” said Polly quietly.

Both men stopped, turned and stared.

‘I'll go,” Polly repeated, louder. ‘Someone ought’t

‘Don’t be daft, Perks! snapped Jackrum. ‘You dokfiow what’'s in there, you don’t
know what guards are waitin’ just inside the dgmy don’t know—’

‘I'll find out, then, sarge, won't I,” said Pollysmiling desperately. ‘Maybe | can get to
somewhere where you can see and send signals,’or .

‘On this issue, at least, the sergeant and | arenef mind, Perks,” said Blouse. ‘Really,
private, it would simply not work. Oh, you're braweertainly, but what makes you think you
stand a chance of passing yourself off as a woman?’

‘Well, sir . . .what?’

‘Your keenness will not go unrecorded, Perksd€buse, smiling. ‘But, y’know, a good
officer keeps an eye on his men and | have tolsatylve noticed in you, in all of you, little .
. . habits, perfectly normal, nothing to worry abdike the occasional deep exploration of a
nostril maybe, and a tendency to grin after passaiimgl, a natural boyish inclination to, ahem,
scratch your . . . selves in public . . . that séthing. These are the kind of little detailsttia
give you away in a trice and tell any observer y@i were a man in women’s clothing,
believe me.’

‘I'm sure | could pull it off, sir,” said Polly wddy. She could sense Jackrum’s eyes on her.
You bloomi— you bloody well know, don’t you. Homgldhave you known?

Blouse shook his head. ‘No, they would see throgaihin a flash. You are a fine bunch of
lads, but there is only one man here who'd staddlasmce of getting away with it. Manickle?’

‘Yessir?’ said Shulfti, rigid with instant panic.
‘Can you find me a dress, do you think?’

Maladict was the first to break the silence. ‘@i you telling us . . . you ‘re going to try
to get in dressed as a woman?’

‘Well, I'm clearly the only one who’s had any priaet,’ said Blouse, rubbing his hands
together. ‘At my old school, we were in and outs&irts all the time.” He looked around at
the circle of absolutely expressionless faces. &fiteals, you see?’ he said brightly. ‘No gels
at our boarding school, of course. But we didrttthat stop us. Why, my Lady Spritely i
Comedy of Cuckolds still talked about, | understand, and as forYaynyum— Is Sergeant
Jackrum all right?’



The sergeant had folded up, but with his face Iewigh his knees he managed to croak:
‘Old war wound, sir. Come upon me sudden, like.’

‘Please help him, Private Igor. Where was | . cah see you all look puzzled, but there’s
nothingstrangeabout this. Fine old tradition, men dressing ugeals. In the sixth form, the
chaps used to do it for a jape all the time.” Hageal for a moment, and added thoughtfully,
‘Especially Wrigglesworth, for some reason . . € Bhook his head as if dislodging a thought
and went on: ‘Anyway, | have some experience is field, d'ye see?’

‘And . . . what would you do if— | mean when youtgu, sir?’ said Polly. “You won't just
have to fool the guards. There’ll be other womethare.’

‘That will not present a problem, Perks,” said Bleu‘l shall act in a feminine way and |
have this stage trick, d'ye see, where | make migevgoundquite high-pitched, like this.
The falsetto could have scratched glass. ‘See®alek ‘No, if we need a woman, I'm your
man.’

‘Amazing, sir,’ said Maladict. ‘For a moment | cduhave sworn there was a woman in the
room.’

‘And | could certainly find out if there are anyhetr badly guarded entrances,’ Blouse went
on. ‘Who knows, | might even be able to procureeg kff one of the guards by means of
feminine wiles! In any case, if things are all eléahall send a signal. A towel hanging from
a window, perhaps. Something clearly unusual, agywa

There was some more silence. Several of the sqeea staring at the ceiling.
‘Ye-es,” said Polly. ‘I can see you've thought thist carefully, sir.’

Blouse sighed. ‘If only Wriggles worth were hereg said.

‘Why, sir?’

‘Amazingly clever chap at layin’ his hands on asdreyoung Wrigglesworth,” said the
lieutenant.

Polly caught Maladict’s eye. The vampire made &fand shrugged.

‘Um . . " said Shufti.

‘Yes, Manickle?’

‘| do have a petticoat in my pack, sir.’

‘Good heavens! Why?’

Shufti went red. She hadn’'t worked out an answer.

‘Bandageth, thur,” Igorina cut in smoothly.

‘Yes! Yes! That'’s right!” said Shufti. ‘I . . . faud it in the inn, back in Plin . .
‘| athked the lads to acquire any thuitable linleey might find, thur. Jutht in cathe.’
‘Very sound thinking, that man!” said Blouse. ‘Amyelse got anything?’

‘I wouldn’t be at all thurprithed, thur,” said Igas, staring round the room.

Glances were exchanged. Packs were unslung. Evemeeept Polly and Maladict had
something, produced with downcast eyes. A shifpetiicoat and, in most cases, a dimity
scarf, carried out of some sort of residual, unaxyalble need.



‘You obviously must've thought we’d take seriousrdae,’” said Blouse.
‘Can’t be too careful, thur,” said Igorina. Shergred at Polly.
‘Of course, | have rather short hair at present Blouse mused.

Polly thought of her ringlets, now lost and prolyablroked by Strappi. But desperation
spooled through her memory.

‘They looked like older women, mostly,” she saidayly. ‘They wore headscarves and
wimples. I'm sure Igori— sure Igor can make up stimmg, sir.’

‘We Igorth are very rethortheful, thur,” Igorinaragd. She pulled a black leather wallet
out of her jacket. ‘Ten minuteth with a needle riihat’th all | need.’

‘Oh, | can doold women wonderfully well,” said Blouse. With a spebdt made Lofty
jump, he suddenly thrust out both hands twiste@ Ikaws, contorted his face into an
expression of mad imbecility and screeched, ‘Olrydeze! My poor old feet! Things today
aren’t what they used to be! Lawks!

Behind him, Sergeant Jackrum put his head in hislfia
‘Amazing, sir,” said Maladict. ‘I've never seenransformation like it!

‘Perhaps just a wee bit less old, sir?’” Polly ssgee, although in truth Blouse had
reminded her of her Auntie Hattie two-thirds of thay through a glass of sherry.

‘You think so?’ said Blouse. ‘Oh, well, if you'really sure.’
‘And, er, if you do meet a guard, er, old women’tdasually try to, try to—’

‘—canoodle—" whispered Maladict, whose mind hachdle been hurtling down the same
horrible slope.

‘—canoodle with them,” Polly finished, blushing,cathen after a second’s thought added,
‘Unless she’s had a glass of sherry, anyway.’

‘And | do thuggetht you go and have a thhave, thut
‘Thhave?’ said Blouse.
‘Shave, sir,” said Polly. ‘I'll lay out the kit, si

‘Ooh, yes. Of course. Don’'t see many old women viagards, eh? Except my Auntie
Parthenope, as | recall. And . . . er... no®get a couple of balloons, have they?’

‘Er, why, sir?’ said Tonker.

‘A big bosom always gets a laugh,” said Blouse.létked round the row of faces. ‘Not a
good idea, perhaps? | got a huge round of applasisee Widow Trembler iTis Pity She’s
A Tree No?

‘| think Igor could sew something a bit more, exalistic, sir,’ said Polly.

‘Really? Oh, well, if you really think so . . .”isBBlouse dejectedly. ‘I'll just go and get
myself into character.’

He disappeared into the building’s only other rodtfier a few seconds, the rest of them
heard him reciting ‘Lawks, my poor feet!” in vargones of fingernail screech.

The squad went into a huddle.
‘What was allthat about?’ said Tonker.



‘He was talking about the theatre,” said Maladict.
‘What's that?’

‘An Abomination unto Nuggan, of course,’ said trempire. ‘It'd take too long to explain,
dear child. People pretending to be other peoptelta story in a huge room where the world
is a different place. Other people sitting and Wwaig them and eating chocolate. Very, very
abominable.’

‘I saw a Punch and Judy show in the town onced Sdiufti. ‘Then they dragged the man
away and it became an Abomination.’

‘I remember that,” said Polly. Crocodiles should be seen to eat figures of authority,
apparently, although until the puppet show no anéhe town knew what a crocodile was.
The bit where the clown had beaten his wife had atmstituted an Abomination, because
he’d used a stick thicker than the regulation o

The lieutenant won't last a minute, you know,’ Slagd.

‘Yes, but he won't lithten, will he?’ said Igorind’ll do my betht with my scissorth and
needle to make a woman of him, but—’

‘lgorina, when it’s you talking about this sorttbing some very strange pictures turn up in
my head,” said Maladict.

‘Sorry,” said Igorina
‘Can you pray for him, Wazzer?’ said Polly. ‘I tkimwe’re going to need a miracle here.’

Wazzer obediently closed her eyes and folded hedshéor a moment and then said shyly:
‘I'm afraid she says it will take more than a tuyKe

‘Wazz?' said Polly. ‘Do you really— Then she stagph with the bright little face
watching her.

‘Yes, | do,” said Wazzer. ‘I really talk to the Duess.’

‘Yeah, well, | used to, too,” snapped Tonker. ‘eddo beg her, once. That stupid face just
stared and did nothing. She nesesppedanything. All that stuff, all that stupid—" Therbi
stopped, too many words blocking her brain. ‘Anyyaity should she talk tgou?’

‘Because | listen,” said Wazzer quietly.
‘And what does she say?’

‘Sometimes she just cries.’
‘Shecries?’

‘Because there are so many things that people veaud,she can’t give them anything.’
Wazzer gave them all one of her smiles that lithgoroom. ‘But everything will be fine when
| am in the right place,” she said.

‘Well, that's all right, then—' Polly began, in th&loud of deep embarrassment that
Wazzer called up within her.

‘Yeah, right,” said Tonker. ‘But I'm not praying @nyone, okay? Ever again. | don't like
this, Wazz. You're a decent kid, but | don't likeetway you smile—' She stopped. ‘Oh, no . .

Polly stared at Wazzer. Her face was thin andradles, and the Duchess in the painting



had looked, well, like an overfed turbot, but ndwe smile, the actuamile. . .

‘I'm not putting up with that!” Tonker snarled. “Yostop that right now! | mean it! You're
giving me the creeps! Ozz, you stop her— him smilike that!

‘Just calm down, all of you—' Polly began.

‘Bleedin’ well shut up!” said Jackrum. ‘A man cariear himself chew. Look, you're all
edgy. That happens. And Wazzer here’s just gotteaoforeligion before the fight. That
happens, too. And what you do is, you save it plffar the enemy. Quieten down. That is
what we in the milit'ry call an order, okay?’

‘Perks?’ It was Blouse.
‘You'd better hurry,” said Maladict. ‘His corsetgirably wants lacing . . .’

In fact Blouse was sitting on what remained of aiich
‘Ah, Perks. A shave, please,’ he said.
‘Oh, I thought your hand was better, sir . . .

‘Er . . . yes.” Blouse looked awkward. ‘The probleRerks, is . . . | have never actually
shaved myself at all, to be honest. | had a maitot for me at school, and then of course in
the army | shared a batman with Blitherskite amg{h®se attempts | made on my own behalf
have been somewhat bloody. | never really thougbugit until | got to Plotz and, er . . .
suddenly it was embarrassing . . .’

‘Sorry about that, sir,” said Polly. It was a siyarold world.

‘Later on perhaps you could give me a few tips,0lle went on. ‘You keep yourself
beautifully shaven, | can’t help noticing. GeneFabc would be pleased. He's very anti-
whiskers, they say.’

‘If you like, sir,” said Polly. There was no getimut of it. She made a show of sharpening
the razor. Perhaps she could manage it with ofgyvasmall cuts . . .

‘Do you think I should have a reddened nose?’ Béadise.

‘Probably, sir,” said PollySarge knows about me, I'm sushe thoughtl know he does.
Why’s he keeping quiet?

‘Probably, Perks?’

‘What? Oh. No . . . why a red nose, sir?’ saidRapplying the lather with vigour.
‘It would look morepff amusing, perhaps.’

‘Not sure that’s the purpose of the exercise i, if you'd just, er, lie back, sir—’
‘There’s something you should know about young $esik.’

Polly actually yelped. Walking as silently as oalyergeant can, Jackrum had stolen into
the room.

‘pff Sergeant?’ said Blouse.
‘Perks doesn’'t know how to shave a man, sir,” daickrum. ‘Give me the razor, Perks.’
‘Doesn’t know how to shave?’ said Blouse.



‘Nosir. Perks lied to us, right, Perks?’
‘All right, sarge, no need to drag it out,” sighedlly. ‘Lieutenant, 'm—’

‘—under age,’ said Jackrum. ‘Right, Perks? Onlyrfeen, aren’t you?’ He looked at Polly
over the top of the lieutenant’s head, and winked.

‘Er ... ltold a lie to get enlisted, sir, yesdid Polly.

‘I don’t think a lad like that ought to be draggedo the keep, however game he is,” said
Jackrum. ‘And | don’t think he’s the only one. RigRerks?’

Oh, so that’s the game. Blackmaiplly thought.
‘Yes, sarge,’ she said wearily.
‘Can’t have a massacre of little lads, sir, now a@?’ said Jackrum.

‘| see yourpff point, sergeant,’” said the lieutenant, as Jaclganily drove the blade down
his cheek. ‘That is a tricky one.’

‘Best to call it a day, then?’ said Jackrum.

‘On the other hand, sergeant, | do know that péfuyourself joined up as a child,” said
Blouse. The blade stopped moving.

‘Well, it was all different in those—' Jackrum bega

‘You were five years old, apparently,” the lieutahaent on. ‘You see, when | heard that |
would be meeting you, a legend in the army, of sedrhad a look at our files so that | could,
perhaps, make a few timely jokes in presenting waith your honourable discharge. You
know, humorous little reminiscences about timesegby? Imagine how puzzled | was,
therefore, to find that you appear to have beewidgactual wages for, well, it was a little
hard to be certain, but possibly as much as sietys’

Polly had put a keen edge on the razor. It resgainat the lieutenant’s cheek. Polly
thought about the murder - oh, all right, the &ijiof an escaping prisoner - in the wotd.
won't be the first officer I've killed . . .

‘Probably one of them clerical errors, sir,” saatkrum coldly. In the gloomy room, with
moss now colonizing the walls, the sergeant loorasgk.

An owl, perched on the chimney, gave a screeathbed down into the room.

‘In fact no, sergeant,” said Blouse, apparentlyivablis of the razor. “Your package,
sergeant, had been tampered with. On numerousionsa®©nce, even by General Froc. He
deducted ten years from your age and signed thagehaAnd he wasn’t the only one.
Frankly, sergeant, I'm forced to only one concluasio

‘And what's that, sir?’ The razor halted again]l gtressed against Blouse’s neck. The
silence seemed to last for some time, sharp andndoait.

‘That there was some other man called Jackrumg Bluse slowly, ‘whose records have
. .. got mixed up with yours and . . . every agemno sort it out by officers who were, er, not
entirely at home with figures only made it more fusing.’

The razor started to move again, with silky smoes#isn ‘I think you’ve put your finger
right on it, sir,” said Jackrum.

‘I am going to write an explanatory note and adtbithe packet,” Blouse went on. ‘It



seems to me the sensible thing to do would beky@as here and now how old you are. How
old are you, sergeant?’

‘Forty-three, sir,’ said Jackrum instantly. Pollpoked up, expecting the generic
thunderclap that ought to accompany such a unisesel untruth.

‘Are you sure?’ said Blouse.
‘Forty-five, sir. The hardships of a soldier’s Iéadow up onna face, sir.’
‘Even so—'

‘Ah, | recall a couple of extra birthdays what haiggped my memory, sir. I'm forty-seven,
sir.” Still no rumble of celestial disapproval, Bohoticed.

‘Er ... yes. Very well. After all, you should kwpeh, sergeant? | shall amend it.’
‘Thank you, sir.’
‘Just like General Froc did. And Major Galosh. Addlonel Legin, sergeant.’

‘Yessir. Clerical error has followed me around thié days of my life, sir. I've been a
martyr to it.” Jackrum stood back. ‘There we ane, Bace as smooth as a baby’'s bum.
Smooth is how things should be, eh, sir? I've akv#ged things smooth.’

They watched Lieutenant Blouse walk down through ttiees to the path. They watched
him join the erratic, straggling line of women dreir way to the door. They listened for
screams, and heard none.

‘D-doesanywoman sway that much?’ said Wazzer, peering thrdhg bushes.

‘Not legally, I think,” said Polly, scanning the ég with the lieutenant’s telescope. ‘Well,
we’ll just have to wait for some sort of signalttha’s okay.’

Somewhere overhead, a buzzard screamed.

‘No, they’ll have got him the moment he walked tigh the door,” said Maladict. ‘Bet on
it.’
They left Jade on watch. With her paint scrapedatfoll could settle into rocky scenery

so well that no one was likely to notice her beftrey walked into her, and by the time
they'd walked into her it was too late.

They made their way back through the woods, and &awbst reached the ruined
farmhouse wheit happened.

‘You are holding up well, Mal,” said Polly. ‘Mayltbose acorns did the trick? You haven't
mentioned coffee at all—’

Maladict stopped, and turned slowly. To Polly’s ooy his face was suddenly shiny with
sweat. ‘You had to bring it up, didn’t you?’ he g&ioarsely. ‘Oh, please, no! | was holding
on so tight! | was doing so well’" He fell forwarBut managed to get on to his hands and
knees. Then he raised his head, and his eyes vieneng red. ‘Fetch . . . Igorina,” he
muttered, gasping. ‘I know she’s ready for this'. .

... whopwhopwhop . . .

Wazzer was praying furiously. Maladict tried torstaup again, fell back on to his knees,
and raised his arms imploringly to the sky.



‘Get out of here while you can,” he mumbled, astb&th visibly lengthened. ‘I'll—’

There was a shadow, a sense of movement, and mhgireaslumped forward, stunned by
an eight-ounce sack of coffee beans that had dcbppeof a clear sky.

Polly arrived at the farmhouse carrying Maladict loer shoulder. She made him as
comfortable as possible on some ancient strawtl@dquad consulted.

‘Do you think we ought to try to take the sack ofihis mouth?’ said Shufti nervously.
‘| tried, but he fights,” said Polly.
‘But he’s unconscious!

‘He still won't let go of it! He'ssuckingit. I'd swear he was out cold, but he just sort of
reached out and grabbed it and bit! It droppeddbatclear sky!

Tonker stared at Wazzer. ‘The Duchess does roonceéi she said.
‘No! She says she d-didn't

‘You get freak rainth of fish,” said Igorina, kne®wl down by Maladict. ‘I suppose it's
possible that a whirlwind tore through a coffeenpddion, and then possibly a lightning
discharge in the upper ether—’

‘At what point did it blow through a factory makirgmall coffee sacks?’ said Tonker.
‘Ones with a jolly turbaned man printed on themapptly saying “Klatchian Rare Roasted!
When a Pickaxe is Not Enough!™

‘Well, if you're going to put it like that, it doetheem a little far-fetched . . .” Igorina stood
up, adding, ‘I think he’ll be fine when he wakes ®ossibly a little talkative, though.’

‘Okay, lads, get some rest,” said Jackrum, commdliet's give the rupert a couple of
hours to muck things up, and then we can nip arabhadvalley and slip down and join the
rest of the army. Good grub and proper blanketdgep on, hey? That's the ticket!

‘We don’t know he’s going to mess up, sarge,” s2adly.

‘Oh, yeah, right, maybe he’ll have married the camnaer of the garrison by now, eh?
Stranger things have happened, although | can’engloer when. Perks and Manickle, you're
on watch. The rest of you, get some shut-eye.’

A Zlobenian patrol went past in the distance. Palgtched it out of sight. It was turning
into a fine day, warm with a bit of wind. Good drgi weather. A good day to be a
washerwoman. And maybe Blouse would succeed. Majliee guards were blind.

‘Pol?’ Shufti whispered.

‘Yes, Shuf . .. Look, what was your name backha world?’

‘Betty. It's Betty. Er . . . most of the Ins-and-Buare in the keep, right?’

‘Apparently.’

‘So that's where I'm most likely to find my fiancges?’

We've talked about that, Polly thought. ‘Could be.’

‘Might be quite hard if there’s a lot of men . .said Betty, a woman with something on



her mind.

‘Well, if we get as far as the prisoners and ask aroundltheyoound to know his name.
What is it?’

‘Johnny,” whispered Betty.

‘Just Johnny?’ said Polly.

‘Er...yes...
Ah, Polly thought. I think | know how this goes.. .

‘He’s got fair hair and blue eyes, and | think lealfone gold earring, and . . . and a funny-
shaped . . . what d'you call it? Oh, yes . . . sbtarbuncle on his, his . . . bottom.’

‘Right. Right.’
‘Um ... now | come to tell someone, it doesntisd very helpful, | suppose.’

Not unless we’re in a position to have a very ualigientity parade, Polly thought, and |
can’t imagine what position that would be.

‘Not as such,’ she said.
‘He said everyone in the regiment knows him,” Betnt on.
‘Right? Oh, good,” said Polly. ‘All we need to doask.’

‘And, er, we were going to break a sixpence in,hglu know, like they do, so that if he
had to be away for years we’'d be sure we’d gotritjet person ‘cos the two halves would
match . ..

‘Oh, that would be a bit of a help, | expect.’

‘Well, yes, except, well, | gave him the sixpenaad he said he’'d get the blacksmith to
break it in his vice, and he went off and, er, ihkhhe got called away . . . Betty’s voice!
trailed off.

Well, that was about what | expected, Polly thought

‘| expect you think I'm a silly girl,” mumbled Battafter a while.

‘A foolish woman, perhaps,’ said Polly, turningwatch the landscape intently.
‘It was, you know a whirlwind romance . . .’

‘Sounds more like a hurricane to me,” said Polhyd 8etty grinned.

‘Yes, it was a bit like that,” she said.

Polly matched smile for smile. ‘Betty, it's daft talk about silly and foolish at a time like
this,” she said. ‘Where are we going to look foseom? To a god who hates jigsaws and the
colour blue? A fossil government led by a pictufe? army that thinks stubbornness is the
same as courage? Compared to all thayaallvegot wrong is timing!’

‘I don’t want to end up in the school, though, cs&ietty. ‘They took away a girl from our
village and she was kicking and screaming—"’

‘Then fight them!” said Polly. “You've got a swomtbw, haven't you? Fight back!” She
saw the look of horror on Betty’s face, and remematdeghat this wasn’'t Tonker she was
talking to. ‘Look, if we get out of this alive wé'talk to the colonel. He might be able to
help.” After all, perhaps your boy really was cdll@&ohnny, she thought, perhaps he really was



called away suddenly. Hope is a wonderful thinge 8lent on: ‘If we get out of this there’s
going to be no school and no beatings. Not for goany of us. Not if we’ve got brains. Not
if we're smart.’

Betty was almost in tears, but she managed ansthéde. ‘And Wazzer’s talking to the
Duchess, too. She’ll fix things!’

Polly stared out at the bright, unchanging landscamnpty except for a buzzard making
wide circles in the forbidden blue. I'm not sureoabthat,” she said. ‘Butomeonaup there
likes us.’ .

Twilight was brief at this time of year. There hHagken no sign from Blouse.

‘I watched until | couldn’t see,’” said Jade, asytlsat and watched Shufti make stew.
‘Some of der women dat came out was ones | saw godtis mornin’, too.’

‘Are you sure?’ said Jackrum.

‘We might be fick, sarge,” said Jade, looking htbstit trolls have great . . . er . . . vis-you-
all ack-you-it-tee. More women was going in disr@ng too.’

‘Night shift,” said Tonker.

‘Oh well, he tried,” said Jackrum. ‘With any luclke’s in a nice warm cell and they've
found him a pair of long pants. Get your kit togethads. We’'ll creep around and into our
lines and you’ll be snug in bed by midnight.’

Polly remembered what she’d said, hours ago, diighting. You had to start somewhere.
‘I want to try the keep again,’ she said.

‘You do, Perks, do you?’ said Jackrum, with modieiiast.
‘My brother’s in there.’

‘Nice safe place for him, then.’

‘He might be injured. | vote for the keep.’

‘Vote?’ said Jackrum. ‘My word, that's a new onetMg in the army? Who wants to get
killed, lads, let's have a show of hands? Knoakffit Perks.’

‘I'm going to try it, sarge’’
‘You are not!’

‘Try and stop me!'The words came out before she could stop them. thats it, she
thought, the shout heard round the world. No gbiack aftetthis. I've run off the edge of the
cliff and it’s all downhill from here.

Jackrum’s expression stayed blank for a secondvor &nd then he said, ‘Anyone else
votingfor the keep?’

Polly looked at Shufti, who blushed.

But: ‘We are,’ said Tonker. Beside her, Lofty skkuec match, and held it so that it flared.
That was pretty much a speech from Lofty.

‘Why, pray?’ said Jackrum.
‘We don’'t want to sit around in a swamp,’ said TenKAnd we don't like being ordered



around.’
‘Should have thought of that before you joined amya lad”’
‘We aren'’t lads, sarge.’
‘You are if | says you are!’

Well, it's not as though | wasn’t expecting it, Ralhought. I've played this out enough
times in my head. Here goes . « « ‘All right, safrghe said. ‘It's time to have it out, here and
now.’

‘000, er,’ said Jackrum theatrically, fishing hisreaved-up paper of tobacco out of his
pocket.

‘What?’

Jackrum sat down on the remains of a wall. ‘Jugcting a little sauciness into the
conversation,” he said. ‘Carry on, Perks. Have ygay. | thought it'd come to this.’

‘You know I'm a woman, sarge,’ said Polly.
‘Yup. | wouldn’t trust you to shave cheese.’

The squad stared. Jackrum opened his big knifeexiathined the chewing tobacco as
though it was the most interesting thing present.

‘So...er...what are you going to do abt®itsaid Polly, feeling derailed.
‘Dunno. Can't do anything, can I? You were borrelik’

‘You didn't tell Blouse!’ said Polly.

‘Nope.’

Polly wanted to knock the wretched tobacco outhefdergeant’s hand. Now that she had
got over the surprise, there was sometloffgnsiveabout this lack of reaction. It was like
someone opening a door just before your batteramg hit it; suddenly you were running
through the building and not certain how to stop.

‘Well, we're all women, sarge,” said Tonker. ‘How about that?’
Jackrum sawed at the tobacco.

‘S0?’ he said, still paying attention to the jobhiand.

‘What?’ said Polly.

‘Think no one else ever tried it? Think you're thiely ones? Think your ol’ sarge is deaf,
blind and stupid? You could fool one another angbae can fool a rupert, but you can’t fool
Jackrum. Weren't sure about Maladict and still aibecause with a vampire, who knows?
And not sure about you, Carborundum, because withllawho cares? No offence.’

‘None taken,” rumbled Jade. She caught Polly’saye shrugged.

‘Not so good at reading the signs, not knowing maals,” said the sergeant. ‘I haau
down pat in the first minute, Ozz. Something in #ees, | reckon. Like . . . you were
watching to see how good you were.’

Ohhell, Polly thought. ‘Er . . . do | have a pair of seddelonging to you?’
‘Yep. Well washed, | might add.’



‘You'll have them back right now! said Polly, graimg for her belt.

‘In your own time, Perks, in your own time, no rusaid Jackrum, raising a hand. ‘Well
washed, please.’

‘Why, sarge?’ said Tonker. ‘Why didn’t you give us a®a§ou could’ve given us away
any time!’

Jackrum slewed his wad from cheek to cheek anctlsaving for a while, staring at
nothing.

‘No, you ain't the first,” he said. ‘I've seen aeMostly by themselves, always frightened
... and mostly they didn’t last long. But onetwp of them were bonny soldiers, very bonny
soldiers indeed. So | looked at you lot and | thdug myself, well now, | thought, | wonder
how they’ll do when they find out they’re not alé&ou know about lions?’ They nodded.
‘Well, the lion is a big ol' coward, mostly. If yowant trouble, you want to tangle with the
lioness. They're killers, and they hunt togethé¢s the same everywhere. If you want big
grief, look to the ladies. Even with insects, rigjfithere’s a kind of beetle whesbebiteshis
head off right while he’s exercisin’ his conjugadsd that's what | call serious grief. On the
other hand, from what | heard he carries on regasllso maybe it's not the same for beetles.’

