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A bastard in the rain

The rain started early that day, long before the little church bell first struck. It didn't fall from
the sky; it came like a punishment, horizontal, whipped by the wind, as if God had drunk too
much and vomited up clouds aimlessly over Scotland. I stood under the crooked roof of the
cottage and watched as the yard turned into a brown sea, thin rivulets that crawled like little
snakes between the oxen's hoofprints. My mother cursed softly as she stacked the wood by the
door. She often cursed, but on rainy days it sounded different, heavier, as if the words were
pulling her throat.

"Get in here," she said. "You're bringing the dirt into bed with you."

| stopped, even though my feet were already wet. The wind whipped under my rough shirt as
if it wanted to tear the skin from my sternum. I liked that. It was better than warmth. Warmth
made you soft, and in this country, soft was another word for dead.

In the distance, a dog barked, one of those skinny beasts that were more bones than fur.
Beyond it, the fields stretched into the gray sludge. Somewhere there, behind the bare trees
and the cracked clay soil, my father was supposed to work. That's what they said. | never
asked him. People talked enough.

"The bastard is probably waiting for his great master," | heard a voice say behind me.

It was Tam, the blacksmith's son, and of course he wasn't alone. Two others clung to him like
small shadows, drawn to a larger one so they wouldn't disappear. They had come up from the
village, all three wrapped in rags that clung to their bodies. Rain knew no bounds, only bones.

I turned slowly around. | knew my mother heard the words, but she pretended to be suddenly
deaf. She pushed the last log into the stack, wiped the rain from her face, and disappeared into
the cabin. The door slammed shut, the sound as hard as a blow.

"What do you want, Tam?" | asked.
He grinned. His teeth looked as if someone had thrown white stones into the dirt and then
tried to rub them clean. "Just checking if the great fighter is already on his way to Mass.

Maybe the priest will finally bless your heritage today."

The other two laughed, too loudly, too eagerly. They didn't know what they were laughing at;
they just didn't want to be the ones being laughed at. That's how it always started.

| shrugged. "If the priest blesses my heritage, lightning will strike your filthy head first."
Tam stepped closer, so close | could smell his breath. It reeked of old cheese and wet onions.
"You think just because people tell stories about your father makes you special, Will? You're
nothing. Just a boy with no name."

"l have a name," | said.

“You have the wrong one,” he said. “The right one is stuck to some man who doesn’t even
know you exist. Or he doesn’t care. It’s the same thing.”
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The rain lashed our faces like small stones. For a moment, | thought about simply walking
past him, up the hill to the church, like the others dutifully did. Getting the blessing they

tossed at us every week, like a bone to a dog. But then | saw him tap my chest with a dirty
finger, as if he were attaching a sign that said "Bastard.” And something inside me tensed.

"Leave me alone,” | said. "It's too early for your bullshit."
He laughed. "It's never too early for bastards.”

| punched before | could think. My fist didn't land particularly well, somewhere between his
chin and neck, but it was enough to shatter his grin. He stumbled back, slipped in the mud,
and landed on his back. The sound his body made as he hit the ground was a dull, satisfied
thud. The other two backed away, more surprised than frightened.

Tam needed a moment to straighten up. His face was no longer a stage for jokes, but a space
where someone had stubbed out a candle. He touched his mouth, saw the blood on his fingers,
and something in his eyes tilted.

"You filthy bastard," he said. "I'll break your bones."

He lunged forward, and this time he was fast. His fist came from the side, and suddenly I saw
nothing but rain and dirt. My head slammed against the damp ground, and a stream of cold
sludge ran down my neck. | tasted dirt, felt a burning pain in my ear. He crouched over me,
struck again, but I rolled to the side, feeling his hand zip past my shoulder. Then | was on my
knees, grabbing his foot.

We both looked like animals that had been tied up for too long. He kicked at me, hitting my
ribs, but I didn't let go. | pulled hard, and he fell again, this time onto his knees. | seized the
moment, threw myself against him, and we both tumbled into a puddle that was more like a
small lake. Water splashed up, the rain mingling with mud and blood.

We gasped, puffed, and cursed. His fingers grabbed my face, mine his hair. I tugged at it until
I almost thought my own nails were being ripped out. He roared, and the scream was lost in
the wind. The other boys just stood there, a bunch of spectators who hadn't paid but had still
made it to the front.

At some point, | was holding his wrist in one hand and his neck in the other. His face was just
a red, dirty expanse, his vision blurred. | squeezed, maybe for too long, maybe just right. The
rain made everything slippery, but I didn't let go. Only when he gasped, as if his insides were
suddenly filled with water, did | release my grip. He fell into the mud, panting, coughing.

| stood up, unsteady. My shirt clung to me, my knees trembled. | felt the blood on my lip,
tasted iron and earth. The other two stepped back as if they had forgotten how to form words.

"Who... who is nothing now?" | asked.
It should have sounded strong, but my voice broke, thinned by the rain.

“You’re going to be in trouble,” one of them finally said. “Tam will tell his father what
you’ve done.”



| shrugged again, even though the movement hurt. "Let him. Maybe he'll even come up with a
decent name for me."

They stared at me for another moment, then pulled Tam up and staggered down the hill. |
watched them until they disappeared around the bend. The rain didn't let up. It knew no
drama, no petty squabbles. It knew only earth and water and slow, steady destruction.
The door of the hut opened again. My mother stood there, her coat draped over her shoulders,
her hair hanging around her face like a wet curtain. Her eyes quickly scanned me, like a
wound one doesn't want to see, but must see.

"You're bleeding," she said.

“He started it,” I said. It sounded childish, and I immediately hated myself for it.

She sighed. "Of course he does. Tam's way of understanding the world." She took a step
closer, grabbed my chin, and turned my face sideways. Her fingers were rough, but warm.
"You're worse than your father."

"You always say he was a good man."

“He was,” she said. “And then he started fighting for things that were bigger than himself.
That makes good men bad fathers.”

| didn't know what to say. So | remained silent. The wind howled around the cabin like an
animal that has been kept out.

"Come in," she finally said. "You're going to get sick."

“Maybe I’ll become a ghost,” I said. “Then they can’t tell me I’'m a bastard anymore.”

She looked at me, first with anger, then with something that looked almost like pity, but was
harsher. "They'll always tell you. Dead or alive. You don't carry bastards on your back, you
carry them on your face. You have to learn to live with it."

"Or to hit with it," | said quietly.

She heard it. She heard everything. "Hitting is easier. Living is harder."

| stepped past her into the hut. The smell of smoke, wet wool, and thin soup hit me. The room
was small, the ceiling low; when the wind blew, everything creaked, as if the wood were
remembering the time when it was still a tree. | sat down on the stool beside the fire. It burned

dimly, as if ashamed to still be alive.

My mother added another piece of wood. Sparks flew up, tiny stars that immediately died.
She grabbed a cloth, dipped it in a bowl of water, and came over to me.

"Hold still," she said.

She wiped the dirt from my face. The water was cold, but her hands were steady. | looked at
her. She had wrinkles that had come too soon and eyes that had seen too much. She wasn't
5



beautiful in the conventional sense, but she was the only one who stayed when everyone else
left.

“He’s right,” I said suddenly. “I have the wrong name.”

She paused, the cloth still against my cheek. "Your name is Wallace. It was your father's
name, and it's yours now. Whether they like it or not."

“But [ am...”

"Don't say it," she snarled, pressing the cloth harder against my lip. "Don't say that word here.
They can shout it outside all they want. Not in here. In here, you are my son, and that's
enough.”

It hurt, but | nodded. Part of me still wanted to say the word, out loud, a hundred times, until it
lost its sting. Another part never wanted to hear it again. People are full of such

contradictions. Some drink to drown them. Others fight. I didn't know then which type I was.
Maybe both.

"And him?" | asked. "Does he know about me?"

She withdrew her hand, wrung out the cloth, and placed it back in the bowl. The water turned
a light red. "He knew."

"Did you know?" | clung to the word. People like to cling to the past because it no longer
resists.

"He's still alive, isn't he?" | asked.

She didn't answer immediately. Instead, she stepped back to the stove and stirred the soup, as
if a deeper truth could be found in the thin porridge. "He's out there," she said finally. "With
sword, with shield, with the others. He's fighting for a Scotland that will never thank him."
"Then why isn't he here?"

She laughed briefly, bitterly. "Because men would rather die for grand words than live for
small spaces. Honor. Freedom. King. That all sounds better than mopping wet floors and

listening to children crying at night."”

| imagined a man, tall, strong, with a face similar to mine, only harder. A man who rode
through the rain while others hid. A man who knew where he belonged. I didn't.

"Is he a good fighter?" I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Too good.”

Outside, the church bell suddenly tolled, heavy and hollow. It was time for mass. The
villagers would climb the hill, the priest would say things no one really understood, and in the

end, they would hate the rain just as much as before. But they would feel less guilty about it.

"Are you going today?" my mother asked.



| thought of Tam's face, of his threat. Of the blacksmith whose hammer weighed heavier than
any prayer. "Maybe I'll stay here," | said. "Someone has to make sure the roof doesn't blow
away."

She looked at me appraisingly. "You want to avoid her chatter."
“I want to hear the rain,” I said. “It lies less.”

She thought for a moment. Then she shrugged. "Stay. But if the sky falls, you'll be the one
pushing it back up.”

She took her shawl, wrapped her coat around herself, and stepped to the door. One last look,
then she was outside. The cold crept in immediately, filling every corner. | heard her
footsteps, first near, then far. Then only the rain, drumming on the roof like a badly tuned
instrument.

| sat there, staring into the fire. The smoke stung my eyes, but I didn't blink. I thought of the
man fighting somewhere, the boy lying in the mud searching for his pride, the word they hung
around my neck like a millstone. | thought of names, of blood, of the strange way rain made
everything the same and yet forgot nothing.

Perhaps, | thought, all a bastard needs is something stronger than his reputation. A sword. A
reason. Or just enough rage to force both.

Outside, the dog barked again, and the wind howled along. | drew my knees to my chest,
stretched my hands toward the fire, and silently vowed to myself that one day they would
know me. Not as a bastard. As something else. Something that even the rain couldn't wash
away.

The rain didn't stop, it just changed its form. Sometimes it pattered like stones on the roof,
sometimes it came so finely and quietly that you could almost forget it, until you realized that
everything was wet, even what should have been inside. | sat by the fire, if you could call that
thin flickering flame a fire, and pushed a half-charred piece of wood back and forth with the
tip of my shoe. There was nothing to do that hadn't already been done a thousand times, and
yet people did it again and again, because otherwise life would simply have been waiting for
death. That's what one of the old men in the village had once said. Drunk, of course.

Sometimes I imagined the roof above me giving way, very slowly, as if it no longer had the
strength to resist the wind. It would simply collapse, on top of us, wood and straw and rain
and sky in one big, wet heap. My mother and I, wedged between beams and dreams, and
someone in the village would say, "It was just that bastard woman's hut anyway." Then they
would carry on, chopping wood, praying, cursing, plowing the fields as if nothing had
happened. That's how things worked here. Things broke, people broke, but the land remained.
Grayer than before, but it remained.

| stood up because sitting made me tired, even though I had just woken from a dream that
hadn't been a dream at all, but this very day, only once more. | fetched the short knife that was
tucked under my straw mattress. It was nothing special, the blade duller than the priest's mind,
but it was mine. Once | had asked if it belonged to my father. My mother had said no, too
quickly, and | had understood that the truth lay somewhere in between. Perhaps it had come
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from one of his friends, perhaps he had lost it, perhaps it was simply a knife | had found and
filled with stories.

| sat down at the table, laid the knife on the wooden board, and stared at the blade. It reflected
the fire, small and distorted, as if it didn't know what it was supposed to be. | ran my thumb
along the edge, feeling the slight scratch, not deep enough to really hurt. A good knife, I'd
heard, had to cut like a sentence you couldn't take back.

There were many such phrases in the village. People there loved to talk about others because
they had too little to think about themselves. "Those up there"—that was the masters in their
stone houses, who paid taxes and whose men fetched wood like everyone else. "Those over
there"—that was the English, who were like a disease no one had named so it would seem
only half as bad. And then there were people like us, without a protective name, without a
proper roof over our heads, without a real place in the stories. We were what was between the
lines, what no one said aloud, but everyone knew. Sometimes | felt like a footnote in a book
someone else had written, drunk and in a bad mood.

The wind pushed against the door as if it wanted to come in, just to see if anyone was still
alive inside. I put down the knife, stood up again, and went to the small opening in the wall
we called a window, even though it let in more draft than light. The pane was nothing more
than a piece of bubble, uneven, smeared, the rain running down it like tears on a face that had
cried too many times. Beyond it, | saw the yard: mud, an overturned bucket, the trail left by
Tam's body when I'd dragged him into the puddle. The rain was washing away the marks, but
| knew they were still there, somewhere beneath.

| imagined him sitting at the blacksmith's now, talking about his blow, omitting or
downplaying my blows, exaggerating his own pain. Men didn't just lie when promising
women something; they also lied when recounting fights. Every blow they dealt seemed
heavier in retrospect, every one they received lighter. Those who won nothing invented a
victory. Perhaps Tam would later say he'd left me lying on the ground, only leaving because
he felt sorry for me. Perhaps someone would even believe him. That's how legends are born.
That's how wars begin.

“A bastard has it easy,” an old man once told me, a man who had more missing teeth than hair
on his head. “If you win, they say: 'See, he turned out alright after all.' If you lose, they say:
"That was to be expected.” He said this while biting into a piece of bread so hard you could
have smashed a window with it. Then he laughed, dryly, without joy. | was too young then to
understand the joke, but old enough to know the taste of injustice. It's bitter and lingers.

There was a knock at the door. Not a loud bang, more of a hesitant tapping, as if the visitor
wasn't sure if he was in the right place, or anywhere at all. | jumped, automatically reaching
for the knife, feeling the rusty handle in my hand. Then I exhaled and put it down again. If it
had been the tax collectors, they wouldn't have treated the door so politely. And if it had been
Englishmen, they wouldn't have knocked at all.

| opened the door. Standing in the doorway was a man who looked as if he'd been drinking
with the rain. His coat was soaked through, his hair plastered to his forehead, and his beard a
grayish-brown mess, littered with remnants of what might have been food days before. He
smelled of horse, smoke, and cheap beer—a combination that was practically standard in the
village.



“Is Mairi there?” he asked, without making any effort to sound particularly friendly.
"She's at church,” | said.

He blinked, looked past me into the hut as if to check if | was lying. Then he nodded slowly.
"So you must be the boy."

It didn't sound like a statement he liked or disliked. It sounded like he was assessing the
quality of a piece of meat.

"Which boy?" I asked.

"The one everyone's talking about.” He shrugged as if he were cold. "Are you letting an old
man in, or do | have to talk to the pigs outside the hut?"

"We have no pigs."
"Then you're the only one left," he said, and simply stepped past me into the interior.

| closed the door, more to keep the wind out than to keep it in, and turned around. He was
standing by the fire, holding out his hands as if he had a right to warmth wherever he went.

"Who are you?" | asked.

"Hungry," he said. "Thirsty. Tired. Or all of the above, depending on the time of day.” He
looked around. "And you?"

"This is our house,"” I said. "If you want something, you wait until my mother gets back."

He laughed. It wasn't a friendly laugh, but neither was it one that would immediately turn
violent. It was the laughter of someone who had seen too many battles to have any respect left
for a wet boy with a blunt knife.

"You are similar to him," he said after a while.

| felt something tighten in my stomach. "Who?"

"You know exactly who." He squatted down, rubbed his hands, sniffed the soup in the pot,
and grimaced as if he'd expected tall grass instead of meat. "He was like that, too. He stood in
the rain as if the sky belonged to him. As if every drop fell only so he could curse it."

"Do you know my father?" | asked.

He looked up at me, studied me intently, and in his eyes there was suddenly something that
felt like a memory. "1 was standing next to him when we knocked an Englishman's helmet
off," he said. "The Englishman was surprised, your father wasn't. It was a good day until they

came up behind us. Those are the best days in this country: the ones that only end half badly."

"What's your name?" | asked again.



“Fergus,” he said. “Some people also call me ‘The one who tells too many stories.” But those
are usually the ones they like to hear.”

| slumped back down on the stool. Fergus. I'd heard the name before, somewhere in my
mother's conversations when she thought | was asleep. A drunk, a vagrant, a former fighter
who'd had more luck than sense. Someone who went with the men when there was trouble,
and drank with the women when things got even worse.

"She never told me you were coming," | said.

“She didn’t know either,” he replied. “I’ll come when I can. That’s how it is with men like
me. We bring too much rain if we stay in one place too long.”

He reached for a wooden cup that was on the table, smelled it, grimaced, and put it down
again. "Water. Worse than any torture."

“We have nothing else,” I said. “If you want beer, go to the tavern.”

"The tavern wants money," he said. "Or news. | have too little of one and too much of the
other.”

He straightened up, came closer, and stood in front of me. I felt his breath, heavy and acidic,
but not as revolting as Tam's. This had something of old smoke about it, like smoke that had
seeped into fabric, but even after days still spoke of fire.

"They say in the village that you're tough,” he said. "Today you pushed the blacksmith's boy
into the mud. They don't like that."

"They don't like me either,” I replied.

“That’s true.” He nodded. “But it’s better if they have a reason. People are calmer when they
can sort out their dislike. ‘The bastard’ is too general for them. ‘The bastard who beat my
son’—that sounds more concrete. More tangible. They can pray for that, or hate you, or both.”

"What do | care what they think?"

He grinned. "Not much yet. But wait until you're older and want something they have. Land.
A wife. A seat at the table. Then you'll care.”

| thought briefly of the girl who sometimes stood by the well, red hair, freckles, a smile she
rarely showed because her father had beaten it out of her. | had never spoken a word to her.
Even the thought of it felt like a sin, one that earned you two extra Our Fathers.