He looked around at their blank expressions. ‘Ne@’said. ‘Well, maybe | thought, a
whole bunch of girls all at once, that's . . . sgja. Maybe there’s a reason.” Polly saw him
glance briefly at Wazzer. ‘Anyway, | wasn't goit® shame you all in front of a little toad like
Strappi, and then there was all that businessotzPand then, well, we was gallopin’, as it
were, caught up in things with no time to get oféu did well, lads. Very well. Shaped up
like good ‘uns.’

‘I'm going into the keep,’ said Polly.

‘Oh, don’t worry about the rupert,” said Jackrufrobably he’s enjoying a nice bowl of
scubbo right now. He went to a school for youngtigemen, so prison will be just like old
times.’

‘We’'re still going, sarge. Sorry,” said Polly.

‘Oh, don’t saysorry, Perks, you were doing well up ‘til then,” saictkiaum bitterly.
Shufti stood up. ‘I'm going too,’ she said. ‘I tikiimy . . . fiance is in there.’

‘I have to go,” said Wazzer. ‘The Duchess guidessteps.’

‘I'll go, then,” said lgorina. ‘I'm probably gointp be needed.’

‘I shouldn’t fink | could get by as a washerwomamymbled Jade. ‘I'll stay here and watch
over Mal. Hah, if he’s still after blood when hekea up he’s gonna have blunt teeth!”

They looked at one another in silence, embarrasgedefiant. Then there was the sound
of someone clapping, slowly.

‘Oh, very nice,” said Jackrum. ‘A band of brothezh? Sorry . . . sisters. Oh dear, oh dear.
Look, Blouse was a fool. It was prob’ly all themdbs. He read all that stuff about it being a
noble thing to die for your country, | expect. Isvaever that keen on readin’, bulkriowthe
job is making some other poor devil die for his.’

He slewed his black tobacco from side to side.dhted you to be safe, lads. Down in the
press of men, | reckoned | could get you througk tho matter how many friends the Prince
has sent after you. | look at you lads, and | thiyjdu poor boys, you don’t know nothin’



about war. What you goin’ to do? Tonker, you arerack shot, but after one shot who's
backing you up while you reload? Perks, you knawck or two, but the blokes in the castle
will maybe know a trick or five. You're a good cqd&hufti; too bad it's going to be too hot
in there. Will the Duchess turn aside arrows, WeZze

‘Yes. She will’

‘I hope you are right, my lad,” said Jackrum, gtyitme girl a long slow look. ‘Pers’nally,
I've found religion in battle is as much use ashaablate helmet. You'll need more than a
prayer if Prince Heinrich catches you, | might add.

‘We’re going to try it, sarge,’ said Polly. ‘Thesehothing for us in the army.’
‘Will you come with us, sarge?’ said Shufti.

‘No, lad. Me as a washerwoman? | doubt it. Don&#rseto have a skirt anywhere about
me, for a start. Er . . . just one thing, lads. H@ you going to get in?’

‘In the morning. When we see the women going inrggsaid Polly.
‘Got it all planned, general? And you'll be dressesdvomen?’
‘Er ... wearewomen, sarge,’ said Polly.

‘Yes, lad. Technical detail. But you kitted out thegpert with all your little knick-knacks,
didn’t you? What're you going to do, tell the gusirgbu opened the wrong cupboard in the
dark?’

Another embarrassed silence descended. Jackrumdsigthis ain’'t proper war,’ he said.
‘Still, 1 said I'd look after you. You are my ligtllads, | said.” His eyes gleamed. ‘And you still
are, even if the world’s turned upside down. Lis§ have to hope, Miss Perks, that you picked
up a few tricks from ol’ sarge, although | reckosuycan think of a few of your own. And
now I'd better get you kitted up, right?’

‘Perhaps we could sneak in and steal something thenvillages where the servants come
from?’ said Tonker.

‘From a bunch of poor women?’ said Polly, her hearking. ‘Anyway, there’d be soldiers
everywhere.’

‘Well, how do we get women'’s clothes on a battlelfté said Lofty.

Jackrum laughed, stood up, stuck his thumbs itbélisand grinned. ‘told you, lads, you
don’t knownuffin’ about war!” he said.

.. and one of the things they hadn’t known wa ithhas edges.

Polly wasn’t certain what she’d expected. Men andsés, obviously. In her mind’s eye
they were engaged in mortal combat, but you cotllgn’ on doing that all day. So there
would be tents. And that was about as far as thel'siieye had seen. It hadn’t seen that an
army on campaign is a sort of large, portable cityhas only one employer, and it
manufactures dead people, but like all citiestitaats . . . citizens. What was unnerving was
the sound of babies crying, off in the rows of sef@he hadn’t expected that. Or the mud. Or
thecrowds Everywhere there were fires, and the smell oksap This was a siege, after all.
People had settled in.

Getting down on to the plain in the dark had beasyeThere was only Polly and Shufti



trailing after the sergeant, who'd said that morauld be too many and in any case would
show up. There were patrols, but their edge had dedled by sheer repetitiveness. Besides,
the allies weren't expecting anyone to make mutdrieto get into the valley, at least in small
groups. And men in the dark make a noise, far moise than a woman. They'd located a
Borogravian sentry in the gloom by the noise of tiying to suck a morsel of dinner out of
his teeth. But another one had located them wheywlere a stone’s throw from the tents. He
was young, so he was still keen.

‘Halt! Who goes there? Friend or foe!” The lightoin a cooking-fire glinted off a
crossbow.

‘See?’ whispered Jackrum. ‘This is where your umifas your friend. Aren’t you glad you
kept it?’

He swaggered forward, and spat tobacco betweegdineg sentry’s boots. ‘My name’s
Jackrum,” he said. ‘That’'s Sergeant Jackrum. AgHerother bit . . youchoose.’

‘Sergeant Jackrum?’ said the boy, his mouth stagpen.

‘Yes, lad.’

‘What, the one who killed sixteen men at the Batfi@op?’

‘There was only ten of ‘em, but good lad for knowtri

‘The Jackrum who carried General Froc through fEemtmiles of enemy territory?’
‘That'’s right.’

Polly saw teeth in the gloom as the sentry grinfidg.dad told me he fought with you at
Blunderberg!

‘Ah, that was a hot battle, that was!” said Jackrum

‘No, he meant in the pub afterwards. He pinched ybiink and you smacked him in the
mouth and he kicked you in the nadgers and youihitin the guts and he blacked your eye
and then you hit him with a table and when he camnad his mates stood him beer for the
evening for managing to lay nearly three punchesSergeant Jackrum. He tells the story
every year, when it's the anniversary and he’s preminiscing.’

Jackrum thought for a moment, and then jabbedgefiat the young man. ‘Joe Hubukurk,
right?’ he said.

The smile broadened to the point where the topn@fybung man’s head was in danger of
falling off. ‘He’ll be smirking all day when I telhim you remember him, sarge! He says that
where you piss grass don’t grow!

‘Well, what can a modest man say to that, eh?’ 3aakrum.

Then the young man frowned. ‘Funny, though, he ghdyou were dead, sarge,’ he said.
‘Tell him I bet him a shilling I'm not,” said Jadkm. ‘And your name, lad?’

‘Lart, sarge. Lart Hubukurk.’

‘Glad you joined, are you?’

‘Yes, sarge,’ said Lart loyally.

‘We’re just having a stroll, lad. Tell your daddked after him.’

‘I will, sarge! The boy stood to attention likeose-man guard of honour. ‘This is a proud



moment for me, sarge’’
‘Doeseveryone&know you, sarge?’ whispered Polly, as they walkedy.

‘Aye, pretty much. On our side, anyway. I'll make sold as to declare that most of the
enemy that meets me don’t know any hing much atiests:’

‘I never thought it was going to be like this! kel Shulfti.
‘Like what?’ said Jackrum.
‘There’s women and children! Shops! | can smelbldrbaking! It's like a . . . a city.’

‘Yeah, but what we're after isn’t going to be inetimain streets. Follow me, lads.’
Sergeant Jackrum, suddenly furtive, ducked betweenbig heaps of boxes and emerged
beside a smithy, its forge glowing in the dusk.

Here the tents were open-sided. Armourers and segdddiorked by lantern-light, shadows
flickering across the mud. Polly and Shufti hadstep out of the way of a mule train, each
animal carrying two casks on its back; the mulevedoaside for JackrunMaybe he’s met
them before, tothought Polly,maybe he really does know everyone.

The sergeant walked like a man with the deeds ¢owbrld. He acknowledged other
sergeants with a nod, lazily saluted the few officthere were around here, and ignored
everybody else.

‘You been here before, sarge?’ said Shufti.
‘No, lad.’
‘But you know where you’re going?’

‘Correct. | ain’t beenhere but | know battlefields, especially when everysnkad a
chance to dig in.” Jackrum sniffed the air. ‘Alghri. That's the stuff. Just you two wait here.’

He disappeared between two stacks of lumber. Tlaydha distant muttering and, after a
moment or two, he reappeared holding a small bottle

Polly grinned. ‘Is that rum, sarge?’

‘Well done, my little bar steward. And wouldn’the nice if it was rum, upon my word. Or
whisky or gin or brandy. But this don’t have norfetmse fancy names. This is the genuine
stingo, this is. Pure hangman.’

‘Hangman?’ said Shulfti.
‘One drop and you’re dead,’ said Polly. Jackrumnbed, as a master to a keen pupil.

‘That'’s right, Shufti. It's rotgut. Wheresoever mare gathered together, someone will find
something to ferment in a rubber boot, distil incdah kettle and flog to his mates. Made from
rats, by the smell of it. Ferments well, does yagrage rat. Fancy a taste?’

Shufti shied away from the proffered bottle. Thegsant laughed. ‘Good lad. Stick to
beer,’ he said.

‘Don’t the officers stop it?’ said Polly.

‘Officers? What do they know about anything?’ sdatkrum. ‘An’ | bought this off of a
sergeant, too. Anyone watching us?’

Polly peered into the gloom. ‘No, sarge.’



Jackrum poured some of the liquid into one pudgydhend splashed it on to his face. ‘Ye-
ouch,” he hissed. ‘Stings like the blazes. And rowkill the tooth worms. Got to do the job
properly.” He took a quick sip from the bottle, spaout, and shoved the cork back in.
‘Muck,” he said. ‘Okay, let’'s go.’

‘Where are we going, sarge?’ said Shufti. “You tahus now, can’'t you?’

‘A quiet little place where our needs will be metaid Jackrum. ‘It'll be around here
somewhere.’

‘You don’t half smell of drink, sarge,” said ShuftWill they let you in if you smell
drunk?’

‘Yes, Shufti, lad, they will,” said Jackrum, setfioff again. ‘The reason being, my pockets
jingle and | smell of booze. Everyone likes a rétiank. Ah . . . down this little valley here,
that'll be our . . . yeah, | was right. This is thkace. Tucked awayelicatelike. See any
clothes hanging out to dry, boys?’

There were a few washing lines strung behind thedoaen or so drab tents in this side
valley, which was little more than a wash gouged loy winter rains. If there had been
anything on them it had been taken in against ga¥ydew.

‘Shame,’ said Jackrum. ‘Okay, so we’ll have to tiohie hard way. Remember: just act
natural and listen to what | say.’

‘I'm sh-shaking, sarge.’Shufti muttered.

‘Good, good, very natural,” said Jackrum. ‘Thi®ig place, | think. Nice and quiet, no one
watching us, nice little path up there to the téphe wash . . .” He stopped at a, very large
tent and tapped on the board outside with his sesasfick.

‘The SoLid DoVes,’ Polly read.

‘Yeah, well, these ladies weren't hired for thgdeling,” said Jackrum, pushing open the
flap of the tent of ill repute.

Inside was a stuffy little area, a sort of canvaieehamber. A lady, lumpy and crowlike in
a black bombazine dress, rose from a chair and thevé&io the most calculating look Polly
had ever met. It finished off by putting a pricetwr boots.

The sergeant doffed his cap and in a jovial, rotuoite that peed brandy and crapped
plum pudding said, ‘Good evening, madarml Serg&amnith’s the name, yes indeed! An’ me
and my bold lads here have been so fortunate asquaire the spoils of war, if you catch my
drift, and nothing would do for it but they wereeiouring,clamouringto go to the nearest
house of good repute for to have a man made of ‘em!

Little beady eyes skewered Polly again. Shuftiseglowing like signal beacons, was
staring fixedly at the ground.

‘Looks like that'd be a job and a half,” said thewan shortly.

‘You never spoke a truer word, madarm! beamed dack ‘Two of your fair flowers
apiece should do it, | reckon.” There was a clisk staggering slightly, Jackrum put several
gold coins on the rickety little table.

Something about the gleam of them thawed thingsntb The woman’s face cracked into
a smile as glutinous as slug gravy.

‘Well now, we are always honoured to entertain ltleeand-Outs, sergeant,” she said. ‘If



you . . . gentlemen would like to step throughhie, ter, inner sanctum?’

Polly heard a very faint sound behind her, andedrishe hadn’'t noticed the man sitting
on a chair just inside the door. He had to be a,rbanause trolls weren’t pink; he made
Eyebrow back in Plin look like some kind of weed Wore leather, which was what she’d
heard creaking, and he had his eyes just sliglggnoWhen he saw her looking at him, he
winked. It wasn’t a friendly wink.

There are times when a plan suddenly isn’t goinggddk. When you're in the middle of it
is not the time to find this out.

‘Er, sarge,’ she said. The sergeant turned, savirtietic grimace, and appeared to spot the
guard for the first time.

‘Oh dear, where’s my manners?’ he said, lurching back amdbling in his pocket. He
came up with a gold coin which he folded in theoasthed man’s hand. Then he turned
round, tapping the side of his nose with an expoessf idiol knowingness.

‘A word of advice, lads,’” he said. ‘Always give theard a tip.
He keeps the riff-riff-raff out, very important. ¥feimportant man.’

He stumbled back to the lady in black, and beldmagkly. ‘And now, madarm, if we can
meet these visions of loveliness you are hidingeuatigis here bushel?’ he said.

It depended, Polly thought a few seconds latehh@n and when and after drinking how
much of what whether you had those visions. Sheviailgout these places. Serving behind a
bar can really broaden your education. There weramaber of ladies back home who were,
as her mother put it, ‘no better than they showd &nd at twelve years old Polly had got a
slap for asking how good they should have beem.tfitiey were an Abomination unto
Nuggan, but men have always found space in thiggior for a little sinning here and there.

The word to describe the four ladies seated irrdloen beyond, if you wanted to be kind,
was ‘tired’. If you didn’t want to be kind a whotange of words were just hanging in the air.

They looked up without much interest.

‘This is Faith, Prudence, Grace and Comfort,” gl lady of the house. ‘The night shift
has not yet come on, I'm afraid.’

‘I'm sure these beauties will be a great educatayrmy roaring boys,’ said the sergeant.
‘But . .. may | be so bold as to enquire aboutrytame, maarm?’

‘I'm Mrs Smother, sergeant.’
‘And do you have a first name, may | ask?’
‘Dolores,’ said Mrs Smother, ‘to my . . . speciaéhds.’

‘Well now, Dolores,” said Jackrum, and there wasthar jingle of coins in his pocket, ‘I
will come right out with it and be frank, becausean see you are a woman of the world.
These frail blossoms are all very well in their wéyr | know the fashion these days is for
ladies with less meat on ‘em than a butcher’s pebhat a gentleman such as me, who has
been around the world and seen a thing or two, \wellearns the value of . . . maturity.” He
sighed. ‘Not to mention Hope and Patience.” Thenggingled again. ‘Perhaps you and |
might retire to some suitable boodwah, e and discuss the matter over a cordial or
two?’

Mrs Smother looked from the sergeant to the ‘laginced back in the anteroom, and



looked back at Jackrum with her head on one sideaghin, calculating smile on her lips.

‘Ye-es,” she said. ‘You're a fine figure of a me®ergeant Smith. Let us take a load off
your . . . pockets, shall we?’

She joined arm-in-arm with the sergeant, who winkeduishly at Polly and Shufti.
‘We're well set, then, lads!” he chuckled. ‘Nowgsjuso’s you don't get carried away, when
it's time to go I'll blow my whistle and you bettéinish what you’re doin’, haha, and meet
me sharpish. Duty calls! Remember the fine tradited the Ins-and Outs!” Giggling and
almost tripping up, he left the room on the arnthef proprietress.

Shufti sidled hurriedly up to Polly and whisperéd:sarge all right, Ozzer?’
‘He’s just had a bit too much to drink,” said Pdibudly, as all four of the girls stood up.

‘But he— Shufti got a nudge in the ribs before sloaild say any more. One of the girls
carefully laid down her knitting, took Polly’s arrflashed her finely crafted expression of
interest and said, ‘You're a well-set-up young maren’'t you . . . what’s your namer dear?
I'm Grade.’

‘Oliver,” said Polly. And what the hell is the fingadition of the Ins-and-Outs?
‘Ever seen a woman with no clothes on before, @kvE&he girls giggled.

Polly’s brow wrinkled as, just for a moment, sheswaught unawares. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of
course.’

‘000, it looks like we’ve got ourselves a regulasrDJoo-ann, girls,’” said Gracie, stepping
back. ‘We may have to send out for reinforcemewsly don’t you an’ me and Prudence go
off to a little nook | know, and your little friendill be the guest of Faith and Comfort.
Comfort’s very good with young men, ain’t you, Camrif”’

Sergeant Jackrum had been wrong in his descrigifotine girls. Three of them were
indeed several meals short of a healthy weight,wh&n Comfort got up out of her large
armchair you realized that it had, in fact, beenega small armchair and had mostly been
Comfort. For a large woman she had a small faceld in a piggy-eyed scowl. There was a
death’s head tattoo on one arm.

‘He’s young,’ said Gracie. ‘He’ll heal. Come alorigpn Joo-ann . . .’

In a way, Polly was relieved. She didn’t take te tirls. Oh, the profession could bring
anyone down, but she’d got to know some of her tewadies of uneasy virtue and they had
an edge she couldn’t find here.

‘Why do you work here?’ she said, as they entersdhaller, canvas-walled room. There
was a rickety bed taking up most of the space.

‘You know, you look a bit too young to be that soircustomer,’” said Gracie.
‘What sort?’ said Polly.

‘Oh, a holy joe,” said Gracie. * “What's a girl Ekyou doing in a place like this?” and all
that stuff. Feel sorry for us, do you? At leassdmeone cuts up rough we've got Garry
outside and after he’s finished with the blokedbknel gets told and the bastard gets bunged
in clink.’

‘Yeah,” said Prudence. ‘From what we hear we're siadest ladies within twenty-five
miles. Old Smother’s not too bad. We get moneydepkand we get fed and she don’t beat
us, which is more than can be said for husbandbkyan can’t wander around loose, now, can



you?’

Jackrum put up with Blouse because you've got teetan officer, Polly thought. If you
don’t have an officer, some other officer’ll takewover. And a woman by herself as missing
a man, while a man by himself is his own masteous$ers. That's the secret. Trousers and a
pair of socks. | never dreamed it was like thist &u trousers and the world changes. We
walk different. We act different. |1 see these gialsd | think: idiots! Get yourself some
trousers!

‘Can you please get your clothes off?” she saithink we’'d better hurry.’

‘One of the Ins-and-Outs, this one,’ said Gradippsng her dress off her shoulders. ‘Keep
an eye on your cheeses, Pru!

‘Er . . . why does that mean we’re in the Ins-andg®’ said Polly. She made a show of
unbuttoning her jacket, wishing that she believednyone there to pray to so that she could
pray for the whistle.

‘That’s ‘cos you lads always have your eye on bess; said Gracie.
And maybe there was someone listening, at thatwitstle blew.

Polly grabbed the dresses and ran out, obliviousefyells behind her. She collided with
Shufti outside, tripped over the groaning form @ry, saw Sergeant Jackrum holding the
tent flap open, and bulleted into the night.

‘This way!" the sergeant hissed, grabbing her by ¢bllar before she’d gone a few feet
and swinging her round. “You too, Shufti! Move!’

He ran up the side of the wash like a child’s balldeing blown by the wind, leaving
them to scramble after him. His arms were full lotling, which snagged and danced behind
him. Up above was knee-deep scrub, treacherouseiglboom. They tripped and staggered
across it until they reached heavier growth, wheoauthe sergeant got hold of both of them
and pushed them into the bushes. The shouts agansswere fainter now.

‘Now we’ll just keep quiet, like,” he whispered.h€re’s patrols about.’
‘They’ll be bound to find us,’ Polly hissed, whi&hufti wheezed.

‘No, they won't,” said Jackrum. ‘First, they’ll aie running towards the shoutin’, because
that’'s natur— there they go . . .” Polly heard msheuts in the distance. ‘And bloody fools
they are, too. They're supposed to be guardingptiraneter, and they’re running towards
trouble in the camp. And they’re running straighwards lamplight, so there goes their night
eyes! If | was their sergeant they’d be due a fiz€&émon.” He stood up, and hauled Shufti to
her feet. ‘Feeling all right, lad?’

‘It w-was horrible, sarge! One of them put her handon . . . on my socks!

‘Something that doesn’t often happen, I'll bet angn,” said Jackrum. ‘But you did a good
job. Now, we’ll walk nice and quiet, and no morkkitag ‘til | say, okay?’

They plodded on for ten minutes, skirting the caifipey heard several patrols, and saw a
couple of others on the hilltops as the moon rbeejt dawned on Polly that, loud though the
shouting had been, it was only part of the hugehvedrk of sound that rose from the camp.
The patrols this far away probably hadn’t heardritat least were commanded by the kinds of
soldiers who didn’'t want to get put on a fizzer.

In the dark, she heard Jackrum take a deep brédthay, that's far enough. Not a bad job



of work, lads. You're real Ins-and-Outs now!
‘That guard was out cold,” said Polly. ‘Did you him?’

‘Y'see, I'm fat,” said Jackrum. ‘People don’t thirlat men can fight. They think fat men
are funny. They think wrong. Gave ‘im a chop to wWiadpipe.’

‘Sarge!’ said Shulfti, horrified.
‘What? What? He was coming at me with his clubidskckrum.
‘Why was he doing that, sarge?’ said Polly.

‘Ooh, you cunning soldier, you,” said Jackrum. ‘Ailjht, |1 grant you that I'd just given
madarm the ol’ quietus, but to be fair | know wisameone’s just handed me a bleedin’ drink
full o’ sleepy drops.’

‘You hit awoman sarge?’ said Polly.

‘Yeah, and maybe when she wakes up in her corbetd decide that next time a poor ol’
drunk fat man wanders in it mightn’t be such a gadeh to try to roll him for his wad,’
growled Jackrum. ‘I'd be in a ditch wi'out my drasgeon and a damned great headache if
she’d had her way, and if you two was daft enougledmplain to an officer she’d swear
black was blue that | didn’t have a penny on me wheame in and was drunk and
disorderly. And the colonel wouldn’t care a figp&he’d reckon a sergeant daft enough to get
caught like that had it coming to himkhow you see. | look after my lads.” There was a clink
in the dark. ‘Plus a few extra dollars won’t go ami

‘Sarge, you didn’t steal the cashbox, did you?2d s2olly.
‘Yeah. Got a good armful of her wardrobe, too.’
‘Good!’ said Shufti fervently. ‘It wasn't a nice gute!’

‘It was mostly my money in any case,’ said JackrtBusiness has been a bit slow today,
by the feel of it.’

‘But it's immoral earnings!” said Polly, and thesltfa complete fool for saying it.

‘No,” said Jackrum. ‘It was immoral earnings, noti ithe proceeds of common theft.
Life’s a lot easier when you learns to think sthaig

Polly was glad there was no mirror. The best tlatldt be said for the squad’s new
clothing was that it covered them up. But this vaawar. You seldom saw new clothes on
anybody. Yet they felt awkward. And there was nassein that at all. But they looked at one
another in the chilly light of dawn and giggledembarrassment. Wow, Polly thought, look at
us: dressed as women.

Oddly enough, it was Igorina who really looked paat. She’d disappeared into the other
tumbledown room carrying her pack. For ten minutes squad had heard the occasional
grunt or ‘ouch’, and then she’d returned with d hdad of fair, shoulder-length hair. Her face
was the right shape, missing the lumps and bumgsditome to know. And the stitches on
her forehead shrank anisappeareds Polly watched in astonishment.

‘Doesn’t thathurt?’ she said.

‘It smarts a bit for a few minutes,’” said Igorin#ou just have to have the knack. And the
special ointment, of course.’



‘But why's there a curved scar on your cheek nog&ttl Tonker. ‘Andhosestitches are
staying.’

Igorina looked down demurely. She’d even restylad of the dresses into a dirndl, and
looked like a fresh young maid from the beer cellast to look at her was to mentally order a
large pretzel.

‘You've got to havesomethingo show,’” she said. ‘Otherwise you're letting dotle clan.
And actually I think the stitches are rather fetchi . .’

‘Well, okay,” Tonker conceded. ‘But lisp a bit, Wjlou? | know this is completely wrong,
but now you look, oh, I don’t know . . . weird,Ugpose.’

‘Okay, line up,” said Jackrum. He stood back, aadegthem a look of theatrical disdain.
‘Well, I've never seen such a lot of scrubb— wasl@nen in all my life,” he said. ‘I wish
you all the luck you're bleeding well gonna neetefie’ll be someone watching the door for
you to come out, and that’s all | can promise. &8WPerks, you're acting, unpaid corporal on
this one. | hope you've picked up one or two litdesons on our stroll. In and out, that's what
you should do. No famous last stands, please. Vifheloubt, kick ‘em in the nadgers and
scarper. Mind you, if you frighten them like yougfiten me, you should have no trouble.’

‘Are you sure you won't join us, sarge?’ said Tonlgtill trying not to laugh.

‘No, lad. You won't get me in skirts. Everyone hhsir place, right? The place where they
draw the line? Well, that's mine. I'm pretty stedpe sin, one way and another, but Jackrum
always shows his colours. I'm an old soldier. figiht like a soldier does, in the ranks, on the
battlefield. Besides, if Ixwent in there simperingpetticoats I'd never hear the end of it.

‘The Duchess says there is a d-different path &yg&ant Jackrum,’ said Wazzer.

‘And | don’t know if you don't frighten me worst d@ll, Private Goom,’ said Jackrum. He
hitched up his equatorial belt. “You're right, tlghu When you're inside | shall nip down,
nice and quiet, and slip into our lines. If | cardise a little diversionary attack, my name’s
not Sergeant Jackrum. And since it is Sergeantrdackhat proves it. Hah, there’s plenty of
men in this man’s army that owe me a favour’ - heega little sniff - ‘or wouldn’t say no to
my face. And plenty of likely lads who'll want teelt their grandchildren they fought
alongside Jackrum, too. Well, I'll give ‘em theimance at real soldierin’.’

‘Sarge, it'll be suicide to attack the main gateslid Polly.

Jackrum slapped his belly. ‘See this lot?’ he sdtid.like having yer own armour. Bloke
once stuck a blade in this up to the hilt and wassarprised as hell when | nutted him.
Anyway, you lads’ll be making so much fuss the gsawill be distracted, right? You're
relying on me, I'm relying on you. That’'s militnthat is. You give me a signal, any signal.
That's all I'll need.’

‘The Duchess says your path takes you furtherd ¥&azzer.

‘Oh yeah?’ said Jackrum jovially. ‘And where’s thdten? Somewhere with a good pub, |
hope!

‘The Duchess says, um, it should lead to the towsaitz,” said Wazzer. She said it
quietly while the rest of the squad were laughlegs at theommenthan as a way of losing
some of the tension. But Polly heard it.

Jackrum really, really was good, she thought. Téetihg expression of terror was gone in
an instant. ‘Scritz? Nothing there,” he said. ‘Diavn.’



‘There was a sword,’ said Wazzer.

Jackrum was ready this time. There was not a flickexpression, just the blank face that
he was so good at. And that was odd, Polly thougbtause there should have been
something, even if it was only puzzlement.

‘Handled lots of swords in my time,” he said disengly. ‘Yes, Private Halter?’

‘There’s one thing you didn't tell us, sarge,” sdidnker, lowering her hand. ‘Why is the
regimentcalledthe Ins-and-Outs?’

‘First into battle, last out of the fray,” said &aem automatically.
‘So why are we nicknamed the Cheesemongers?’

‘Yes,” said Shufti. ‘Why, sarge? Because the waysehgirls were talking, it sounded like
it's something we ought to know.’