"Do you know him well?" | asked quietly. "My father."”

Fergus sat down opposite me, resting his elbows on the table. The wood creaked under his
weight. "As well as you can know a man you've been through the wringer with," he said. "We
fought side by side against the English. You get to know a man when you see what he looks
like with someone else's blood running down his face."

"And what did he look like?"
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“Angry,” said Fergus. “And alive. As if he were finally doing what he was born to do: break
things that need to be broken.”

| remained silent. It was an image | liked. Better, at least, than the man who had once stood
here, silent, with shadows under his eyes, and then left again before | was old enough to hold
his hand. Sometimes | thought I had only imagined him. A dream in a room too cold to
dream.

"Why isn't he here?" | asked.

“Because he can’t sit still,” Fergus said. “Because he believes this country belongs to the men

who are willing to die for it. Because he hasn’t understood that sometimes life is harder than
death.”

"That's what my mother says too," | murmured.
"Your mother is smarter than most," he said. "That's why she hasn't kicked you out yet."

| chuckled briefly, even though there was nothing to laugh about. "You can't throw someone
out who they already see being thrown out,” | said.

Fergus nodded slowly. "A true statement. You really are his son."

The words hit me harder than Tam's fist. His son. Not just a bastard, but someone's son. It was
as if he'd draped a heavy, yet warm, cloak over my shoulders.

"So he's still fighting?" | asked. "For... for this country?"

“He’s fighting for something he sees in people’s eyes when they say ‘freedom,’” Fergus
replied. “He’s also fighting against something within himself. Sometimes a man doesn’t know
which enemy he’s fighting.”

| pictured my father standing in the rain, just like me, only taller, with a sword instead of a
blunt knife. Perhaps somewhere on a hill, on the other side of which stood men in shining
armor, smelling of oil and money. I didn't know anything shiny. Everything we had was blunt.
And yet it cut.

"Will he come back?" | asked.

Fergus gazed at the fire as if he could read the future there. "Men like him always come
back," he finally said. "Sooner or later. Either on their own two feet or on a cart."”

The silence after his words was heavy. Outside, the rain pattered as if trying to fill the pause. |
heard footsteps on the path, muffled by the mud. The church bell was silent now; Mass must
be over. Soon my mother would open the door, wring out her coat, see Fergus, and either hug
him or slap him. Perhaps both.

"And what am | supposed to do?" | asked, without really knowing why.
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“Wait,” said Fergus. “Grow stronger. Learn that you owe nothing to anyone but yourself and
the woman who gave you life. And when the day comes that you are asked which side you are
on, don’t lie. Men who lie in war are the first to be forgotten.”

“Will there be a war?” I asked.

He laughed again, dryly. "Son, there's always war here. Sometimes quieter, sometimes louder.
Sometimes with swords, sometimes with words. You were born into a war that isn't yours, but
you'll die in it if you're unlucky. Or you'll make it yours."

The door opened before I could answer. Cold, rainy air rushed in, and behind it stood my
mother, with the face of a woman who had kept her mouth shut for too long and now didn't
know what to do with all the words.

She saw Fergus, stopped in the doorway and closed her eyes for a moment, as if to make sure
he was not just a memory.

“Of course,” she said. “When the sky falls, the dirt always finds its way into my cabin.”

"Nice to see you too," said Fergus, standing up. "The fair was full of wonders again, I
suppose?"

“The miracle is they haven’t hanged you from the gate yet,” she replied. Then she turned to
me. “Has he told you any stories yet?”

“A few,” I said.

“Be careful not to choke on them,” she said. “His stories are like bones. You can lick them,
but you won’t get full.”

Fergus grinned. "But they keep you alive when there's nothing else left."

She glanced at him, a look that held both weary affection and even more weary anger. Then
she closed the door and bolted it. Outside, the rain raged on, pressing against the wood like a
drunkard against a locked tavern door.

| watched the two of them as they looked at each other without saying a word. There was
something in the air, thicker than smoke. It was the past, a past that refused to fade away.

At that moment | realized that the rain wasn't the worst part. The worst part was waiting for
the next blow, the next visitor, the next message from the outside. The sky could rage as much
as it wanted — the real storms were inside people who had seen too much and still carried on.

| placed my hand on the knife lying on the table. It was dull, but | realized it wouldn't stay that
way forever. Nothing stays dull forever if it's used often enough.

They stood facing each other like two people who had already argued and couldn't quite
remember who started it. Their eyes met somewhere in the middle, above the sooty fire,
between the thin pot of soup and my blunt knife. It was as if | were sitting in a tavern at the
ends of the earth, the only one who had remained sober, just to watch the others get drunk on
the memory.
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“You could have told me you were coming,” my mother finally said, without taking her eyes
off him.

“I only found out myself when the rain started,” Fergus replied. “Sometimes the clouds take
you to where you still owe money.”

"You have no debts here," she said. "Only unrest."

"Unrest is the only thing keeping this country warm," he said. "Everything else is already
cold.”

She snorted and hung her wet coat on a hook that looked as if it might burst from the wall at
any moment. Her hair was plastered to her temples, darker than usual, and | saw her hands
tremble briefly before she picked up the spoon to stir the soup. It was the same motion as
every day, but today something was different. It was as if someone had hung an extra weight
on her wrists.

"Why are you really here, Fergus?" she asked. "Don't tell me stories. | know them all.”

He sat down again without asking, grabbed a piece of wood, and poked at the fire as if
searching for words he hadn't yet burned. "They're rounding up men again,” he said finally.
"Further south, they've already emptied entire villages. Some go voluntarily, others are taken
like cattle.”

"The English?" | asked.

“The English, who bought our own nobles,” he said. “One hand washes the other, and in the
end both are covered in blood.”

My mother placed three bowls on the table and poured in soup that looked more like hot water
with a hint of cabbage. She slid one over to me, then to Fergus, keeping the third for herself.
For a moment, no one spoke; only the slurping and the soft crackling of the logs filled the
room. It was astonishing how quiet a cabin could be, even though the sky outside was falling
apart.

"Who are they getting?" she then asked.

“Anyone who can hold a gun,” Fergus said. “And anyone stupid enough to believe that the
gentlemen won’t forget him afterwards.”

She glanced over at me, just briefly, but I felt it like a blow. "He's still a child,"” she said.
"They won't want him."

“Only mothers talk like that,” said Fergus. “To men, he’s just a pair of arms and a belly, kept
just full enough so he doesn’t fall over before he kills their enemy.”

| wanted to say something, that | was strong enough, that I could endure more than others,
that they should go ahead and come for me—Dbut the words caught in my throat. Between the
soup and the pride, there was still too much fear. The older you get, the more you learn to
hide it. But at this age, you still wear it like a second coat that doesn't fit.
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"They're going to come by here anyway," Fergus continued. "Whether you duck or not, it's
better if you know beforehand."

"How close are they?" my mother asked.

"A few villages away." He drank the last of his soup as if it were something stronger. "Greed
never takes long to find a way."

She set her bowl aside, half full, as if hunger had suddenly lost its appetite. "And you? Will
you join us again?"

He grinned crookedly. "My body says no, my pride says yes. And my mind sits in between,
drinking."

| couldn't imagine what it was like to go into battle. All I knew were punches in the mud, fists
still visible, eyes that either hated or respected you, depending on how the fight had gone.
What Fergus meant was something different. Bigger. Louder. And | didn't know whether |
was more afraid of it or more eager for it.

"What does all this have to do with us?" I asked. "We have nothing. No land, no money, no
name to list."

“That’s precisely why,” said Fergus. “Those with nothing are the cheapest. When they fall,
nobody asks who they were.”

My mother clenched her fists. "He will not leave,"” she said. "Not for their wars. Not for their
king."

“The king is far away,” said Fergus. “Those who come here carry his name like a tool. But
they fight for themselves.”

"Much better,” she snarled. "A king you can't see, and men fighting for their own lives. What
an honorable death.”

The air grew thick. I looked from one person to the other and knew it wasn't just about the
war. It was about the man who wasn't here. About my father, who somewhere out there in the
rain was perhaps looking at the same sky as me, but had a different life. A life in which he
didn't have to mend shoes for a boy who didn't fit in his bed because, on his journey, he had
become anything but a father.

"Did he send you?" my mother asked quietly. "Did he send you to see if we were still alive?"
Fergus didn't answer immediately. He stared at the table, at the cracks in the wood that
stretched like old scars. "He mentioned your name," he said finally. "His own, too. The boy's.
He didn't beg, but he asked how you were."

"And what did you answer?" she asked.

"That you still live under the same roof," he said. "And that you still have more courage in
your gut than most men in their armor.”

14



For a moment | thought she was smiling, but her lips remained hard. "Courage," she said.
"Courage is just another word for no other way out."”

| played with the spoon in my bowl, letting it trace circles. The soup sloshed as if it were a
tiny sea, and the spoon a boat without a harbor. | felt | had to say something, something
important, something that would free me from this role of listener, but the right words
wouldn't come. Instead, something else came.

"If they want to come for me, let them," | said. "I'm not hiding."

They both looked at me. Two pairs of eyes, as different as fire and cold stone, but in that
moment they were alike: surprised, angry, proud, worried — all at once. It's a strange moment
in a boy's life when adults suddenly look at him as if he's bigger than he feels.

"You have no idea what you're talking about,” my mother said.

“Maybe not,” I admitted. “But I also have no idea what it’s like to spend your whole life here
in this hole, hiding because others think you’re worth less.”

"You are not worth less," she said. "You are just easier to hurt."
“Then let them try,” I said. I heard the harshness in my voice and recognized it. It sounded
like the words that ran through my head at night when | heard the rain and imagined myself

one day standing on a hill, shouting my name, without anyone laughing.

Fergus leaned back and folded his arms. "He's just like him," he murmured. "It's in his
nature."

"What's inside me?" | asked.

“The disease of not being able to stay small,” he said. “Some people are born with a hole in
their heart that only gets bigger the longer they live. They fill it with work, with women, with
beer, with fights. But it remains a hole. Your father has one. You do too.”

"A beautiful view," my mother said dryly.

“I’m just saying what I see,” replied Fergus.

Outside, thunder rumbled. The sky growled like an old dog refusing to give up its bone. The
rain intensified, lashing against the roof and trickling down the walls in thin threads. | felt the
cabin sag slightly, as if it were collapsing under the weight of the wetness and the words.

"When are they coming?" | asked, this time more quietly.

“Maybe tomorrow,” said Fergus. “Maybe next week. Maybe in a month. But they’re coming.
Once started, greed never stops.”

My mother stood up, picked up our empty bowls, as if that said it all. “Then they should ask
me first," she said. "If they want my son, they'll have to go through me."

"You can't stop them with a spoon,” said Fergus.
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"I've stopped worse things with less,"” she replied.

| believed her. | had seen her twist the hand of a drunken merchant when he thought he could
touch her in exchange for a few scraps of cloth. | had seen her tell the priest to his face that he
could keep his holy water if he would, in the same breath, bless the gentlemen who were
taking our last goat. She wasn't tall, but tall enough to frighten others.

The afternoon dragged on, slowly like a wounded animal. Fergus did tell stories after all, even
though at first they had pretended not to. Stories of bad roads, bad horses, bad men who died
for the right reasons, and good men who killed for the wrong reasons. He told of my father,
how he had laughed when the others were already tired, how in battle he seemed to have more
of an enemy within himself than before him. He told of dark nights by the campfire, of the
smell of burnt meat that lingered even when the wind shifted.

| listened, and one image after another flashed through my mind. A man | resembled more
than I cared to admit. A country so broken it devoured its own sons and wondered why no one
grew old. And suddenly I knew that this rain wasn't just water. It was a kind of test. Those
who stayed inside learned to wait. Those who went outside learned to die. Eventually, | would
have to decide which side of the door | wanted to be on.

As it grew darker, my mother added more wood to the fire, even though we didn't have much.
The shadows in the cabin lengthened, crawling up the walls like spiders. Fergus put his wet
coat back on.

"You're leaving?" | asked. "In this weather?"
“I was born in the rain,” he said. “Someday I’ll have to thank it.”

"You can sleep here,” my mother said reluctantly. "The road to the village is muddier than
your jokes."

He shook his head. "They don't like it when | stay in one place for too long. Those who hate
me think I bring bad luck. Those who like me drink too much when I'm around. Both are bad
for the liver."

He approached me and briefly placed his hand on my shoulder. His fingers were hard, but not
cold. "When they come, don't make too big a fuss. Not yet. Sometimes you survive by
looking smaller than you are."”

"And when does one become grown up?" | asked.
"When there's no other way," he said. "You'll notice."

He nodded to my mother, and that nod held more history than | could have written in a year.
Then he opened the door. The rain lashed his face, but he didn't even flinch. He stepped out,
and the darkness swallowed him faster than | would have liked.

My mother closed the door and leaned her forehead against it briefly. Her shoulders slumped
forward, and for a moment she wasn't the woman who was growling at the priest, but just a
body burdened with too many worries. Then she straightened up again, as if she had donned
invisible armor.
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"You're not going to the village tomorrow," she said.
"If they want to get me, they'll find me here," | replied.

"I know." She sighed. "But | want you to have at least once the illusion that you could escape
your fate.”

I went to the window and looked out into the night. There was nothing to see, only blackness,
in which the rain moved like a mass of tiny ghosts. Somewhere out there was my father.
Somewhere out there, too, was the war they all considered inevitable. And I stood between
them, in that hut, with a blunt knife and a name too heavy for my shoulders.

“When he comes back,” I said quietly, “I don’t want him to know me as the boy who hid.”

"When he comes back," my mother said, "he'll be glad you're still breathing. Everything else
IS just window dressing."

| didn't know if she was right. I only knew that the rain couldn't fall forever. Eventually, the
sky would be empty, or too tired to continue. And then something else would fall: orders,
swords, decisions.

| slept badly that night. The wind whistled through the cracks, and every sound was as if there
were already boots at the door, as if men were standing outside, ready to shout names that
meant nothing to them. | held the knife in my hand, under the covers, so tightly that the
handle cut my fingers. It wouldn't have saved me, but it was something that belonged to me.

Just before | drifted off to sleep, | thought: If they come for me, let them come for me as | am.
Wet, angry, with a hole in my heart that was still empty and therefore wanted to devour
everything that sounded grand: honor, freedom, revenge. | knew such words were dangerous.
But on this day, on this evening, in this cabin, they were the only thing that seemed bigger to
me than the word they had hung around my neck.

The rain continued to drum on the roof, as if someone from above was counting how much
time I had left to be a simple boy before they demanded something else of me.

Father, blood, and wet clay soil

In the morning, everything smelled of cold ash and a bad night's sleep. The rain had stopped
sometime in the dark, but the land hadn't forgotten it. The yard was a single brown slurry,
every step a soft squelching sound, as if the ground itself were clenching its teeth. I woke with
a taste in my mouth as if I'd spent the night licking an old piece of iron. The knife was still in
my hand. My fingers were cramped around it, pale from the pressure.

My mother was already up. | heard her outside, trudging to the well with her bucket, her steps

heavy but steady. She walked as if every day were the same, regardless of whether men had

been announced who would take other men away to force them into wet clay soil somewhere
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in the distance. Some people could pretend everything was normal until the abnormal came
kicking down the door. | had never learned that trick.

| sat up, rubbed my eyes, and looked around the hut. Yesterday's smoke still hung in the air,
thin as a lame excuse. Dark drops, forced in by the night's rain, clung to the cracks in the wall.
| pulled the blanket off, feeling the cold immediately begin to gnaw at me. Barefoot on the
clay floor, which was harder than it looked. I put the knife back under the straw mattress
where it belonged and stood up.

When | opened the door, the morning hit me like a blow. The air was damp but cold, and the
sky hung low over the land, as if it were about to fall on us again. My mother stood by the
well, the bucket half full, her back slightly bent. She didn't look up when | stepped out. She
knew | was there. Mothers sense these things, just as dogs sense when a stranger is coming up
the path.

| took a few steps, feeling the mud ooze up between my toes, cold, slimy, but more honest
than most people. The yard looked as if a herd of drunken oxen had danced there. | could still
see the traces of yesterday's fight, now deeper, softer, like a memory etching itself in instead
of fading.

"You didn't have to fight him yesterday," my mother said without turning around.

“He started it,” I replied. “With his mouth.”

“People like him start talking every day,” she said. ““You don’t have to wage war every
morning just because some idiot opens his mouth.”

| stepped beside her and also grasped the bucket handle. Together we lifted it, the wood
creaking, the water sloshing. Our hands touched briefly, and her fingers were rough but warm.
| thought of Fergus's words, of the hole in the heart, and of men who couldn't stay small.
"You're coming today, aren't you?" | asked.

“Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not. This country is full of maybes.”

"And what if it does?"

She put the bucket down and looked at me properly for the first time. Her eyes were red at the
edges, but not from crying. It was the dryness left behind by the cold when it ran through you.
"If they come, they'll talk to me," she said. "You keep your mouth shut, you don't look at
them for too long, you act as if you're less than you are. Less is sometimes safer."

“Fergus says you have to grow up sometime,” I muttered.

“Fergus also says beer helps with thinking,” she replied. “If you want to grow up, you can still
do that if you know what you’re growing into.”

From the village | heard a bell. Not a church bell, more the dull clang of metal on a cart. The

sound crept up the hill, along with something else: voices, deep, higher, jumbled, and
interspersed with the typical clatter of hooves on wet earth. | felt my stomach clench.
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"They're on their way to the tavern,” my mother said, as if trying to reassure me. "Anyone
who has power drinks first before using it."

| didn't know if it was true, but it sounded right. Men who sent others to their deaths wanted
to be sure their own blood was warm first. | pictured the scene: a few riders, reasonably well-
dressed, with faces that smelled more of money than work, dismounting, shaking off the rain,
and entering the tavern where the smell of stale beer and damp wood greets them. Then they
sit down, order, talk, and laugh, while outside, those they're taking with them act as if it's none
of their business.

"Do you think he's with them?" | asked.
"Who?" she asked, even though she knew exactly who | meant.
"He."

She lowered her gaze to the water in the bucket, in which a distorted sky was reflected. "No,"
she said. "He is not riding in foreign service. If he is sitting on a horse somewhere, it is not
because they sent him."

It was good to hear that, even if I didn't know if it was true. Sometimes lies are like a cup of
warm water: they taste of nothing, but they keep you going until evening.

We carried the bucket back to the hut together. The door was open, and thin wisps of smoke
drifted out. It was dark inside, but it smelled of something that might be some kind of
breakfast: oats, water, salt. Nothing to write a song about, but enough to keep you going.

| sat down at the table, and while she stirred the porridge, I glanced past the wall. There hung
a piece of leather, old, cracked, the pattern half-faded. It had once been a belt, she had told
me. No villager had ever worn it; it was too well-made. It was one of the few things she hadn't
traded for flour, cloth, or lard. She said it reminded her of something important, though she
never said exactly what.

"Did he leave the belt behind?" I asked suddenly.

She froze for a moment, then continued stirring, but more slowly. "Yes," she said. "Not
intentionally. He was in a hurry."

"Where?"

"To where men run when they think they can cut the world in half with their swords."

| stood up, moved closer to the leather, and touched it carefully. It was hard, but still smooth
in places. | imagined him wearing it, across his hip, perhaps with a sword attached, perhaps
simply as a sign that he was more than a mere peasant. A belt is just a piece of animal hide,
but if you pull it tight enough, it doesn't just hold up your trousers; it also holds together your
self-image.

“When he comes back,” I said, “he shouldn’t think I just sat here eating porridge.”
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"When he comes back,” my mother said, "he will be glad that you are still sitting at a table at
all."

| wanted to object, but before I could find the words, we heard footsteps. Not a few, not slow,
but several, in a rhythm that didn't suit our people. One of those contrived marches men
invent to feel more important than they were. The sound came from the path, then across the
yard, then directly toward our door.

My mother put down the spoon and wiped her hands on her apron, even though it didn't make
them any cleaner. Her shoulders straightened, her eyes narrowed to slits, in which something
flashed that I rarely saw: pure, unfiltered rage that had no other place but that face.

"Sit down," she said to me. "And remember: less, not more."

| sat down again, putting my hands under the table so they couldn't see how they were
trembling. The knife lay under my straw mattress, out of reach. | felt naked, even though |
was wearing the same clothes as every day.

There was no knock. The door simply opened, as if it were just a curtain. Three men entered.
The first was the tallest, wearing a coat that must once have been expensive, before the rain
had turned it into an equalizer. On his chest he wore the mark of a lord, a coat of arms that
meant nothing to me, except that someone far away believed they could rule over us. The
second was thinner, with eyes like nails that fixed on everything, never catching on anything.
The third carried a list that looked like a weapon, because everything on it would affect
someone.

The tall man glanced around briefly, as if assessing whether we were worth taking seriously.
Then he nodded curtly, as if he had received an answer to a question he hadn't even asked.

“Mairi Wallace?” he asked.
“That’s me,” my mother said. Her voice was calm, but not friendly.

“We are on a mission from our master,” the man said. “The king needs men. Our master is
doing his part. We have come to record names.”

| had expected him to speak louder, with more bombast, like the priest when he talks about
hell and heaven. But his voice was sober, as if he were discussing cattle prices.

“Our Lord,” my mother repeated. “A lovely word. I know many lords, but hardly any who are
mine.”

The thin man with the nail-like eyes took a step forward, but the tall man raised his hand
slightly. "We are not tasked with discussing,” he said. "Only with listing."

The third man unfurled the list. His fingers were stained, as if the ink had seeped into his skin.
"In this household lives a female head,"” he said, "and a male offspring of military age."”

The words hit me like small stones. Female head. Male offspring. Military age. Not a name,
just categories.
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"My son is still young," my mother said.

"How old?" asked the man with the list.

She hesitated briefly. "Old enough to work, but not old enough to die."

“That’s not old age,” said the man with the nails in his eyes. “We need numbers.”

She named one that was lower than the correct one. | noticed, but said nothing. The men
exchanged glances. The one with the list shrugged. "The king doesn't ask about birthdays," he

said. "Only for arms that can hold a sword."

The tall man looked directly at me. His gaze wasn't angry, just tired, as if he'd been in this job
for too long. "Can you hold a sword, boy?"

| felt my mother suck in her breath beside me. | could have said "no." I could have said | was
weak, sick, anything. | saw her hands clench into fists. | saw the belt on the wall, the old
leather hanging like a silent question. | saw the knife under my straw mattress, lost in thought,
blunt, but mine.

"I can hold anything that's given to me,"” | said.

The sentence hung in the air, heavier than the smell of smoke. My mother's eyes burned on
the back of my neck, but I didn't look at her. I only saw the man before me, his wrinkles that
weren't from laughter, and the way he briefly quivered his jaw, as if regretting my answer.

"Courageous,” murmured the man with the nail-like eyes. It didn't sound like a compliment.
More like a diagnosis of an illness.

The list rustled. A quill pen scratched across the paper. "Boy's name?" he asked.

| opened my mouth, but my mother was faster. "His name is William," she said. Not a trace of
tremor in her voice. "William Wallace."

It was the first time someone had spoken the name aloud without tainting it with another
word. Not bastard, not filth, not nothing. Just William Wallace. It sounded bigger than this
room, bigger than the mud outside the door.

The man with the list wrote. The letters were crooked, but they existed. A name on paper is
dangerous. It can save you or tighten the noose around your neck.

"You'll be down in the village in two days," said the tall man. "They'll gather you, equip you,
and tell you what to fight for. Bring something warm. The ground is cold if you fall."

My mother took a step forward. “He won’t...”

"It's an order," he interrupted, and this time his voice sounded harsher. "Anyone who doesn't
come will be brought in. Anyone who resists will be treated as an enemy."
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He looked at her for another moment, as if he wanted to say something else, but the words
failed him. Then he turned, the others followed him, and they stepped out into the courtyard.
The door remained open for a heartbeat, the cold wind crept in, then it clicked shut.

It was quiet. So quiet that | could hear my own heartbeat, heavy, uneven. My mother stood
there as if her legs were made of clay.

"You idiot," she whispered finally. "You damned, stubborn idiot."”
| stood up, slowly. "They would have come anyway," | said. "l wanted to..."

"You wanted to be big," she said. "Bigger than this roof, bigger than this table, bigger than
me."

| didn't know what to say. She was right. | wanted to be more than the boy in the mud that
everyone laughed at. | wanted someone to know my name, and now they did. The wrong
people first, as is usually the case.

| went to the belt and took it from the wall. The leather was heavier than it looked. It felt like
a burden that, after so many years, still refused to let go. I put it around my waist; it was too
loose, but | could tie a knot. My mother watched me, and in her eyes, two things were
fighting: the fear of losing me and the pride that | was acting as if | were ready.

"He took it back then, too, before he left,” she said quietly.
"Did he hesitate?" | asked.
“Just long enough to kiss me,” she replied. “You’re my child. You didn’t even do that.”

| stepped closer to her and put my arms around her. She remained stiff for a moment, then
sank slightly into me, as if she had forgotten how heavy her own body was. | didn't feel her
tears on my skin, but | knew they were there somewhere, deep inside, in a layer that rarely
allowed them to surface.

"I'll be back," | said.
It was a stupid, big, classic lie. But sometimes you have to say it in order to even begin.

Outside, the wet clay soil awaited. Somewhere out there was blood that didn't yet know
whose it belonged to. And somewhere further on, beyond all that, was a man who bore the
same name as me, perhaps gazing at the same gray sky.

The next two days dragged on like a beaten dog that still shows up at the door every morning.
The sky remained gray, but it stopped raining; as if it had decided to dry us off so the blood
would stand out better later. The ground outside was still a single heap of mud, but in some
places a thin, brittle crust had formed. If you stepped on it, it broke, and underneath
everything was still soft. That's how it was with me: hard on the outside, mush on the inside.

My mother didn't talk much. She did what needed to be done—fetching water, making a fire,

cooking something from scratch—and she had this look in her eyes that was simultaneously

here and somewhere else. Sometimes | caught her standing by the door, her hand on the bolt,
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as if she just wanted to run off, somewhere where no one kept lists and labeled boys fit for
military service with falsified numbers. But she never opened the door when she stood there
like that. She stayed and took deep breaths, as if she had to hold the air in her chest so it
wouldn't escape.

| pretended to help her, but the truth was, | was just wandering around, searching for
something that resembled a plan. | polished the knife as if | could somehow turn it into a
sword. I tried on the belt for the fifth time, tightening it, then loosening it again, as if it were a
part of me that hadn't quite found its place. | went outside the hut and shoveled a few channels
in the mud to drain the water. It was pointless, but it kept my hands busy. Sometimes that's all
you have.

Every now and then | heard voices in the village below, growing louder, then fainter again.
They were already practicing how they would present themselves to the men who were
keeping the lists. Some would hide their sons, others would pretend to be proud so that losing
them wouldn't hurt so much. Everyone had their own way of keeping their sanity.

On the second night, | dreamt of a field. It wasn't the field above our hut; this one was larger,
flatter, and the ground so muddy that every step sucked me in, as if it wanted to hold me.
There was no sky above me, only a gray mush stretching to the horizon. In the distance, |
heard metal on metal, that hard, cold clang that had nothing to do with wood or hammer.
There was a man, his back to me, a broad back beneath a wet coat. He stood in the clay soil as
if it belonged to him. When | came closer, he turned his head only slightly, and | saw eyes
like my own, only older, more tired, angrier.

"You need to step harder," he said, without actually moving his mouth. "Otherwise the ground
will swallow you up.”

“Is this our country?” I asked.

"As long as you're standing on it, yes," he said. "As soon as you fall, it belongs to the others
again."

When | woke up, | was drenched in sweat, even though it was cold. The blanket clung to me,
my heart was racing. It was still dark in the cabin, but the fire was still glowing faintly. My
mother sat at the table, her back to me, her shoulders like two rocks battered by the wind for
far too long. I didn't know if she had been asleep.

"You talk when you dream," she said without turning around.

"What did | say?" | asked.

“Nothing clever,” she said. “Like most men.”

| sat up and rubbed my face. "I dreamt about him,” I said.

"From whom else?" she said quietly.

"He said | need to stand up straighter."

"You always have to," she replied. "Otherwise they'll think you want to dance."
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She turned around, and | saw the weariness in her eyes, but also something else I rarely saw: a
kind of pride that couldn't decide whether it was allowed to stay. "You can still run away, you
know," she said. "The forests are vast. Some hide their sons. Some send them to relatives,
even further into the unknown."

"And then what?" | asked. "Am | supposed to spend my whole life stalking around traps like a
fox?"

“I prefer a live fox to a dead dog on some lord’s coat of arms,” she said.

| shook my head. "If | run away, the village won't just call me 'bastard’ anymore. They'll call
me 'coward’. And that sticks just as much."

“Why should you care what the village says?” she asked, and for the first time she sounded
truly angry. “They would have drowned you if they could have when you were little. They
only left you because they hoped you would die quickly or become useful.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Now I’ll be useful.”

I didn't like the sound of the word, but I said it anyway. Sometimes you swallow things you
know are bad for you, simply because otherwise you won't get anything at all.

"Useful for whom?" she asked.
| didn't answer. We both knew that this question was bigger than this cabin.

The morning | was to leave came uninvited. The sky was clearer than it should have been. A
few pale rays of sunlight tried to make the land look less wretched, but the mud gave
everything away. Every step left a mark, and | wondered how many of them one would
remember.

| put on the best shirt I had. It wasn't really good, just less patched than the others. My mother
smoothed it out, although it wrinkled again immediately anyway. Then she took out a bundle
she'd hidden somewhere without me noticing. Inside was a piece of bread, some cheese, hard
as a rock, and a cloth, which she wrapped everything in as if she were making it into a
treasure, which it wasn't.

“You don’t eat it all at once,” she said. “They’ll give you some down there, but you know
how men are when food is scarce. Don’t let them take anything away from you.”

"They're soldiers,” | said. "They share.”

She laughed bitterly. "Men only share if they hope to get something in return. Women, land,
stories that make them bigger later. They keep their food as long as they can."

| took the bundle, tied it to a rope, and slung it over my shoulder. Then she slid something
into my hand. It was a small piece of wood, smoothed, with a notch in it.

"What is it?" | asked.

"A piece of the cradle you once lay in," she said. "Before we burned it."
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| looked at her. "Why?"
"So you know that you were once warm somewhere," she said. "Just in case you forget."

I closed my hand around it. The wood was light, but it weighed more than the bundle of bread
and cheese. | put it in my pocket, close to my skin.

We walked down the path to the village together. Each step in the wet ground made a sound,
like someone was laughing softly. The hut grew smaller behind us until it was just a dark
speck between the gray sky and the brown land. | wondered if it looked any different coming
down from above, as a gentleman, in a coat, with his trinkets. Probably not.

Halfway there, | saw Fergus. He was leaning against a tree that was more dead than alive,
chewing on something that looked like a piece of leather. Perhaps it was. His eyes were
narrow, but alert.

“Well,” he said, “the hero really is coming.”

"He's not a hero," my mother said. "He's my son."

"That's not mutually exclusive,” Fergus said. "Just mostly."

He looked me up and down, his gaze lingering briefly on the belt | was wearing. A flicker of
approval crossed his face. "It suits you," he said. "As if you'd always been waiting for it to be

attached to a body again."

"You could have stopped him," my mother told him. "You could have told him your stories in
a way that would have scared him."

“They all get scared,” said Fergus. “But fear won’t stop anyone who already has the hole
burned into their skin.”

"Maybe you are the hole,"” she snarled. "With your fine words about the fight and the great
before and after.”

He shrugged. "Maybe. But | didn't put him on the list. That was someone else."”
| didn't want them to get entangled in his past again. "Are you going too?" | asked him.

He grinned, and I saw that he was missing a tooth that | had seen yesterday. "If they take me,
yes. If they see me, no."

"What does that mean?" | asked.

"They say I'm old enough to duck when necessary," he said. "But old enough to realize when
| can't anymore."

“Coward,” my mother said.
“Survivor,” he corrected. “The only difference is who tells the story.”
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We continued walking. Fergus joined us, a few steps behind me, as if he were a shadow
unable to shake what he had once seen. The village drew closer. The first huts, similar holes
to ours, only scattered differently across the hillside. Smoke rose from the roofs, thin, acrid.
Dogs barked, children were called inside, doors opened and closed like mouths about to say
something, then changed their minds.

They were already standing in the square in front of the tavern: a few dozen boys and men,
some barely older than me, others with wrinkles that suggested they should have said they
were out of the game long ago. They stood in a crooked line, which no one tried to straighten.
A few carried sacks, others only the clothes on their backs. Their faces reflected everything:
defiance, fear, pride, and blank stares. Some talked quietly among themselves, others stared at
the ground as if having a final, silent conversation with it.

The three men from yesterday were back, this time not in our hut, but under a rough overhang
at the tavern. The list lay on a barrel, the quill pen beside it. A few others stood nearby:
village elders, the priest, the blacksmith. They looked like a small gathering of people who
had never had to hold a sword, but liked to talk about it.

| spotted Tam. His lip was swollen, his eye slightly discolored. When he saw me, his mouth
twisted, not quite into a smile, not quite into a threat. More into something that said: We're
now on a playing field where others make the rules. His friends weren't with him. They had
mingled with the others, as if they didn't want to be too close to a story that had been lying in
the mud just yesterday.

The man in the long coat stepped forward and raised his hand. "Good," he said. "You are on
time. The king will thank you."

Nobody answered. A crow cawed somewhere on the tavern roof, as if mocking the word
"thank you".

“You will continue your journey today,” he continued. “Southwards. It won’t be easy. But
those of you who return will have something different to tell than the price of oats and beer.”

| looked at my mother. She was standing at the edge of the crowd, among other women who
looked similar: tired, hard, with eyes that refused to cry as long as someone was looking. Her
hands were clenched together. | lifted my chin slightly. It wasn't a grand gesture, just a small
sign: I'm leaving, but I'm leaving now.

Fergus stood beside her, slightly to the side, as if he belonged and yet didn't. "Don't forget to
step more firmly," he said quietly as | passed him. "The ground beneath strangers' feet is even
more greedy than this."

“Will you be there when I come back?” I asked.

He laughed briefly. "If I'm still breathing, yes. If I'm no longer breathing, I'll tell others your
stories.”

"Which ones?" | asked.

"Those in which you didn't stay small," he said.
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Then there was only the clay soil beneath my feet, the space in front of me, the men with the
list, and the long path they would show us. Somewhere out there waited a field where blood
and water mingled until it was impossible to tell which had come first. Father, blood, and wet
clay soil—all of it was suddenly no longer just a thought suspended between the beams of our
hut. It was something coming toward me, step by step, and | was going toward it.

We set off like a herd being pushed from behind. No drumbeat, no grand farewell, just the
muddy squelching of our footsteps and the cawing of the crow watching us as if it knew more
about the future than all of us put together. The tall man in the coat rode ahead, two others on
horseback beside him, and behind them we, forced to walk because that's how the world was
ordered: those above, those below, and mud in between.