Jackrum made a clicking noise of exasperation. Tamker, why the hell did you wait ‘til
you’'d got your trousers off before asking me tHdk?Peel embarrassed telling yer now! And
Polly thought: that’s bait, right? You want to ta. You want to get any conversation away
from Scritz . . .

‘Ah,’ said Tonker. ‘It's about sex, then, is it?’
‘Not as such, no . ..

‘Well, tell me, then,” said Tonker. ‘I'd like to kaw before | die. If it makes you feel any
better I'll nudge people and gmher, gnher, gnher.

Jackrum sighed. ‘There’s a song,’ he said. ‘Ittstafwas on a Monday morning, all in the
month of May—'

‘Then it is about sex,’ said Polly flatly. ‘It's @lk song, it starts with ‘twas, it takes place
in May, QED it's about sex. Is a milkmaid involvebBet there is.’

‘There could be,” Jackrum conceded.
‘Going for to market? For to sell her wares?’ daally.
‘Very likely.’

‘O-kay. That gives us the cheese. And she meets, dee, a soldier, a sailor, a jolly
ploughboy or just possibly a man clothed all inthea, | expect? No, since it's about us, it'll
be a soldier, right? And since it's one of the &mgl-Outs . . . oh dear, | feel a humorous
double-entendre coming on. Just one question: wéat of her clothing fell down or came
untied?’

‘Her garter,” said Jackrum. ‘You've heard it befoRerks.’

‘No, but | just know how folk songs go. We had fdlngers in the lower bar for six
months back horn— where Iworked. In the end wetbaget a man in with a ferret. But you
remember stuff...oh,no...

‘Was there canoodling, sarge?’ said Tonker, grignin
‘Kayaking, | expect,” said lgorina, to general syegng.

‘No, he stole the cheese, didn’'t he?’ sighed PoNg.the poor girl was lying there waiting
for her garter to be tiethem hemhe damn well made off with her cheese, right?’

‘Er . . . not damn. Not with the skirt on, Ozz,’ fller warned.



‘Then it's not Ozz, either,” said Polly. ‘Fill yarat with bread, fill yer boots with soup!
And steal the cheese, eh, sarge?’

‘That's right. We've always been a very practicabiment,” said Jackrum. ‘An army
marches on its stomach, lads. On mine, o’ courseuid troop the colour!

‘It was her own fault. She should have been abtestap her own garters,’ said Lofty.
‘Yeah. Probablyvantedher cheese stolen,’ said Tonker.
‘Wise words,’ said Jackrum. ‘Off you go, then .cheesemongers!

The mist was still thick as they made their way dditwough the woods to the path by the
river. Polly’s skirt kept catching in bramblesniust have done so before she’d joined up, but
she’d never noticed it so much. Now it was seripushdering her. She reached up and
absent-mindedly adjusted the socks, which she’draggd to use as padding elsewhere. She
was too skinny, that was the trouble. The ringletd been useful there. They said ‘girl’. In
their absence, she had to rely on a scarf andks b@ange.

‘All right,” she whispered, as the ground levelledt. ‘Remember, no swearing. Giggle,
don’t snigger. No belching. No weapons, either.yrban't be that stupid in there. Anyone
brought a weapon?’

There was a shaking of heads.

‘Did you bring a weapon, Tonk— Magda?’

‘No, Polly.’

‘No item of any sort with a certain weapon-like tiy@’ Polly insisted.
‘No, Polly,” said Tonker demurely.

‘Anything, perhaps, with an edge?’

‘Oh, you mean this?’

‘Yes, Magda.’

‘Well, a woman can carry a knife, can’'t she?’

‘It's a sabre Magda. You're trying to hide it, but it's a sabre

‘But I'm only using it like a knife, Polly.’

‘It's three feet long, Magda.’

‘Size isn’t important, Polly.’

‘No one believes that. Leave it behind a tree,g#edhat is an order.’
‘Oh, all right?

After a while, Shufti, who had appeared to be thigkdeeply, said: ‘I can’t understand
why she didn'’t just tie up her own garter . . .’

‘Shuft, what the hell— Tonker began.
‘—heck,” Polly corrected her, ‘and you’re talking Betty, remember.’
‘What theheckare you talking about, Betty?’ said Tonker, radlimer eyes.



‘Well, the song, of course. And you don’t haveisdown to tie a garter in any case. It'd
be more difficult,” said Shufti. ‘It's all a bit ky.’

No one said anything for a while. It was, perh&asy to see why Shufti was on her quest.
‘You're right,” said Polly eventually. ‘It's a syisong.’

‘A very silly song,” Tonker agreed.

They all agreed. It was a silly song.

They stepped out on to the river path. Ahead omtltee small group of women were
hurrying round the bend in the track. Automaticathe squad looked up. The keep grew out
of the sheer cliff; it was hard to see where thkewn rock ended and the ancient masonry
began. They could see no windows. From here, it justsa wall extending to the sky. No
way in, it said. No way out. In this wall are fewats, and triey close with finality.

This close to the deep, slow river, the air wasebanillingly cold, and grew colder the
higher they looked. Around the curve they could tbeelittle rock shelf where the back door
was, and the women ahead of them talking to a guard

‘This is not going to work,” said Shufti under hlereath. ‘They’re showing him some
papers. Anyone brought theirs? No?’

The soldier had looked up and was watching thes,gwith that blank official expression
of someone who was not looking for excitement areadiure in his life.

‘Keep moving,” murmured Polly. ‘If it all gets rdglbad, burst into tears.’
‘That’s disgusting,’ said Tonker.

Their treacherous feet were taking them closahalltime. Polly kept her eyes downwards,
as was proper in an unmarried woman. There wouldtlhers watching, she knew it. They'd
probably be bored, they might not be expectingtamyble, but up on those walls there were
eyes fixed on her.

They reached the guard. Just inside the narrowesttmorway there was another one,
lounging in the shadow.

‘Papers,’ said the guard.

‘Oh, sir, | have none,” said Polly. She’d been wogkout the speech on the way down
through the wood. War, fears of invasion, peopeifig, no food . . . you didn’t have to make
things up, you just had to reassemble realityad ko leave—

‘Oh, right,” the guard interrupted. ‘No papers? No problefmydu’d just step in and see
my colleague? Nice of you to join us! He stooddasand waved a hand towards the dark
entrance.

Mystified, Polly stepped inside, with the otherdidawing. Behind them, the door swung
shut. Inside, she saw that they were in a longgageswsith many slits in the walls to rooms on
either side. Lamplight shone from the slits. Shald¢see shadows beyond them. Bowmen
concealed there could turn anyone trapped in Imoenince.

At the end of the corridor another door swung ogeled into a small room in which there
sat, at a desk, a young man in a uniform Polly ‘tlicdetognize, although it had a captain’s
insignia. Standing to one side was a much, mugjetaman in the same uniform, or possibly
two uniforms stitched together. He had a sword.r@heas that about him: when this man
held a sword, it was clearly being held, and heldin. The eye was drawn to it. Even Jade



would have been impressed.
‘Good morning, ladies,’ said the captain. ‘No papeh? Take off your scarves, please.’

And that’s it, thought Polly, as the bottom of lsésmach dropped away. And we thought
we were being clever. There was nothing for ittoutbey.

‘Ah. You'll tell me your hair was shaved off as amshment for fraternizing with the
enemy, eh?’ said the man, barely looking up. ‘Exdepyou,’” he added to Igorina. ‘Didn’t
feel like fraternizing with any enemies? Somethimgng with decent Zlobenian boys?’

‘Er ... no, said lgorina.

Now the captain gave them a bright little smileefBemen, let's not mess about, shall
we? You walk wrong. We do watch, you know. You waitong and you stand wrong. You,’
he pointed to Tonker, ‘have got a bit of shavingpsander one ear. And you, sir, are either
deformed or you've tried the old trick of stickiagpair of socks down your vest.’

Crimson with embarrassment and humiliation, Pollpdnher head.

‘Getting in or out disguised as washerwomen,” stid captain, shaking his head.
‘Everyone outside this stupid country knows thage,olads, but most of them make more
effort than you boys. Well, for you the war is ov€his place has got big, big dungeons and |
don’t mind telling you you're probably going to lbetter off in here than outside— Yeah,
what do you want?’

Shufti had raised a hand. ‘Can | show you somefiispe said. Polly didn't turn, but
watched the captain’s face as, beside Polly, dlagitied. She couldn’t believe it. Shufti was
raising her skirt. . .

‘Oh,’ said the captain, sitting back in his chalis face went red.

There was an explosion from Tonker, but it was gplasion of tears. They came out
accompanied by a long, mournful wail, as she threvself on to the floor.

‘We walked so-oo0 far! We lay in ditches to hidenfrgoldiers! There’s no food! We want
to work! You called us boys! Why are you so-00 t?ue

Polly knelt down and half picked her up, patting ba the back as Tonker’s shoulders
heaved with the force of her sobs.

‘It's been very hard for all of us,” she said te tled-faced captain.

‘If you can take him down | can garrotte the otloere with my apron stringwhispered
Tonker in her ear, between howils.

‘Have you seen everything you wish to see?’ saillyRo the blushing captain, every
syllable tinkling with ice.

‘Yes! No! Yes! Please!’ said the captain, givinge thuard the agonized glance of a man
who knows that he’s going to be the laughing stockhe whole fort inside the hour. ‘Once
was quite— | mean, I've seen . . . look, I'm conelg satisfied. Private, go and fetch one of
the women from the laundry. | am so sorry, ladies,. | have ajobtodo. ..

‘Do you enjoy it?’ said Polly, still freezing.
‘Yes!” said the captain hurriedly. ‘I mean, no! N@s! We have to be careful . . .ah ...
The big soldier had returned, trailing a womanlyPstiared.



‘Some, er, new volunteers,’ said the captain, wgwiaguely towards the squad. ‘I'm sure
Mrs Enid will have some use forthem .. .er. ..

‘Certainly, captain,’ said the woman, curtsying deety. Polly still stared.

‘Off you go . . . ladies,’” said the captain. ‘Anfdyou’re hard workers Mrs Enid will | am
sure give you a pass so’s we don’'t have this teaghin . . . er. ..

Shufti put both hands on his desk, leaned towanasand said ‘Boo’. His chair hit the
wall.

‘I may not be clever,” she said to Polly. ‘But I'not stupid’

But Polly was still staring at Lieutenant Blouse’tHcurtsied surprisingly well.

The soldier escorted them along a tunnel which egem to a ledge overlooking what was
either a cave or a room; it was at that level i kbep where there was not much difference.
This wasn't a laundry, but clearly some hot, darteréfe for those who required punishment
with extra scrubbing. Steam rolled across the rigilicondensed, and dripped on to a floor
that was already running with water. And it wentfonever, washtub after washtub. Women
moved like ghosts through the drifting, tumblinguds of fog.

‘There you go, ladies,” he said, and slapped Blaus¢he rump. ‘See you tonight, then,
Daphne?’

‘Oh, yes! trilled Blouse.
‘Five o’clock, then,’ said the soldier, and ambtftildown the corridor.
‘Daphne?’ said Polly, when the man had gone.

‘My “nom de guerrg’ said Blouse. ‘| still haven't found a way ouf the lower areas but
the guards all have keys and | shall have his kewy hand by half past five. Pardon?’

‘| think Tonker - sorry, Magda - just bit her torggusaid Polly.
‘Her? Oh, yes. Well done for staying in characeer, . .’
‘Polly,” said Polly.

‘Good choice of name,” said Blouse, leading the vdmyvn some steps. ‘It's a good
common, maidservanty sort of name.’

‘Yes, that's what | thought,’ said Polly gravely.

‘Er . . . Sergeant Jackrum not with you, then?'dstie lieutenant, with a trace of
nervousness.

‘No, sir. He said he was going to lead a chargehenmain gates, sir, if we sent him a
signal. I hope he doesn't try without one.’

‘Good heavens, the man’s mad,’ said Blouse. ‘Spteetfort from the lads, though. Well
done. You'd definitely pass for women to the casaerver.’

‘Coming from you, Daphne, that is a big complimesgid Polly, thinking: gosh, I'm
really good at keeping a straight face.

‘But you didn’t need to come after me,” said Blougen sorry | couldn’t get a signal to
you, but Mrs Enid allowed me to stay overnight, y@@e. The guards don’t do so many
checks at night so | made use of my time to loakways into the upper keep. All gated or



really heavily guarded, I'm afraid. However, Prigadauptfidel has taken rather a shine to me

‘Well done, sir!’ said Polly.
‘Sorry, | want to be clear, sir,’ said Tonker. ‘Ybave a date with a guard.’

‘Yes, and I'll suggest we go somewhere dark and thlken I've got what | want | shall
break his neck,’ said Blouse.

‘Isn’t that going a bit far on a first date?’ sdidnker.

‘Sir, did you have any trouble getting in?’ saidllizZoThis had been nagging at her. It
seemed so unfair.

‘No, not at all. I just smiled and wiggled my higasd they waved me through. What about
you?’

‘Oh, we had a little bit,” said Polly. ‘It was atlsiair— it was a bit awkward for a moment
or two.’

‘What did | tell you?’ said Blouse triumphantlyt’d all down to thespian ability! But you
were plucky lads to try it. Come and meet Mrs EAdiery loyal lady. The brave womenfolk
of Borogravia are on our side!

And, indeed, there was a picture of the Duchesthénalcove that served the laundry
mistress for an office. Mrs Enid wasn’t a particlyjdarge woman but she had forearms like
Jade, a soaking wet apron, and the most mobile mBatly had ever seen. Her lips and
tongue drew out every word like a big shape indhethe laundresses, in a cavern full of
hissing steam, echoes, falling water and the tHudetd clothes on stone, watched lips when
ears were overwhelmed. When she was listening lerithmmoved all the time, too, like
someone trying to dislodge a piece of nut fromahtoShe wore her sleeves rolled up above
her elbows.

She listened impassively as Blouse introduced thmd. ‘I see,” she said. ‘Right. You
leave your lads here with me, sir. You ought tolgetk to the pressing room.’

When Blouse had bounced and wobbled back throwgktdbam, Mrs Enid looked them all
up and down, and then straight through.

‘Lads,’ she grunted. ‘Hah! That's all he knows, dftd a woman to wear the clothes of a
man is an Abomination in the Eyes of Nuggan!

‘But we're dressed asomen Mrs Enid,” said Polly meekly.

Mrs Enid’s mouth moved ferociously. Then she foldeat arms. It was like a barricade
going up against all that was ungodly.

‘It's not right,” she said. ‘I've got a son and adiband prisoner in this place and I'm
working meself to the bone for the enemy just $a&an keep an eye on ‘em. They're gonna
invade, y'’know. It's amazing what we hear down h&e what good’s rescuing your men
going to do ‘em when we're all under the heel & #tobenian hand-painted clog, eh?’

‘Zlobenia will not invade,” said Wazzer confidentlffhe Duchess will see to it. Be not
afraid.’

Wazzer got given the sort of look she always goemveomeone heard her for the first
time.



‘Been praying, ‘ave yer?’ said Mrs Enid kindly.
‘No, just listening,” said Wazzer.
‘Nuggan talks to you, does he?’
‘No. Nuggan is dead, Mrs Enid,” said Wazzer.

Polly took Wazzer's matchstick-thin arm and sakekcuse us a moment, Mrs Enid.” She
hustled the girl behind a huge, water-driven clstimeangle. It heaved and clanked as a
background to their conversation.

‘Wazzer, this is getting . . .” Polly’s native tamghad no word for ‘freaky’, but if she had
known about the word she would have welcomed thigion ‘. . . strange. You're worrying
people. You can't just go around saying that aigatead.’

‘Gone, then. Dwindled . . . | think,” said Wazzker brow
furrowing. ‘No longer withus . . .’
‘We still get the Abominations.’

Wazzer tried to concentrate. ‘No, they’re not r@8dley’re like . . . echoes. Dead voices in
an ancient cave, bouncing back and forth, the wondsiging, making nonsense . . . like flags
that were used for signals but now just flap inwied . .| Wazzer's eyes went unfocused
and her voice altered, became more adult, moraioert. . and they come from no god.
There is no god here now.’

‘So wheredo they come from?’

‘From your fear . . . They come from the part thates the Other, that will not change.
They come from the sum of all your pettiness ang@idity and dullness. You fear tomorrow,
and you've made your fear your god. The Duchessvkrtbis.’

The water-mangle creaked onwards. Around Pollybibiers hissed, water gushed in the
runnels. The air was loaded with the smells of smapdamp cloth.

‘I don’t believe in the Duchess, either,” said joflThat was just trickery in the woods.
Anyone’d look round. It doesn’t mean | believe grh

‘That doesn’t matter, Polly. She believes in you.’

‘Really?’ Polly glanced around the steaming, dnygpcave. ‘Is she here, then? Has she
graced us with her presence?’

Wazzer had no concept of sarcasm. She nodded. ‘Yes.

Yes.

Polly looked behind her.

‘Did you just say yes?’ she demanded.

‘Yes,” said Wazzer.

Yes.

Polly relaxed. ‘Oh, it's an echo. This is a caviggraall. Uh . .

. . . which doesn’t explain whyyvoice doesn’t come bouncing back . . .
‘Wazz . . . I mean, Alice?’ she said thoughtfully.



‘Yes, Polly?’ said Wazzer.

‘| think it would be a really good idea if you daralk too much about this to the others,’
she said. ‘People don’'t mind believing in, you knayods and so on, but they get very
nervous if you tell them they’re showing up. Er. she’s not going to show up, is she?’

‘The person you don’t believe in?’ said Wazzer,vging a flash of spirit.

‘I'm . .. not saying she doesn’t exist,” said Boleakly. ‘I just don’t believe in her, that's
all’

‘She’s very weak,’ said Wazzer. ‘I hear her cryinghe night.’

Polly sought for further information in the pinchegd face, hoping that in some way
Wazzer was making fun of her. But nothing but pedahnocence looked back.

‘Why does she cry?’ she said.

‘The prayers. They hurt her.’

Polly spun round when something touched her shoulide@as Tonker.

‘Mrs Enid says we’re to get to work,” she said. éays the guards come round and check

It was women’s work, and therefore monotonous, beekking and social. It had been a
long time since Polly had got her hands in a wdshémd the ones here were long wooden
troughs, where twenty women could work at once. #\on either side of her squeezed and
pummelled, wrung out garments and slapped themti@aginsing trough behind them. Polly
joined in, and listened to the buzz of conversasimund her.

It was gossip, but bits of information floated irike bubbles in the washtub. A couple of
guards had ‘taken liberties’ - that is, more tha lalready been taken - and had apparently
been flogged for it. This caused much comment akhegtub. Apparently some big milord
from Ankh-Morpork was in charge of things and hadesed it. He was some kind of wizard,
said the woman opposite. They said he could segghiappening everywhere, and lived on
raw meat. They said he had secret eyes. Of coewseyone knew that that city was the home
of Abominations. Polly, industriously rubbing atin a washboard, thought about this. And
thought “bout a lowland buzzard in this upland ¢oyrand some creature so fast and stealthy
that it was only a suggestion of shadow . . .

She took a spell on the copper boilers, rammingsteeing garments under the bubbling
surface, and noted that in this place without weapaf any sort she was using a heavy stick
about three feet long.

She enjoyed the work, in a dumb kind of way. Hesabes did all the necessary thinking,
leaving her brain free. No one knew for sure thatDuchess was dead. It more or less didn’t
matter. But Polly was sure of one thing. The Dushesd been a woman. Just a woman, not a
goddess. Oh, people prayed to her in the hopdhbatpleas would be gift-wrapped and sent
on to Nuggan, but that gave her no right to mesk thie heads of people like Wazzer, who
had enough trouble as it was. Gods could do msaflachesses posed for pictures.

Out of the corner of her eye Polly saw a line ofnvem taking large baskets from a
platform at the end of the room and stepping ouwbuph another doorway. She dragged
Igorina away from the wash trough and told herdia them. ‘And notice everything! she
added.



‘Yes, corp,’ said lgorina.

‘Because | know one thing,” said Polly, waving ¢ tpiles of damp linen, ‘and it's that
this lot will need the breeze . .’

She went back to work, occasionally joining in ttetter for the look of the thing. It
wasn’'t hard. The washerwomen kept away from somigests, particularly ones like
‘husbands’ and ‘sons’. But Polly picked up cluesehand there. Some were in the keep.
Some were probably dead. Some were out there, sberewSome of the older women wore
the Motherhood Medal, awarded to women whose sadsdied for Borogravia. The bastard
metal was corroding in the damp atmosphere, anlgd ®ohdered if the medals had arrived in
a letter from the Duchess, with her signature pdnon the bottom and the son’s name
squeezed up tight to fit the space:

We honour and congratulate you, Mrs L. Lapchic of Well Lane, Manx, on the death of
your son Otto PwtrHanLapcbic on June 25 at [JJj

The place was always censored in case it broughtaad comfort to the enemy. It
astonished Polly to find that the cheap medalsthadghtless words did, in a way, bring aid
and comfort to the mothers. Those in Munz who lea@ived them wore them with a sort of
fierce, indignant pride.

She wasn't sure she trusted Mrs Enid very much.faloea son and a husband up in the
cells, and she’d had a chance to weigh up Blouse'd®e asking herself: what's more likely,
that he gets them all out and keeps them safehabrthere’s going to be an almighty mess
which might well harm us all? And Polly couldn’tiohe her if she went with the evidence . . .

She was aware of someone talking to her. ‘Hmm?'sgind

‘Look at this, will you?’ said Shufti, waving a seh pair of men’s long pants at her.
‘They keep putting the colours in with the whites!’

‘Well? So what? These aememylongjohns,’ said Polly.

‘Yes, but there’s such a thing as doing it propgeklgok, they put in this red pair and all
the others are going pink!

‘And? | used to love pink when | was about seven.™

* It is an established fact that, despite everyhsociety can do, girls of seven are
magnetically attracted to the colour pink.

‘But pale pink? On a man?’

Polly looked at the next tub for a moment, andgqeh®hufti on the shoulder. ‘Yes. It is
very pale, isn't it? You'd better find a couple raoed items,” she said.

‘But that'd make it even worse—' Shufti began.
‘That was arorder, soldier,” Polly whispered in her ear. ‘And addrsostarch.’
‘How much?’



‘All you can find.’

Igorina returned. Igorina had good eyes. Polly vwased if they’d ever belonged to
someone else. She gave Polly a wink and held bprali. It was, to Polly’s relief, one of her
own.

In the huge ironing room, only one person was wagkat the long boards when Polly,
taking advantage of the temporary absence of Mid, Brurried in. It was ‘Daphne’. All the
rest of the women were gathered round, as if thesewatching a demonstration. And they
were.

‘—the collar, d’you see,’” said Lieutenant Blousieufishing the big, steaming, charcoal-
filled iron. ‘Thenthe sleeve cuffs and finally the sleeves. Do aoetfhalf at a time. You
should hang them immediately but, and here’s auligigf, don’t iron them completely dry.
It's really a matter of practice, but—'

Polly stared in fascinated wonder. Sheatedironing. ‘Daphne, could | have a word?’ she
said, during a pause.

Blouse looked up. ‘Oh, P .. . Polly,” he said. ‘Uyes, of course.’
‘It's amazing what Daphne knows about pleat lineajt a girl, in awe Andpress cloths!’
‘I amamazed,’ said Polly.

Blouse handed the iron to the girl. ‘There you abgmpha,” he said generously.
‘Remember: always iron the wrong side first, anty@ver do the wrong side on dark linens.
Common mistake. Coming, Polly.’

Polly kicked her heels for a while outside, and ohéhe girls came up with a big pile of
fresh-smelling ironing. She saw Polly, and leanedeas she went past. ‘We all know he’s a
man,’ she said. ‘But he’s having such fun and badrlike a demon!’

‘Sir, how do youknow about ironing?’ said Polly, when they were backha washing
room.

‘Had to do my own laundry back at HQ,” said Blou&ouldn't afford a gel and the
batman was a strict Nugganite and said it was’gudsk. So | thought, well, it can’t be hard,
otherwise we wouldn’t leave it to women. They realten’t very good here. You know they
put the colours and the whites together?’

‘Sir, you know you said you were going to stealaegkey off a guard and break his
neck?’ said Polly.

‘Indeed.’

‘Do you knowhowto break a man’s neck, sir?’

‘I read a book on matrtial arts, Perks,’ said Blguskttle severely.

‘But you haven’t actuallyloneit, sir?’

‘Well, no! | was at HQ, and you are not allowedotactise on real people, Perks.’

‘You see, the person whose neck you want to bretkave a weapon at that moment and
you, sir, won't, said Polly.

‘I have tried out the basic principle on a rolleglHolanket,” said Blouse reproachfully. ‘It



seemed to work very well.’

‘Was the blanket struggling and making loud gurgliises and kicking you in the socks,
Sir?’

‘The socks?’ said Blouse, puzzled.
‘In fact | think your other idea would be better,’ssaid Polly hurriedly.
‘Yes ... my, er...otheridea. .. which ov&s that, exactly?’

‘The one where we escape from the washhouse vieclttees-drying area, sir, after
silently disabling three guards, sir. There’s adkof moving room down the corridor over
there, sir, which gets winched all the way to tbefr Two guards go up there with the
women, sir, and there’s another guard up on thé wcting together, we’d take out each
unsuspecting guard, which would be more certaim §@ against an armed man, with all
due respect, sir, and that would leave us very paditioned to go anywhere in the keep via
the rooftops, sir. Well done, sir!’

There was a pause. ‘Did |, er, go into all thabd®et said Blouse.

‘Oh, no, sir. You shouldn’t have to, sir. Sergeaamsl corporals deal with the fine detail.
Officers are there to see the big picture.’

‘Oh, absolutely. And, er . . . how big was thistgadar picture?’ said Blouse, blinking.
‘Oh, very big, sir. A very big picture indeed, 5ir.

‘Ah,” said Blouse, and straightened up and assumvkdt he considered to be the
expression of one with panoramic vision.

‘Some of the ladies here used to work in the upeep, sir, when it was ours,” Polly went
on quickly. ‘Anticipating your order, sir, | haddhsquad engage them in light conversation
about the layout of the place, sir. Being awarehef general thrust of your strategy, sir, |
think | have found a route to the dungeons.’

She paused. It had been good flannelling, she kitewas almost worthy of Jackrum.
She’d larded it with as many ‘sirs’ as she daredld Ahe was very proud of ‘anticipating your
order’.

She hadn’'t heard Jackrum use it, but with a cedaiount of care it was an excuse to do
almost anything. ‘General thrust’ was pretty gowawd.

‘Dungeons,’ said Blouse thoughtfully, momentaribging sight of the big picture. ‘In fact
| thought | said—'

‘Yessir. Becausesir, if we can get a lot of the lads out of thendeons, sir, you'll be in
commandnsidethe enemy’s citadel, sir!’

Blouse grew another inch, and then sagged againcoOrse, there are some very senior
officers here. All of them senior to me—'’

‘Yessir!’ said Polly, well on the way to graduatifpm the Sergeant Jackrum School of
Outright Rupert Management. ‘Perhaps we’d bettetdrlet the enlisted men out first, sir?
We don’t want to expose the officers to enemyfire.

It was shameless and stupid, but now the lightattfiddwas in Blouse’s eyes. Polly decided
to fan it, just in case. ‘Your leadership has nebiten a great example to us, sir,” she said.

‘Has it?’



‘Oh, yes, sir.’
‘No officer could have led a finer bunch of menrk¢g said Blouse.
‘Probably they have, sir,” said Polly.

‘And what man could dare hope for such an oppotyueh?’ said Blouse. ‘Our names will
go down in the history books! Well, mine will, obwsly, and | shall jolly well see to it that
you chaps get a mention too. And who knows? Perhapsy win the highest accolade that a
gallant officer may obtain!

‘What's that, sir?’ said Polly dutifully.

‘Having either a foodstuff or an item of clothingmed after one,” said Blouse, his face
radiant. ‘General Froc got both, of course. TheKrooat and Beef Froc. Of course, | could
never aspirghat high.” He looked down bashfully. ‘But | have toys&erks, that | have
devised several recipes, just in casel’

‘So we’'ll be eating a Blouse one day, sir?’ saitlfp&he was watching the baskets being
stacked.

‘Possibly, possibly, if | may dare hope,’ said &se. ‘Er . . . my favourite is a sort of
pastry ring, d’you see, filled with cream and sahkerum—’

‘That's a Rum Baba, sir,” said Polly absently. Tenland the others were watching the
stacked baskets, too.