The road south wasn't a real road. It was simply the place where the earth had given up
pretending to be untouched. Cart wheels had churned it up, hooves had trampled it wide, rain
had boiled it soft. Now our boots shuffled through the same brown muck, and I thought of
how many others had trudged this way before. Perhaps somewhere in the dirt was a remnant
of them: blood, sweat, a lost tooth. The land devoured everything and gave nothing back but
more dirt.

Tam was running beside me. Not right next to me, but close enough that I could hear him. His
breathing was heavy, uneven. He wasn't a good runner, he was a good hitter, and those are
two different things. His lip hadn't completely gone down; it glistened in the cold light like a
poorly wrapped sausage. | glanced at it briefly, then looked ahead again.

"Well, bastard,” he growled at some point. "Satisfied? Now we're important.”

“We were never important,” I said. “We’re cheap.”

"Cheap people die too," he said. "And the gentlemen drink to their health just the same."

A few boys in front of us laughed at something they themselves had said. It sounded nervous.
Behind us, someone was panting, too old for this march but too young to lie down. Some
carried all their possessions in a bundle, others carried nothing but the hope that someone
would miss them later.

“Are you scared?” I asked Tam.

He spat in the mud. "My back hurts," he said. "Fear is bad for your posture.”

"You'll still be shaking when the first one falls," | said.

“Won’t you?” he asked.

| thought of my dream, of the man with the similar eyes who had told me | needed to stand up
for myself. "Yes," | said. "But | won't be the first.”

We took a short break when the sun had crested the horizon, more out of a sense of duty than
genuine warmth. The riders dismounted, stretched their legs, and one of them had one of the
village elders pour him a drink from a jug. Not water, something else. Something that burned.
We got nothing. We supposedly had our youth to keep us warm.
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| sat down on a stone that jutted out of the mud as if it had fought its way up and didn't want
to go back down. The bundle of bread and cheese lay beside me; I untied it and broke off a
piece. It was hard, but my jaw was young. | chewed until it tasted like something that kept
you alive. Someone plopped down beside me: a pale boy with freckled skin, the color of
which winter had only just begun to drain from him.

“I am Aidan,” he said, without looking.

“William,” I said.

"I know," he said. "You're the bastard from the cabin up on the hillside.”
| rolled my eyes. "Nice that my reputation is marching along."

He shrugged. "It's better than no one knowing who you are.”
“Sometimes,” I said. “Sometimes the opposite is better.”

He glanced at me briefly, a quick assessment, like someone checking whether I'll be more of a
shield or a weight. "My mother says your father is a good fighter," he said.

“My mother says he is a bad father,” I said.
Aidan laughed briefly. "Maybe he's both."
"Maybe," | said.

A shout came from the front, one of those curt commands that brooked no argument. We re-
tied our bundles, stood up, and set off again. The break hadn't been long enough for a real
rest, just long enough for the mud clinging to our boots to dry. With the next step, it tore open
like a second skin.

The further we walked, the less familiar the landscape became. The hills changed. The trees
grew bare, as if they had been raised closer to the wind. Every now and then we passed a
homestead that looked like ours, only sadder. Women stood in doorways, children peering out
from behind them, some crying, others simply staring at us as if we were ghosts.

| searched every one of those faces for one that resembled me. For eyes | knew without ever
having seen them. It was a stupid, illogical reflex, but I couldn't stop it. My father was out
there somewhere. Every man's face we passed, every rumor hanging in the air, every story
people whispered—everything was a possible thread leading to him.

“You hope to find him,” said Aidan, as we crossed a small stream that consisted more of
brown water than clear drops.

“I don’t know what I hope for,” I said. “I just don’t want to be the only one who looks the
way [ do.”

"Most of them end up looking like this eventually,” he said. "Tired, dirty, and angry."

"That's not the same," | said.
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In the afternoon we came to a spot where the ground no longer gave way. Rocky, flat, cold, as
if someone had cut away the mud. The riders stopped, and so did we. The tall man turned and
looked over the group, as if to count how many of us were still standing upright enough to be

of any use.

“Tonight you’ll sleep in your own filth,” he said. “Tomorrow or the day after, you’ll belong to
someone else.” His voice was dry, without pathos. “There, they’ll throw you together with
other villages. Some will tell you you’re brothers because you carry the same banner. Don’t
believe it too much. Brothers can be worse than enemies.”

Someone asked, "What are we fighting for?" and everyone pretended not to hear the question.
The man in the coat glanced briefly at the boy who had asked it. He was thin and had more
hair on his face than strength in his arms.

“You fight so that others don’t have to fight,” the man said. “That’s the official answer. You
know the other one yourselves.”

"Which other ones?" Tam asked.

The man snorted. “You fight because you can’t stop. Because otherwise you’ll sit in your
huts, mortified that you’ve remained small. You fight because your pride is bigger than your
country.”

A few people laughed, but there was nothing joyful about it. The man fell silent, started
walking again, and we followed. The sun was hanging low now, a pale speck over the world,
pretending to still be warm.

As it grew darker, we stopped on a patch of land consisting only of wet grass and a few
bushes. "Here," said one of the riders. "You don't deserve any more.” He didn't even say it
angrily, more wearily.

We made a fire, or tried to. The wood was wet, our fingers cold. Finally, something crackled,
thin flames licking at what we gave them. We sat in a semicircle, our faces in the light, our
backs in the cold. I felt the belt at my hip, as if it had become one with my skin.

Aidan rubbed his hands together. "Do you really think your father is where they're taking us?"
he asked.

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe he was there. Maybe he’s somewhere else now. Maybe he’s already
lying somewhere in the clay soil.”

"Would that be better or worse?" he asked.

| thought about it. "Better if he had come back before he was lying there,” | said. "Worse if |
never find out where he is.”

Tam was there too, a little apart, with two others | only knew by sight. He was quieter than
usual. Sometimes he stared into the flames, as if he saw something in them that he didn't like.

"What will you do when you meet him?" Aidan asked.
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“I don’t know,” I said. “Tell him he’s an asshole. Hug him. Stab him in the stomach. Maybe
all three.”

"In that order?" he asked dryly.
"It depends on how he looks at me,” I said.

Night crept closer. There was no roof above us, only the sky, which was already growing
heavier. I lay down on the ground, my arms under my head, and felt the dampness seep
through my clothes. The earth wasn't soft, but it yielded, just enough that you could imagine it
would eventually swallow you up completely.

A few of the older men told quiet stories, nothing grand, just fragments. One spoke of a battle
where the ground had been so deep that men had drowned standing up. Another told of a man
who, in the middle of the battle, had started laughing and couldn't stop until someone had
clamped his mouth shut with steel. They laughed as they did so, a dry, ragged laugh. As if to
show death that it hadn't completely taken hold of them yet.

Eventually, my eyes closed. | dreamt of the field again, but this time | wasn't alone. Men
stood to my right and left, in rows, shoulder to shoulder, the air thick with breath, fear, and
sweat. In the distance, | heard drums, those dull thumps you feel in your body before you hear
them. Next to me stood a man with a belt similar to mine. | tried to see his face, but each time
| looked, it turned away as if it were made of smoke.

"Stop looking for him," said a voice that didn't come from one mouth. "Find yourself first."”

When | woke up, morning had already arrived—qgray, wet, and tired. My bones ached, even
though I wasn't old at all. I sat up and rubbed the back of my neck. The others sat up as well;
one cursed because he'd rolled into something soft and smelly during the night. The man in
the coat walked between us as if checking on a herd.

"Get up," he said, as if we weren't already awake. "Today you'll meet the others. From then
on, you're no longer just boys from a village. From then on, you're material."”

"Material for what?" | asked quietly.
"For everything they throw at us," Aidan muttered.

We got up again, shouldered bundles, and sorted our worn boots on the rough ground. And as
we took the next step, | felt something shift inside me. Up until then, everything had been
theoretical: lists, glances, names on paper, stories told around the fire. But now, as we
marched further south, I realized that the clay soil everyone talked about wasn't just beneath
our feet. It was inside us, too. Soft, malleable, ready to bear traces—or swallow us whole.

A father who was out there somewhere. Blood still flowing in my veins. Wet clay soil just

waiting for one of us to stumble. It was all there. And me in the middle of it, a bastard on the
march, with a name bigger than any life I'd ever known.
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School of Fists and Curses

They called it a camp, but it was nothing more than an ugly stain on the landscape. Tents
pitched crookedly, as if they'd lost to the wind, fires that produced more smoke than heat, and
in between, men who looked as if they'd been trying to endure their own lives for far too long.
Hanging over it all was that smell | later recognized everywhere: sweat, horse, bad food, old
leather, fresh cursing.

We arrived in a long, crooked procession. The men at the gate looked at us like a farmer at a
bundle of potatoes: scrutinizing, unimpressed. One of them spat in the dirt, as if we were the
reason he was there, not the king or some lord sitting far away in dry rooms deciding who got
to die.

"Put them there," said a broad-shouldered man with a voice like a quarry. "We'll sort them
later.”

Sorting. We were no longer a bunch of boys sent out from the village square. We were
merchandise being sorted into boxes with labels: strong, weak, usable, ballast.

We stopped, somewhere between two rows of dirty tents. | couldn't really feel my legs
anymore, just a dull ache. Aidan beside me swayed slightly, but he kept his balance. Tam was
panting like an old horse that no one wants to feed anymore. The men from the ride didn't pay
us any further attention. They had done their job: deliver, check, move on. One laughed at a
joke I hadn't heard, another patted his horse on the neck. We were just background noise.

Then he appeared.

He wasn't the tallest there, nor the strongest. But he had this way of walking on the ground, as
if it belonged to him. The gait of a man who had fallen many times and gotten back up each
time, with an extra dose of nonchalance in his eyes. His hair was closely cropped, his beard
messy but not neglected. His nose was crooked, as if it had decided at some point to look
straight, and his eyes were two pale holes, in which a remnant of a fire remained that must
once have been greater.

"So this is the new crap,” he said, without looking directly at us. "What's your name?" he
asked the man in the coat.

"No 'how'," he said. "Just 'what'. Villagers. Those fit for military service. The rest is your
problem, Sergeant.”

Sergeant. The word suited him like a punch to the face.

He took a step towards us, stopped, and folded his arms. "I am not your father," he said. "I am
not your priest, and |1 am certainly not your king. I am the one who makes sure you don't wet
your pants at the crucial moment. If you're lucky, you'll survive long enough to hate someone
who is above me."

A few grinned, nervously. Others simply stared at him. | felt something inside me
simultaneously recoil and surge forward. The man had a presence that couldn't be ignored. He
wasn't like the quiet, tired men who had picked us up from the village. This man was sharper,
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more angular, like a stone shaped just right to fit comfortably in your hand when you wanted
to throw it at someone's head.

“You are now in the service of the king,” he continued. “That means you will die for people
whose names you don’t know and who will never know yours. At times you will freeze,
starve, stink, and wish you were back home. This will pass. Either because you get used to it,
or because you’re buried.”

He walked down the row, scrutinizing each person. His gaze swept over their faces like a cold
blade. He lingered on some longer, as if trying to memorize their weaknesses. When he
reached me, he paused.

"How old are you, boy?" he asked.

| knew what my mother had answered, but I also knew he didn't like lying. He was a man who
considered lying a waste of time. "Old enough,” I said.

The corner of his mouth twitched. "Cheeky," he said. "I used to like cheeky rascals. They
usually die first. Saves me work."

"Then maybe I did something good for you," | said, before my mind could stop me.

A few people beside me froze. Others held their breath. The sergeant looked at me for another
moment. Then he took a step closer, so close I could smell his breath: no beer, no garlic, just
dry mouth and long days.

“Name,” he said.

“William,” I replied. “William Wallace.”

“Wallace,” he repeated. Something flitted across his face, hard to grasp. He spat in the dirt.
“We’ve had a few of those before. They’re usually louder than all the others.”

"It's easier to die if it's loud," | said.

He laughed briefly, without joy. "Perhaps," he said. "We'll see if there's more to you than just
a mouth."

He kept walking. I could feel my heart still beating too fast. Aidan nudged me with his elbow.
"Looking for a beating on the very first day," he whispered.

"At least he knows I'm here now," | said.

"It would have been enough if you had fallen over,” he said.

The sergeant turned back to us. "You'll be split up,” he said. "Groups of ten. You'll eat
together, sleep together, run together, swear together. Anyone who can't keep up will drag the

others down, and for that, they'll get special treatment from me. I call it school. Others call it
hell. They mean the same thing."
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We were crammed into groups of ten with the sensitivity of a barn owner distributing hay. |
ended up with Aidan, Tam, the skinny boy who had asked what we were fighting for, and a
few others whose names | only learned later: Euan, who laughed too much; Donnach, who at
17 already looked like a washed-up farmhand; Murdo, who had more scars than words; and
two brothers who were constantly arguing but together beat up anyone who interfered.

"You are now Squad Six," said the sergeant. "Squads One through Five will be the ones who
think they're something special. Squads Seven through Ten are the ones who are just glad they
didn't lose a leg on the march. You're in between. That gives you the wonderful opportunity to
disappoint both those above and those below."

A huge man with shoulders like goalposts stepped up beside him. His face was a landscape of
dents and bumps, his eyes small but alert.

"This is Broc," said the sergeant. "He's what your mother lacked on those nights when they
hoped you'd be a girl. He shows you where to pee... | mean, where to relieve yourself, where
to sleep, and where you can fight without me having to intervene."

Broc grinned, which didn't make his features any friendlier. "Come with me, you aspiring
corpses,” he grumbled. "Time to settle into the beautiful world of shit and sweat."

We followed him between the rows of tents. Everywhere there were men doing something, or
pretending to be doing something. One was sharpening a blade that had seen a lot. Another
was binding his feet with scraps of cloth. A third was simply sitting there, staring up into the
air, as if he had hidden an answer up there.

"Get used to the noise,"” Broc said. "If it's quiet, something bad has happened."

He pointed to a few tattered tents at the edge of the camp, near a ditch filled with stagnant
water that seemed undecided whether to flow or stagnate. "That's your corner,” he said. "The
king sleeps further up."

“Is he even sleeping?” Euan murmured.

"The king is always asleep," said Broc. "Otherwise he would realize what he's doing to you."
The tent, which was supposedly ours, was a patchwork of fabric and rope. The floor inside
wasn't dry, just less wet than outside. It smelled of old feet and younger dreams. We stood in
the entrance, one behind the other, peering inside as if it held a secret that would affect our

lives. In reality, it was just another kind of hole.

"Four are asleep, the others are lying down," said Broc. "Take turns, cuddle, argue, | don't
care. The main thing is that you don't snore so loudly that I can hear you."

Tam nudged me with his shoulder. "It's almost like home," he growled. "Only without
mothers putting food in front of you."

"We'll replace them for you," said Broc. "You'll just have to force the food out of your own
throats."”
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We threw in our meager bundles: bread, cheese, cloths, and the occasional dream we carried
on our backs. I kept my piece of wood from the cradle in my pocket. It was the only thing that
couldn't be lost.

“Today you’ll learn the first rule,” Broc said as we stood outside again. “You think the first
rule is obedience. Wrong. The first rule is: Don’t let them walk all over you, but choose the
moments when you’ll speak up. The second rule is: When I’m talking to you, you’re quiet.

The third rule is: When the sergeant’s talking to you, you’re even quieter.”

“Is there a rule for the king too?”” asked Euan.
“Yes,” said Broc. “He’s allowed to do anything.”

He made us line up, a crooked series of small and medium-sized disasters. Then school began.
Not with books, not with psalms, but with fists and curses.

“You can’t fight,” he stated after we had lashed out at each other a few times, more stumbling
than aiming. “You swing like farmers tilling a field: broadly, inaccurately, and hoping that
something will grow.”

He went from one to the other, repositioning our feet, twisting our shoulders, punching one of
us in the face to show us the gaps in our defense. He made no distinctions. Whether you had a
big belly or skinny arms, everyone got their lesson in pain.

When he reached me, | had my fists raised, like I'd seen the boys in the village do when they
were fighting. He looked at me, shook his head, and before | understood why, his palm
smacked me against the forehead. Not hard enough to knock me over, but hard enough to
make me see stars.

"You're thinking too much about what your face says," he growled. "What's down here is
more important.” He lightly kicked me. "Stand wider, weight forward, but not like you're
offering your knees."

| did as he said. He nodded curtly. "Now go for it."

| punched. Not very well, not very fast. He dodged it effortlessly. | tried again; he blocked as
if he'd only raised his hand to brush away a fly.

"You're angry,” he said. "I can see it in your eyes. But anger is like beer. If you drink it all at
once, you'll end up vomiting in the corner."”

"What am | supposed to do then?" | asked, panting.

"Learn to dose them," he said. "Put them in your fist, not your lips."”

He turned to the others. "This applies to all of you. He who fights with his mouth will have
more teeth knocked out than he who fights with his hands. And he who fights with his head
might still be standing in the end.”

The day crawled along at a snail's pace. We were pushed, hit, corrected, yelled at. We learned

how to fall without staying down. How not to pull your fists back before striking, because
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otherwise you've already given away your intentions. How not to lower your gaze when
someone is bigger. How to swear without begging the other person to hit you even harder.

During breaks, if you could call them that, we squatted on our bultts, letting our bodies try to
remember how not to hurt. Our hands trembled, our lips bled, our knees were split. But no one
said they wanted to go back. Not yet. Pride was still too fresh.

"So this is what school is like," Aidan muttered as we stood briefly at the edge while Broc
explained to another group how to deliver a punch to the stomach in such a way that the other
person believes it's the end of him.

"What did you think?" | asked. "That they would give us books?"

"Perhaps Psalms," he said dryly.

“We already carry that around with us,” I said. “Only we replace every ‘Amen’ with a curse.”
The sergeant reappeared at some point, observing the whole scene with his arms folded. He
didn't say much, but when he did, everyone listened. Broc was the hammer, he was the anvil.
On one you get the blows, on the other the shape.

“Do you see that?” said the sergeant, as two of us stumbled into each other again and both
landed in the mud. “This isn’t a battle. This is child’s play. In a battle, there’s no one there to
tell you when you can take a break.”

He looked at me. "You want to be the big one, don't you?"

| knew what he meant. "I don't want to be the one who stays small,” | said.

"That's enough to die," he said. "Not enough to lead. You want to make sure you're not just
another dead boy that someone quickly pees on and moves on with? Then learn."

He grabbed my arm, twisted it, and positioned me in a way that felt both wrong and right.
"Hit here," he said, pointing to a spot on Broc's chest, just below the ribs.

"If I hit him there, he'll kill me,"” 1 said.
"If you miss, yes," Broc said with a grin.

| drew back my fist, not too far as he had said, and struck. My fist didn't hit the spot exactly,
but close enough. Broc growled, his face contorted, just enough to show: it had worked.

"Better," the sergeant muttered. "Now imagine there's a gap in a suit of armor. And behind it
is someone you hate."”

"Which one?" | asked.
“Any one,” he said. “There will be enough.”
When the sun disappeared again and the sky re-covered us with its gray blanket, | wasn't a

good fighter. But | wasn't the same person who had marched out of the village either. My
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anger had taken on a bit of structure. At least my fists knew roughly where they were going.
And my body had learned that pain wasn't always the end, sometimes just the beginning.

In the corner of the camp, where the water in the ditch gradually darkened, stood a few men
who were no longer training. Some had bandages on their legs, others were missing. One had
only one arm. They stood there and watched us, young and more or less whole, as we tried to
make ourselves into human beings who were more than just fodder for the soil.

One of them, a man with a scar across his face that looked like a badly drawn line, raised his
hand as | walked by. "What's your name, boy?" he asked.

“William,” I said. “William Wallace.”

He nodded slowly. "I once knew someone with that name," he murmured. "He hit as if every
blow was a sentence he couldn't say to anyone else."

"What became of him?" | asked.

He looked at his missing arm, then back at me. "He's said his part,” he said. "The rest is out
there somewhere, waiting."

Later, as | lay in my tent, a pleasantly anxious exhaustion settling in my bones, | heard
cursing, laughter, arguing, dice rolling, and the dull thud of a fist landing somewhere outside.
School of Fists and Curses: that wasn't just a saying. That was the curriculum. And right in
the middle of it all was a boy with a name bigger than the hole he was lying in.

I turned the small piece of wood left over from the cradle between my fingers. | thought of my
mother, the hut, the roof that | hoped was still holding. | thought of the man who was out
there somewhere, perhaps not so far away. And I swore to myself that if | ever saw him one
day, | would show him that the bastard in the rain had become more than just another wet
body in the clay soil.

The next morning, my body was in complete protest. Everything ached, even places | didn't
know had names. My hands felt like I'd spent the night hugging rocks. When | moved my
fingers, they cracked, and tiny jolts of pain shot up to my shoulders. Next to me lay Aidan,
half on his side, his mouth open as if searching in his sleep for air that didn't smell of smoke.
Tam's snoring filled the tent like a bad joke that just wouldn't end.

Outside it wasn't quite light yet, but the camp was already awake. VVoices, curses, the clanging
of metal, the bellowing of a man who probably found the water in his bucket too cold. I felt a
mixture of disgust and anticipation as the new day descended upon me. It would hurt again.
And | would go back.

"Get up," Aidan murmured without opening his eyes. "Otherwise, the big stone will come
with its shoulders and kick us awake."

"You first,” | said, but | was already sitting up. The ground beneath me was damp and cold,;
the thin sheet we slept on had only pretended to be a boundary. Mud always finds a way.
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| groped for my bag, felt the piece of wood, the remains of the cradle, and comforted myself
with its presence. The belt dug into my hip as | stood up, a familiar pressure | was beginning
to like. Some things offer support precisely because they are uncomfortable.

Broc was already standing outside, arms folded, the posture of a man who refuses to make
excuses. His gaze swept over us, one tired, sleepy face after another. "You look like a bunch
of old widows," he grunted. "And smell worse."

"Good morning,” Euan murmured. "It's nice that you're being so friendly again."

Broc took a step towards him. "If you want a morning where someone looks at you with love,
go back to your mother," he said. "Here, there are only days when you don't die. If you're
lucky."

We lined up in a row, or something vaguely resembling one. My knees were stiff, but I tried
not to show it. Everything here was a stage, no matter how shabby. If you limped, you got it.
If you complained, you got it worse. Silence was a kind of armor.

“Today,” said Broc, “we are learning how to stand still when everything inside you is
screaming to run away. That’s called courage if it turns out well. And stupidity if it turns out
badly.”

"How can you tell the difference?" asked Donnach.

“At the end,” said Broc. “And you’re not there yet.”

He made us walk. Not run, just walk, in circles around a cluster of tents, through puddles,
over roots, and through mud that splashed higher than our ankles. It wasn't a wartime run; it
was a test of whether our hearts had even grasped what they were getting themselves into.
After the second lap, my lungs were burning; after the third, my legs had a rhythm of their
own; after the fourth, 1 wasn't sure whether | wanted to keep running or just fall.

Tam gasped beside me, his lips blue, his eyes narrowed. "He wants to kill us," he gasped.

"If he wanted to Kill us, he'd do it differently,"” | said, between breaths. "This is just foreplay."
"You talk too much," he growled.

"You're breathing too loudly," I countered.

Broc stood in the middle of our circle, watching us as if we were rats being tested for fitness.
He didn't call out numbers, distances. He simply let us run until the first ones slowed down.
The skinny boy who had asked what we were fighting for eventually stumbled and fell to his
knees. The men standing in the middle watched to see if Broc would do anything. He did
nothing. So neither did they.

"Get up!”, | snapped at him as | passed him.

His name was Ruairi, | knew that by now. He had a way of looking at everything as if he'd
already been through it all. Right now, he looked as if he'd had enough.
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“My legs...”, he gasped.

"Your legs are there," | snarled. "Your will isn't. Lift that damned body!"

| grabbed his arm and yanked him up a bit, as much as I could without falling flat on my face.
Aidan came from the other side, nudged him with his shoulder, and somehow he stumbled
back into a run, half pulled, half pushed.

"If one of you stops, you all lose,” Broc shouted. "Remember that. Battle isn't a carnival
where everyone does what they want. If the man next to you falls over, that's your problem,
not the king's."

After running, my legs felt like burning wood. We got a sip of water, nothing more. Then it
was back to the beatings. Broc called it "form work." | called it "We beat each other until we
forget how to walk normally."”

We paired up. | got Aidan, Tam had to go with Euan, which clearly annoyed him. "I want
someone stronger," he grumbled.

"You'll get what you deserve," said Broc.

Aidan was faster than me. Not stronger, but agile, with hands that knew where they were
going, even if they didn't always get there. | took a few hits that weren't hard, but precise. It's
worse to get ten small stabs than one big one. The big one numbs you for a moment, the small
ones constantly remind you that you're vulnerable.

“You think too long before you punch,” Aidan said, as my fist once again hung in the air
where his head had been. “You want the perfect hit.”

"And you?" | asked, as he punched me on the shoulder. "You hit like you're afraid of really
hitting someone."

“I have,” he said.

IIWhy?II

"Because | know what it feels like to be hit."

| laughed dryly, even though I didn't feel like laughing. "I know that too."

"Then get used to it," he said. "It won't get any better."

We switched partners. Suddenly, | was standing opposite Tam. His eye had yellowed a little
again, his gaze darker. He didn't raise his fists particularly high, but his shoulders were those
of a boy who had learned in the village to strike before being asked why.

"Well," he said. "Now without mud. Let's see if you're still so brave."

“Always,” I said. “Sometimes even stupider.”
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We felt each other out, the first blows more for gauging than for landing. I felt his strength,
raw, unfocused, but not to be underestimated. He leaped forward slightly, struck. I dodged.
Not elegantly, but enough to prevent his bony fist from visiting my mouth again.

“No village here, Tam,” I said. “No blacksmith to help you lie.”

"For that, you get men who won't carry you home in the end,"” he growled. "Here, you're
nothing special.”

"Good," | said. "Then I can finally stop pretending to be me."

He punched. I blocked as best I could. He still landed. Ribs, shoulder, forearm. Nothing to
knock me down, but enough to remind my body that it was made of vulnerable flesh. | waited
until his punches became more erratic. Anger has a rhythm, and if you know it, you know
when the opening will come.

When she arrived, | was ready. | placed a hook in his stomach, not hard enough to break it,
but hard enough to take his breath away for a moment. His eyes widened, he gasped, and |
could have placed another one, right when he was at his weakest. | didn't.

“Why are you stopping?” he gasped.

"Because | might need you tomorrow," | said. "As a shield.”

He stared at me, for a moment more surprised than angry. Then he grinned crookedly. "You're
sick," he said.

"You too," | said. "Otherwise you wouldn't be here."”

Broc watched us, arms folded. "That," he said loudly enough for the others to hear, "that's
almost like thinking. More of that, less of that stupid flailing around."

"Do you mean him or me?" Tam asked.

“Both of you,” said Broc. “Two idiots who didn’t immediately come to blows. A miracle.”
The sergeant stood in a corner of the square, observing everything with an impassive
expression. He didn't interfere as long as it was just a matter of scrapes and bruises. He was

the man for the moments when it mattered whether we would become cannon fodder or tools.

"Why are you teaching us all this?" Ruairi asked during one of the short breaks, holding her
nose, which was bleeding slightly. "If we're going to die anyway."

The sergeant looked at him as if considering whether a reply was worthwhile. "Because you
might not all die," he said. "And those who don't should at least know how to strike when they
get home."”

“Do you think we’ll ever see our houses again?” asked Euan.

"Not all of them," said the sergeant. "Maybe half. Maybe less if you keep hitting them like
this."”
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As the day wore on, light crept over the piles of bodies, weapons, and rags. The camp was
alive, it stank, it screamed. It was a place where you forgot yourself and yet simultaneously
became acutely aware of yourself. We learned swear words that weren't even used in the
village. Broc said that if you swear, it should hit you like a ton of bricks. No stammering, no
hesitant half-swearing. Full force, or you might as well keep your mouth shut.

"Language is a weapon," he said. "Misused, it hurts you."

By evening, my ankles were raw, my fingers swollen, my lips scraped. | felt as if I'd been put
through a meat grinder and then painstakingly pieced back together. Despite this, there was
this small, ugly feeling inside that felt good: | was still alive. And | wasn't the first to fall.
After the meal—a thin gruel whose taste lay somewhere between "nothing" and "suffered"—
we sat in front of the tent and watched the elders. Some played dice, some sharpened blades,
others just stared into the fire, as if hoping to see a different future within it. Stories were told,
half serious, half lies. Names of battles floated through the air, of places I couldn't have found
on any map, even if | had known what a map looked like.

A man with a battered face sat down near us. He wasn't one of the very old ones, maybe
thirty, but his eyes bore the age of a man who had woken up too often and realized that life
goes on.

"You're the new number sixes, right?" he asked.

“That’s what they call us,” I said.

“I used to be on the threes,” he said. “We were the ones who got to skate right at the front.
Like heroes, they said. Do you know what that means?”

"That you fall first,” Aidan said.

The man gave a dry laugh. "You're a quick learner, kid," he said. "Half the squad is lying dead
somewhere in the ground. The rest are limping around, pretending they're still all right.”

He looked at me. "You're wearing a belt that wasn't made here," he said. "Where did it come
from?"

"From home," | said. "From someone who used to be here and isn't here now."
"Has he fallen?" the man asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

He nodded slowly. "Sometimes that's worse than knowing for sure,” he said. "A dead man is
closed off. A missing one stays in your head, like a bad song."

| thought of my father, of the dream, of the vague hope of standing face to face with him in
the mud. I didn't know whether | wanted to hit him or hug him, or both. Perhaps the moment
would decide.

"What's your name?" the man asked.
40



“William Wallace,” I said.

He said nothing, but his gaze became more focused for a moment. "Wallace," he muttered.
"Those damned Wallaces. They attract trouble like flies to a dung heap."

"Do you know any?" | asked.

“One,” he said after a while. “He stood next to me in a battle. Laughed while others were
vomiting. Hit as if every blow was an excuse for not being home.”

"So?" | asked. "Is he still alive?"

The man looked into the fire. The flames reflected in his eyes, and for a moment | thought he
was going to say, "Yes, he's almost there, behind the next tent." Instead, he said, "He once
said to me, 'If I ever end up lying in the dirt, I hope at least someone will yell my name before
they piss on my stomach.™ He laughed briefly. "No one yelled his name. It was too loud."

Something in my stomach tightened. "Was he...?" | began.

"You want to know if he was your father," he said. "You want me to say yes. Or no. The main
thing is an answer."

| nodded, even though he hadn't really asked a question.

"I don't know," he said. "He was mostly silent and explained little. He just hit and swore. He
was like you. Only bigger. And dumber."

The others laughed, and so did I, although the lump in my throat wouldn't go away.

“What I’m trying to say,” the man continued, “is: Don’t drive yourself crazy with the thought
that you’re walking in his shadow. Most of the shadows here already belong to the dead.”

Later, in the tent, when the noise of the camp had faded into a dull background hum, I lay
there with my eyes open. My muscles still trembled from the day's beatings, but my mind was
alert. I thought about the school we were going through: blows, curses, blood, more curses. A
school without books, where the homework was simply getting up again the next morning.

| turned the piece of wood between my fingers, feeling every crevice that filled with my
sweat. | thought of my mother, the cabin, the rain, Fergus and his half-truths. And | thought of
the man everyone only spoke of in fragments, but whom | already carried inside me like an
unspoken insult.

Here, in this school of fists and curses, | didn't just learn how to punch. I learned | wasn't the

only one walking around with a hole in my heart. Some filled it with stories, others with hate,
still others with God. | hadn't yet decided what | would fill mine with. But | knew one thing:

if I fell, I didn't want them to just say, "There lies the bastard.” | wanted at least one person to
remember | had a name before the clay soil swallowed it up.

On the third day, | knew that hell wasn't made of fire. Fire at least warms you sometimes. Hell
was here: a gray sky, wet ground, a sergeant with eyes like two blunt knives, and a hulking
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man named Broc who used his laughter like a weapon. When he laughed, you knew
something was about to happen that you'd have a hard time explaining to your body later.

The morning was colder than the previous ones. The wind had shifted and was now coming
from somewhere with even less to offer. It crept under shirts, between ribs, into the gaps
between teeth. We stood again in the line that was never straight, but straight enough to avoid
being shouted at, only growled at.

“Today,” said the sergeant, “we are ending the children’s theatre.”

He stood before us, his coat open, as if he didn't care what the wind was doing to him. His
face had turned grayer, or perhaps it had always been that way and | just hadn't noticed.

"The school of fists is nice," he said. "It tires you out, it makes you think you've learned
something. But fists are only the beginning. You don't die from fists. You die from blades."”

He nodded to Broc. Broc called over a few men who were hauling a crate. When they set it
down in front of us and opened it, the air smelled of metal and old promises. Inside lay
swords. Not those shiny, clean things bards sing about, but duller, worn blades that had seen
things one can't put into songs.

“This,” said the sergeant, “is your new language. Anyone who doesn’t learn it fluently will
die with a stutter.”

He reached inside, pulled out a blade that had a small notch at the tip. "This," he said,
pointing to the notch, "was once stuck in the neck of someone important. Important to
someone | couldn't stand. That's why | kept it."

We lined up like children fetching bread. Everyone got a sword. Some were too long, others
too heavy, a few so poorly balanced that you felt ridiculous just holding them. Mine was
mediocre, like me. No special hilt, no decorations. Just steel that had seen enough blood to
know it always looks the same.

I held it in my hand and felt its weight. It was different from the knife at home, different from
fists. It was as if you suddenly thought a thought bigger than your own head. A sword can be
anything: protection, threat, excuse, curse. It depends on who wields it and how much they
believe in themselves.

"Before you try anything stupid,” said Broc, "here's the first rule: You don't seriously behead
anyone today. If you feel the urge, wait for the enemy. We haven't got him in line yet. Until
then: wood. Flesh stays alive."”

He pointed to a row of roughly hewn posts at the edge of the square. Rough circles were
painted on them, some higher, some lower. "These are your best friends for the next few
hours,” he said. "They stay still. Later, when you get used to moving targets, you'll miss
them."

We stepped forward one after the other, each to a post. | stood with my legs wide apart, just as
Broc had taught us to do when fighting with our fists. The blade was heavy in my hand, the
handle rubbing against the calluses that had only been growing for three days but felt as if
they had been there for years.
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"Don't lift that thing up like you're waving a flag," Broc growled behind me. "You're not a
standard-bearer. You're a butcher."

| exhaled, drew back my arm, and struck. The steel hit the wood. It vibrated through my arm
and up to my shoulder. The blow was too shallow, too hesitant. The notch in the post was
small, laughable.

“My grandmother hits harder,” said Broc. “And she’s dead.”
"Maybe she's practiced more," | said before | could stop myself.

A murmur rippled through the row. Broc stepped beside me and looked at me. Then he
laughed, briefly, maliciously. "You really are one of those people who can't shut up,” he said.
"Good. The world needs people who talk too much. They make it easier for the others to die
in the noise."

He reached for my arm, correcting my angle, stance, grip. "You're not just striking from the
wrist," he said. "You're striking from your back, from your shoulders, from everything you

are. Every strike is: 'l want you to disappear.' If you don't want someone to disappear, don't
strike them with a sword. Strike them with words. Or not at all."”

| tried again. This time the blade landed deeper. The wood splintered slightly, a sharp sound
hanging in the air. It wasn't a good strike, but it was honest. | felt my body understand what
the steel wanted from it.