‘It's been done?’

“*fraid so, sir.’

‘How about . . . er. .. adish of liver and ors@h

‘It's called liver-and-onions, sir. Sorry,” said IBQ trying not to lose concentration.

‘Er, er, well, it has struck me that some dishesreamed after people when really they just
made a little change to a basic recipe—’

‘We must go now, sir! Now or never, sir!’
‘What? Oh. Right. Yes. We must go!

It was a military manoeuvre hitherto unrecordede Tdguad, coming from different
directions on Polly’s signal, arrived at the baskast ahead of the women who’d proposed to
take them up, grabbed the handles and advancey.tlar did she realize that probably no
one else wanted the job, and the women were onlyhappy to let idiot newcomers take the
strain. The baskets were big and the wet washirggheavy. Wazzer and Igorina could barely
lift one basket between them.

A couple of soldiers were waiting by the door. Thagked bored, and paid little attention.
It was a long walk to the ‘elevator’.

Polly hadn’t been able to picture it when it ha@melescribed. You had to see it. It really
was just a big open box of heavy timbers, attadbealthick rope, which ran up and down in
a sort of chimney in the rock. When they were athoane of the soldiers hauled on a much
thinner rope that disappeared up into the darknBss. other one lit a couple of candles,
whose only apparent role was to make the darkness gioomy.

‘No fainting now, girls!” he said. His mate chucéle



Two of them and seven of us, Polly thought. Thepeostick banged against her leg as she
moved, and she knew for a fact that Tonker wasihgnpecausshehad strapped a washing
dolly under her dress. That was feeriouswasherwomen; it was a long stick with what
looked like a three-legged milking stool on the erfdt, the better for agitating clothes in a
big cauldron of boiling water. You could probabiash a skull with it.

The stone walls dropped past as the platform rose.

‘How thrilling!" trilled ‘Daphne’. ‘And this goes tthe way up through your big castle,
does it?’

‘Oh, no, miss. Gotta go up through the rock finstiss. Lots of old workings and
everything before we get that high.’

‘Oh, | thought we were in the castle already.” Blewave Polly a worried look.

‘No, miss. There’s just the washhouse down thexas of the water. Hah, it's a climb and
a half even to the lower cellars. Lucky for yourtis this elevator, en?’

‘Wonderful, sergeant,” said Blouse, and allowed R@pback. ‘How does it work?’

‘It's corporal, miss,’” said the string-puller, tdung his forelock. ‘It's pulled up and down
by pris’ners in a treadmill, miss.’

‘Oh, how horrid!”

‘Oh no, miss, it's quite humane. Er . . . if youfree after work, er, | could take you up
and show you the mechanism . . .’

‘That would be lovely, sergeant”
Polly put her hand over her eyes. Daphne was aatisgo womanhood.

The elevator rumbled upwards, quite slowly. Mosklgy passed raw rock but sometimes
there were ancient gratings or areas of masonggesiive of tunnels long ago blocked—

There was a jerk, and the platform stopped mov@ne of the soldiers swore under his
breath, but the corporal said, ‘Don’t be afraidliés. This often happens.’

‘Why should we be afraid?’ said Polly.

‘Well, because we’re hanging by a rope a hundrezt f@ the shaft and the lifting
machinery’s thrown a cog.’

‘Again,’ said the other soldier. ‘Nothing works jperly here.’
‘Sounds like a good reason to me,’ said Igorina.

‘How long will it take to repair?’ said Tonker.

‘Hah! Last time it happened we were stuck for anrhio

Too long, Polly thought. Too many things could heqppShe looked up through the beams
in the roof. The square of daylight was a long wpy

‘We can't wait,’ she said.
‘Oh dear, who will save us?’ Daphne quavered.

‘We’ll have to find a way to pass the time, ehAdsane of the guards. Polly sighed. That
was one of those phrases, like ‘Well, lookee whathave here’, that meant things were only
going to get a lot worse.



‘We know how it is, ladies,’” the guard went on. tfomenfolk away, and all. It's as bad
for us, too. | can’t remember when | last kissedwaiye.’

‘And | can’t remember when | last kissed his wiéher,” said the corporal.

Tonker jumped up, caught a beam, and chinned leostie top of the box. The elevator
shook and, somewhere, a piece of rock dislodgedesthed down the shatft.

‘Hey, you can’t do that!” said the corporal.

‘Where does it say?’ said Tonker. ‘Polly, theretseeaf those filled-in tunnels here, only
most of the stones have been knocked out. We gmiloh easily.’

‘You can’t get out! We'll get into trouble!” saidhé corporal.

Polly pulled his sword out of his scabbard. Thecepaas too crowded to do much with it
except threaten, but she had it, not him. It madege difference.

‘You're already in trouble,” she said. ‘Please ddntce me to make it worse. Let’'s get out
of here. Is that okay, Daphne?’

‘Dm . . . yes, of course,” said Blouse.

The other guard laid a hand on his own sword. ‘QOkays, this has gone—' he began, and
then slumped. Shufti lowered her copper stick.

‘I hope I didn’t hit him too hard,” she said.
‘Who cares? Come on, | can give you all a hand sgid Tonker.
‘lgorina, could you have a look at him, and—' Shbftgan nervously.

‘He’s a man, and he’s groaning,” said Tonker frobowe. ‘That's good enough for me.
Comeon.’

The lone guard watched as the others were womatdthad to the beams.
‘Er, excuse me,’he said to Polly, as she helpedi&iaup.
‘Yes? What?’

‘Would you mind givingmea wallop on the back of the head?’ he said, lopkinetched.
‘Only it looks like | didn’t put up a fight againstbunch of women.’

‘Why don’t you put up a fight?’ said Polly, narrowing her gy&Ve’re only a bunch of
women.’

‘I'm not crazy! said the guard.

‘Here, let me,’ said Igorina, producing her stittdows to the head are potentially harmful
and should not be undertaken lightly. Turn round, BRemove your helmet, please. Would
twenty minutes’ unconsciousness be okay?’

‘Yes, thanks very mu—'

The guard folded up.

‘| really hope | didn’t hurt the other one,” moan8dufti, from above.

‘He’s swearing,” said Polly, removing his swordhdt sounds like he’s okay.’

She handed up the candles, and then was hauledl tbe trembling roof of the elevator.
When she had a firm footing in the mouth of theneinshe found a sliver of stone and



stamped it hard into the space between the shdifawa the wooden frame, which shook. It
wasn’t going anywhere for a while.

Tonker and Lofty were already investigating thenein By candlelight, it looked like good
masonry beyond the clumsy attempt at walling it up.

‘It must be cellars,” said Tonker. ‘I reckon theystive made the shaft not long ago and
just walled up where it cut through. Could havealarbetter job, too.’

‘Cellars are close to dungeons,’ said Polly. ‘N@wch out one candle, because that way
we’ll have light for twice as long, and then—’

‘Perks, a word please?’ said Blouse. ‘Over here?’
‘Yessir.’

When they were standing a little apart from the oéshe squad, Blouse lowered his voice
and said: ‘I don’t wish to discourage initiativeerRs, but what are you doing?’

‘Er . . . anticipating your orders, sir.’

‘Anticipating them?’

‘Yessir.’

‘Ah. Right. This is still small-picture stuff, i$¥

‘Exactly, sir.’

‘Then ray orders, Perks, are to proceed with sp@edcaution to release the prisoners.’
‘Well done, sir. We'll go through this . . . this—

‘Crypt,” said Igorina, looking round.

The candle blew out. Somewhere ahead of them, likndas absolute and velvet thick,
stone moved on stone.

‘I wonderwhythis passage was sealed up?’ said the voice afsBlo
‘| think I've stopped wondering why it was sealgalin such a hurry,” said Tonker.
‘I wonder who tried to open it?’ said Polly.

There was a crash of, as it might be, a heavyfsaliibg off an ornate tomb. It could have
been half a dozen other things but, somehow, tlaet the image that sprang to rnind. The
dead air moved a little.

‘I don’t want to worry anyone,’ said Shufti, ‘butchn hear the sound of sort of feet, sort of
dragging.’

Polly remembered the man lighting the candles. Hieapped the bundle of matches into
the brass saucer of the candlestick, hadn’t he4ddvwer hand slowly, she groped for them.

‘If you didn’t want to worry anyone,” came the veiof Tonker from the dry, thick
darkness, ‘why the hell did you just tell us that?’

Polly’s fingers found a sliver of wood. She raisetb her nose, and sniffed the sulphurous
smell.

‘I've got one match,’ she said. ‘I'm going to ttg light the candle again. Everyone look
for a way out. Ready?’



She sidled to the invisible wall. Then she scradcthe match down the stone, and yellow
light filled the crypt.

Someone whimpered. Polly stared, candle forgoftee.match went out.
‘O-kay,” said the subdued voice of Tonker. ‘Walkitdgad people. So?’

‘The one near the archway was the late GeneraloBuét!" said Blouse. ‘| have his book
on The Art ofDefence.’

‘Best not to ask him to autograph it, sir,” saidlf3aas the squad bunched together.

There was the whimpering again. It seemed to corom fwhere Polly remembered
Wazzer standing. She heard her praying. There m@mgords that she could make out, just a
fierce and urgent whispering.

‘Maybe these washing sticks can slow them dowrtd Bhufti quavered.
‘More than being dead already?’ said Igorina.
No, a voice whispered, and light filled the crypt.

It was barely brighter than a glow-worm, but singleoton can do a lot of work in
chthonic darkness. It rose above the kneeling Waazagl it was woman height, because it
was a woman. Or, at least, it was the shadow obrmam. No, Polly saw, it was the light of a
woman, a moving web of lines and highlights in vhibere came and went, like pictures in a
fire, a female shape.

‘Soldiers of Borogravia . . . attention!” said WarzAnd underneath her reedy little tone
was a shadow voice, a whisper that filled andlesfithe long room.

Soldiers of Borogravia . . . attention!
Soldiers . . .
Soldiers, attention!
Soldiers of Borogravia. . . .

The lurching figures stopped. They hesitated. Thleyffled backwards. With a certain
amount of clattering and tongueless bickering, floemned two lines. Wazzer stood up.

‘Follow me,’ she said.
Follow me . ..

.me...
‘Sir?” said Polly to Blouse.

‘I think we go, don’'t you?' said the lieutenant, evilseemed oblivious of Wazzer's
activities now he was in the presence of the mylitmight of the centuries. ‘Oh, god . . .
there’s Brigadier Galosh! And Major-general the d.¢tanapay! General Annorac! I've read
everything he wrote! | never thought I'd see hinthe flesh!’

‘Partly flesh, sir,” said Polly, dragging him forward.

‘Every great commander of the last five hundredyeaas buried here, Perks!’
‘I'm very pleased for you, sir. If we could just rea little faster . . .’

‘It is my fondest hope that I'll spend the restetérnity here, you know.’



‘Wonderful, sir, but not starting today. Can wectatip with the rest of them, sir?’

As they passed, hand after ragged hand was raigedky salute. Staring eyes gleamed in
hollow faces. The strange light glistened on dumssid and stained, faded cloth. And there
was a noise, harsher than the whispering, deepattdral. It sounded like the creaking of
distant doors, but individual voices rose anddslthe squad passed the dead figures . . .

Death to Zlobenia . . . get them . . . remember give them hell . . . vengeance . . .
remember . . . they’re not human . . . avenge.usevenge . . .

Up ahead, Wazzer had reached some high wooden. dideeg swung open at her touch.
The light travelled with her, and the squad weréhenheels. To be too far behind was to be
in the dark.

‘Couldn’t I just ask Major-general—’ Blouse begainagging on Polly’s hand.
‘No! You can’t! Don’t dawdle! Come on! Polly commaded.

They reached the doors, which Tonker and Igoriamsied behind them. Polly leaned
against the wall.

‘| think that was the most . . . most amazing monhwmy life,” said Blouse, as the boom
died away.

‘| think this is mine,’” said Polly, fighting for lbath.

Light still glowed around Wazzer, who turned todate squad with an expression of
beatific pleasure. ‘You must speak to the High Candy she said.

You must speak to the High Commantispered the walls.
‘Be kind to this child.’
Be kind to this child . . .
...thischild. ..
Polly caught Wazzer before she hit the ground.
‘What is happening with her?’ said Tonker.

‘| think the Duchess really is speaking through,’heatid Polly. Wazzer was unconscious,
only the whites of her eyes showing. Polly laid dewn gently.

‘Oh, come on! The Duchess is just a painting! Skiead!”

Sometimes you give in. For Polly, that time hadrb#ee length of time it took to walk
through the crypt. If you don’t believe, or don’amt to believe, or if you don’t simply hope
that there’s something worth believing in, why twound? And if you don’t believe, who are
you trusting to lead you out of the grip of deadhfe

‘Dead?’ she said. ‘So what? What about the oldisddback there;, who haven't faded
away? What about the light? And you heard how W&z zeice sounded.’

‘Yeah, but . . . well, that sort of thing doesn&dpen to people yoknow’ said Tonker. It
happens to . . . well, strange religious peoptee&n, a few days ago she was learning how to
fart loudly?

‘She?’ whispered Blouse to Polly. ‘'She? Why is—’
Once again a part of Polly’s mind overtook the suirddanic. ‘SorryDaphné’ she said.



‘Oh...yes...of course...can't betooyes. ..’ the lieutenant murmured.
Igorina knelt down by the girl and put a hand onfoeehead. ‘She’s on fire,” she said.
‘She used to pray all the time back at the Greydégdisaid Lofty, kneeling down.

‘Yeah, well, there was a lot to pray about, if yearen't strong,” growled Tonker. ‘And
every bloody day we had to pray to the Ducheskaak Nuggan for slops you wouldn't give
to a pig! And that damn picture everywhere, thahyistare . . . | hate it! It could drive you
mad. That's what happened to Wazz, right? And nowwant me to believe the fat old biddy
is alive and treating our friend there like some puppet or something? | don’t believe that.
And if it's true, it shouldn’t be!’

‘She’s burning up, Magda,’ said Lofty quietly.

‘D’you know why we joined up?’ said Tonker, red time face. ‘To get away! Anything
was better than what we had! I've got Lofty andtlsf got me, and we’re sticking with you
because there’s nothing else for us. Everyone day<lobenians are terrible, right? But
they've never done anything to us, they’'ve nevat bs. If they want to come over here and
hang a few bastards, | could give ‘em a list! Ewdrgre there’s something bad happening,
everywhere the small-minded bullies are inventiegvrcruelties, new ways of keeping us
down, that bloody face is watching! And you sag ltere?’

‘We're here,” said Polly. ‘And you are here. And we’rargpto do what we came to do
and get out, understand? You kissed the pictune tgok the shilling”

‘I damn well didn’t kiss her face! And a shillingtbe least they owe meY’

‘Then go!” shouted Polly. ‘Desert! We won't stopwdecause I'm sick of your . . . your
bullshit! But you make up your mind right nowght now, understand? Because when we
meet the enemy | don’t want to think you're theyestab me in the back!’

The words flew out before she could stop them, thede was no power in the world that
could snatch them back.

Tonker went pale, and a certain life drained othafface like water from a funnelVhat
was that you said?’

The words ‘You heard me! lined up to spring fromlll?’s tongue, but she hesitated. She
told herself: it doesn't have to go this way. Yoond have to let a pair of socks do the
talking.

‘Words that were stupid,” she said. ‘I'm sorry.itld't mean it.’

Tonker settled slightly. ‘Well . . . all right, the she said grudgingly. ‘Just so long as you
know we’re in this for the squad, okay? Not for #reny and not for the bloody Duchess.’

‘That was a treasonable speech, Private Halteid’ [seutenant Blouse.
Everyone but Polly had forgotten about him, andtioed there like an easy man to forget.

‘However,’ he went on, ‘| realize we're all somewha.’ he looked down at his dress °. . .
confusedand, er, bewildered by the pace of events . . .’

Tonker tried to avoid Polly’s eye. ‘Sorry, sir,’esimuttered, glowering.
‘I must make it clear that | will not stand to heaich things repeated,’ said Blouse.
‘No, sir.’



‘Good,’ said Polly quickly. ‘So let's—’
‘But | will overlook it this time,’ Blouse went on.

Polly could see Tonker snap. The head was raisedlys! ‘You'll overlook it?’ said
Tonker. ‘You will overlook it?’

‘Careful’ said Polly, just loud enough for Tonker to hear.
‘Let me tell you something about us, lieutenardjdstonker, grinning horribly.
‘We are here, private, whoever we are,” snappetyPblow let’s find the cells!’

‘Um . . " said Igorina, ‘we’re quite close, | ttknl can see a sign. Um. It's at the end of
this passage. Um . . . just behind those threeergibzzled armed men with the, um . . .
efficientlooking crossbows. Um. | think what you've justelbbesaying was important and
needed to be said. Only, um . . . not just nowhg@as? And not so loudly?’

Only two guards were watching them now, raisingrtbews cautiously. The other was
running away down the passage, shouting.

The squad, as one man, or woman, shared the troought

They've got bows. We haven’t. They've got reinfar@nts behind them. We haven't. All
we’ve got is a darkness full of the restless d&de.haven't even got a prayer any more.

Blouse made an effort, nevertheless. In the ton€3aphne he shrilled: ‘Oh, officers . . .
we seem to have got lost on the way to the ladesh . . .’

They were not put into a dungeon, although theyewaarched past plenty. There were
lots of bleak stone corridors, lots of heavy dowsith bars and lots and lots of bolts, and lots
of armed men whose job, presumably, only becanerasting if all the bolts disappeared.
They were put into a kitchen. It was huge, andrbfeaot the kind of place where people
chopped herbs and stuffed mushrooms. In a gloommyg soot-encrusted hall like this,
cooks had probably catered for hundreds of hungeg.n®ccasionally the door was opened
and shadowy figures stared in at them. No one aadagything, at any time.

‘They were expecting us,” muttered Shufti. The shueere sitting on the floor with their
backs to a huge, ancient chopping block, exceptigorina, who was tending to the still-
unconscious Wazzer.

‘They couldn’t have got that elevator up by novaicsPolly. ‘I| wedged that stone in good
and hard.’

‘Then maybe the washerwomen gave us away,’ saitdrofl didn't like the look of Mrs
Enid.’

‘It doesn’t matter now, does it?’ said Polly, “Isat the only door?’

‘There’s a storeroom at the other end,” said Tonlkéw exit, except a grille in the floor.’
‘Could we get out that way?’

‘Only diced.’

They stared glumly at the distant door. It had @geagain, and there was some muffled
conversation amongst the silhouettes beyond. Tomhker tried advancing on the open
doorway, and found men with swords suddenly ocaupiti



Polly turned to look at Blouse, who was slumpedregdhe wall, staring blankly upwards.
‘I'd better go and tell him,” she said. Tonker shged.

Blouse opened his eyes and smiled wanly when Rgipyroached. ‘Ah, Perks,” he said.
‘We almost made it, eh?’

‘Sorry we let you down, sir,” said Polly. ‘Permisasito sit, sir?’

‘Treat the rather chilly flagstones as if they wgoeir own,’ said Blouse. ‘And it was | that
let you down, I'm afraid.’

‘Oh, no, sir— Polly protested.

‘You were my first command,’ said Blouse. ‘Well,aapfrom Corporal Drebb and he was
seventy and only had one arm, poor chap.’ He pihthe bridge of his nose. ‘All | had to do
was get you to the valley. That was all. But, ndpdlishly dreamed of a world where
everyone would one day wear a Blouse. Or eat oaossilply. | should have listened to
Sergeant Jackrum! Oh, will | ever look my dear Erineein the face again?’

‘I don’t know, sir,” said Polly.

‘That was meant to be more of a rhetorical cry @$mhir than an actual question, Perks,’
said Blouse.

‘Sorry, sir,” said Polly. She took a deep brea#ady for the plunge into the icy depths of
the truth. ‘Sir, you ought to know that—’

‘And I'm afraid once they realize we aren’'t womee’lvbe put in the big dungeons,’ the
lieutenant went on. ‘Very big, and very dirty, Itold. And very crowded.’

‘Sir, we are women, sir,’ said Polly.
‘Yes, well done, Perks, but we don’t have to prdtany more.’
‘You don’t understand, sir. We really are womenl. &lus.’

Blouse grinned nervously. ‘I think you've got alét. . . confused, Perks. | seem to recall
that the same thing happened to Wrigglesworth—’

‘Sir—'
‘—although | have to say he was very good at chrapsurtains—’

‘No, sir. | was a— lama girl, and | cut my hair and pretended | was g &iod took the
Duchess'’s shilling, sir. Take my word for it, dbgcause | really don’t want to have to draw
you a picture. We played a trick on you, sir. Walbt a trick, really, but we, all of us, had
reasons for being somewhere else, sir, or at feddieing where we were. We lied.’

Blouse stared at her. “You're sure?’

‘Yes, sir. | am of the female persuasion. | cheadrg day, sir.’
‘And Private Halter?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And Lofty?’

‘Oh, yes, sir. Both of them, sir. Don’t go therg,’s

‘What about Shufti?’



‘Expecting a baby, sir.’

Suddenly, Blouse looked terrified. ‘Otg. Here?
‘Not for several months, sir, | believe.’

‘And poor little Private Goom?”’

‘A girl, sir. And Igor is really an Igorina. And vénever she is, Carborundum is really Jade.
We're not sure about Corporal Maladict. But the oésus definitely have pink blankets, sir.’

‘But you didn’tact like women?’

‘No, sir. We acted like men, sir. Sorry, sir. Wetjwanted to find our men or get away or
prove a point or something. Sorry it had to hapjeeyou, sir.’

‘You're sure about all this, are you?’

What are you expecting me to say? Polly thoughtddps, now | come to think about it,
yes, we're really®men after all'? She settled fayisg: ‘Yes, sir.’

‘So . .. you're not called Oliver, then?’ It seadrte Polly that the lieutenant was having a
lot of difficulty with all this; he kept asking theame basic question in different ways, in the
hope of getting something other than the answelid@t want to hear.

‘No, sir. I'm Polly, sir—’
‘Oh? Do you know there is a song about—"’
‘Yes, sir,” said Polly firmly. ‘Believe me, I'd raer you didn’t even hum it.’

Blouse stared at the far wall, eyes slightly ungsxli Oh dear, Polly thought. ‘You took a
terrible risk,” he said distantly. ‘A battlefield no place for women.’

‘This war isn’'t staying on battlefields. At a tinike this, a pair of trousers is a girl's best
friend, sir.’

Blouse fell silent again. Suddenly, Polly felt vexgrry for him. He was a bit of a fool, in
that special way very clever people have of beawi$h, but he wasn’t a bad man. He’d been
decent to the squad and he’d cared about themidié deserve this.

‘Sorry you had to be involved, sir,” she said.

Blouse looked up. ‘Sorry?’ he said, and to her aansnt he was looking more cheerful
than he had all day. ‘Good heavens, you don’t hav@esorry. Do you know anything about
history, Polly?’

‘Can we stick with Perks, sir? I'm still a soldiéMo, | don’t know much history, sir. At
least, much that | trust.’

‘Then you’'ve never heard of the Amazon warriors Se&fmothrip? The most fearsome
fighting force for hundreds of years. All women! gddutely merciless in battle! They were
deadly with the longbow, although in order to getximum draw they had to cut off one of
their,um . ..er...|say, you ladies havé@en cutting off your, um, er. ..’

‘No, we haven’t cut off any um ers, sir. Only hair.

Blouse looked incredibly relieved. ‘Well, and thénere’s the female bodyguards of King
Samuel in Howandaland. All seven feet tall, | usteend, and deadly with the spear.
Throughout Klatch, of course, there are many stooé female warriors, often fighting
alongside their men. Fearsome and fearless, Iveeliglen would desert rather than face



females, Perks. Couldn’t deal with ‘em.’

Once again, Polly felt the slightly unbalanced ifegelof having tried to jump a hurdle that
turned out not to be there. She took refuge in: &\ho you think’s going to happen now,
sir?’

‘I haven't a clue, Perks. Um . . . what's wronghlwtoung Goom? Some kind of religious
mania?’

‘Could be, sir,” said Polly guardedly. ‘The Duchéakks to her.’

‘Oh dear,’” said Blouse. ‘She—’

The door opened. A dozen soldiers filed in and abreut on either side. They had a
variety of uniforms - mostly Zlobenian, but sevdrally recognized now as Ankh-Morporkic
or whatever they called it. They were all armedd &eld their weapons like men who
expected to use them.

When they had lined up and were glaring at the dgaamaller group of men stepped in.
Again, there was a variety of uniforms, but theyeva lot more expensive. These were worn
by officers - high-ranking ones, to judge by themssions of disdain. The tallest of them,
made taller by his high, plumed cavalry helmetrestaalong his nose at the women. He had
pale blue eyes, and his face suggested that heotligeally want to see anything at all in this
room unless it had been thoroughly cleaned first.

‘Who is the officer here?’ he said. He sounded &kawyer.
Blouse stood up and saluted. ‘Lieutenant Blousg Teinth Infantry.’

‘I see.” The man looked at his fellow officers.bélieve we can dispense with the guard
now, don’t you? This matter should be handled tuiétnd for heaven’s sake can’'t we find
this man a pair of trousers?’

There were a few murmurs. The man nodded to thgeasat of the guard. The armed men
filed out, and the door shut behind them.

‘My name is Lord Rust,” said the man. <I head theki&-Morpork detachment here. At
least,” and he sniffed, “the military detachmentuYhave been treated well? You have not
been manhandled? | see there is a . . . youngoiadiye floor.’

‘She’s in a swoon, sir,” said Polly. The blue elrghted upon her.
‘You would be—?’ he said.

‘Corporal Perks, sir,’ said Polly. There were sobaely suppressed smiles from the
officers.

‘Ah. | believe you are the one seeking her brothesitl Lord Rust.
‘How do you know my name?’ said Polly.

‘We are an, mm, efficient army,’ said Rust, ancteel himself to a little smile of his own.
‘Your brother's name is Paul?’

‘Yes!’

‘We shall locate him, eventually. And | understaamtbther lady was seeking her young
man?’

Shufti curtsied nervously. ‘Me, sir.’



‘Again, we shall locate him, if you give us his nanNow, please listen to me carefully.
You, Miss Perks, and the rest of you, will be tak@m here, tonight, entirely unharmed, and
escorted back into your country as far as our fmtan take you, which, | suspect, will be
quite a long way. Is that understood? You will haxeat you came for. Won't that be nice?
And you will not return here. The troll and the ya@ine have been captured. The same offer
applies to them.’

Polly was watching the officers. They looked nerwou.

. . . except for one at the back. She’d thoughtralguards had gone and, while this man
was dressed like a guard - dressed, that is, likadly dressed guard - he wasn't acting like
one. He was leaning against the wall by the domgksng half a cigar, and grinning. He
looked like a man enjoying a show.

‘Very generously,” Rust went on, ‘this offer ap@liéo you too, Lieutenant . . . Blouse,
wasn't it? But in your case you would be on patioleé house in Zlobenia, very pleasant |
understand, healthy walks in the countryside ahthat sort of thing. This offer has not been
extended to your superior officers here, | may‘add.

So why make it to us? Polly thought. Are you frigied? Of a bunch gjirls? That makes
no sense . . .

Behind the officers, the man with the cigar winkadPolly. His uniform was very old-
fashioned - an ancient helmet, a breastplate, shglatly rusted chain mail, and big boots.
He wore it like a workman wears his overalls. Ualike braid and brilliance in front of her,
the only statement his clothes made was that h@tdidend to get hurt. They had no insignia
that Polly could see, apart from a small shieldkealoon to the breastplate.

‘If you will excuse me a moment,’ said Blouse, ‘lllveonsult with my men.’
‘Men?’ said Rust. ‘They’re a bunch of women, man!’

‘But at this moment, sir,” said Blouse coolly, ‘lowld not exchange them for any six men
you offered me. If you gentlemen would care to waitside?’

Behind the group, the badly dressed man burstdgiémt laughter. His sense of humour
was not shared by the rest of the group, however.

‘You cannot possibly consider refusing this offes&id Lord Rust.

‘Nevertheless, sir,” said Blouse. ‘We will take ewf minutes. | think the ladies would
prefer some privacy. One of them is expecting &chi

‘What, here?” As one man, the group drew back.
‘Not yet, | believe. But if you would just step side—’

When the officers had retreated to the masculifetysaf the corridor the lieutenant turned
to his squad. ‘Well, men? For you, it is a veryaattive offer, | have to say.’