All around us, the sounds were similar: metal on wood, sometimes pitiful, sometimes
surprisingly harsh. Curses, instructions, Broc's barking, and the sergeant's shorter, harsher
sentences. We learned how to handle the blade without mutilating ourselves. How to work not
just with our arms, but with our legs, our whole body. How to strike not blindly, but where it
counts.

“When you’re facing a man,” the sergeant said as he walked past us, “don’t strike where his
armor is thickest. He paid you to expend your energy there. Strike where the blacksmith was
drunk when he measured him. Joints. Neck. Inner thighs. Under the ribs. Where the breath
resides, and the fear.”

| listened, absorbing every word. Not because | wanted to see blood. Because | knew that
what he said would one day stand between me and the ground.

After a while, my hands hurt less, but my shoulders hurt more. Sweat mingled with the
remaining cold, an unpleasant mixture that reminded my body it was neither inside nor
outside. I noticed my movements becoming more fluid. The blade was still heavy, but it was
slowly becoming part of my arm.

"You look like you're talking to an old friend,” Aidan murmured beside me as we briefly
drank water, leaving our swords stuck in the ground like crooked crosses.

"Maybe he is," | said. "Or he will be."

“Friend is a strange word for something that can kill you,” he said.
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"Friends can do that too," | said.

At midday, we had something they called "stew." It was more of a collection of things that no
one wanted to eat individually anymore. But it was warm, and it settled over the hunger like a
thin blanket. We sat in a circle, bowls in hand, swords beside us in the dirt. It looked like we
were a group of boys who had gathered to play, only everyone knew that this game would
leave real holes in our skin.

“What do you think?” asked Aidan, spooning the stuff into his mouth as if trying to drown the
cold with it.

“I think they’re training us like cattle for slaughter,” I said. “Only with more swearing.”

“Do you think we will see the king?” asked Ruairi, the thin boy whose courage oscillated
somewhere between fear and curiosity.

"If you see him, you're too close,"” said Tam. "Then you're already somewhere you shouldn't
be."

“I want to see him,” Ruairi said. “If I’'m going to die for someone, | want to know what his
face looks like.”

"Maybe he looks like us," Euan murmured. "Only cleaner."
“Maybe he’s not even looking,” I said. “Maybe he’s only hearing numbers.”

The afternoon brought a new level of schooling. Broc called us all together and had us stand
in a large circle, swords in hand. The sergeant stood in the middle, as if he were the butt of a
bad joke.

“Now comes the part,” he said, “where you learn that fists and swords belong together. Battle
isn’t a pretty picture where everyone stays obediently in their place. It’s a mess of dirt, blood,
bodies, steel, and screams. Sometimes there’s no room for the blade. Sometimes someone is
so close you can smell them. Then you need your fists again.”

He nodded to Broc. Broc snapped his fingers, and a few men brought out shield boards. Not
those big, beautiful things with coats of arms you hear about in stories. They were rough
wooden boards with handles, scratched, splintered, stained.

“Everyone takes one,” said Broc. “Anyone who doesn’t get one takes their own skull. It’s
hard enough too.”

We took the shields, tried them out, sometimes holding them too high, sometimes too low,
until Broc lost patience and kicked us in the right direction. It was a strange feeling to have
something between you and the world that could actually stop you. I'd walked through rain
my whole life without a roof, and now suddenly | was holding one in my hand.

"Sword in one, shield in the other,” said the sergeant. "Forget your hands. You are now two
edges. One arm blocks, the other writes a message in flesh."
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He positioned two men facing each other. One struck, the other held up a shield. The blow
bounced off, but the shield-man still stumbled back.

"Don't just hold," the sergeant growled. "Push. You don't want anything in front of you
getting too close. Not in bed, not in battle.”

We practiced. Strike, block, step. Step back, shield forward, blade out. It was a dance, but one
where every beat could cost you a bone. Again and again, steel clashed against wood, the
vibration radiating through my arm and up to my chest. | learned not to flinch at every blow,
but to accept it, to let it flow through my body instead of resisting it.

"You're still overthinking it," the sergeant said, watching me. "You're trying to plan every
move. This isn't a game of chess, kid. This is dice with knives."

"And what if | lose?" | asked.

"Then you only lose once," he said. "Most people lose several times before they die. Piece by
piece."

It grew later, and we slowed down, but they didn't stop. Every time | thought my arm couldn't
hold the sword any longer, | heard Broc's voice: "Three more. Then three more. And then
we'll see.” Three became six, six became nine. Numbers were as much lies here as words.

When the sun finally sank and the sky changed color, as if ashamed of having watched us for
so long, we stopped. I felt every muscle, every tendon, every bone. My hands were covered in
blisters, some already burst. Blood mingled with dirt, and the mixture formed a new skin,
making us what we were destined to become: half-baked soldiers with more rage than sense.

Broc stepped in front of us, hands on his hips. "Good," he said, and this was perhaps the first
time he'd ever said that word to us. "You've done less shit today than yesterday. That's all you
can hope for. A little less shit every day."

The sergeant looked at us, a row of exhausted faces that were still surprisingly alert. "School
of fists and curses," he said. "You might have thought that was some drunkard's saying. But
this is your life as long as you breathe. You're learning to punch and curse because it's the
only thing you'll have left when everything else fails. No god, no king, no mother will help
you when the man in front of you raises his sword. Then it's your legs, your arms, your hatred,
and maybe a few words you manage to slur through your teeth before you stab."”

He paused, and in the silence one could hear a horse snorting somewhere, the rustling of a
tent, the crackling of a fire.

“If you’re lucky,” he added, “this school will take you home. If you’re unlucky, at least you
won’t be surprised when you fall.”

That night, when the camp smelled of old meat, cold smoke, and fresh despair, | lay awake
again. My fingers clenched around the small piece of wood that remained of my cradle. |
thought of my mother, the hut, the rain. And | thought of my father, somewhere out there in
the darkness, perhaps with a sword, perhaps without, perhaps already part of the clay soil they
would soon show us.
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This school didn't make us heroes. It made us men who knew how deep pain could go before
you broke. Fists, curses, steel, sweat, blood. That was the curriculum. And I learned as best |
could. Not because | wanted to. Because | had no other choice. Because | had decided not to
stay small, even if the world would have preferred me to.

A dog barked at the edge of the camp. Somewhere someone was laughing too loudly,
probably drunk. Another person was crying softly, so no one would hear. | turned onto my
side, felt the belt at my waist, the blade beside me in the dirt, and I knew: there was no turning
back. I was now enrolled in this school, paid for with my name and the face of my mother,
which | carried within me in the firelight.

When the next day came, it would bring more fists, more curses, more steel. And eventually, |
knew, they would release us from that school, without a diploma, without a certificate — just
with marching orders to the front. To where the wet clay soil awaited us and fathers who
might never have known their sons bore their names.

| swore to myself that if | were to fall out there somewhere, | wouldn't fall quietly. | would
scream my name into the dirt, teeth or no teeth. So that at least the clay soil would know who
had stained it red this time.

Whisky instead of prayers

There comes a point when even the toughest men can no longer pretend to be made of iron. A
point where the body still punches, kicks, and swings, but the mind begins to rebel. Just
before we reached that point, they brought the whiskey.

It was one of those gray afternoons when the clouds hung low like tired eyelids. We'd been
hammering on posts again, as if they'd done something to us, chased across the square again
until our lungs felt like burning rags in our chests. My hands felt like split animal hides, my
back was one long cramp. | no longer thought about what it was like without pain. I thought
about which pain was screaming louder right now.

Then the priest came.

Every troop has one, sooner or later. A man in cloth, while all the others wear leather and
steel. One who speaks God as if he'd personally whispered it to him. Ours was small, too
small for this world. He had a round face that must once have been friendly, before the wind
and misery had worn it down. His hair had receded far back, as if the sky had been peeling
away his roof piece by piece. In his hand he carried a small cross, more worn than his shoes.

“Brothers,” he began, hardly had he reached the middle of the square.

"That's where it starts,” Aidan murmured beside me. "I don't know him, and yet we're
brothers."

We were still standing there with swords in our hands, sweat on our brows, blood on our
knuckles. Broc wouldn't let us leave. He just folded his arms, as if he wanted to see two
worlds collide: the world of fighting and the world of prayer.
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“Brothers,” the priest repeated when no one responded. “You are far from your homes, your
fields, your families. But the Lord is with you.”

"That's reassuring,” Tam grumbled. "Maybe he can help me wipe my ass if I fall in the dirt
again."

A few people laughed. Not because it was particularly funny, but because laughter is
sometimes easier than crying. The priest pretended not to hear it. That was probably part of
his training.

“A difficult time lies ahead of you,” he continued. “Struggles, trials, and hardships. You will
see things that no one should ever see. But you must know: You are not alone. The Lord
watches over you, and whoever falls in his name does not fall in vain.”

“He talks about traps,” Euan murmured. “Not a word about stopping. That says it all.”

The priest raised the cross a little higher, as if it were a shield against our faces. “I offer Mass
every evening,” he said. “Whoever wants to come is welcome. Whoever doesn’t come is also
welcome. The Lord forces no one.”

“These ones already,” said Aidan.

The priest blinked. Perhaps he wasn't entirely stupid. Perhaps he had simply tried too often to
speak against something that had no ears. "I know," he said softly. "I cannot protect you from
the commands of men. But perhaps | can help you not to be broken by them."

"How?" Ruairi asked suddenly. "With words? With songs? With stories?"

The priest looked at him, and for a moment there was something in his eyes that 1 would call
"honesty.” "With a place," he said. "A moment where you can briefly pretend to be more than
meat with a weapon. A few minutes where you are not just sons, peasants, bastards, soldiers,
but simply... you."

“I don’t even know myself,” I said. “Why should I go to a God who knows me even less?”
He turned his gaze towards me. "What's your name?"

The question stung, even though it was stupid. "William," I said. "William Wallace."

There it was again, that little twitch in the face that I've often seen in men lately when they
hear the name. It was as if a chord was being struck somewhere, one they've heard far too
often.

“William,” said the priest, “God knows you better than you think.”

"Then he would have put me somewhere else,” | said. "For example, not here."

A few nodded. The priest sighed. “I will pray over there tonight,” he said, pointing to a corner

of the camp where a few stones were piled into a makeshift altar. “Whoever wants to come,
may. Whoever doesn’t want to can stay where they are. But let me tell you one thing: if you
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carry horrors within you that you can’t tell anyone, sometimes it’s easier to scream them out
into a darkness that you think will listen.”

“I prefer to talk to someone I can see,” said Tam. “For example, the man who sent me here.
But he’s sitting comfortably at home.”

"He's not listening to you," the priest said dryly, and for a moment | almost liked him.

Once he was gone, Broc clapped his hands once. "There," he said. "You heard it. Tonight you
can choose: pray or drink."

“Drinking?” Aidan repeated, and his eyes briefly brightened.

“Whisky,” said Broc. “A barrel. Thin, but wet. The man up there might give you some
comfort. The one in the barrel at least gives you the feeling that you’re warm before you
throw up.”

“Which is better?”” asked Ruairi.

"It depends on what you want to believe in," said Broc. "In heaven or in oblivion."”

The sergeant approached, his hands clasped behind his back. "You won't get so much that you
won't remember anything tomorrow," he said. "Just enough to realize what you're missing."

“What do we miss?” asked Euan.
"Everything," said the sergeant. "And everyone."

The rest of the day was a grind without any new tricks. Swords, shields, fists, curses.
Eventually, the movements blurred. It was as if my body had taken over while my mind
remained stationary. | no longer thought about my mother, my father, the hut, or the village. |
thought about where 1 had to place my next step so | wouldn't end up in the dirt. You can get
used to anything when you have no choice.

As the sun hid behind the clouds, leaving only a dim light from above, the fire in the camp
burned higher than usual. Someone had dragged the barrel over. It stood there like a promise
destined to end badly. Men crowded around it, not in panic, but rather with that quiet greed
people get when they know there isn't enough for everyone. Wooden cups were passed from
hand to hand. The smell of cheap whiskey mingled with smoke and sweat.

“Are you going to pray?” Aidan asked me as we stood at the edge.

"Where are you going?" | asked in return.

He looked first at the barrel, then at the corner where the priest was tending to his few stones.
"I've talked to plenty of drunk men,” he said. "Talked, shouted, vomited. They never
explained anything to me. Maybe I'll try one who's sober this time."

"And you believe God is sober?" | asked.

“If he’s drunk, I don’t want to know who he’s gotten into all this mess with,” said Aidan.
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Ruairi stood there for a moment, undecided, then with a curt nod he made his way toward the
priest. Euan and the brothers headed straight for the barrel, as if they had a date. Tam stayed
beside me. His eyes were fixed on the cups, but his body hadn't yet moved.

"You?" | asked.
“Both are lying,” he said. “The whisky and the priest. But the whisky is more honest.”

He said it, but didn't leave immediately. | took a deep breath. Night hadn't quite arrived yet,
but it was already standing beside us, hands in pockets, a grin on its face.

"I'm going to get a cup,” I said. "Not because | believe in the barrel god. Just to see if I still
feel like praying afterwards."

Tam grinned crookedly. "Maybe you'll pray to the barrel afterwards," he said.

The whisky was thin, but it burned wherever it went. | raised the cup to my lips and took a
quick sniff. It wasn't that rich, warm scent old men in taverns talk about when they reminisce
about better times. It was something harsher, cheaper, with a hint of wood and something that,
by the gods' sake, | hoped wasn't water they'd pulled from a ditch.

The first sip hit me like a punch to the throat. | coughed, my eyes watered, my lungs
complained as if I'd filled them with fire. The second went down easier. With the third, | felt a
thin veil settle between me and the world. Not enough to blur it completely. Just enough to
soften the edges a little.

"Well then," said Tam, after he too had drunk. "Now you're officially a soldier."
"Why?" | asked. "Because I'm putting the same filth inside me as everyone else?"

“Because you started doing what they do when they realize they’ve lost their footing,” he
said. “Drinking, swearing, laughing. In that order.”

A loose group had gathered around the edge of the fire. Men sat in a circle, some with cups,
others just with their stories. One began a song, something about a woman and a ship and a
harbor that probably had never existed. A few joined in, others rolled their eyes. I listened,
and for a moment the camp was no longer a place of preparation, but a group of men who
didn't know what to do with themselves.

| glanced across to the other side, where the priest stood. Only a few had gone to him. They
were kneeling, heads bowed, while he murmured words | couldn't hear. His figure was small
in the darkness, but persistent, like a spark that refuses to go out even though everything is
wet.

“Do you think he’s right?”” Aidan asked suddenly, appearing next to me with an empty cup.
His eyes were glazed over, but not completely blank.

"With what?" | asked.
"So that someone listens," he said.
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| thought about it. The whisky didn't make my thoughts any wiser, but it did make them more
honest. "Maybe someone’s listening,” | said. "But | don't think he'll jump in if we're sinking in
the mud. He's watched us too often for that.”

Aidan nodded. "Then I'd rather drink with those who go down with me," he said. "Still, it's
nice to know that someone over there is trying to negotiate with God. Maybe something will
come of it, and we won't even know about it."

A man | didn't know sat down next to us, the smell of whiskey on his breath, but his gaze
surprisingly clear. "What are you talking about?" he asked.

“God,” said Tam. “Whisky. All the usual crap.”

The man laughed softly. "I once tried praying before a battle,” he said. "Told God that if he
saved me, I'd stop drinking and swearing."

"And?" | asked.
"It didn't work," he said. "I'm still alive."

All three of us laughed. It was a laugh that hung somewhere between mockery and despair.
The man took the cup from our hands, drank the rest, and pushed it back.

“Remember one thing,” he said. “Prayers are like bets. Whiskey is like an advance. In war,
you usually lose both.”

Later, when the barrel was nothing but an empty shadow and the voices had grown rougher,
the laughter grew louder. One man told a story about a girl who was supposedly still waiting
for him. Another swore that after all that crap, he would go north, steal his own piece of land,
and chase away anyone who tried to stop him. Yet another started to cry, oblivious to the fact
that the tears only shifted his filth, they didn't wash it away.

| sat there, the cup eventually empty in my hand, the wooden piece in my pocket, the taste of
cheap whiskey in my mouth. | wasn't drunk. Not really. Just a little numb around the edges.
The pain in my hands had receded somewhat, and my hunger had settled on the floor,
pretending to be asleep.

I thought of my mother. How she was probably adding fuel to the fire, fetching water, cursing
because the rain was making her life more difficult. | thought of the hut, the smell of smoke
and wet wool. | thought of the priest over there, probably speaking words for all of us, while
we tried to cope with our own.

Whisky instead of prayers. I didn't yet know which was better. I only knew which worked
faster.

When | finally crawled into the tent, past bodies that snored, muttered, and twitched, I lay
down without taking off my boots. My head throbbed slightly, my stomach wasn't satisfied,
but not rebellious either. | closed my eyes and hoped for a dream without mud.

I got one in which it was raining.
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The next morning, God felt further away than ever, and the whisky closer than | would have
liked. I woke with a head that felt like someone had been living in it all night, moving
furniture and starting a fire. My mouth was dry, my tongue furry, my stomach upset. My body
protested, but not enough to allow me to stay in bed.

Aidan lay on his back, staring at the tent ceiling as if he had discovered the solution to a
problem no one had asked. "So that's it?"" he murmured. "Is that what sin feels like?"

"That's what cheap whiskey feels like," | said. "Sin smells better."

Tam lay half in the doorway, one leg dangling in the dirt, as if he'd tried to escape in his sleep
and failed. He wasn't snoring, he was grunting. It sounded like someone was slowly dragging
a sack of potatoes across the floor. I lightly kicked the sole of his foot.

"Get up,” | said. "Before Broc comes and tells us we're incapable even in our sleep."