‘Not for us,’ said Tonker. Lofty nodded.

‘Nor me,’ said Shufti.

‘Why not?’ said Blouse. ‘You would get your husbdnd

‘That might be a bit difficult,” mumbled Shufti. Wyway, what about the invasion?’

‘I'm not going to be sent home like a package,dskgorina. ‘Anyway, that man has an
objectionable bone structure.’



‘Well, Private Goom can’t join us right now,’ sigh®&louse. ‘So that leaves you, Polly.’

‘Why are they doing this?’ said Polly. ‘Why do thesant us out of the way? Why aren’t
they just leaving us locked up? This place mudubef cells.’

‘Ah, perhaps they are sensible of the frailtiesyofir sex,” said Blouse, and then fried in
their stares. ‘I didn’'t saywas,” he added quickly.

‘They could just kill us,” said Tonker. ‘Well, thegould,” she added. ‘Why not? Who'd
care? | don't think we count as prisoners of war.’

‘But they haven’t,” said Polly. ‘And they’re noven threatening us. They're being very
careful | think they're frightened of us.’

‘Oh, yeah, right,” said Tonker. ‘Maybe they thinle\ne going to chase them and give them
a big wet sloppy kiss?’

‘Good, then we’re agreed that we’re not going toept,” said Blouse. ‘Damn right . . . oh,
| do apologize . ..’

‘We all know the words, sir,” said Polly. ‘I suggese see hownuchwe frighten them,

Sir.

The officers were waiting with unconcealed impatnbut Rust managed a brief smile
when he stepped back into the kitchen. ‘Well, keaint?’ he said.

‘We have given your offer due consideration, sgid Blouse, ‘and our reply is: stick it up
your . . ."” He leaned down to Polly, who whisperggently. ‘Who? Oh, yes, right. Your
jumper, sir. Stick it, in fact, up your jumper. Nadhafter Colonel Henri Jumper, | believe. A
useful woollen garment akin to a lightweight sweatar, which if | recall correctly was
named after Regimental Sergeant-Major Sweat. Birais where you may stick it.’

Rust received this calmly, and Polly wondered weetit was because he hadn’t
understood it. The scruffy man once more leaniraresg the wall had understood it, though,
since he was grinning.

‘| see,’ said Rust. ‘And that is the answer frorhadlyou? Then you leave us no choice.
Good evening to you.’

His attempt to stride out was hindered by the otifécers, who had less sense of the
dramatic moment. The door slammed behind themndiubefore the last man out turned very
briefly and made a hand gesture. You would haveexist if you weren’t watching him - but
Polly was watching.

‘That seemed to go well,” said Blouse, turning away
‘I hope we’re not going to get into trouble for thaaid Shufti.
‘Compared to what?’ said Tonker.

‘The last man out stuck his thumb up and winkedid SPolly. ‘Did you notice him? He
wasn’t even wearing an officer’s uniform.’

‘Probably wanted a date,’ said Tonker.

‘In Ankh-Morpork that means “jolly good”, said Blse. ‘In Klatch, I think, it means “I
hope your donkey explodes”. | spotted the man. keddike a guard sergeant to me.’



‘Didn’t have stripes,’ said Polly. ‘Why’d he ward say jolly good to us?’
‘Or hate our donkey so much?’ said Shufti. ‘How'sax¥er?’

‘Sleeping,’ said Igorina. yl think.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I don’t think she’s dead.’

‘You don’t think she is?’ said Polly.

‘Yes,’ said Igorina. ‘It’s like that. | wish | codlkeep her warmer.’

‘| thought you said she was burning up?’

‘She was. Now she’s freezing cold.’

Lieutenant Blouse strode over to the door, graktetdandle and, to the surprise of all,
pulled it open. Four swords were levelled at him.

‘We have a sick man here!” he snapped to the adtedi guards. ‘We need blankets and
firewood! Get thermow! He slammed the door. ‘It might work,” he said.

‘That door doesn’t have a lock,” said Tonker. ‘Ugdact, Polly.’

Polly sighed. ‘Right now, | just want somethingdat. This is a kitchen, after all. There
could be food here.’

‘This is a kitchen,’ said Tonker. ‘There could Beavers!

But it is always upsetting to find that the enemas bright as you. There was a well, but a
web of bars across the top allowed for the passdég®thing bigger than a bucket. And
someone with no sense of the narrative of advertaceremoved from the room anything
with an edge and, for some reason, anything thatdee eaten.

‘Unless we want to dine on candles,” said Shuftillipg a bundle of them out of a
creaking cupboard. ‘ ‘s tallow, after all. i betidbcallot’d make candle scubbo.’

Polly checked the chimney, which smelled as thotingine had not been a fire in it for a
long time. It was big and wide, but six feet upeavy grille was hung with sooty cobwebs. It
looked rusted and ancient, and could probably likedhby twenty minutes’” work with a
crowbar, but there’s never a crowbar when you voaet

There were some couple of sacks of ancient, dry gusly flour in the storeroom. It
smelled bad. There was a thing with a funnel arthradle and some mysterious screws.*
There were a couple of rolling pins, a lettuceiseg some ladles . . . and there were forks.
Lots of toasting forks. Polly felt let down. It wasdiculous to expect that someone
imprisoning people in some ad hoc cell would leewvall the ingredients to effect an escape
but, nevertheless, she felt that some universal mad been broken. They had nothing better
than a club, really. The toasting forks might pritie lettuce strainer might pack a punch, and
the rolling pins were at least a traditional femaksapon, but all you could do with the thing
with a funnel and a handle and mysterious screveshaéfle people.

* Every long-established kitchen has one of these, and no one ever remembers why. It is
generally for something that no one does any more and, even when it was done, it wasn't done
with any real enthusiasm, such as celery basting, walnut shredding or, in the worst case, edible
dormouse stuffing.



The door opened. Armed men came in to act as pirateior a couple of women, carrying
blankets and firewood. They scurried in with theyes cast down, deposited their burdens,
and almost ran out. Polly strode over to the guerd seemed to be in charge, and he backed
away. A huge key ring jingled on his belt.

‘You knocknext time, all right?’ she said.
He grinned nervously. ‘Yeah, right,’ he said. ‘Theajd we weren’t to talk to you . . .’
‘Really?’

The jailer glanced around. ‘But we reckon you’rangobloody well, for girls,” he said
conspiratorially.

‘So that means you won’t shoot at us when we boedR’ said Polly sweetly.
The grin faded. ‘Don’t try it,” said the jailer.

‘What a big bunch of keys you have there, sir,dsBonker, and the man’s hand flew to his
belt.

‘You just stay in here,’” he said. ‘Things are badwgh already. You stay here!

He slammed the door. A moment later they heard #unge heavy being pushed up
against it.

‘Well, now we have a fire, at least,’ said Blouse.

‘Er . . ." This was from Lofty. She volunteered @nd so seldom that the rest turned to
look at her, and she stopped in embarrassment.

‘Yes, Lofty?’ said Polly.
‘Er ... | know how to get the door open,” mutiieofty. ‘So it stays open, | mean.’

Had it been anyone else, someone would have laudgBed words from Lofty had
obviously been turned over for some time beforeratice.

‘Er ... good,” said Blouse. ‘Well done.’
‘I've been thinking about it,” said Lofty.
‘Good.’

‘It will work.’

‘Just what we need, then!” said Blouse, lik*e a nrgmg against all the odds to keep
cheerful.

Lofty looked up at the big sooty beams that ramsEthe room. ‘Yes,” she said.
‘But there’ll still be guards outside,’ said Polly.

‘No,’ said Lofty. ‘There won't.’

‘There won't?’

‘They'll have gone away.’ Lofty stopped, with the af one who'd said everything that
needed to be said.

Tonker walked over and took her arm. ‘We’ll justvhaa little chat, shall we?’ she said,
and led the girl to the other side of the room.réhgas some whispered conversation. Lofty



spent most of it staring at the floor, and thenKiesrcame back.

‘We will need the bags of flour from the storerocend the rope from the well,” she said.
‘And one of those . . . what are those big roundgs that cover dishes? With a knob on?’

‘Dish covers?’ said Shufti.

‘And a candle,” Tonker went on. ‘And a lot of bds.eAnd a lot of water.’
‘And what will all this do?’ said Blouse.

‘Make a big bang,’ said Tonker. ‘Tilda knows a &ttout fire, believe me.’
‘When you say she knows a lot. . .” Polly beganautainly.

‘I mean every place she worked at burned downg Sainker.

They rolled the empty barrels to the middle of them and filled them with water from
the pump. Under Lofty’s monosyllabic direction ahé rope from the well, they hauled three
leaking, dusty flour sacks up as high as possguethat they twisted gently over the space
between the barrels and the door.

‘Ah,’ said Polly, standing back. ‘I think | undeastd. A flour mill on the other side of town
blew up two years ago.’

‘Yes,’ said Tonker. ‘That was Tilda.’
‘What?’

‘They'd been beating her. And worse. And the thafgput Tilda is, she just watches and
thinks and somewhere in there it all comes togeffieen it explodes.’

‘But two people died”

‘The man and his wife. Yes. But | heard that othiels sent there never came back at all.
Shall | tell you that Tilda was pregnant when tlegught her back to the Grey House after
the fire? She had it, and they took it away, anddae’t know what happened to it. And then
she got beaten again because she was an AbominatiomNuggan. Does that make you feel
better?’ said Tonker, tying the rope to a table {€gere’s just us, Polly. Just her and me. No
inheritance, no nice home to go back to, no retatthat we know of. The Grey House breaks
us all, somehow. Wazzer talks to the Duchess, ltdmve . . . middle gears, and Tilda
frightens me when she gets her hands on a box tfthes You should see her face then,
though. It lights up. Of course,” Tonker smiledhier dangerous way, ‘so do other things.
Better get everyone into the storeroom while whtlihe candle.’

‘Shouldn’t Tilda do that?’
v ‘She will. But we’ll have to drag her away, othese she’ll stay and watch.’

This had started like a game. She hathdughtof it like a game, but it was a game called
Let Polly keep The Duchess. And now . . . it didnatter. She’d made all kinds of plans, but
she was beyond plans now. They’'d done bloody viagligirls . . .

A final barrel of water had been placed, after saliseussion, in front of the storeroom’s
door. Polly looked over the top of it at Blouse e rest of the squad.

‘Okay, everybody, we're . . . er . . . about to idbshe said. ‘Are wesure about this,
Tonker?’



‘Yep.’
‘And wewon’t get hurt?’

Tonker sighed. ‘The dusty flour will explode. Tleasimple. The blast coming this way
will hit the barrels full of water which’ll probapllast just long enough to see it rebound. The
worst that should happen to us is that we get Wedt's what Tilda thinks. Would you argue?
And in the other direction, there’s only the door.’

‘How does she work this out?’

‘She doesn’t. She just sees how it should go.” Bolanded Polly the end of a rope. ‘This
goes over the beam and down to the dish lid. Canhgidd it, lieutenant? But don’t pull it
until we say. I really mean that. C’'mon, Polly.’

In the space between the barrels and the doory adis lighting a candle. She did it
slowly, as if it was a sacrament or some anciergrneny every part of which held enormous
and complex meaning. She lit a match, and heldrgfally until the flame caught. She waved
it back and forth on the base of the candle, whkloh thrust firmly on to the flagstones so that
the hot wax stuck it into position. Then she agpliee match to the candle wick and knelt
there, watching the flame.

‘Okay,” said Tonker. ‘I'm just going to pick her yand you justarefully lower the lid
over the candle, right? C'mon, Tilda.’

She raised the girl carefully to her feet, whispgrio her all the time, and then nodded to
Polly, who lowered the lid with a carefulness thatounted to reverence.

Lofty walked as though asleep. Tonker stopped leylély of the heavy kitchen table, to
which she’d attached the other end of the ropeihglthe flour bags.

‘Okay so far,” she said. ‘Now, when | pull the kva¢ each grab an arm and we run, Polly,
understand? We run. Ready? Got her?’ She haulgdteampe:Run!

The flour sacks dropped, streaming white dust ay fbll, and exploded in front of the
door. Flour rose like a fog. They raced for theestoom and fell in a heap past the barrel as
Tonker screamed, ‘Okay, lieutenant!” Blouse pultad rope that raised the lid and let the
candle flame reach—

The word was not whoomph. The experience was whbontiphad a quality that
overwhelmed every sense. It shook the world likesshaet, painted it white and then,
surprisingly, filled it with the smell of toast. Anthen it was over, in a second, leaving
nothing but distant screams and the rumble of psifeg masonry.

Polly uncurled, and looked up into Blouse’s fadehink we grab things and run now, sir,’
she said. ‘And screaming would help.’

‘I think I can manage the screaming,” muttered 8huthis is not a very nurturing
experience.’

Blouse gripped his ladle. ‘I hope this isn’t goitagbe our famous last stand,” he said.

‘In fact, sir,” said Polly, ‘I think it's going tobe our first. Permission to yell in a
bloodcurdling way, sir?’

‘Permission granted, Perks!



The floor was awash with water and bits - quitelsbits - of barrel. Half the chimney had
collapsed into the fireplace and the soot was btpfiercely. Polly wondered if, down in the
valley, it'd look like a signal.

The door had gone. So had a lot of wall around8eyyond—

Smoke and dust filled the air. In it, men lay griogn or picked their way aimlessly across
the rubble. When the squad arrived they did nopbirfail to put up a fight, they failed to
understand. Or hear. The women lowered their weag@olly spotted the sergeant, who was
sitting and hitting the side of his head with tra 6f his hand.

‘Give me the keys!" she demanded.
He tried to focus. ‘What?’

‘The keys!’

‘I'll have a brown one, please.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘What?’

Polly reached down and snatched the key ring froenunresisting man’s belt, fighting
down an instinct to apologize. She threw it to Bleu'Will you do the honours, sir? | think
we’ll be having a lot of visitors really soon.” Sha&ned to the squad. ‘The rest of you, get
their weapons off them!’

‘Some of these men are badly hurt, Polly,” saidilgm kneeling down. ‘There’s one here
with multiple.’

‘Multiple what?’ said Polly, watching the steps.

‘Just. . . multiple. Multiple everything. But | kmol can save his arm, because I've just
found it over there. | think he must’'ve been hotgims sword and—’

‘Just do what you can, okay?’ said Polly.
‘Hey, they’reenemies said Tonker, picking up a sword.

‘Thith ith an Igor thing,” said Igorina, taking offer pack. ‘I'm thorry, you wouldn’t
underthtand.’

‘I'm beginning not to.” Tonker joined Polly in hevatch on the stairs. Around them, men
groaned and stone creaked. ‘I wonder how much damaagdid? There's a lot of dust up
there ...’

‘There’ll be a lot of people here soon,’ said Ppttyore calmly than she felt. Because this
is going to be it, she thought. This time theredeng to be no turkey to save us. This is where
| find out if I'm the meat or the metal . . .

She could hear Blouse unlocking doors, and the tshivam those within. ‘Lieutenant
Blouse, Tenth Infantry!” he was saying. ‘This isescue, broadly speaking. Sorry about the
mess.’

Probably his inner Daphne had added that lasPbity thought. And then the corridor was
full of released men, and someone said, ‘What lzgeet women doing here! For god’s sake,



give me that sword, girl"’
And, right now, she wasn’t inclined to argue.

Men take over. It is probably because of socks.

The squad retired to the kitchen, where Igorina atasork. She worked fast, efficiently
and, on the whole, with very little blood. Her largack was open beside her. The jars inside
were blue, green and red; some of them smoked wheropened them, or gave off strange
lights. Her fingers moved in a blur. It was fasting to watch her working. At least, it was if
you hadn’t just eaten.

‘Squad, this is Major Erick von Moldvitz! He askexlmeet you.’

They turned at the sound of Blouse’s voice. He’'dught a newcomer. The major was
young, but much more heavily built than the lieatein He had a scar across his face.

‘Stand easy, lads,” he said. ‘Blouse here has beldng me what crackin’ work you've
been doing. Well done! Dressin’ up as women, eltki.you weren’t found out?’

‘Yessir,” said Polly. From outside, there camedband of cries and fighting.

‘Didn’t bring your uniforms with you?’ said the nuaj

‘Could’ve been tricky if they were found on us,ig&olly, staring at Blouse.
‘Could’ve been tricky anyway, eh, if you were sdw@d?’ said the major, winking.
‘Yessir,” said Polly obediently. ‘Lieutenant Blous#d you all about us, did he, sir?’

Just behind the major, Blouse was making a uniVgessture. It consisted of both hands
held palm up and outwards and waggled furiousIy alt fingers extended.

‘Hah, yes. Stole some clothes from a knockin’ shelp? Young lads like you shouldn’t
have gone in a place like that, eh? Those v placesn Abomination, if they’re run right!
said the major, wagging a finger theatrically. ‘Avay, we're doing well. Hardly any guards
this deep in the keep, y'see. The whole place wads dn the basis that the enemy would be
on the outsidel | say, what's that man doin’ to ti&n on the slab?’

‘Patching him up, thur,” said Igorina. ‘Thewing iarm back on.’
‘He’s an enemy, ain’t he?’
‘Code of the Igorth, thur,” said Igorina reproadhfu‘A thpare handvhere neededhur.’

The major sniffed. ‘Oh well, can’t argue with yoeilbws, eh? But when you've finished,
we’'ve got plenty of chaps out there who could dthwour help.’

‘Thertainly, thur,” said Igorina.
‘Any news of my brother, sir?’ said Polly. ‘PaulrRe?’

‘Yes, Blouse here mentioned him, Perks, but theres locked up everywhere and it's a
little tricky right now, eh?’ said the major brusdy ‘As for the rest of you, we’ll get you into
a pair of trousers as soon as possible and yojoogam the fun, eh?’

‘The fun,” said Tonker, in a hollow voice.
‘The fun being . . . ?’ said Polly.
‘We've got as far as the fourth floor already,’ds&on Moldvitz. “‘We might not have the



whole keep back, but we hold the outer courtyandssome of the towers. By morning, we’ll
control who comes in and goes out. We're back ewttar! They won't invade now. Most of
their top brass are in the inner keep.’

‘Back in the war,” murmured Polly.
‘And we will win!” said the major.
‘Oh, sugar,’ said Shufti.

Something was going to give, Polly knew. Tonker hhdt look she got before she
exploded, and even Shufti was fidgeting. It wouhlllydoe a matter of time before Lofty found
her box of matches, which Polly had hidden in aboapd.

Igorina packed up her bag and smiled brightly atrttajor. ‘Ready to go, thur,” she said.
‘At least remove the wig, eh?’

‘It'th my own hair, thur,” said Igorina.

‘Looks a bhit. . . cissy, then,” said the major.\Mlbuld be better if—’

‘I am, in fact, female, sir,” said Igorina, dropgimost of the lisp. ‘Trust me, I'm an Igor.
We know about this sort of thing. And my needlewtinksecond to none.’

‘A womar?’ said the major.

Polly sighed. ‘We all are, sir. Really women. Nastj dressed up as women. And right now
| don’t want to put any trousers on because ther& a woman dressed up as a man dressed
up as a woman dressed up as a man, and then ko kbenfused | wouldn’t know how to
swear. And | want to swear right now, sir, very imuc

The major turned stiffly to Blouse. ‘Did you knowaut this, lieutenant?’ he barked.
‘Well . . . yes, sir. Eventually. But even so, $iwould—'

Thiscell was an old guardroom. It was damp, and haddwaking bunks.

‘On the whole,” said Tonker, ‘I think it was bett@hen we were locked up by the enemy.’
‘There’s a grille in the ceiling,” said Shufti.

‘Not big enough to climb through,’ said Polly.

‘No, but we can hang ourselves before they do it.’

‘I'm told it'’s a very painful way to die,’ said Plgl

‘Who by?’ said Tonker.

Occasionally the sounds of battle filtered throtigd narrow window. Mostly it was yells;
often it was screams. Fun was being had.

Igorina sat staring at her hands. ‘What’'s wronghwitese?’ she said. ‘Didn’'t | do a good
job on that arm? But no, they're afraid | mightd¢buheir privates.’

‘Perhaps you could have promised to operate onlyofficers,” said Tonker. No one
laughed, and probably no one would have botheredrtdor it if the door had swung open. It
was a proud and noble thing to escape from the gnbut if you were escaping from your
own side, where would you escape to?



On one of the bunks, Wazzer slept like a hibergabrar. You v had to watch her for
some time to see her breathe.

‘What can they do to us?’ said Shufti nervouslyotivknow . . really do to us?’
‘We were wearing men'’s clothes,’ said Polly.
‘But that's only a beating.’

‘Oh, they’ll find some other stuff, believe you rmeaid Tonker. ‘Besides, who knows
we’re here?’

‘But we got them out of prison! Our side!

Polly sighed. ‘That’'s why, Shufti. No one wantskimow that a bunch of girls dressed up
as soldiers and broke into a big fort and let alf an army. Everyone knows females can'’t
do that. Neither side wants us here, understand?’

‘On a battlefield like this, who'll worry about @i more bodies?’ said Tonker.
‘Don’t say that! Lieutenant Blouse spoke up for gajd Shufti.

‘What, Daphné’ said Tonker. ‘Hah! Just another body. They'velqably locked him up
somewhere, just like us.’

There was a distant cheering, which went on forestime.
‘Sounds like they’ve got the building,’” said Polly.
‘Hooray for us,’ said Tonker, and spat.

After a while, a small hatch was opened in the dout a silent man handed through a big
can of scubbo and a tray of horse-bread. It wasant scubbo or, at least, not bad scubbo by
the standards of bad scubbo. There was some discusgsout whether being fed meant you
weren’t going to be executed, until someone poioigdhe tradition of the Last Hearty Meal.

Igorina gave it as her cultural opinion that thewstwas not only hearty but lungy and
livery too. But at least it was hot.

A couple of hours later a can of saloop was hartdesligh, with some mugs. This time,
the guard winked.

An hour after that, the door was unlocked. A youmgn in a major's uniform stepped
inside.

Oh well, let’'s go on as we started, Polly thou@lte leapt to her feet. ‘Squaddd . . . tennn .
.. hut!

With reasonable speed, the squad at least managsdrd up straight and in a line. The
major acknowledged her by tapping the peak of s with a stick. It was definitely thinner
than an inch.

‘Stand easy . . . corporal, isn't it?’ he said.
‘Yessir.” That sounded promising.

‘I am Major Clogston, of the Provost’s office,” daihe major. ‘And I'd like you to tell me
all about it. About everything. | will make notesyou don’t mind.’

‘What's this about?’ said Tonker.

‘Ah, you'd be . . . Private Halter,” said Clogstoitve already spoken at length to



Lieutenant Blouse.” He turned, nodded at the gumrdering in the doorway, and shut the
door. He also closed the hatch.

‘You are going to be tried,” he said, sitting doan the spare bunk. ‘The politicos want
you to be tried by a full Nugganatic court, buttth@uld be tricky here, and no one wants this
to go on for any longer than it has to. Besidestdhas been an . . . unusual event. Someone
has sent a communique to General Froc asking aloouall by name. At least,” he added, ‘by
your surnames.’

‘Was that Lord Rust, sir?”’

‘No, it was someone called William de Worde. | dokhow if you've run across his
newspaper thing? We're wondering how he knew yorewaptured.’

‘Well, we didn’t tell him!" said Polly.

‘It makes things a little . . . tricky,” said Clag®. ‘Although, from your point of view, a lot
more hopeful. There are those members of the arhoyaxe, let us say, considering the future
of Borogravia. That is, they would like there todiee. My job is to present your case to the
tribunal.’

‘Is that a court martial?’ said Polly.

‘No, they're not that stupid. Calling it a court riial would indicate that they accept that
you are soldiers.’

‘You did,” said Shufti.
‘De factois notdejure’ said Clogston. ‘Now, as | said . . . tell me yatory, Miss Perks.’
‘That’'s Corporal, thank you!

‘| apologize for the lapse. Now . . . go on . Clbgston opened his bag and produced a pair
of half-moon spectacles, which he put on, and tooka pencil and something white and
square. ‘Whenever you're ready?’ he added.

‘Sir, are you really going to write on a jam sanchi®’ said Polly.

‘What?’ The major looked down, and laughed. ‘Oh. E&cuse me. | really mustn’t miss
meals. Blood sugar, you know . . .’

‘Only it's oozing, sir. Don’t mind us. We've eatén.

It took an hour, with many interruptions and coti@ts, and two more sandwiches. The
major used up quite a lot of notebook, and occadliphad to stop and stare at the ceiling.

‘... and then we were thrown in here,” said Paiyting back.
‘Pushed, really,” said Igorina. ‘Nudged.’ ]

‘Mmm,’ said Clogston. ‘You say Corporal Strappi, ya®u knew him, was . . . suddenly
very ill at the thought of going into battle?’

‘Yessir.’
‘And in the tavern in Pliin you really kneed Prindeinrich in the fracas?’
‘In or about the fracas, sir. And | didn’t knowwias him at the time, sir.’

‘I see you haven't mentioned the attack on thetdpllwhere, according to Lieutenant
Blouse, your prompt action got the enemy code book



‘Not really worth mentioning, sir. We didn’t do muevith it.’

‘Oh, I don’'t know. Because of you and that nice niram the newspaper the alliance has
had two regiments trotting around in the mountaifter some guerrilla leader called “Tiger”.
Prince Heinrich insisted, and is in fact in commaldd is, you could say, a sore loser. Very
sore, according to rumour.’

‘The newspaper writer believed all that stuff?’dsBiolly, amazed.

‘I don’t know, but he certainly wrote it down. Yaay Lord Rust offered to let you all go
home quietly?’

‘Yessir.’
‘And the consensus was that he could . . .’
‘Stick it up his jumper, sir.’

‘Oh, yes. | couldn’t read my own writing. J .. ..U. M . . .” Clogston carefully wrote the
word in capital letters, and then said: ‘Il am reyieg this, | am not here, but some . . . senior
.. . people on our side are wondering if yoouldjust quietlygo ... ?’

The question hung in the air like a corpse fronearb.

‘I'll put that down as “jumper” too, then, shall’' I9aid Clogston.
‘Some of us have got nowhere to go to,” said Tonker

‘Or no one to go with,” said Shufti.

‘We haven’t done anything wrong,’ said Polly.

‘Jumper it is, then,” said the major. He folded hip little spectacles and sighed. ‘They
won’t even tell me what charges are going to beenad

‘Being Bad Girls,” said Tonker. ‘Who are we foolingir? The enemy wanted just to be
quietly rid of us, and the general wants the sanmgyt That's the trouble about the good guys
and the bad guys. They're all guys!

‘Would we have got a medal, sir, if we’'d been meBRufti demanded.

‘Yep. Certainly. And Blouse would have been prordoda the spot, | imagine. But right
now we're at war, and this might not be the time—"’

‘—to thank a bunch of Abominable women?’ Polly sesigd.

Clogston smiled. ‘I was going to say “to lose cartcation”. It's the political branch who
are pushing for this, of course. They want to stmpd getting around. And high command
want this over quickly for the same reason.’

‘When is all this going to start?’ said Polly.
‘In about half an hour.’

‘This is stupid!” said Tonker. ‘They're in the middof a war and they’re going to take the
time to hold a trial for a few women who haven’eawdone anything wrong?’

‘The general has insisted,” said Clogston. ‘He wdhis cleared out of the way.’
‘And what authority has this tribunal got?’ saidlpcoldly.

‘Thousands of men under arms,’ said Clogston. Ysdrhe trouble is, when you say to a
general “You and whose army?” he just has to paintof the window. But | intend to prove



that the meeting should be a court martial. Yokiabed the Duchess? You took the shilling?
| say that makes it military business.’

‘And that’s good, is it?’

‘Well, it means there are procedures. The last Abation from Nuggan was against
jigsaw puzzles. They break the world into piecessays. That's making people think, at last.
The army may be crazy, but at least it's crazy hynbers. It's reliably insane. Er, your
sleeping friend . . . will you leave her here?’

‘No,’ said the squad, as one woman.

‘She needs my constant attention,’” said Igorina.

‘If we leave her she might have a sudden attackaafshing without a trace,” said Tonker.
‘We stick together,” said Polly. ‘We don’t leaveraan behind.’

The room chosen for the tribunal was a ballroomréban half the keep had been taken
back, Polly learned, but the distribution of grounds erratic. The alliance still held the
central buildings, and the armoury, but were elytiseirrounded by Borogravian forces. The
current prize to fight for was the main gate complhich hadn’t been built to withstand
attack from inside. What was happening out theme was a brawl, a midnight bar fight but
on a huge scale. And, since there were variousewgines atop the towers now occupied by
either side, the keep was shooting at itself, enfthest traditions of the circular firing squad.

The floor in here smelled of polish and chalk. Esbhad been pushed together to make a
rough semicircle. There must have been more thaty thfficers, Polly thought. Then she
saw the other tables behind the semicircles, amdnidps, and the people scurrying in and out,
and realized that this was not just abitnem This was a war-room.

The squad were marched in, and stood at attenigonina had browbeaten a couple of
guards to carry Wazzer on a stretcher. That cotlgtitches under her eye was worth more
than a colonel’s pips. No soldier wanted to berewrong side of the Igors.

They waited. Occasionally an officer would glant¢gheem, and go back to looking at a
map, or talking. Then Polly saw some whisperingigan, heads turned again, and there was
a drift towards the semicircle of seats. There watefinite sense that here was a tiresome
chore that, regrettably, had to be done.

General Froc did not look directly at the squadlurg had taken his seat in the centre of
the group and adjusted his papers neatly. Even tliereye passed over them quickly, as if it
was afraid to stop. Polly had never seen him betdeewas a handsome man, and still had a
fine head of white hair. A scar down one side afface had just missed an eye, and showed
up against the wrinkles.

‘Things are moving well,” he said, to the room atfge. ‘We have just heard that a flying
column led by the remnant of the Tenth are closinghe keep and attacking the main gates
from outside. Someone must have seen what is haqgpérhe army is on the move!’

There was a certain amount of refined cheeringhigt hone of it from the squad. The
general glanced at them again.

‘Is this all of them, Clogston?’ he said.
The major, who at least had a small table to hims&bod up and saluted. ‘No, sir,” he



said. ‘We are awaiting—"’

The doors opened again. Jade was brought in, chdiegveen two much larger trolls.
Maladict and Blouse trailed behind her. It seenteat tn all the rush and confusion no one
Had found any trousers for Blouse, and Maladickéabslightly blurred. His chains jingled
constantly.

‘| object to the chains, sir,” said Clogston.

The general held a whispered consultation withnadethe other officers. ‘Yes, we do not
want undue formality,” he said, nodding at the ggatRemove them. You trolls can go. | just
want the guards to remain on the door. Now, leprnageed. This really shouldn't take too
long. Now then, you people,” he settled himselhis chair, ‘this really is very simple. With
the exception of Lieutenant Blouse, you will agrede returned to your homes and placed in
the charge of a responsible male, understood? Anthore will be said about this matter.
You have showed considerable spirit, there is ndbtlabout that, but it was misplaced. We
are not ungrateful, however. We understand thatenanyou is married and so we will
present you all with suitable, indeed, with handsa@lowries—'

Polly saluted. ‘Permission to speak, sir?’

Froc stared at her, and then looked pointedly agy§tbn.

‘You'll have a chance to speak later, corporalitigae major.

‘But what exactly have we done wrong, sir?’ saitly?érhey should tell us.’
Froc looked at the far end of the row of chairap@in?’ he said.

A short officer got to his feet. In Polly’s facdyet tide of recognition raced across the
mudflats of hatred.

‘Captain Strappi, political division, si—' he begaand stopped at the groan from the
squad. When it had died away he cleared his thraay went on: ‘Twenty-seven
Abominations have been committed under Nugganati¢ kir. | suspect there have been
many more. Under military law, sir, we have the @infact that they posed as men in order
to join up. | was there, sir, and saw it all.’

‘Captain Strappi, may | congratulate you on youpidapromotion?’ said Lieutenant
Blouse.

‘Yes, indeed, captain,’” said Clogston. ‘Apparentbu were a humble corporal only a few
days ago?’

Plaster dust drifted down again as something heaugk the wall outside. Froc brushed it
off his paperwork.

‘Not one of ours, | hope,” he said, to a certairoant of laughter. ‘Do go ahead, captain.’

Strappi turned to the general. ‘As you know, giisioccasionally necessary for us in the
political division to assume a lower rank in ordergain intelligence. Covered under the
Regulations, sir,” he added.

The look that General Froc gave him stirred aelitdacup of hope in Polly’s breast. No
one could like something like Strappi, not even a@thrar. Then the general turned back to
Clogston.

‘Is this germane, major?’ he said testily. ‘We knthey disguised themselves as—



‘—women, sir,” said Clogston smoothly. ‘That's alle know, sir. Apart from Captain
Strappi’s assertion, and | intend to suggest Ittat this is tainted, | haven’t yet heard any
evidence that they have dressed in any other way.’

‘We have the evidence of our own eyes, man!
‘Yes, sir. They’re wearing dresses, sir.’
‘And they’re practically bald”

‘Yes, sir,” said Clogston. He picked up a thick kodripping with bookmarks. ‘Book of
Nuggan, sir: “It is a Beatitude unto Nuggan that\Woman shall wear her hair short, that the
amorous propensities of men be not therefore irdtaih

‘I don't see a lot of bald women around!” snappedd-

‘Yes, sir. It is one of those utterances that pedpld somewhat tricky, like the one about
not sneezing. | should say at this point, sir, thaitend to show that Abominations are
routinely committed by all of us. We have got itlhe@ habit of ignoring them, in fact, which
opens up an interesting debate. In any case, Baorts Nugganatically correct. In short, sir,
and in short hair, the ladies appear to have beehied in nothing more than a little laundry,
a kitchen accident and the release of your goddrseh the cells.’

‘I saw them!” snarled Strappi. ‘They looked like mand they acted like men?’

‘Why were you in the recruiting party, captain?ids®ajor Clogston. ‘I would not have
thought one of those would have been a hotbeddifices activity?’

‘Is that a relevant question, major?’ said the gaine

‘I don’t know, sir,” said Clogston. ‘That’'s why Is&ed. | don’t think we would wish it to
be said that these ladies had not been given adaning?’

‘Said by whom?’ said Froc. ‘My officers can be egliupon to be discreet.’
‘Said by the ladies themselves, sir?’

‘Then we must require that they dot speak to anyone!’

‘Oh, | say!" said Blouse.

‘And how will you enforce this, sir?’ said Clogstogainst these women who, we are
agreed, stole you out of the jaws of the enemy?’

There was some muttering amongst the officers.

‘Major Clogston, did you have lunch?’ said the gahe

‘No, sir.’

‘Colonel Vester said you become a little . . . #cravhen you miss meals . . .’

‘No, sir. | become tetchy, sir. But | think a ldttetchiness is called for right now. | put a
guestion to Captain Strappi, sir.’

‘Very well, captain, perhaps you will tell us whgy were with that recruiting party?’ said
the general wearily.

‘l was . . . investigating a soldier, sir. A nonremissioned officer. Our attention had been
drawn to irregularities in his files, sir, and weehere are irregularities we generally find
sedition. | hesitate to talk about this, sir, bessathis sergeant has been of some service to
yourself—’



‘Hrumph!’ said the general loudly. ‘This is not atter for discussion here, I think.’
‘It was just that according to the files, severffiicers had helped—' Strappi went on.
‘Hrumph! Not matters for this court, captain! Areagreed, gentlemen?’

‘Yes, sir, it was just that the major asked me brdStrappi began, bewildered.
‘Captain, | suggest you learn what a hrumph meaosked Froc.

‘So what were you looking for when you rummagedtigh our stuff?’ said Polly, as
Strappi shrank.

‘Mmmmmy cccccoffee!” said Maladict. ‘Yyyyyou ssssleg mmmmmy cccccoffee!’

‘And you ran away when you were told you were gointp combat, you little dog’s
pizzle!” said Tonker. ‘Polly said you pissed youawgers!

General Froc slammed his fist on the table, bulyRaiticed that one or two officers were
trying to conceal a smile. ‘These are not mattersHis inquiry!” he said.

‘Although, sir, one or two of them seem to me tosodjects for investigation later on,’
said a colonel, further along the table. ‘The peasdelongings of enlisted men may only be
searched in their presence, general. This may seeivial point, but men have mutinied over
it in the past. Did you, in fact, believe the men to be women when you did this, captain?’

Oh, say yes, please say y&lly thought, as Strappi hesitat&gecause when we talk
about how those cavalrymen found us so quicklly,nttan you set them on a bunch of
Borogravian girls. Let’'s see how that one playsPilin! And if you didn’t know, then why
were you rummaging?

Strappi preferred the rock to the hard place. Stdaeered down in the courtyard outside,
and he had to raise his voice to make himself heard

‘I was, er, generally suspicious of them, sir, heseathey were so keen—'

‘Sir, | protest!’ said Clogston. ‘Keenness is aahilitary vice!’

‘In moderation, certainly,’ said Froc. ‘And you fod evidence of some sort, did you?’
‘| did find a petticoat, sir,” said Strappi, fedljinis way with care.

‘Then why didn’t you—' Froc began, but Strappi imteted.

‘| did serve for a while with Captain Wriggleswortir,” he said.

‘And?’ said Froc, but the officer on his left leahever and whispered something to him.
‘Oh, Wrigglesworth Ha, yes,’ said Froc. ‘Of course. Fine officer, iyjglesworth. Keen on,
er—'

‘Amateur dramatics,” a colonel supplied, in a nancaittal voice.
‘Right! Right! Ver’ good for morale, that sort diihg. Hrumph.’

‘With respect, general, | think | can offer a waydugh?’ said another man with a
general’s rank.

‘Really, Bob?’ said Froc. ‘Oh, well. . . feel fre€he record will show that | am yielding
the floor to General Kzupi.’

‘I'm sorry, sir, | thought these proceedings weeot Ipeing recorded?’ said Clogston.
‘Yes, yes, of course, thank you so much for joggmgmemory,’ said Froc. ‘However, if



we were to have a record, that is what it wouldrsHgob?’

‘Ladies,” said General Kzupi, flashing the squagl@ssy smile. ‘And you too, of course,
Lieutenant Blouse, and you too, er . . ." he lookeatzzically at Maladict, who stared straight
back ‘. . . sir?’ General Kzupi, though, was nob®derailed by an eyeballing vampire, even
one that couldn’t stand still. ‘Firstly, may | offen behalf of all of us, I think, our thanks for
the incredible job you have done? A splendid eff@ut, sadly, the world we live in has
certain . . . rules, you understand? To be framé,droblem here is not that you are women.
As such, that is. But you persistrimaintainingthat you are. You see? We can’t have that.’

‘You mean if we put on uniforms again, and swagdexsund belching and saying “har
har, fooled you all” that would be all right?’ sdally.

‘Perhaps | could help?’ said yet another voicecHooked along the table.
‘Ah, Brigadier Stoffer. Yes?’

‘This is all rather damn silly, general—'

‘Hrumph!’ said Froc.

‘What say?’ said Stoffer, looking puzzled.

‘Thereare ladies present, brigadier. That is, ahah, thelprob

‘Damn right!” said Tonker.

‘Understood, general. But the party was led by a,raan | right?’

‘Lieutenant Blouse tells me he is a man, sir,” da@ldgston. ‘Since he is an officer and a
gentleman, | will take his word for it.’

‘Well, then, problem solved. These young ladiegpédl him. Smuggled him in, and so
forth. Assistedhim. Fine traditions of Borogravian womanhood atidthat. Notsoldiers at
all. Give the man a big medal and make him a capéand all this’ll be forgotten.’

‘Excuse me one moment, general,” said Clogstowilllconsult with what we would call
the accused if anyone would enlighten me as tptbeise nature of the charges.’

He walked over to the squad and lowered his vdldiink this is the best offer you're
going to get,” he said. ‘I can probably get the eyrtoo. How about it?’

‘I's completely ridiculous!” said Blouse. ‘They stved tremendous courage and
determination. All this would not have been possibithout them.’

‘Yes, Blouse, and you would be allowed to say tlstid Clogston. ‘Stoffer has come up
with quite a clever idea. Everyone gets what thentwbut you just have to avoid any
suggestion that you were in fact acting as sold®rave Borogravian women going to the aid
of a gallant hero, that works. You could take tiewthat these are changing times, and you
are helping them change faster. Well?’

The squad exchanged glances.

‘Er ... I'd be happy about that,” Shufti venturdfleveryone else is.’

‘So you'd have your baby without a husband?’ saitlyP

‘He’s probably dead anyway, whoever he was,’ sighkdfti.

‘The general has influence,” said Clogston. ‘He mige able to—

‘No, I'm not buying into this,” said Tonker. ‘It'a gooey little lie. To hell with them.’



‘Lofty?’ said Polly.

Lofty struck a match, and stared at it. She cowd matches anywhere.
There was anothe@rump high above.

‘Maladict?’ said Polly.

‘Llet tthe bball rroll. 1l ssay nno.’

‘And you, lieutenant?’ Clogston asked.

‘It's dishonourable,’” said Blouse.

‘Could be problems for you if you don’t accept, tlgh. With your career.’

‘| suspect | haven't got one, major, whatever haggpeéNo, | will not live a lie. | know,
now, that I'm not a hero. I'm just someone who veahto be one.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ said Polly. ‘Er . . . Jade?’

‘One of der trolls what arrested me-hit me with bisb an’ | frew a table at him,” said
Jade, looking at the floor.

‘That was mistreatment of a pris—' Blouse begart, Glogston said: ‘No, lieutenant, |

know something about trolls. They are very . .ygital. So . . . he’s a rather attractive lad, is
he, private?’

‘I got a good feelin’ about him,” said Jade, blughi‘So | don’'t want to be sent home.
Nothin’ for me there, anyway.’

‘Private Igor . . . ina?’ said Blouse.
‘I think we ought to give in,” said Igorina.
‘Why?’ said Polly.

‘Because Wazzer's dying.” She raised a hand. ‘Negge don't cluster round. Give her air,
at least. She hasn’t eaten. | can’'t get any watevndher at all.” She looked up with red-
rimmed eyes. ‘| don’t know what wo!

‘The Duchess talked to her,” said Polly. ‘You adland. And you know what we saw down
in the crypt.’

‘And | said | don'’t believe any of that!" said Toak ‘It's her . . . mind. They made her
crazy enough. And we were all so tired, we’d aegthing All that stuff about wanting to get
to the High Command? Well, here they are, and Itd@® any miracles. Do you?’

‘I don’t think she would have wanted us to give gaid Polly.
No.

‘Did you hear that?’ said Polly, although she wasertain that the word had turned up in
her head via her ears.

‘No, | didn’t’ said Tonker. ‘I didn’t hear it"
‘I don’t think we can accept this compromise, ssgid Polly to the major.

‘Then | won't,” said Shufti promptly. ‘I don’t .. this wasn't . . . | only came because . . .
but . . . look, I'm staying with you. Erm . . . wih@an they do to us, sir?’

‘Put you in a cell for a long time, probably,” sdite major. ‘They're being kind to you—'



‘Kind?’ said Polly.

‘Well, they think they're being kind,” said Clogsto’And they could be a lot worse. And
there’s a war on. They don’'t want to look bad, Butc didn’t get to be a general by being
nice. | have to warn you about that. You're stilirting this down?’

Blouse looked round at his men. ‘I believe we arajor.’
‘Good,’ said Clogston, winking.
Good.

Clogston went back to his table and shuffled hipeps ‘The allegedly accused, sir,
regretfully turn down the offer.’

‘Yes, | thought they might,” said Froc. ‘In thatsea they are to be returned to the cells.
They will be dealt with later.” Plaster showeredwioas something hit the outer wall again.
‘This has gone quite far enough!’

‘We won't be sent to the cells!” Tonker shouted.
‘Then that is mutiny, sir!’ said Froc. ‘And we kndvow to deal with that!

‘Excuse me, general, does that then mean the albdoes agree that these ladies are
soldiers?’ said Clogston.

General Froc glared at him. ‘Don’t you try to ti@mp with procedural nonsense, major!
‘It's hardly nonsense, sir, it's the very basis—
Duck.

The word was the faintest, merest suggestion ityBdhead, but it also seemed to be
wired to her central nervous system. And not odyshThe squad ducked, Igorina throwing
herself across her patient’s body.

Half the ceiling collapsed. The chandelier fell doand exploded in a kaleidoscope of
splintering prisms. Mirrors shattered. And thenr¢hwvas, by comparison at least, silence,
broken only by the thud of a few late bits of pdaisind the tinkle of a tardy shard.

Now. . .

Footsteps approached the big doors at the endeofabm, where the guards were just
struggling to their feet. The doors swung open.

Jackrum stood there, shining like the sunset. g glinted off his shako badge, polished
to the point where it would blind the incautiougiwits terrible gleam. His face was red, but
his jacket was redder, and his sergeant’s sashthveagure quill of redness, its very essence,
the red of dying stars and dying soldiers. Blooghmid off the cutlasses thrust into his belt.
The guards, still shaking, tried to lower theirgsko bar his way.

‘Do not try it, lads, | beg you,’ said Jackrum. ‘@hpmy oath | am not a violent man, but do
you think Sergeant Jackrum is going to be stopyea $et of bleedin’ cutlery?’

The men looked at Jackrum, steaming with barelytrobad rage, and then at the
astonished generals, and took an immediate deasidheir own desperate initiative.

‘Good lads,’ said Jackrum. ‘With your permissiorer®ral Froc?’

He did not wait for a reply but marched forwardhwitarade-ground precision. He came to
boot-crashing attention in front of the senior gats still brushing plaster dust from their



uniforms, and saluted with the precision of a semoag.

‘I beg to report, sir, that we now hold the mairtega sir! Took the liberty of putting
together a force of the Ins-and-Outs, the SideitlesSand the Backwards-and-Forwards, sir,
just in case, saw a big cloud o’ flame and smolear tive place, and arrived at the gates just as
your lads did. Got ‘em coming and going, sirV’

There was a general cheer, and General Kzupi letmedrds Froc. ‘In view of this
pleasing development, sir, perhaps we should haprgnd close this—'

Froc waved him into silence. ‘Jackrum, you old @die said, leaning back in his chair.
‘I heard you were dead. How the devil are you?’

‘Fightin’ fit, sir”” barked Jackrum. ‘Not dead all adespite the hopes of many"’

‘Glad to hear it, man. But, while your rosy faceaisvelcome sight at any time, we are here
to—’

‘Fourteen miles | carried you, sir’” Jackrum rogredeat pouring down his face. ‘Pulled
that arrow out of your leg, sir. Sliced that desila captain who pushed an axe in your face,
sir, and I'm glad to see the scar’s looking welllldd that poor sentry lad just to steal his
water bottle for you, sir. Looked into his dyin'ck sir, for you. Never asked for nothing in
return, sir. Right, sir?’

Froc rubbed his chin and smiled. ‘Well, | seemamember there was that little matter of
fudging some details, changing a few dates—' henmowed.

‘Don’t give me that bleedin’ slop, sir, with resped¢hat wasn’t for me, that was for the
army. For the Duchess, sir. And, yeah, | see adther gentlemen round this table who had
reason to do the same little service for me. FerRchess, sir. And if you was to leave me
one sword I'd stand and fight any man in your arsiy, be he never so young and full of
mustard!’

In one movement he pulled a cutlass from his bt lerought it down on the paperwork
between Froc’s hands. It bit through into the wobthe table, and stayed there.

Froc didn't flinch. Instead he looked up and saandy, ‘Hero though you may be,
sergeant, | fear that you have gaoefar.’

‘Have | gone the full fourteen miles yet, sir?’édackrum.

For a moment there was no sound but that of tHasgytvibrating to a halt. Froc breathed
out. ‘Very well,” he said. ‘What is your requestrgeant?’

‘I notes you have my little lads before you, sirhlhearing that they are in a spot of
bother, sir?’

‘The girls, Jackrum, are to be restrained in a place ofgaféiis is no place for them. And
that is my order, sergeant.’

‘| said to ‘em when they signed up, sir, | saidaifyone drags you away they'll have to
drag me away, too, sirl’

Froc nodded. ‘Very loyal of you, sergeant, and venuch in your character.
Nevertheless—'

‘And | have information vital to these here delidons, sir! There is something | must tell
you, sirV



‘Well, by all means tell us, man! said Froc. ‘Ydon’t have to take all—’

‘It requires that some of you gentlemen quit tliem, sir,” said Jackrum, desperately. He
was still-at attention, still holding the salute.

‘Now you do ask too much, Jackrum,’ said Froc. ‘Idare loyal officers of her grace!

‘No doubt of it, sir! Upon my oath | am not a ggesg man, sir, but | will speak my piece
to those | choose, sir, or speak it to the worlderg’s ways to do that, sir, nasty new-fangled
ways. Your choice, sir!’

At last, Froc coloured. He stood up abruptly. ‘Ami seriously telling me that you'd—’
‘This is my famous last stand, sir!" said Jackrsaluting again. ‘Do or die, sirV’

All eyes turned to Froc. He relaxed. ‘Oh, very wélican’t do any harm to listen to you,
sergeant. God knows you’ve earned it. But makeiitky’

‘Thank you, sir.’
‘But try this again and you'll be on the biggegiziér you can imagine.’
‘No worry there, sir. Never been one for fizzersiill by your leave point to certain men .

They were about half of the officers. They rosehvgteater or lesser protest, but rise they
did, under Froc’s sapphire glare, and filed out ithte corridor.

‘General, | protest!” said a departing colonel. ‘Velee being sent out of the room like
naughty children while these . . . females are—’

‘Yes, yes, Rodney, and if our friend the sergeamtsti’'t have a damn good explanation I'll
personally turn him over to you for punishment dgtsaid Froc. ‘But he’s entitled to his last
wild charge if any man is. Go quietly, there’s aadahap, and keep the war going until we
get there. And have you finished this strange deraergeant?’ he added, as the last of the
officers left.

‘All but one last thing, sir,” said Jackrum, andrsped over to the guards. They were at
attention already, but nevertheless contrived b more attentive. ‘You lads go outside
this door,” said the sergeant. ‘No one is to conose; understand. And | know you boys
won't try to eavesdrop, because of what'd happeyotoif | ever found that you had done so.
Off you go, hup, hup, hup?’

He shut the doors behind them and the atmosphenegeld. Polly couldn’t quite detect
how, but perhaps it was that the click of the ddwad said ‘This is our secret’ and everyone
present was in on it.

Jackrum removed his shako and laid it gently ontale in front of the general. Then he
took off his coat and handed it to Polly, sayingold this, Perks. It's the property of her
grace.” He rolled up his sleeves. He relaxed hmmaous red braces. And then, to Polly’s
horror if not to her surprise, he brought out hegpgr screw of foul chewing tobacco and his
blackened penknife.

‘Oh, | say—" a major began, before a colleague mddgim into silence. Never had a man
cutting a wad of black tobacco been the subjesuoh rapt, horrified attention.

‘Things are going well outside,” he said. ‘Shameu yaren’t all out there, eh? Still, the
truth’s important too, right? And that’s what thigounal is for, no doubt about it. It must be
important, the truth, else you wouldn’t be here,laight? ‘course | am.’



Jackrum finished the cut, palmed the stuff intorhiauth and got it comfortable in a cheek,
while the sounds of battle filtered through fromside. Then he turned and walked towards
the major who had just spoken. The man cringettla in his chair.

‘What've you got to say about the truth. Major D&tbsaid Jackrum conversationally.
‘Nothing? Well, then, what shallsay? What shall | say about a captain who turnedran
sobbing when we came across a column of Zloben@gsgerting his own men? Shall | say
that ol’ Jackrum tripped him up and pummelled hitmiteand put the fear of . . . Jackrum into
him, and he went back and ‘twas a famous victoryd that day, over two enemies, one of
them being in his own head. And he came to ol daokagain, drunk with battle, and said
more’n he ought . . .’

‘You bastard,’ said the major softly. »
‘Shall I tell the truth today . .Jane®’ said Jackrum.

The sounds of battle were suddenly much loudery Poeired into the room like the water
rushing to fill a hole in the ocean floor, but @ik sound in the world could not have filled
that sudden, tremendous silence.

Jackrum strolled on towards another man. ‘Gooce®you here, Colonel Cumabund!’ he
said cheerfully. ‘O’ course, you were only Lieutah&umabund when | was under your
command. Plucky lad you were, when you led us afjdivat detachment of Kopelies. And
then you took a nasty sword wound in the fracagustrabove, and | got you through with
rum and cold water, and found that plucky you migét but lad you weren’t. Oh, how you
gabbled away in your feverish delirium . . . Yesuyid. That’s the truth . . . Olga.’

He stepped round the table and started to strofigabehind the officers; those he passed
stared woodenly ahead, not daring to turn, notngato make any movement that would
attract attention.

‘You could say | knowsomethingabout all of yez,” he said. ‘Quite a lot about soof you,
just enough about most of you. A few of you, welGould write a book.” He paused just
behind Froc, who stiffened.

‘Jackrum, I—" he began.

Jackrum put a hand on each of Froc’s shouldersirtEen miles, sir. Two nights, ‘cos we
lay up by day, the patrols were that thick. Cutwharetty dreadful, you were, but you got
better nursing from me than any sawbones, I'd b¢¢.’leaned forward until his mouth was
level with the general’s ear, and continued inagstwhisper: ‘What is there left about you
that | don’t know? So . . . are you really lookiieg the truth . . Mildred?

The room was a museum of waxworks. Jackrum sp#tefioor.
‘You cannot prove anything, sergeant,’” said Froenewally, with the calm of an icefield.

‘Well now, not as such. But they keep telling mis tls the modern world, sir. | don’t need
proof, exactly. I know a man who’d have such a taleell, and it'd be in Ankh-Morpork in a
couple of hours.’

‘If you leave this room alive,” said a voice.

Jackrum smiled his evillest smile, and bore downtlo& source of the threat like an
avalanche. ‘Ah! | thought one of yez would try th@hloe, but | note you never made it
beyond major, and no wonder since you try to biith no bleedin’ cards in your hand. Nice
try, though. But, first, | could take you to thesbtlin’ cleaners before those guards were back



in here, upon my oath, and, second, you don’'t kntwat I've writ down and who else knows.

| trained all you girls at one time or another, @wine of the cunning you got, some of the
mustard, some of the sense . . . well, you gabihfme. Didn’t you? So don’t any of you go
thinking you can be artful about this, because wiheames to cunning | am Mister Fox.’

‘Sergeant, sergeant, sergeant,” said Froc weanhat is it you want?’

Jackrum completed his circuit of the table andsfied in front of it, once again like a man
before his judges.

‘Well, blow me down,” he said quietly, looking alpnhe row of faces. ‘You didnknow
did you . . . you didn't know. Is there a . . m@namong you that knew? You thought, every
one of you, that you were all alone. All alone. Yjmoor devils. And look at you. More’'n a
third of the country’s High Command. You made itymur own, ladies. What could you have
done if you'd acted tog—'

He stopped, and took a step towards Froc, who tbal@vn at her cloven paperwork.
‘How many did you spot, Mildred?’

‘That will be “general”, sergeant. I'm still a gaag sergeant. Or “sir” will do. And your
answer is: one or two. One or two.’

‘And you promoted them, did you, if they was asdjas men?’

‘Indeed not, sergeant. What do you take me fondbinpted them if they wereetterthan
men.’

Jackrum opened his arms wide, like a ringmasteoditicing a new act. ‘Then what about
the lads | bought with me, sir? As cracking a bunthads as I've ever seen.” He cast a
bloodshot eye around the table. ‘And I'm good aighing up a lad, as you all know. They'd
be a credit to your army, sir?’

Froc looked at her colleagues on either side. Aspaken question harvested unsaid
answers.

‘Yes, well,” she said. ‘All seems clear to us, hetlight of new developments. When
beardless lads dress up as gels, there’s no doatipp¢ople will get confused. And that’'s what
we’'ve got here, sergeant. Mere confusion. Mistaldemtities. Much ado, in fact, about
nothing. Clearly they are boys, and may return homghdt now with an honourable
discharge.’

Jackrum chuckled and stuck out a palm, flexingdfithgers upwards like a man bargaining.
Once again, there was the communion of spirits.

‘Very well. They can, if they wish, continue in tlaemy,” said Froc. ‘With discretion, of
course.’

‘No, sirl’

Polly stared at Jackrum, and then realized the svbwa, in fact, come from her own
mouth.