Tam blinked, pushed himself up, and held his head. "What ran me over?" he asked.

“A barrel of bad decisions,” Aidan said.

Outside, the sounds of the new day were already audible: metal, voices, footsteps. Someone
was arguing over a spoon. Someone was laughing too loudly, someone else was cursing
because their pants had ripped. It was the same old story as yesterday, just with different
undertones.

We crawled out, one after the other, and stood in the cold light. The air was harsh, but at least
it was clear. The camp looked as if someone had turned their insides out: tents like slashed
stomachs, smoke like steaming breath, men like too many thoughts crammed into too small a
space.

Broc was already there, of course. He looked like always, as if he lived in a world where
morning is never different from evening: just another pile of dirt with a bit of sky above it.
His arms were folded, his eyes alert, his mouth crooked.

"Well, you faithful," he grumbled. "Have you all prayed to the barrel?"

“Some went to see the priest,” Aidan said.

"At least they drank honestly,” Broc remarked. "On bread and water."

He let his gaze sweep over us. "Good," he said finally. "You look awful. That means the
whiskey has worked. Maybe you're now ready to get used to something worse than a
hangover and cold air."

“Which is worse?” murmured Ruairi, the thin boy.

“Conscience,” said Broc. “But you don’t have that yet. Don’t worry, it will come soon
enough.”
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We lined up. The ranks were more crooked than usual, the eyes smaller, the movements
slower. The sergeant joined us, as always a little to the side, as if he didn't want to be infected
by our weariness. He didn't smell of whiskey. He smelled of cold determination.

“You drank yesterday,” he said bluntly. “Some of you prayed. Most of you did both badly.
Understand this: This was not a gift. This was a test.”

"Testing for what?" asked Euan hoarsely.

“Can you fight with a mind that holds more than bravery?” the sergeant said. “Guilt. Hunger.
Doubt. Alcohol. All of that will be with you out there. If half a cup of whiskey throws you off
balance, a battle will tear you apart.”

"At least | can see the battle," Tam murmured.

"You won't see them if you're standing in the middle of it,” said the sergeant. "Then you'll
only see individual pieces. An arm here, a leg there, a face you know, on a body you don't
recognize."”

He didn't let us stand still for long. Standing still was a luxury. We started walking again, this
time not in circles, but in diagonal lines through the camp, between tents, over ditches, past
horses that looked at us as if they knew better. The whiskey in my blood swayed along with
us, making the world a little softer and at the same time more dangerous. Every step was a
brief deal with the ground: I'll step on you, you won't let me fall right away.

The third time I crossed the ditch, I almost slipped. My foot slid, my knees buckled, my arms
flailed like a drowning person. A hand grabbed my collar and pulled me back up. It was Broc.
He held me for a moment, as if testing my weight, then he let go.

"If you're going to fall flat on your face," he said, "then at least do it somewhere worthwhile.
Not in the shit ditch behind the camp.”

"I'm just practicing,” | gasped.
"It starts with practice," he said. "It ends with dying."

The run was pure torture. My head was pounding, my stomach was churning, my lungs were
burning as if someone had shoved hot coals into them. But somewhere in the midst of this
misery, | felt the whiskey slowly leaving my bones, leaving something else in its wake: a dull,
viscous determination. If I could make it through this, maybe | could make it through the rest.
Maybe.

After the run, there was no mercy. Broc lined us up, swords in hand, shields raised. "Today
you'll learn how to fight when your head isn't clear,” he said. "It's not just after whiskey.
Sometimes it's after a bad dream, a bad letter, a bad look. The world doesn't ask if you're
ready before it tears you to bits."”

We practiced formations. A word that sounded strange in our mouths, as if a gentleman had

lost his way. "Line up!" Broc roared. "Shield up! Sword out! Step forward! Another step
forward! Halt!"

52



He pushed us, shoved us, adjusted us as if we were furniture he wanted to rearrange. The
sergeant watched, nodding occasionally, sometimes shaking his head. We pressed shoulder to
shoulder, shield to shield. | felt Tam's arm against mine, Aidan's shoulder blade against my
back, Ruairi's breathing on my neck. It was an odd closeness. Men who would have been
fighting in the village were standing here so close together, as if they'd woken up in a bed that
was too small.

“This is your second skin,” the sergeant said. “Not the leather kind, not the cloth kind. This.”
He pointed to the row of our shields, to our folded shoulders. “If you fall, you’ll take the ones
next to you down with you. If you stand, you’ll help keep them steady.”

"And what if | can't stand the person next to me?" Tam asked.

"Then hope he likes you," said the sergeant. "Otherwise you'll find out how hard clay soil can
be."

We advanced. One step, shield, sword. Another step, shield, sword. The movements were
rough, uncoordinated. One stepped too far, pushed into the line, another lagged behind,
tearing a hole in the formation. Broc cursed, the sergeant growled, we started again.

"You are no heroes," the sergeant said as we marched through the same formation for the
twentieth time. "You are a wall. An ugly, stinking wall that moves slowly. If any of you
thinks you have to rush to the front to claim glory, you'll just die at the front. And you with
you."

| tried to feel what it was like not to be me, but to be part of something bigger. Not William
with his anger and the hole in his heart, but just a piece of meat in a line. It was difficult. Part
of me wanted to go forward, always had. The part that was fed up with others talking about it.
The other part wanted to go back, back to the hut, to the rain, to my mother. 1 stood in
between, trying to hold up the shield.

During one of the short breaks, | sat with my back against my shield and closed my eyes for a
moment. The sounds of the camp became muffled, as if someone had placed a cloth over
them. | thought about the evening's mass. | hadn't gone. Ruairi had been. He was sitting next
to me now, his hands wrapped around his knees.

"S0?" | asked. "Was it nice with the Lord?"

He shrugged. "He talked a lot," he said. "About redemption. About guilt. About the afterlife."”

"And?" | asked.

“I listened to him,” said Ruairi. “And at some point realized that I wasn’t talking to him at all,
but to my father.”

"Is he dead?" | asked.
“No,” he said. “He sent me here.”

I remained silent. Sometimes silence was the most honest answer.
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“The priest says God forgives everything,” Ruairi murmured. “I asked if he also forgives if
you don’t come back. If he explains to the families that it was the right thing to do. He didn’t
answer directly.”

“Because he doesn’t know,” I said. “He’s just a man in the dirt, with a little more fabric
around his neck.”

Ruairi nodded. "Still, it was good to talk to someone who doesn't talk about beatings and
dying all the time."

“He’s talking about the same thing,” I said. “Just in different words.”

We fell silent again. A man knelt before us, gasping and vomiting between two tent poles.
Another man held his back. It wasn't a pretty sight, but more honest than any sermon.

In the afternoon, the tone changed. The sergeant had us all fall in, this time all the squads. A
long, crooked line of men, boys, half-men, old boys. The camp fell silent for a moment. Even
the crows fell silent.

"You have learned fists," said the sergeant. "You have learned curses. You have handled steel.
Today you will learn what all of that feels like when you are facing someone who really wants
to hurt you."

He made a gesture, and other men came over from a corner of the camp. They wore similar
armor to our instructors, but their faces were different. Harder. More reserved. Some had
scars, others simply had the way they walked, the way you knew: they'd already marched off
more than once and hadn't brought back everyone who went with them.

“Veterans,” Aidan murmured.

"What does that mean?" asked Ruairi.

"That they're still here," said Tam.

The men stood facing us, spaced apart. Each of us now had a "teacher" who wasn't Broc. My
counterpart was a man with a dark beard and eyes so tired they had long since stopped

widening. In his right hand he held a sword so worn that the hilt was almost smooth.

“I am Seoras,” he said, without raising his voice. “I have seen more people die than I have
fingers. This is not boasting. This is an apology.”

"What for?" | asked.

"For hurting you right now," he said.

He attacked without warning. Not a slow, demonstrative strike, but a swift, precise blow
against my shield. The force shot through my arm, all the way to my spine. | stumbled

backward, one foot slipping in the dirt, barely managing to regain my balance.

“Too high,” he said. “Your shield was too high. Your stomach is open. You’re letting
someone in who wants more than your laughter.”
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He attacked again. | blocked better, this time more tightly, the wood howling. I did what we'd
been taught: shield against him, sword slightly back, ready. But my arms were slower than
his, my head full of questions.

"You're thinking about something else," he said. "What?"

“Too many things,” I said.

“Then do fewer of them,” he said. “In battle, you only have room for two: the one in front of
you and the one behind you. Anything else will kill you.”

He pushed me, step by step. Not with all his might, | realized, but always enough to keep me
on the edge. My arms burned, my legs trembled, my back screamed. Twice he came so close |
could smell his breath. He didn't stink. He was just warm. A living man who had decided to
stay alive, no matter how much he had to destroy to do so.

"Why are you still here?" | gasped between two blows.

“Because [ was always just one step behind the person who was hit,” he said. “And because
I’ve learned to hate more than to hope.”

"What do you hate?" | asked, raising my shield, blocking, the blow vibrating through me.
"Those who sent us here," he said. "And myself, because I'm still participating.”

There was something so raw in his voice that for a moment | forgot to move my sword. He
could have hit me there, maybe even cleanly. He didn't. Instead, he struck my shield, not hard,

just enough to set me moving again.

"You drink?" he asked, after we had pretended for a few minutes that | was giving him a run
for his money.

"Yesterday," | said.

“Pray?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “Not yet.”

“Good,” he said. “Whisky tells you the truth faster. God takes his time.”

Later, as the day drew to a close and the sky darkened, we sat around the fire as we had the
evening before. The barrel was less full, the priest less loud, the men more tired. A few had
begun talking to the dice as if they were living beings. Others looked at their swords as if
afraid of losing them in the dark.

| held back. Yesterday's whiskey was still in my blood, somewhere deep in my bones. | didn't
want to bury my few clear thoughts under a veil again. Instead, | sat there, my hands around a

glass of water, listening to men trying to explain themselves.

“You know what I’ve noticed?” Aidan said beside me, after he’d finished half of his whiskey.
“That I talk to strange men here more than I ever did to my own father.”
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"Perhaps he wasn't very talkative," | said.
"Maybe | wasn't the son he wanted,” he murmured.

Tam poked at the fire with a stick. Sparks flew, rose, and died away. "I was thinking this
while running today," he said.

"That's dangerous,” | said.

“I thought,” he continued, without paying attention to me, “that it might be better to die here
than to grow old in the village and watch the others slowly forget you.”

“They’ll forget you faster if you die here,” said Euan. “At least down there they have a
grave.”

“Graves are for people with money,” said Tam. “For everyone else, there’s soil. And a few
bad memories, until they too weather away.”

The priest was just beginning his mass, his voice murmuring something about grace, light,
eternal rest. | wasn't really listening. Seoras, the veteran, sat down opposite me, a cup in his
hand, but not the one from the tap. He had his own bottle. It smelled stronger.

“Whiskey instead of prayers,” he said. “Do you see how they decide?”

| glanced at the fire, then at the few figures in the corner by the priest. "Some take both," |
said.

"They will be the most disappointed,” he said. "They hope twice and only get their ass kicked
once."

"What do you believe in?" | asked.

He thought for a moment, looked into the flames as if they had to give him the answer. "I
think the earth is never satisfied," he said. "That men invent all sorts of things to avoid
admitting that they're really just afraid. And that in the end, all that's left of each of us are a
few words that others use to make their own stories bigger."

“Beautiful view,” I said.

“Honest,” he said. “And you? What do you believe in, William Wallace?”

| turned the cup in my hands; it didn't smell of whiskey. I thought of my mother, the rain, the
belt, the knife, the small piece of wood in my pocket. I thought of my father, who might be
standing somewhere, staring up at a sky that looked just like ours.

“I think,” I said slowly, “that I would rather die with a full mouth than with empty hands.”

"What does that mean?" he asked.
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"I don't want to die quietly,” I said. "When I go, | want them to hear my name on their lips.
Whether they curse it or whisper it, | don't care. The main thing is that it sticks in their throats
for a moment.”

Seoras looked at me, for a long time, without blinking. Then he raised his cup. "You can drink
whisky to this," he said. "Or pray to it. It all comes down to the same thing in the end.”

| took a small sip from his cup. It burned more than the beer from the barrel, but it tasted more
authentic too. Like a punch that lands. Like a word that can't be taken back.

That night | didn't dream of rain. | dreamt of a battlefield that smelled of whiskey and metal
and something vaguely reminiscent of incense. Men fell, cursed, prayed, laughed, died. And
somewhere in between, | stood with a sword in one hand and a cup in the other, unable to
decide whom to grab first.

When | woke up, the sky was still dark. Somewhere in the camp a dog barked, a horse
neighed softly, a man groaned in his sleep. | reached for my bag, felt the small piece of wood,
and | knew: as long as I could still hold this in my hand, | wasn't just part of the ground.

Whisky or prayers — it didn't matter. In the end, there was only the next day, the next order,
the next blow. And somewhere, far behind the camp, a Scotland that had no clear idea how
much its freedom would cost.

The day we ran out of whisky was the day they told us we'd be leaving soon. That was fitting.
Whenever something is running low, some new kind of trouble always crops up to keep you
busy.

The sky hung low again, but it wasn't raining. That was worse than if it had simply soaked us.
The air was thick with the promise that it would soon happen again. The tents stood crooked,
as if they too had a hangover. Men paced back and forth, doing things that were meant to look
important. Ropes were tightened, blades sharpened, horses groomed, even though the next
mud bath was already waiting for them.

| stood with Aidan, Tam, and a few of the others by a half-fallen fence post, pulling my boots
tighter. They were old, thin, in places more patchwork than leather. If you stared at them long
enough, you could see the spots where they'd already given way. Just like the men's boots
here.

“They said tomorrow or the day after,” Ruairi murmured. “What does that mean?”

“That they have no idea,” said Tam. “Or that they do know and aren’t telling us.”

"Perhaps they are waiting for an order from higher up,” Aidan said.

"Further up,” I said. "Where the ground is dry, you mean."

We were silent for a moment. In the distance, we could hear a blacksmith hammering. The

sound was steady, soothing, almost as if there were a rhythm somewhere that made sense. Out
here, everything was just beat without melody.
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The sergeant called for us. His voice was like a hook that ran through the day. "Six! Come
here! Everyone!™

We left. You learn quickly to respond to shouts when the alternative is fists or worse. Squad
Six lined up, hunched over, tired, breathing heavily. The sergeant stood in front of us, his
hands clasped behind his back, looking as if he'd already lost before we even started.

"You've done what could be made of you without being killed outright,” he said. "Fists,
curses, steel, shield. Some of you can now land a punch without getting hit yourself.
Applause.”

Nobody clapped, nobody grinned. It wasn't a day for humor, not even bad humor.

“In a few days, maybe tomorrow, maybe in three, we’ll march,” he continued. “Until then,
you’ll continue learning how not to die immediately. But today...”

He paused briefly. Broc stepped beside him, a sort of crooked grin on his face. He already
knew what was coming.

“...today you have a different duty,” said the sergeant. “Today you will write home.”

It was like a punch to the gut. Not so much the words themselves, but the underlying message.
Writing home. As if this were all just a day trip, a chance to tell those back home how
beautiful the scenery was.

“I have nothing to write,” Tam murmured. “My father knows where I am. He sent me
himself.”

“I can’t write,” said Ruairi.
“Me neither,” said Euan. “My hand can only hit and hold.”

The sergeant raised his hand slightly. "You write what you can," he said. "Those who can't
write, find someone who can. | want each of you to have a name, a place, anything on a piece
of parchment. If you fall, at least someone should know where the filth we're throwing you
into comes from."

“Romantic,” said Aidan.

"Practical,” said the sergeant. "The dead forget themselves quickly. The living need paper to
remember them.”

They handed us small, dirty pieces of parchment. None of those large sheets on which priests
scribble their sermons. Small, narrow strips that looked as if they themselves were already
half-rotted. Along with them were a few feathers that had once held proud wings, and ink,
thick, viscous, almost black like dried blood.

We sat down somewhere that was reasonably dry. | squatted on an overturned bucket, the
parchment on my knees, the quill in my hand. Aidan sat down next to me, Ruairi opposite.
Tam stood at first, then sat down after all.
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"And now?" he asked.
"Now you're getting poetic,” Aidan said.
"I can barely scribble my own name," grunted Tam. "Poetic writing will be difficult."

| looked at the blank parchment. It stared back, a small, white hole amidst all the filth. Writing
home. What was that, anyway? A place? A hut? A smell? A person?

"You can write," Ruairi told me. "I saw you making the marks when the sergeant showed us
the numbers."

“A little,” I said. “Big enough that the priest once snapped at me because I marked the wrong
line in the book.”

“Write for me,” he said.
"For whom?" | asked.
He stared at his hands. "For my mother," he said. "She doesn't know I'm scared."

I nodded. He wasn't the only one. | placed the pen against the page, hesitated. My hand
suddenly felt too large, too rough for this narrow line.

"What should I write?" | asked.
“Tell her...” he began, then fell silent. “Tell her I'm brave.”
"Is that you?" asked Tam.

Ruairi looked at him, and for a moment there was something hard in his thin features. "Not
yet," he said. "But if she reads it, maybe I will be by then."

I wrote: “Mother, I’'m fine, I’'m strong, and I’'m doing what a man has to do.” The letters were
crooked, but they stood out. Ruairi nodded. He didn’t want any more. Sometimes lies are
enough, if they’re the right ones.

Tam was still staring at his blank parchment. "I have no one to read this,” he said. "My mother
is dead. My father is a pig. My sister... if they read it to her, she'll just laugh and say | deserve
it."

"Then don't write anything at all,” I said.

He shook his head. "No. When | die, | want it written somewhere that | wasn't quiet."