Froc raised her eyebrows. ‘What is your name agam® said.
‘Corporal Perks, sir!’ said Polly, saluting.

She watched Froc’s face settle into an expressiatbdescending benevolence. If she
uses the words ‘my dear’ | shall swear, she thaught



‘Well, my dear—’

‘Not your dear, sir or madam,” said Polly. In theedtre of her mind The Duchess Inn
burned to a cinder and her old life peeled awaggclblas charcoal, and she was flying,
ballistic, too fast and too high and unable to stbam a soldier, general. | signed up. | kissed
the Duchess. | don’t think generals call their safl“my dear”, do they?’

Froc coughed. The smile remained, but had the @gcenbe a bit more restrained. ‘And
private soldiers don't talk like that to generalsung lady, so we’ll let that pass, shall we?’

‘Just here, in this room, | don’t know what pasaed what stays, sir,” said Polly. ‘But it
seems to me that if you are still a general thendtill a corporal, sir. | can’t speak for the
others, but the reason I'm holding out, generahas | kissed the Duchess and she knew what
| was and she . . . didn’t turn away, if you untkmsgl me.’

‘Well said, Perks,’ said Jackrum.

Polly plunged on. ‘Sir, a day or two ago I'd haescued my brother and gone off home
and I'd have thought it a job well done. | just wexthto be safe. But now | see there’s no
safety while there’s all this . . . this stupidigo | think I've got to stay and be a part of it..E
.. try to make it less stupid, | mean. And | wamibe me, not Oliver. | kissed the Duchess.
We all did. You can't tell us we didn’'t and you datell us it doesn’t count, because it's
between us and her—’

‘You all kissed the Duchess,’ said a voice. It lad . . echo.
You all kissed the Duchess . . .
‘Did you think that it meant nothing? That it wasf a kiss?’
Did you think it meant nothing . . .

...justakiss...

The whispered words washed against the walls lik& @and came back stronger, in
harmonies.

Did you kiss meant nothing meant a kiss just tlarkiss meant a kiss. . .»

Wazzer was standing up. The squad stood petrisiedha walked unsteadily past them.
Her eyes focused on Polly.

‘How good to wear a body again,’ she said. ‘Andbteathe. Breathing is wonderful . . .’
How good . . .
To breathe wonderful a body again to breathe. . .

Something was in Wazzer's face. Her features wiknhere, all correct, her nose was as
pointed and as red, her cheekbones as hollowut.there were subtle changes. She held up a
hand and flexed her fingers.

‘Ah,” she said. ‘'So . . .” There was no echo tlimse, but the voice was stronger and deep.
No one would ever have said that Wazzer’s voice lieeh attractive but this one was. She
turned to Jackrum, who dropped on to his fat kaeeswhipped off his shako.

‘Sergeant Jackrum, know that you know who | am. You have waded througls sefa
blood for me. Perhaps we should have done beftaggtwith your life, but at least your sins
were soldier’s sins, and not the worst of thenthat. You are hereby promoted to sergeant
major, and a better candidate for the job | hawenenet. You are steeped in deviousness,



cunning and casual criminality, Sergeant Jackruou ¥hould do well.’

Jackrum, eyes cast down, raised a knuckle to hehéad. ‘. . . not worthy, your grace,’ he
muttered.
‘Of course you aren’t.’” The Duchess looked arouhhw, where is my army . . . ah.’

There was no echo at all in the voice now, and rafn&/azzer’s cowering and downcast
eyes. She positioned herself directly in front mdd; who was staring with his mouth open.

‘General Froc, you must do one final service for’'me
The general glared. ‘Who the hell are you?’

‘You need to ask? As always, Jackrum thinks fastan you. You know me. | am the
Duchess Annagovia.’

‘But you are—' one of the other officers began, Brdc held up a hand again.
‘The voice . . . is familiar,” she said, in a fa@ywvhisper.

‘Yes. You remember the ball. | remember it, toortfFgyears ago. You were the youngest
captain ever. We danced, stiffly in my case. | dsy@u how long you had been a captain, and
you said—'

‘Three days,’ breathed Froc, with her eyes shut.
‘And we ate Brandy Pillows, and a cocktail thaelibve was called—
‘Angel’s Tears,’ said Froc. ‘| kept the menu, yamace. And the dance card.’

‘Yes,” said the Duchess. ‘You did. And when old @eal Scaffer led you away, he said,
“That’ll be something to tell your grandchildrenyrnoy.” But you were . . . so dedicated that
you never had children . .. my boy. ..’

...myboy...myboy...

‘| see heroes! said the Duchess, staring at thkeda of officers. ‘All of you gave up . . .
much. But | demand more. Much more. Is there angragst you who for the sake of my
memory will not die in battle?” Wazzer's head tudrend looked along the row. ‘No. | see
there is not. And now | demand that you do whatigim®rant might feel is the easier thing.
You must refrain from dying in battle. Revenge @& redress. Revenge is a wheel, and it
turns backwards. The dead are not your masters.’

‘What is it you want of me, ma’am?’ Froc managed.

‘Call in your other officers. Make what truces aecessary, for now. This body, this poor
child, will lead you. | am weak, but | can move dintlaings. Thoughts, perhaps. | will leave
her . . . something, a light in the eye, a tonthévoice. Follow her. You must invade.’

‘Certainly! But how—"’

‘You must invade Borogravia! In the name of sanitgu must go home. The winter is
coming, the trusting animals are not fed, old menaf cold, women mourn, the country
corrodes. Fight Nuggan, because he is nothing mothing but the poisonous echo of all
your ignorance and pettiness and malicious stypiffind yourself a worthier god. And let . .

. me ... go! All those prayers, all those ente=at . . to me! Too many hands clasped, that
could more gainfully answer your prayers by efeontl resolve! And what was 1? Just a rather
stupid woman when | was alive. But you believedateined over you, and listened to you . . .
and so | had to, | had to listen, knowing that ¢heas no help . . . | wish people would not be



so careless about what they believe. Go. Invadetieeplace you've never conquered. And
these women will help. Be proud of them. And, k=il think to twist my meaning, lest you
doubt. . . let me, as | leave, return to you this Bemember. A kiss.’

...akiss...
... akiss a kiss return to you kiss . . .
... remember. ..

As one woman, as one man, the crowd in the rooshsghup hesitantly to their left cheek.
And Wazzer folded up, very gently, collapsing l&ksigh.

Froc was the first to speak. ‘Thisis . . . | think need to . . .” She faltered into silence.

Jackrum got to his feet, brushed the dust off haks, placed it on his head and saluted.
‘Permission to speak, sir?’ he said.

‘Oh, good heaven, Jackrum! said Froc distracte@a time like this? Yes, yes ...
‘What are your orders, sir?’

‘Orders?’ Froc blinked, and looked around. ‘Ordevsders . . . yes. Well, &m the
commander, tanrequest a . . . yes, | can request a truce, sergea

‘That’'s sergeant major, sir,” said Jackrum. ‘Rigbu are, sir, I'll organize a runner to go
to the alliance.’

‘| suppose a . . . white flag would be—’
‘Good as done, sir. Leave it to me,’ said Jackmadiating efficiency.

‘Yes, of course . . . Er, before, before we go famther . . . ladies and gentlemen, | . . . er.
. . some of the things said here . . . the whadeasof women joining as . . . women . . .
obviously . . .” She raised her hand to her chegira in a kind of wonderment. ‘They are
welcome. | . . . salute them. But for those of hat twvent before, perhaps it is not . . . not yet
the time. You understand?’

‘What?’ said Polly.

‘Lips sealed, sir!” said Jackrum. ‘You can leavalitto me, sir! Captain Blouse’s squad,
attention! You will obtain uniforms! You can’t gaoaund still dressed as washerwomen, oh
dear me!

‘We are soldiers?’ said Polly.

‘O’ course you are, otherwise | wouldn’t be shogtat you, you ‘orrible little woman! The
world’s turned upside down! It's a bit more impartahan you right now, eh? You've got
what you're after, right? Now get hold of a unifqriimd yourself a shako and wipe your face,
at least. You are taking the official truce to émemy.’

‘Me, sarge?’ said Polly.

‘Right! Just as soon as the officers have donetheal letter. Tonker, Lofty . . . see what
you can find for Perks to wear. Perks, don’t be edywand bull yourself up. The rest of you,
hurry up and wait?

‘Sergeant Jac— er, sergeant major?’ said Blouse.
‘Yessir?’
‘I'm nota captain, you know.’



‘Are you not?’ said Jackrum, grinning. ‘Well, leaiteo Jackrum, sir. We shall see what
the day brings, eh? Minor point, sir. | should Itise dress if | was you!”

Jackrum marched off, his inflated chest as red esba’s and twice as threatening. He
shouted at orderlies, harried guards, saluted esfiand, despite everything, hammered the
blade of purpose out of the red-hot steel of padie.was a sergeant major in a roomful of
confused ruperts, and he was happier than a temrgebarrel of rats.

Stopping a battle is much harder than startingiarting it only requires you to shout
‘Attack!” but when you want to stop it, everyoneoigsy.

Polly couldfeelthe news spreadin@hey’re girls! The orderlies scuttling in and out once
more kept staring at them, as if they were somd kinstrange insects. | wonder how many
Jackrum missed, Polly thought. | wonder . . .

Bits of uniform turned up. Jade found some troutieasfitted by locating a clerk who was
Polly’s height, lifting him up and pulling them offim. A jacket was acquired. Lofty even
stole a shako of the right size and polished tragbavith her sleeve until it gleamed. Polly
was just doing up her belt when she spotted a digur the far side of the room. She'd
completely forgotten abotim.

She pulled the belt tight and thrust the leathesubh the buckle as she walked and then
strode through the crowds of figures. Strappi sawdoming, but it was too late. There was
no escape short of running, and captains didn’fram corporals. He stood his ground, like a
rabbit hypnotized by the approaching vixen, andaaihis hands as she approached.

‘Now then, Perks, I'm a captain and | had a job tdie-began.

‘And how long do you think you’ll hold that rankow, sir?’ hissed Polly. ‘When | tell the
general about our little fight? And how you sickéé Prince on to us? And how you bullied
Wazzer? And about my hair, you sticky little middeaapology for a man! Shufti’'s a better
man than you and she’s pregnant!’

‘Oh, we knew there were women getting in,” saidafpi. ‘We just didn’t know how far
the rot went—'

‘You took my hair because you thought it meant stimg to me,” hissed Polly. ‘Well,
you can keep it! I'll grow some more, and no ongaing to stop me, understand? Oh, and
one other thing. This is how far the rot goes!’

It was a blow rather than a slap, and it knocked down so hard that he rolled. But he
was Strappi, and staggered upright with a fingented for vengeance.

‘She struck a superior officer!” he screamed.

A few heads turned. They looked at Strappi. The@kdéa at Polly. Then they looked back
grinning to what they had been doing.

‘I should run away again, if | was you,’ said Pol§he turned on her heel, feeling the heat
of his impotent fury.

As she was about to rejoin Jade and Maladict, samemiched her arm. She spun round.

‘What? Oh . . . sorry, Major Clogston,’” she saileSelt she wouldn’t be able to deal with
Strappi again, not without committing murder. Thvatuld probably get her into trouble, even
now.



‘I should like to thank you for a most enjoyableydaaid the major. ‘I did my best, but |
think we were all . . . outclassed.’

‘Thank you, sir,” said Polly.

‘This was a pleasure, Corporal Perks,’ said Clagsticshall watch your future career with
interest and envy. Congratulations. And since irelpgotocol seems to be flapping loose, |
will shake you by the hand.’

They shook. ‘And now, we have duties,” said Majdod@Ston, as Jade arrived with a white
sheet on a pole. ‘Oh, and by the way . . . my nan@hristine. And, you know, | really don’t
think | could get used to wearing a dress agaih . .

Maladict and Jade were chosen to see Polly thrabghcastle, a troll because a troll
commands respect and a vampire because a vampirands it. There were groans and
cheers as they elbowed their way along the passhgeause news had already got around.
That was another reason for taking Jade. Trollsdcpush.

‘Okay,” said Jackrum, bringing up the rear. ‘At thettom of these steps there’s a door,
and beyond that door is enemy territory. Put théenftag out first. Important safety tip.’

‘Can’t you come with us, sarge?’

‘Hah, me? | dare say there’s a few people out thdr@d take a pot shot at me white flag
or no. Don’t you worry. The word’s gone out.’

‘What word’s that, sarge?’
Jackrum leaned closer. ‘They ain’t gonna shootla®erks!
‘You told them?’

‘Let’s just say that news gets around fast,” saickdum. ‘Grab the advantage. And I'll find
your brother while you’re gone, upon my oath. Ohe @ther thing . . . look at me, Perks.’
Polly turned, in the crowded, jostling corridorckiaum’s eyes twinkled. ‘I know | can trust
you, Perks. I'd trust you like I'd trust myself. &eof luck. And make the most of it, lad.
Kissin’ don't last!’

Well, that couldn’t be plainer, Polly thought, &g tarmed men by the door beckoned them
forward.

‘Stick to the walls, okay, ladies? And be quickwiihat rag?

The heavy door swung open. Half a dozen arrows d¢enirand pinwheeled along the
corridor. Another one tore through the flag. PolMpved it desperately. She heard distant
shouting, and then cheers.

‘Okay, go!" said a guard, pushing her forward.

She stepped out into the sudden daylight and, teersare, waved the flag overhead a few
more times. There were men in the courtyard anddithe battlements around it. There were
bodies, too.

A captain, with blood soaking through his jackétepped across the fallen and held out his
hand. ‘You may give that to me, soldier,” he said.

‘No, sir. | must deliver it to your commander, andit for his reply, sir.’



‘Then you give it to me, soldier, and | will bringu back the reply. You have surrendered,
after all.’

‘No. This is a truce. That's not the same thingave to hand this over personally and you
aren’t big enough.” A thought hit her. ‘I demandaée this to Commander Vimes!

The captain stared at her, and then looked cl6®&e&m’t you one of those—'
‘Yes,” said Polly.

‘And you locked them in chains and threw the keygw

‘Yes,” said Polly, seeing her life start to flashkspher eyes.

‘And they had to hop miles with shackles on analothes?’

‘Yesrl

‘And you're just . . women?

‘Yes!’ said Polly, letting the ‘just’ go for now.

The captain leaned closer and spoke while tryingmonove his lips. ‘Dan gug show. Ell
done. Agout time soes arragunk arsetards ere akaraceg!’ He leaned back. ‘Commander
Vimes it is, then. Follow me, miss.’

Polly felt hundreds of eyes on her as the squadletasto the inner keep. There were one
or two wolf whistles, because there were more soddin there, including quite a few trolls.
Jade bent down, snatched up a rock and hurlediiebf them, hitting him between the eyes.

‘No one move! shouted Maladict, waving his handgemtly as a hundred men raised their
weapons. ‘That was the troll version of blowingissk

And, indeed, the troll who had been hit was wawahdade, a little unsteadily.

‘Can we knock it off with the lovey-dovey, pleasesgid Polly to Jade. ‘The soft people
are likely to get the wrong idea.’

‘It's stopped the whistling, though,” Maladict olpged.

More people watched them as they climbed flightraftight of stone steps. No one could
take this place, Polly could see that. Every fliglats seen by another one higher up, every
visitor would be sighted on before she’d even gbetba face.

A figure stepped out of the shadows as they reatifeedext floor. It was a young woman,
in old-fashioned leather and mail armour, with eastplate. She had long, very fair hair; for
the first time in weeks, Polly felt a twinge of gnv

‘Thank you, captain, I'll take over from here,” skaid, and nodded to Polly. ‘Good
evening, Corporal Perks . . . if you would follovenplease?’

‘She’s a woman! And a sergeant!” Maladict whispered
‘Yes, | know,’ said Polly.

‘But she gave an order to that captain!

‘Maybe she’s a political . . .’

‘And she’sobviouslyfemale!

‘I'm not blind, Mal,” said Polly.



‘I'm not deaf, either,” said the woman, turning aswiling. ‘My name is Angua. If you
will wait here, I'll have some coffee sent in. Th&ra bit of an argument going on in there at
the moment.’

They were in a sort of anteroom, not much more thavidened area of corridor with a
few benches. There were big double doors at therd; behind which voices were being
raised. Angua left.

‘Just like that?’ said Maladict. ‘What'’s to stop taging over the place?’

‘All those men with crossbows we passed on the wpy' said Polly. Why us? she
thought, looking blankly at the wall.

‘Oh, yes. Those. Yes. Er. .. Poll?’ -v

‘Yes?’

‘I'm actually Maladicta.” She sat back. ‘There! &told someone!
‘Dat’s nice,’ said Jade.

‘Oh, good,” said Pollyl'd be going out to give the latrines their afteoroswill about
now,she thought. Thikas got to be better than that, right?

‘I thought | did pretty well,” Maladicta went onNow, | know what you're thinking.
You're thinking: vampires have a pretty good tinfetavhatever sex they are, right? But it's
the same everywhere. Velvet dresses, underwirditigogns, acting crazy all the time, and
don'’t let’'s even go near the whole “bathing in uirg blood” thing. You get taken a lot more
seriously if they think you're male.’

‘Right,” said Polly.All in all, it's been a long day. A bath would bieen

‘I thought | did pretty well right up until the wie coffee thing. A necklace of the roast
beans, that'd be the thing. I'll be better prepardther time.’

‘Yeah,” said Polly. ‘Good idea. With real soap.’
‘Soap? How would soap work?’

‘What? Oh . . . sorry,” said Polly.

‘Did you hearanythingl said?’

‘Oh, that. Yes. Thank you for telling me.’

‘Is that it?’

‘Yes,” said Polly. ‘You're you. That's good. I'm m&hoever | am. Tonker’'s Tonker. It's
all just. . . people. Look, a week ago the hightsgany day was reading the new graffiti in
the men’s latrines. | think you'd agree that aHas happened since then. | don’t think I'm
going to be surprised at anything any more. Théeedbean necklace sounds good, by the
way.” She drummed her feet on the floor impatientRight now, | just wish they’'d hurry up
in there.’

They sat and listened, and then Polly became awfagelittle column of smoke coming
from behind a bench on the other side of the sp&@he. walked over and peered over the
back. A man was lying there, head on one arm, smgo&i cigar. He nodded when he saw
Polly’s face.

‘They're going to be ages yet,” he said.



‘Aren’t you that sergeant | saw in the old kitchdWaking faces behind Lord Rust from
Ankh-Morpork?’

‘I was not making faces, miss. That's how | always look whend Rust is talking. And |
was a sergeant once, it’s true, but, look, no asiip

‘Make der faces once too often?’ said Jade.

The man laughed. He hadn’'t shaved today, by thk @iat. ‘Something like that, yes.
Come along to my office, it's warmer. | only camat diere because people complain about
the smoke. Don’t worry about that lot in there ytisan wait. I'm only down the passage.’

They followed him. The door was, indeed, only a &eps away. The man pushed it open,
walked across the little room beyond, and sat dawma chair. The table in front of it
overflowed with papers.

‘| think we can get enough food up here to seetiwough the winter,” he said, picking up
a sheet of paper apparently at random. ‘Grain’# ahort but we’ve got a handy surplus of
white drumhead cabbage, keeps wonderfully, fullitdmins and minerals . . . but you might
want to keep your windows open, if you follow meartt stare. | know the country’s a month
away from starvation.’

‘But | haven't even shown this letter to anyonedlly protested. ‘You don’t know what
we—'

‘I don’'t have to,” said the man. ‘This is about éband mouths. Good grief, we dohave
to fight you. Your country is going to fall overymay. Your fields are overgrown, most of
your farmers are old men, the bulk of the grub goethe army. And armies don’t do much
for agriculture except marginally raise the fetyilof the battlefield. The honour, the pride, the
glory . . . none of that matters. This war stopBaorogravia dies. Do you understand?’

Polly remembered the gale-swept fields, the oldpfeesalvaging what they could . . .
‘We’re just messengers,’ she said. ‘I can’t negetia’

‘You know your god’s dead?’ said the man. ‘Nothlafj but a voice, according to some of
our priests. The last three Abominations were ajaicks, ears and accordion players. Okay,
| might be with him on the last one, but . . . r82kah! We can advise you if you're going to
look for a new one, by the way. Om’s very populathea moment. Very few abominations, no
special clothing, and hymns you can sing in thé.bdbu won't get Offler the Crocodile God
up here with your winters, and the Unorthodox Rwot@thurch is probably a bit too
uncomplicated for—’

Polly started to laugh. ‘Look, sir, I'm just a..whatis your name, please?’

‘Sam Vimes. Special envoy, which is kind of like @mbassador but without the little gold
chocolates.’

‘Vimes the Butcher?’ said Maladicta.

‘Oh, yes. I've heard that one,” said Vimes, grirqpifivyour people haven't really mastered
the fine art of propaganda. And I'm telling you base— well, have you heard of Om?’

They shook their heads.

‘No? Well, in theOld Book of Onthere’s a story about some city full of wickednessd
Om decided to destroy it with holy fire, this beibgck in the old smiting days before he'd
got religion. But Bishop Horn protested about fhien, and Om said he’d spare the city if the



bishop could find one good man. Well, the bishopdked on every door, and turned up
empty-handed. It turned out, after the place hashbieduced to a glass plain, that there were
probably plenty of good people there and, beingdgtitey weren’t the sort to admit it. Death
by modesty, a terrible thing. And you, ladies, time only Borogravians | know much about,
apart from the military who, frankly, aren’t chattyou don’t appear to be as insane as your
country’s foreign policy. You're the one piece otdrnational goodwill it has. A bunch of
young boys outwitting crack cavalrymen? Kicking tAence in the fork? People at home
liked that. And now it turns out that you're girl$Rey’ll love that. Mr de Worde is going to
have fun with that when he finds out.’

‘But we don’t have any power! We can’t negotiate’a—
‘What does Borogravia want? Not the country. | mémenpeople.’

Polly opened her mouth to reply, and then shugatirmand thought about the answer. ‘To
be left alone,” she said. ‘By everybody. For a whdnyway. We can change things.’

‘You'll accept the food?’
‘We are a proud country.’
‘What are you proud of?’

It came swiftly, like a blow, and Polly realizedwhavars happened. You took that shock
that had run through her, and let it boil.

.. . it may be corrupt, benighted and stupid, ibstours . . .

Vimes was watching her face. ‘From this desk hdre,5aid, ‘the only thing your country
has to be proud of right now is you women.’

Polly stayed silent. She was still trying to copghvihe anger. It made it worse to know
that he was rightwWe have our pride. And that's what we're proudWg’re proud of being
proud . ..

‘Very well, then, will you buy some food?’ said Vs, watching her carefully. ‘On credit?
| suppose you still have someone in your countrg whows about the kind of international
affairs that don’t involve edged weapons?”’

‘People would accept that, yes,” said Polly hoatsel
‘Good. I'll send a clacks back tonight.’
‘And why would you be so generous, Mr Ankh-Morpdrk?

‘Because I'm from a wonderfully warm-hearted citgrporal . . . hah, no, | can’t say that
and keep a straight face,” said Vimes. ‘Do you warknow the truth? Most people in Ankh-
Morpork hadn’'t even heard of your country until ttlacks went down. There’s dozens of
little countries round here selling one anotherdapainted clogs or beer made from turnips.
Then they knew you as the bloody mad idiots whbtfeyeryone. Now they know you as . . .
well, people who do just what*hey’d do. And tomavrthey’ll laugh. And there’re other
people, people who sit and think about the futweryday, who believe it's worth a little to
be friends with a country like that.’

‘Why?’ said Maladicta suspiciously.

‘Because Ankh-Morpork is a friend to all freedonviloy people everywhere!’ said Vimes.
‘Gods, it must be the way | tell ‘enZe chzy Brogocia proztfiklHe saw their blank
expressions. ‘Sorry, I've been away from home toogl And frankly, I'd rather be back



there.’
‘But why did you say you were a cherry pancakefti Saolly.
‘Didn’t | say | am a citizen of Borogravia?’
‘No. Brogociais the cherry pancakBorogviais the country.’

‘Well, I made the effort, at least. Look, we’d rathPrince Heinrich wasn't ruler of two
countries. That'd make one quite big country, mbigger than the other ones round here. So
it'd probably get bigger still. He wants to be liRmkh-Morpork, you see. But what he means
is he wants power, and influence. He doesn’t wamarn them, he doesn’t want to grow into
them or learn the hard way how to use them. Hewasits them.’

‘That’s playing politics!” said Maladicta.

‘No. It's just telling the truth. Make peace witinh by all means. Just leave the road and
the towers alone. You'll get the food anyway, atatever price. Mr de Worde’s article will
see to that.’

‘You sent the coffee,” said Polly.
‘Oh, yes. That was Corporal Buggy Swires, my eythansky. He's a gnome.’
‘And you set a werewolf on us?’

‘Well, set is a bit strong. Angua followed you, fjis be on the safe side. She’s a werewolf,
yes.’

‘The girl we met? She didn’t look like one!’

‘Well, they don’t, usually,” said Vimes. ‘Right umntil the moment when they do, if you
see what | mean. And she was following you becawsas looking for anything that'd stop
thousands of people dying. And that’'s not politgther,” said Vimes. He stood up. ‘And
now, ladies, | have to go and present your docurteetite alliance leaders.’

‘You came out for a smoke at the right time, didrou?’ said Polly, slowly and carefully.
‘You knewwe were on our way, and you made sure you'd gestirst.’

‘Of course. Can't leave this to a bunch of . ., yés . . . ruperts.’
‘Where is my brother, Mister Vimes?’ said Pollyffji

‘You seem very sure | know . . ." said Vimes, ratking her in the face.
‘I'm certain you do,’ said Polly.

‘Why?’

‘Because no one else does!

Vimes stubbed out his cigar. ‘Angua was right abgai,” he said. ‘Yes, |, earranged
for him to be put in what I like to call “protecéwustody”. He’s fine. Angua will take you to
him now, if you like. Your brother, possibility eévenge, blackmail, who knows what . . . |
thought he might be safer if | knew exactly whodhitle keys.’

The end of the journey, Polly thought. But it wasmot any more. She got the distinct
impression that the man opposite was reading loeigthts.

‘That's what all this was about, isn’t it?’ he said
‘No, sir. It's just how it started,” said Polly.



‘Well, it continues like this,” said Vimes. ‘This igoing to be a busy day. Right now | shall
take this offer of a truce into the room down tlessage and present it to the very important
men’ - his voice went flat to say those words - dwhre discussing what to do about
Borogravia. You'll get a truce, the food, and prolyssome other help.’

‘How do you know that?’ said Polly. ‘They havenisdussed it"
‘Not yet. But, as | said . . . | used to be a sangeAngua!’

The door opened. Angua came in. As Vimes had sad, couldn’t tell who was a
werewolf until you found out . . .

‘And now I'd better have a shave before | go to geevery important men,’ said Vimes.
‘People set a lot of store by shaving.’

Polly felt embarrassed walking down the steps \8igéngeant Angua. How did you start a
conversation? ‘So you're a werewolf, then?’ woulldwort of idiotic. She was glad that Jade
and Maladicta had been left in the waiting room.

‘Yes, | am,” said Angua.
‘But | didn’t say it"" Polly burst out.

‘No, but I'm used to situations like this. I've leeed to recognize the way people don’t say
things. Don’t worry.’

‘You followed us,’ said Polly.
‘Yes.’
‘So you must’'ve known we weren’t men.’

‘Oh, yes,” said Angua. ‘My sense of smell is muditér than my eyesight, and I've got
sharp eyes. Humans are smelly creatures. For whawvaorth, though, | wouldn’t have told
Mister Vimes if | hadn’t heard you talking to onecgher. Anyone could have heard you, you
don’'t need to be a werewolf for that. Everyone’'s gecrets they don’t want known.
Werewolves are a bit like vampires in that way. iWéblerated . . . if we're careful.’

‘Thatl can understand,’ said Polly. So are we, sheghbu

Angua stopped by a heavy, studded door. ‘He’s ie,hshe said, producing a key and
turning it in the lock. ‘I'll go back and chat tbe@ others. Come and find me when you're
ready ...

Polly stepped inside, heart pounding, and there Rad. And there was a buzzard, on a
perch by the open window. And on the wall, wherellR@as working so intensely that his
tongue was sticking out of the corner of his moatid he hadn’'t even noticed the door
opening, was another buzzard, flying in the hefthe sunrise.

Right now, Polly could forgive Ankh-Morpork anytlgnSomeone had found Paul a box of
coloured chalks.

The long day got longer. She had a kind of powéeyTall did. People gave them space,
watched them. The fighting had stopped and theyewlee cause and no one knew exactly
why.



There were lighter moments. They might have powat,General Froc gave the orders.
And General Froc might give the orders, but it wesmissible to suppose that it was
Sergeant-major Jackrum who anticipated them.

And perhaps that was why Shufti asked Polly andk&omo go with her, and they were
ushered into a room where a couple of guards stooeither side of a sheepish young man
called Johnny who had fair hair and blue eyes agdla earring and his trousers round his
knees in case Shufti wanted to check his otheindisishing feature.

He also had a black eye.

‘This the one?’ said Major Clogston, who was legnagainst the wall eating an apple.
‘The general has asked me to tell you that thelieb&ia dowry of five hundred crowns, with
the army’s compliments.’

Johnny brightened up slightly when he heard thatiftsgave him a long and careful look.
‘No,’ she said at last, turning away. That’s nanhi

Johnny opened his mouth, and Polly snapped: ‘Noasiked you to speak, private!” And,
such was the nature of the day, he shut up.

‘I'm afraid he’s the only candidate,” said ClogstoWe've got any amount of earrings,
heads of fair hair, blue eyes and Johnnies - angyisingly, a fair number of carbuncles. But
he’s the only one with everything. Are you sure?’

‘Positive,” said Shufti, still staring at the bdly Johnny must have been killed.’

Clogston walked over and lowered her voice. ‘Intthase, uh, the general did say,
informally, that a marriage certificate, a ring amavidow’s pension could be arranged,” she
said.

‘Can she do that?’ whispered Polly.

‘For one of you? Today? You'll be amazed what cardbne,” said Clogston. ‘Don’t think
too badly of her. She means well. She’s a yeactical man.’

‘No,’” said Shufti. ‘l. .. it's . .. well, no. Tdmk you, but no.’
‘Are you sure?’ said Polly.

‘Positive,” said Shufti, looking defiant. Since sh&as not naturally a defying kind of
person it was not quite the look that she thoughtas and it ought to have been, having
overtones of haemorrhoid sufferer, but the effasthere.

Clogston stepped back. ‘Well, if you're certainivpte? Fair enough, then. Take that man
away, sergeant.’

‘Just a moment,” said Shufti. She walked over ® blewildered Johnny, stood in front of
him, held out her hand and said: ‘Before they tate away again | want my sixpence back,
you son of a bitch!’

Polly held out her hand to Clogston, who shookd amiled. There had been another little
victory, of sorts. If the landslide is big enouglien square pebbles will roll.



Polly headed back to the rather larger cell that been made available as the women’s
barracks, or at least the barracks for the offisrainen. Men, grown men, had fallen over
themselves to put cushions in there, and bring aodnvfor the fire. It was all very strange.
Polly felt they were being treated as somethinggdawus and fragile, like, say, a huge and
wonderful jar full of poison. She turned the corimo the big courtyard and there was de
Worde with Mr Chriek. There was no escaping thehreyTwere definitely people looking for
someone.

The man gave her a look in which reproach was rathgVith hope. ‘Er . . . so you're
women, then?’ he said.

‘Er, yes,’ said Polly.
De Worde took out his notebook.

‘This is an amazing story,” he said. ‘You reallyfht your way here and got in disguised
as washerwomen?’

‘Well, we were women, and we did some washing,d$olly. ‘I suppose it was quite a
cunning disguise, really. We got in by not beinggdiised, you could say.’

‘General Froc and Captain Blouse say they're veoyg of you,” de Worde went on.
‘Oh, hehasgot promoted, then?’ said Polly.

‘Yes, and Froc said you did wonderfully well, foomen.’

‘Yes, | suppose we did,’ said Polly. ‘Yes. Very Wébr women.’

‘The general went on to say . . .” de Worde comsllis notebook, ‘that you are a credit to
the women of your country. | wonder if you’d cabecomment?’

He looked innocent, so possibly he didn’'t undemdtdre raging argument that had just
broken out in Polly’'s headA credit to the women of your country. We're prafdyou.
Somehow those words locked you away, put you irr ydace, patted you on the head and
dismissed you with a sweetie. On the other hand,haal to start somewhere . . .

‘That’s very nice of him,” said Polly. ‘But we justant to get the job done and go home.
That's what soldiers want.” She thought for a motnand then added: ‘And hot sweet tea.’
To her amazement, he wrote this down.

‘Just one last question, miss: do you think thelavevould be a different place if more
women were soldiers?’ de Worde asked. He was gyn#igain, she noted, so this was
probably a joky kind of question.

‘Oh, | think you'd have to ask General Froc thagid Polly. And I'd like to watch her
expression if you do . . .

‘Yes, but what do you think, miss?’
‘That’s corporal, please.’
‘Sorry, corporal . . . and?’

The pencil was hovering. Around it, the world tuiné& wrote things down, and then they
got everywhere. The pen might not be mightier ttrensword, but maybe the printing press
was heavier than the siege weapon. Just a few wardshange everything . . .

‘Well,” said Polly, ‘I—’



There was a sudden bustling around the gates atthiee end of the courtyard, and some
cavalry officers arrived. They must have been etqubcbecause Zlobenian officers were
converging in a great hurry.

‘Ah, | see the Prince is back,’” said de Worde. ‘Blgfobably not going to be happy about
the truce. They sent some gallopers out to meet him

‘Can he do anything about it?’

De Worde shrugged. ‘He left some very senior offdeere. It would be rather shocking if
he did.’

The tall figure had dismounted, and was stridingaials Polly, or rather, she realized, the
big doorway next to her. Frantic clerks and officenailed after him, and were brushed off.
But when a white oblong was waved in front of lssd by one man he grabbed it and stopped
so quickly that several other officers bumped imto.

‘Um,’ said de Worde. ‘The edition with the cartodmxpect. Um.’
The paper was thrown down.

‘Yes, probably that was it,” said de Worde.

Heinrich advanced. Now Polly could make out hisregpion.

It was thunderous. Beside her, de Worde turned twverfresh page in his notebook and
cleared his throat.

‘You're going totalk to him?’ said Polly. ‘In that mood? He’'ll cut yalown!’

‘I have to,” said de Worde. And, as the Prince hisdretinue reached the doorway he took
a step forward and said, in a voice that crackeghty, “Your highness? | wonder if | could
have a word?’

Heinrich turned to scowl at him, and saw Polly. Ranoment, their gazes locked.

The Prince’s adjutants knew their master. As tha'snhand flew to his sword they closed
on him in a mob, completely surrounding him, andréhwas some frantic whispering, in
which some rather louder injections from Heinrightbe broad theme of ‘What?’ could be
heard, followed by a toccata on ‘The hell you say"

The crowd parted again. The Prince slowly and céseforushed some dust off his
spotless jacket, glanced only briefly at Otto amdWlorde and, to Polly’s horror, strolled
towards her . ..

. . . with one white-gloved hand extended.

Oh no, she thought. But he’s cleverer than Vimeaskthhe is, and he can control his
temper. And, suddenly, I'm everyone’s mascot.

‘For the good of our great countries,” said Heihritt is suggested that we publicly shake
the hand of friendship.” He smiled again, or astealowed the corners of his mouth to turn
up.

Because she could think of no other way out, Pbk the huge hand and obediently
shook it.

‘Oh, ver’ good,’ said Otto, grasping his picturexbd can only take zer vun, of course,
because unfortunately | shall have to use flas$t. \lun moment . . .’



Polly was learning that an art form which happens ifraction of a second nevertheless
needs a long time to take place, allowing a snoiledeze into a mad grimace or, in the worst
cases, a death rictus. Otto muttered to himselieagadjusted the equipment. Heinrich and
Polly maintained the grip and stared at the pichure.

‘So,” muttered the Prince, ‘the soldier boy isnga@dier boy. That is your good luck?!’
Polly kept her fixed grin. ‘Do you often menacegfriened women?’ she said.

‘Oh, that was nothing! You are only a peasant gifer alll What do you know of life?
And you showed spirit!’

‘Everyone say chiz!” Otto commanded. ‘Vun, two gér. . . oh, bug—’

By the time the after-images had died away, Otte back on his feet again. ‘Vun day |
hope to find a filter zat vorks,” he muttered. ‘hkayou, everyvun.’

‘That was for peace and goodwill between natiosaid Polly, smiling sweetly and letting
go of the Prince’s hand. She took a step back. ‘thrg] your highness, is forme . . .’

Actually, she didn't kick. Life was a process aiding out how far you could go, and you
could probably go too far in finding out how farwoould go. But a mere twitch of a leg was
enough, just to see the idiot collapse in the uldigs, knock-kneed, protective crouch.

She marched away, singing inside. This was notrg-fale castle and there was no such
thing as a fairy-tale ending, but sometimes youdthreaten to kick the handsome prince in
the ham-and-eggs.

And now, there was orwherlittle thing.

The sun was setting before Polly found Jackrumragaid blood-red light shone through
the high windows of the keep’s biggest kitchen. w#es sitting alone at a long table by the
fire, in full uniform, and he was eating a slabtloitk bread plastered with pork dripping. A
mug of beer was not far from his other hand. H&kéaboup as she approached, and nodded
companionably towards another chair. Around themmen ran to and fro. ‘Pork drippin’
with salt and pepper, and a mug of beer,” he sBdht's the ticket. You can keep your
cuisine. Want a slice?” He waved a hand at onehef kitchen girls who was dancing
attendance on him.

‘Not right now, sarge.’

‘Sure?’ said Jackrum. ‘There’s an old sayin’: kigsdon’t last, cooking do. | hope that it's
one you don’t have cause to reflect upon.’

Polly sat down. ‘Kissing is lasting so far,” sheédsa

‘Shufti get sorted out?’ said Jackrum. He finisitbd beer, snapped his fingers at the
serving girl, and pointed to the empty mug.

‘To her own satisfaction, sarge.’

‘Fair enough. You can't get fairer. So what nexdrk3?’

‘Dunno, sarge. I'll go with Wa— with Alice and tlegmy and see what happens.’
‘Best of luck. Look after ‘em, Perks, ‘cos | aicbming,” said Jackrum.

‘Sarge?’ said Polly, shocked.



‘Well, looks like we're going to be short by onema present, eh? Anyway, this is it. The
end of the road. I've done my bit. Can’'t go on n@&hot me quiver with the general, and |
dare sayhe will be glad to see the back of me. Besides, gé ia creepin’ on. | killed five
poor devils when we attacked today, and afterwhfdsnd meself wonderin’ why. Not good,
that. Time to get out before | blunt me own edge.’

‘You're sure, sarge?’

‘Yeah. Seems to me the ol’ “my country right or wgd thing has had its day. Time to put
my feet up and find out what it is we've been fightfor. Sure you won’t have any dripping?
It's got crunchy bits. That's what | catyle in dripping.’

Polly waved away the proffered slab of grease-seteéread, and sat in silence while
Jackrum engulfed it.

‘Funny thing, really,” she said, at last.
‘What's that, Perks?’

‘Finding out that it's not about you. You think yoa the hero, and it turns out you're
really part of someone else’s story. Wazz— Alic# e the one they remember. We just had
to get her here.’

Jackrum said nothing but, as Polly would have ptedi pulled his crumpled bag of
chewing tobacco out of his pocket. She slippedradhia her own pocket and pulled out a
small packet. Pockets, she thought. We've got taylman to pockets. A soldier needs pockets.

‘Try this, sarge,” she said. ‘Go on, open it.’

It was a small, soft leather pouch, with a drawstriJackrum held it up so that it twisted
this way and that.

‘Well, Perks, upon my oath | am not a swearing mahe-began.

‘No, you're not. I've noticed,” said Polly. ‘But &t grubby old paper was getting on my
nerves. Why didn’t you ever get a proper pouch nfadgourself? One of the saddlers here
sewed that up for me in half an hour.’

‘Well, that's life, isn't it?’ said Jackrum. ‘Evergtay you think “ye gods, it's about time |
had a new bag”, but then it all gets so busy yalignusing the old one. Thank you, Perks.’

‘Oh, | thought, “What can | give the man who hasfeing?” and that was all | could
afford,” said Polly. ‘But you don’t have everythingarge. Sarge? You don’t, do you?’

She sensed him freeze over.
‘You stop right there, Perks,” he said, lowering toice.

‘I just thought you might like to show someone thatket of yours, sarge,” said Polly
cheerfully. “The one round your neck. And don’trglaat me, sarge. Oh, yeah, | could walk
away and I'd never be sure, readlyre and maybe you’d never show it to anyone else;, eve
or tell them the story, and one day we’ll both eadiand . . . well, what a waste, eh?’

Jackrum glared.

‘Upon your oath, you are not a dishonest man,” $tly. ‘Good one, sarge. You told
people every day.’

Around them, beyond the dome, the kitchen buzzed thie busyness of women. Women
always seemed to be doing things with their hantislding babies, or pans, or plates, or



wool, or a brush, or a needle. Even when they wadkeng, busyness was happening.
‘No one would believe yer,” said Jackrum, at last.

‘Who would | want to tell?’ said Polly. ‘And you'raght. No one would believe me. I'd
believe you, though.’

Jackrum stared into his fresh mug of beer, asyihdrto see the future in the foam. He
seemed to reach a decision, pulled the gold chainob his noisome vest, unfastened the
locket, and gently snapped it open.

‘There you go,’ he said, passing it across. ‘Muobdymay it do you.’

There was a miniature painting in each side ofldlcket: a dark-haired girl, and a blond
young man in the uniform of the Ins-and-Outs.

‘Good one of you,’ said Polly.
‘Pull the other one, it's got bells on,” said Jaak.

‘No, honestly,” said Polly. ‘I look at the picturand look at you . . . | can see that face in
her face. Paler, of course. Not so . . . full. Avitb was the boy?’

‘William, his name was,’ said Jackrum.
‘Your sweetheart?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you followed him into the army . .

‘Oh, yeah. Same old story. | was a big strong @inig . . . well, you can see the picture.
The artist did his best, but | was never an oihpag. Barely a watercolour, really. Where |
came from, what a man looked for in a future wif@sveomeone who could lift a pig under
each arm. And a couple of days later | was liftngig under each arm, helping my dad, and
one of my clogs came off in the muck and the olhmaas yelling at me and | thought: the
hell with this, Willie never yelled. Got hold of s® men’s clothes, never you mind how, cut
my hair right off, kissed the Duchess, and was as€h Man within three months.’

‘What's that?’

‘It's what we used to call a corporal,” said JacktuChosen Man. Yeah, | smiled about
that, too. And | was on my way. The army’s a piet@iss compared to running a pig farm
and looking after three lazy brothers.’

‘How long ago was that, sarge?’

‘Couldn’t say, really. | swear | don’t know how oldam, and that's the truth,” said
Jackrum. ‘Lied about my age so often | ended upebiely me.” She began, very carefully, to
transfer the chewing tobacco into the new bag.

‘And your young man?’ said Polly quietly.

‘Oh, we had great times, great times,’ said Jackrstopping for a moment to stare at
nothing. ‘He never got promoted on account of kigter, but | had a good shouty voice and
officers like that. But Willie never minded, noteavwhen | made it to sergeant. And then he
got killed at Sepple, right next to me.’

‘I'm sorry.’

‘You don’t have to be, you didn't kill him,” saicadkrum evenly. ‘But | stepped over his



body and skewered the bugger that did. Wasn'tdu#t.fWasn't my fault. We were soldiers.
And then a few months later | had a bit of a ssgrand he was called William, too, just like
his father. Good job iMiad a bit of leave, eh? Margraised him for me, put him to a trade as
an armourer over in Scritz. Good trade, that. Ne kils a good armourer. They tell me he
looks just like his dad. A captain | met once hamight a bloody good sword off him.
Showed it to me, not knowin’ the hist’ry, 0’ couré&amngood sword. It had scrollwork on
the hilt and everything, very classy. He’'s marnath four kids now, | heard. Got a carriage
and pair, servants, big house . . . yeah, | se&g/paying attention . . .’

‘Wazzer - well, Wazzer and the Duchess said—'

‘Yeah, yeah, they talked about Scritz, and a swaeald Jackrum. ‘That's when | knew it
wasn'’t just me watchin’ over you lads. | knew yosigrvive. The old girl needed you.’

‘So you've got to go there, sarge.’

‘Got to? Who says? I've served the old girl the \ehaf my life, and she’s got no call on
me now. I'm my own man, always have been.’

‘Are you, sarge?’ said Polly.
‘Are you crying, Perks?’
‘Well . . . it's a bit sad, sarge.’

‘Oh, | dare say | sobbed a bit too, once in a whdaid Jackrum, still tucking the tobacco
into the new pouch. ‘But when all's said and ddhes had a good life. Saw the cavalry break
at the Battle of Slomp. | was part of the Thin Rk that turned aside the Heavy Brigade at
Sheep’s Drift, | saved the Imperial flag from faeal bastards at Raladan, and I've been to a
lot of foreign countries and met some very intengspeople, who | mostly subsequently
killed before they could do me over good and propest a lover, still got a son . . . there’s
many a woman who'’s faced worse, believe me.’

‘And . . . you spotted other girls . . .’

‘Hah! Became a kind of hobby, really. Most of ‘enens frightened little things, running
away from god knows what. They got found out sonaugh. And there were plenty like
Shufti, chasin’ their lad. But there were a few wraw what | call the twinkle. A bit of fire,
maybe. They just needed pointing in the right dioec | gave them a leg up, you might say.
A sergeant’s a powerful man, sometimes. A word jemeod there, sometimes even doctorin’
some paperwork, a whisper in the dark—’

‘—a pair of socks,” said Polly.

‘Yeah, that sort of thing,” said Jackrum, grinniriglways a big concern to them, the
whole latrine business. Least of your worries, édiso say. In peace no one cares, in battle
everyone takes a piss the same way, and damn gutokl. Oh, | helped ‘em. | was their
whatsit, theireminence greasand grease it was, too, slidin’ them to the ttgzkrum’s Little
Lads, | called ‘em.’

‘And they never suspected?”’

‘What, suspect Jolly Jack Jackrum, so full of ruml &inegar?’ said Jackrum, the old evil
grin coming back. ‘Jack Jackrum, who could stomaflght by belchin’? No, sir! | dare say
some of ‘em suspectedomething maybe, | dare say they worked out that there was
something going on somewhere, but | was just thefdti sergeant who knew everyone and
everything and drank everything, too.’



Polly dabbed at her eyes. ‘What are you going taale, then, if you don’t go to Scritz?’

‘Oh, I've got a bit put by,” said Jackrum. ‘Moreath a bit, in point of actual fact. Pillage,
plunder, loot. . . it all adds up, what ever yol ¢tal didn’t piss it all up against a wall like
the other lads, right? | expect | can remember robthie bleedin’ places | buried it. Always
thought | might open an inn, or maybe a knockingpsh. . oh, a proper high class place, you
don’t have to look at me like that, nothin’ likeathstinking tent. No, I'm talkin’ about one
with a chef and chandeliers and a lot of red velvety exclusive. I'd get some nobby lady to
front it and I'd be the bouncer and run the baneea tip, lad, for your future career, and it’s
one some of the other Little Lads learned for ‘drese sometimes it'll help if you visits one
of them naughty places, otherwise the men’ll woradmut you. | always used to take a book
to read and advise the young lady to get some Sleepthey does a tough job.’

Polly let that pass, but said: “You don’t want lgack and see your grandchildren?’

‘Wouldn’t wish meself on him, lad,” said Jackrumnfily. ‘Wouldn’t dare. My boy’s a
well-respected man in the town! What've | got tded? He’ll not want some fat ol’ biddy
banging on his back door and gobbing baccy juiceedr the place and telling him she’s his
mother!’

Polly looked at the fire for a moment, and felt ihea creep into her mind. ‘What about a
distinguished sergeant major, shiny with braiddeswith medals, arriving at the front door
in a grand coach and telling him he’s his fathet#® said.

Jackrum stared.

‘Tides of war, and all that,” Polly went on, minddglenly racing. ‘Young love. Duty calls.
Families scattered. Hopeless searching. Decades pasd memories. Then . . . oh, an
overheard conversation in a bar, yeah, that'd weitpe springs. A new search. Greasing
palms. The recollections of old women. At lastaadress—

‘What're yousaying Perks?’

‘You're aliar, sarge,” said Polly. ‘Best I've ever heard. Ors lee pays for all! Why not?
You could show him the locket. You could tell hilmoait the girl you left behind you . . .’

Jackrum looked away, but said: “You're a shiningthed of a thinker, Perks. And where
would | get a grand coach, anyway?’

‘Oh, sarge! Today? There are .menin high places who'll give you anything you ask,fo
right now. You know that. Especially if it meaneyd see the back of you. You never put
the bite on them for anything much. If | was yoarge, I'd cash in a few favours while you
can. That's the Ins-and-Outs, sarge. Take the ehebie it's there, ‘cos kissin’ don't last.’

Jackrum took a deep, long breath. ‘I'll think ab@uPerks. Now you push off, all right?’

Polly stood up. ‘Think hard, sarge, eh? Like youwdsanyone who’s got anyone left is
ahead of the game right now. Four grandchildi&hDe a proud kid if | had a grandad who
could spit tobacco juice far enough to hit a flytba opposite wall.’

‘I'm warning you, Perks.’

‘It was just a thought, sarge.’

‘Yeah . . . right,” Jackrum growled.
‘Thanks for getting us through it, sarge.’
Jackrum didn’t turn round.



‘I'll be going, then, sarge.’
‘Perks!” said Jackrum, as she reached the dooly Biglpped back into the room.
‘Yes, sarge?’

‘... expected better of ‘em, really. | thoughey'd be better at it than men. Trouble was,
they were better than men at being like men. Tregal the army can make a man of you,
eh? So . . . whatever it is you are going to dd,mxit as you. Good or bad, do it as you. Too
many lies and there’s no truth to go back to.’

‘Will do, sarge.’

‘That's an order, Perks. Oh . . . and Perks?’
‘Yes, sarge?’

‘Thanks, Perks.’

Polly paused when she got to the door. Jackrumtdmaed her chair to the fire, and had
settled back. Around him, the kitchen worked.

Six months passed. The world wasn't perfect, bwas still turning.

Polly had kept the newspaper articles. They werarcurate, not in the detail, because the
writer told . . . stories, not what was actuallyppaning. They were like paintings, when you
had been there and had seen the real thing. Buasittrue about the march on the castle, with
Wazzer on a white horse in front, carrying the flagd it was true about people coming out
of their houses and joining the march, so that vanaved at the gates was not an army but a
sort of disciplined mob, shouting and cheering. Andas true that the guards had taken one
look at it and had seriously reconsidered theurkit and that the gates had swung open even
before the horse had clattered on to the drawbrifigere was no fighting, no fighting at all.
The shoe had dropped. The country had breathed out.

Polly didn’t think it was true that the painting thfe Duchess, alone on its easel in the big,
empty throne room, had smiled when Wazzer walkedtds it. Polly had been there and
didn’t see it happen, but lots of people sworeaid,hand you might end up wondering what
the truth really was, or whether there were lotditierent kinds of truth.

Anyway, it had worked. And then . ..

. . . they went home. A lot of soldiers did, undee fragile truce. The first snows were
already falling and, if people had wanted a waentthe winter had given them one. It came
with lances of ice and arrows of hunger, it filldek passes with snow, it made the world as
distant as the moon . . .

That was when the old dwarf mines had opened up pany after pony emerged. It had
always been said there were dwarf tunnels everyayhard not just tunnels; secret canals
under the mountains, docks, flights of locks thauld lift a barge a mile high in busy
darkness, far below the gales on the mountain tops.

They brought, indeed, cabbage and potatoes angd anot apples and barrels of fat, things
that kept. And winter was defeated, and the snowroaled down the valleys, and the Kneck
scrawled its random wiggles across the flat sithefvalley.

They'd gone home, and Polly wondered if they'd eeally been away. Were we soldiers?
she wondered. They'd been cheered on the road itwdRtarmadukePiotreAlbertHans-



JosephBernhardtWilhelmsberg, and had been muckritetated than their rank deserved,
and even had a special uniform designed for themb.tlBe vision of Gummy Abbens kept
rising in her mind . . .

We weren’t soldiers, she decided. We were girlanifiorm. We were like a lucky charm.
We were mascots. We weren't real, we were alwagggmbol of something. We’'d done very
well, for women. And we were temporary.

Tonker and Lofty were never going to be draggekbad¢he school now, and they’'d gone
their own way. Wazzer had joined the general’s bbokl, and had a room of her own, and
guietness, and made herself useful and was neaterbeShe’d written Polly a letter, in tiny
spiky handwriting. She seemed happy; a world withzeatings was heaven. Jade and her
beau had wandered off to do something more infaggsds trolls very sensibly did. Shufti. . .
had been on a timetable of her own. Maladicta hadpgpeared. And Igorina had set up by
herself in the capital, dealing with women’s prabte or at least those women’s problems
that weren’t men. And senior officers had givennmhmedals, and watched them go with
fixed, faint smiles. Kisses don't last.

And, now, it wasn't that good things were happeniitgvas just that bad things had
stopped. The old women still grumbled, but they evkaft to grumble. No one had any
directions, no one had a map, no one was quitainevtho was in charge. There were
arguments and debates on every street corner.sltfriglatening and exhilarating. Every day
was an exploration. Polly had worn a pair of Paalt trousers to clean the floor of the big
bar, and had got barely a ‘hurrumph’ from anyonh, énd the Girls’ Working School had
burned down, and on the same day two slim maskpdes had robbed a bank. Polly had
grinned when she heard that. Shufti had movedTh® Duchess. Her baby was called Jack.
Paul doted on it. And now . . .

Someone had been drawing in the gents’ privy agaily couldn’t wash it off, so she
contented herself with correcting the anatomy. Téle@ swooshed the place clean - at least,
clean by pub urinal standards - with a couple afkets and ticked off the chore, just as she
did every morning. When she arrived back in thetbare were a group of worried men there,
talking to her father. They looked mildly frightehevhen she strode in.

‘What's happening?’ she said.

Her father nodded to Gummy Abbens, and everyongsteback a little. What with the
spittle and the bad breach, you never wanted aereation with Gummy to be particularly
intimate.

‘The swede-eatersh is at it again!” he said. ‘Thegonna invade ‘cos the Prince saysh we
belong to him now!

‘It's all down to him being the Duchess’s distantsin,” said Polly’s father.
‘But | heard it still wasn't settled!” said PolllAnyway, there’s still a truce!’
‘Sheems like he’s shettling it,” said Gummy.

The rest of the day passed at an accelerated ppheee were groups of people talking
urgently in the streets, and a crowd around thesgtt the town hall. Every so often a clerk
would come out and nail another communique on #tegy the crowd would close over it like
a hand, open again like a flower. Polly elbowedway to the front, ignoring the mutterings
around her, and scanned the sheets.

The same old stuff. They were recruiting again. Baene old words. The same old



croakings of long dead soldiers, inviting the liyimo join them. General Froc might be
female, but he was also, as Blouse would have salit of an old woman’. Either that or the
heaviness of those epaulettes had weighed her down.

Kissing don’t last. Oh, the Duchess had come dtigore them and turned the world
upside down for a space and maybe they had allldedo be better people, and out of certain
oblivion had come a space to breathe.

But then . . . had it really happened? Even Paiyeatimes wondered, and shad been
there. Was it just a voice in their heads, somel loh hallucination? Weren't soldiers in
desperate straits famous for seeing visions of godsangels? And somewhere in the course
of the long winter the miracle had faded, and pedmd said ‘yes, but we've got to be
practical’.

All we were given was a chance, thought Polly. Nicaole, no rescue, no magic. Just a
chance.

She walked back to the inn, her mind buzzing. W&tengot there, a package was waiting.
It was quite long, and heavy.

‘It came all the way from Scritz on the cart,” s&tufti excitedly. She’d been working in
the kitchen. It had become, noler kitchen. ‘1 wonder what it can be?’ she said pexity.

Polly levered the lid off the rough wooden crateg ound that it was full of straw with an
envelope lying on top of it. She opened it.

Inside was an iconograph. It looked expensivelyedanstiff family group with curtains
and a potted palm in the background to give evergtla bit of style. On the left was a
middle-aged m