He took the quill from my hand, holding it awkwardly, as if it were a tiny spear. Slowly,
through clenched teeth, he scratched letters onto the parchment. T — A — M. Then he paused.

"That's it," he said.

"Just your name?" Aidan asked.
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"That's enough,” Tam replied. "They can imagine everything else."

| thought of my mother, the cabin, the rain dripping from the roof like a perpetual visitor.
What should I write to her? "I'm fine" would be an insult. "I might die"” would be a cruelty she
wasn't prepared for. And anything in between would be just another one of those half-truths
that life was full of.

| applied the quill again. The ink trembled before it touched the parchment.

“Mother,” I wrote, “there is a lot of dirt here and even more men. Some are worse than the
English, they say. I’'m learning how to hit without falling first. ’'m wearing the belt he left
behind. It doesn’t fit properly, but I’'m working on it. When | come back, | want you to look at
me and not just at the boy they call a bastard.”

| paused, breathed out. Too much. Too little. I didn't know. | continued writing: "If he was
with you and asked if | was alive, tell him I'm holding the sword tight. And that | don't want
to remain small. If | don't come back, burn this letter so the rain can't read it."

Towards the end, the letters became more hurried, the ink flowing too thickly. It looked like
something written by someone who didn't have time. Perhaps that was fitting.

“Show me,” Aidan said, leaning forward. I held the parchment but let him read. His eyes
scanned the lines, his lips moved slightly, but no sound came out.

“Beautiful,” he said finally. “Perhaps too honest.”
"I don't know how else to write it," | said.

"Better not learn it," he said. "The world already has enough people who sugarcoat
everything."

Aidan wrote too. Not much. He wrote his mother's name and that of a brother he rarely spoke
of. A few words about the sky, which was the same gray everywhere, about men who swear
like cows moo at home. He left some blanks. Perhaps so that he could fill in the gaps himself
when he read it later.

When we were finished, the sergeant gathered up the strips of parchment. He handled them
carefully, almost reverently. "They're going with a messenger," he said. "If he gets through,
your men will read them. If not, they'll eventually end up lying in a ditch somewhere. It's a
kind of archive, too."

"Nice," Tam murmured. "Warm greetings from the front."”

The rest of the day was like any other, only with the knowledge that our words were now
somewhere other than in our heads. We banged on wood again, ran, held shields, cursed when
Broc didn't hear us, and cursed louder when he did. The priest's men got a few disdainful
looks, the men by the barrel a few envious ones. In the end, everyone looks the same: tired.

As darkness fell, | sat alone at the edge of the camp, a little way from the fire. My sword lay
beside me, half in the dirt, half on a dry patch. I looked up at the sky, which was slowly
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turning black, and wondered where exactly up there was the god the priest had spoken of.
And whether he must be laughing or vomiting when he looked down at us.

Someone sat down next to me. It wasn't Aidan, not Tam. It was the priest. The man with the
Irglytnd face and tired eyes. He was still carrying his cross, as if it were the only thing he had
"You weren't at the fair,” he said.

"I was writing," | said.

"That's also a kind of prayer," he said.

| snorted. "l wasn't talking to God. | was talking to my mother."

"Sometimes it's the same thing," he said.

We were silent for a while. The camp breathed behind us. A horse pawed the ground, a man
chuckled briefly, another snapped at him. The fire crackled as if it were listening to the

conversations.

“You don’t believe me when I talk about him,” the priest finally said. “I can see it in your
eyes.”

“I believe you believe,” I said. “That’s more than I give many people here credit for.”
He smiled weakly. "That's more politeness than I'm used to."

"Why are you here?" | asked. "You can't fight. At least you don't look like you can."
“I’m not a good fighter,” he corrected. “I’ve tried. I’'m better at listening.”

“Are you listening to him too?” I asked, gesturing vaguely upwards.

“Sometimes,” he said. “Sometimes he’s quiet. Sometimes he’s so loud I can’t stand him.
Sometimes I'm not sure if I’'m talking to him or to myself.”

"Do you want to be here?" | asked.

He thought for a moment. "Wanting is a big word," he said. "I don't want you to die. | don't

want any more mothers to receive letters. But | know it's happening. And when it happens, |
don't want you to think you were just numbers."

“We are just numbers,” I said. “On lists, in reports, in the minds of those who sent us here.”

“Yes,” he said. “But you are also more than that. For someone. For yourself. For the ground
you’ll fall on when it happens. I talk to God so I can bear it. You drink so you can bear it. In

the end, we’re doing the same thing: looking for a way to pack the madness into something
you can endure for a day.”
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| looked at him. He looked ridiculous in his robe amidst all that leather and steel, but he was
there. Not at home, not somewhere in a warm church. Here, in the dirt.

“If we meet the English,” I said quietly, “will your God be on our side?”

He smiled sadly. "He will not stand on the side of the flags,” he said. "He will stand with
those who shout. No matter what color their coats are."

"Then he'll have a lot to do," | said.
“Yes,” he said.

He stood up, brushed the dust off his robe, as if that had any meaning in this camp. "If you
ever want to talk," he said, "and not just to your mother on paper, come. I'm not a good
fighter. But | can stay silent when someone has something important to say."

He left. | stayed seated. The wind grew colder, but | was too tired to shiver. | placed my hand
on the belt, feeling the leather that had belonged to a man who was out there somewhere. Or
no longer. | thought of the English, whom everyone talked about, though | had never seen
one. They were like a shadow at the edge of my vision. Soon they would draw nearer.

Whisky instead of prayers, I'd thought. But perhaps one needed both. The alcohol to keep
one's hands steady when raising the sword. And a few words spoken into the void, so as not to
completely believe that one was just another body to be swallowed by the clay soil.

In the distance, a wolf howled. Or a dog. Or a man, lost in his sleep, thinking of something he
couldn't speak during the day. I lay down, the sword beside me, the piece of wood in my
hand, the sky for a blanket. And | knew: the next step after this school of fists, curses, and
whiskey would be the first toward those they said reeked of power.

And that would be a different stench than here. A new one. One | would get to know.

The English reek of power

The morning we marched out had no particular flavor. No thunder, no ray of light, no omen.
Just the same pale gray that had accompanied us for weeks, and a wind that brushed across
the camp like an old dog too tired to bite. We stood there, squad after squad, a mass of men
pretending not to be nervous. Some cursed under their breath, others prayed, still others just
stared straight ahead as if they were already half gone.

Broc walked past us, inspecting sword hilts, shields, boots. He looked like a butcher
inspecting a whole stable of cattle, knowing full well that not all of them would make it to the
door. The sergeant stood a little further back, arms folded, his expression as calm as ever,
almost bored. But | had seen enough of him by now to know that behind this calm lay a storm
waiting, just hoping to be unleashed.

"Saddle up!" someone yelled, even though there were hardly any horses. Most of us only had
two legs, and even those wobbly. We were handed bread as hard as old wood and cheese that
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smelled like a foot that hadn't seen a stream in weeks. | took a bite, chewed for a long time
until the taste finally registered. Food wasn't enjoyable, just fuel.

Aidan stepped next to me, tightened his belt, and took a deep breath. "Here we go," he said.
"Where to?" asked Ruairi.

"To death if things go badly,"” said Tam. "To fame if things go well."

"And what is more likely?" asked Ruairi.

| looked into his eyes. "That you realize along the way that fame is nothing more than death
with a prettier story."”

Ruairi nodded. He was less pale now, but thinner. As if the war was already gnawing at him
before it had even begun.

A horn sounded, not a celebratory one, but rather a disgruntled one. Like a mule that's been
kicked. The ranks began to move. Not in an orderly fashion, more like a long worm hoping its
head knows where it's crawling.

The first steps felt strange. The ground was cold, the world wide open. | had always thought
my mother's hut was small, cramped, a hole. Now I realized: it had been shelter. Out here,
there was only vastness and the thought that somewhere ahead of us stood an enemy none of
us had ever seen.

“What do English people even look like?”” asked Euan as we marched through a muddy patch.

“Like men,” said Broc, who heard us. “Only too close together and too high up in their
heads.”

“Seriously,” said Aidan. “Do they have heavy armor? Helmets? Shields?”
"All of that," Broc grumbled. "And a stench you won't forget."
"What stench?" asked Ruairi.

“Power,” said Broc. “They smell of power. Not of sweat or steel. Power stinks differently.
Sweeter. Rotter. Like a fruit basket where the most beautiful fruit is rotting from the inside
out.”

He looked at us, and for a moment there was no mockery in his face. Only a truth he couldn't
sugarcoat.

“You’ll recognize him when he gets under your nose,” he said. “The stench will tell you:
They believe they have a right to your death.”

The march lasted for hours. At first, we still talked. Later, all that remained was the sound of
our footsteps, the metallic clang, the gasping of our breath. The landscape became more open,
more barren. Hills that looked as if they had waited too long to hear screams again. The wind
grew sharper, the cold bit into our skin, which felt sticky with sweat.
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Eventually the procession stopped. The sergeant — one of the few on horseback — rode to the
front, spoke to some man in dark clothing, then came back.

"The vanguard saw something," he said.
"What?", Tam asked.

“Tracks,” said the sergeant. “‘Hoofprints. Ruts in the ground. Dirt that had been plowed up as
if someone had been in a hurry. English riders.”

A blast of cold air swept through the row. No wind this time. Something else. A realization
that suddenly sank into our bones.

“Are there many of them?”” asked Euan.

“More than we want,” said the sergeant. “Less than we will encounter later.”

We advanced, but more slowly, more cautiously. The conversations died down; even those
who were never silent had lost their words. | heard my own heart beating faster, heard the
breathing of the men around me, the click of weapons ready to be used.

After a while, they appeared — not the English themselves, but their traces. Torn scraps of
cloth hanging from bushes. A broken spear. A dead raven, its belly slashed open as if
someone had been bored. All signs of men who not only smelled power, but exhaled it.

"What do we do?" Ruairi asked quietly.

The sergeant heard it and didn't turn around, but he replied. "We'll keep marching,"” he said.
"We're doing what men do when they have no other choice."

“Why are we doing all this?” Ruairi continued.
“Because they told us to do it,” Tam said bitterly.

“Because one of you might become the man who makes the difference,” the sergeant said
suddenly. “Sometimes one is enough.”

| felt a gaze on me. Not sure if | was imagining it. But Seoras, the veteran who had
accompanied us, was riding nearby, looking at me as if he were considering me a question
whose answer he had sought but not yet found.

"What are you staring at?" | asked.

“I wonder,” he said calmly, “whether your name carries you or you carry it.”

“Both,” I said.

"We'll see," he murmured.

We marched on until the sun began to sink. The sky turned a delicate red, as if warning us.

Camp was pitched quickly, hastily. No one wanted to stand outside for long. The English
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weren't there yet, but their scent was already in the air: that strange, invisible pressure that
told you someone was looking down on you, even if you didn't recognize them.

We sat close together by the fire. The wind whipped our faces. Broc was unusually quiet. The
sergeant spoke little, but he saw a great deal.

"They are close," was all he said.

Nobody objected.

| stared into the flames. They danced, devoured wood, and spat sparks. And suddenly 1
understood that no matter how many men sat beside me, | was on the path to something |

would have to face alone.

The English reeked of power, they had said. But at that moment | smelled something else —
my own fear.

And damn it, she didn't smell any worse.

The night smelled of cold smoke, horse sweat, and fear. Not a loud, tangible thing—more a
subtle, bitter taste in the air, settling on the tongue like dust. The camp was quieter than usual.
Not peacefully quiet. Expectantly quiet. Like a breath held, knowing that the next breath will
burn.

I lay in the tent, but | wasn't asleep. Aidan lay beside me, tossing and turning, Tam snored
softly, Ruairi stared wide-eyed into the darkness as if trying to count them. | heard every
sound: the cracking of twigs outside, the rustling of fabric, the clang of a blade nervously
moved by someone. Each of these sounds was a reminder that the world was testing us, like a
blacksmith checking if the steel was ready for the fire.

"Can't you sleep either?" whispered Aidan.

"I am asleep," | murmured. "Just with my eyes open."

"Did your mother teach you that?" he asked.

“No,” I said. “I’ve learned that since I’ve been here.”

He laughed softly, but the sound was nervous. "Do you think they'll come tomorrow?"

"If not tomorrow, then soon," | said. "Enemies that stink don't keep us waiting long."

Ruairi turned his head. "Do you really think they stink?"

“Everything stinks,” I said. “That’s the first thing you learn when you’re far from home. Men,
horses, war. Power just stinks differently.”

"How so0?", asked Ruairi.
“Like something that thinks it’s above everything else,” I said. “As if the sky belonged to

them.”
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He was silent. And | knew he was thinking of his mother, who might be missing him right
now, unaware that he was under a strange sky wondering how a man who had far more than
him could smell so bad.

The wind picked up. It stung the tent walls, making them tremble like thin skin over too many
bones. Somewhere a dog barked, somewhere a man shouted, followed by laughter. Not a
joyful laugh. More like that harsh, staccato sound men make when they'd rather cry.

“We’re not ready,” Aidan murmured suddenly. “Never.”

“No one is ready,” I said. “Not even those who pretend to be.”

| thought of Broc, of the sergeant, of Seoras. Men who had seen friends fall and the ground
simply accept them without a thank you. Even they had that weariness in their eyes that had
nothing to do with sleep.

“I used to think war was loud,” Ruairi whispered. “With drums and horns and shouting.”

“He is,” said Tam, who suddenly stirred. “But before that, he’s silent. So silent that you can
almost clearly hear your heart trying to jump out of your chest.”

We fell silent again. And in that silence, something strange happened: you could almost feel
each other's thoughts. Aidan thought of his brother. Tam of his father, whom he wanted to
bury but wasn't allowed to. Ruairi of his village. I myself thought of my mother and how she
was probably sitting by the hearth, adding fuel to the fire, rubbing her hands because the wind
whistled through the cracks. | wondered if she suspected that | was no longer the same boy
who had left.

Suddenly, a short shout rang out from outside. A wake-up call, sharp, just one word. No
panic, but no calm either. The whole camp flinched.

"What is it?" Ruairi asked in a panic.
“Some sort of shadow,” said Tam. “Or an animal. Or an Englishman who got lost.”

We crawled to the tent's exit. The sky was black; only the fire cast reddish hues across the
men's faces. The guard stood tense, his hand on his sword hilt.

"Just some movement at the edge of the forest,” one said. "Nothing more specific.”

“Not yet,” murmured Seoras, leaning a few meters away. “They’re testing us.”

“Or they’re watching us,” said Broc, emerging from the darkness like an animal that never
truly slept. “They like to do that. English people rarely just show up. They count first. Then

they come.”

The sergeant appeared as if the wind had brought him. "Everyone to the tents," he said
calmly. "We'll continue marching in daylight."

No one objected.
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We hid again. This time, sleep seemed further away than before. The thought of eyes
watching us from afar was like cold fingers on our throats.

"If I die," Aidan whispered, "I at least want to know that it will be quick.”
“It won’t happen,” said Tam.

“Sometimes, yes,” I said. “Sometimes one good blow is enough.”

"And sometimes it takes time," Ruairi said in a shaky voice.

"Then hope that someone is there to finish it," said Tam.

Ruairi swallowed audibly.

I didn't know if I was that kind of person. If | could take away a friend's pain if the time came.
| only knew that | didn't want Aidan or Ruairi to have to do it for me.

When I finally dozed off briefly, | dreamt of footsteps. Heavy footsteps. Not ours. From a
distance. As if they were slowly, deliberately approaching.

| woke with a jolt. It was still dark. The wind was blowing, but there was no unusual noise.
Only my heart, beating as if it were a hammer and | the anvil.

We packed up early in the morning. Quickly, without a word. The sky was a cold sheet of
metal. The ground was hard. The men looked like shadows of their former selves.

"Go," said Broc. "You're supposed to hit enemies, not pillows."

We marched again. The landscape became more barren. Fewer trees, more open views. That
was precisely what | didn't like. An enemy in the woods is bad. An enemy in an open field is
worse. He sees you first. He weighs his options. He decides.

“Do you see that?”” Aidan asked at one point, pointing forward.

We all saw it.

Dust.

Not much. A thin, light brown line on the horizon. But definitely dust. Dust made by riders.
Many riders.

"That's them," whispered Ruairi.
"That's not many," said Tam.
"That's enough,” | said.

The sergeant raised his hand. We halted. Our ranks formed up as best as a group of men who
had marched all morning could.
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"Don't be stupid,"” Broc said, walking past us. "If they look at you, look back. If they charge,
keep your shields up. If they Kill you, at least shout my name so | know who did it."

"Very comforting,” Aidan murmured.

The dust cloud grew larger. Closer. More distinct.

And then we saw her.

English.

Not in full battle formation. No drums, no flags proudly carried by the wind. Just a dozen
horsemen, maybe fifteen. They didn't ride fast, more casually. Like men who believed no one
could harm them.

"They look like they're taking a walk," said Euan.

“Take a closer look,” Seoras said. “They are not strolling. They are inspecting.”

"What are they checking?" Ruairi asked.

"Are you afraid?" the sergeant asked.

The English were approaching us. Their horses were large, strong, and better fed than ours.
The men wore lighter-colored armor, cleaner. Their helmets had a slight sheen. Not
ostentatious. Simply well-maintained.

And then | smelled it.

It wasn't really a smell. More a mixture of leather, metal, oil, and something indescribable.
Pride, perhaps. Arrogance. The feeling that the world owes you something.

The stench of power.
He wasn't strong, more subtle. But he crept into the nose, the throat, into the thoughts.
And | understood what Broc had meant.

The English didn't reek of sweat. Not yet. They reeked of the unwavering belief that they
were superior to us. That Scotland lay beneath them, as naturally as a dog beneath a table.

One of the riders stopped, a few meters away. His horse snorted. He looked at us, not
individually, but as a group. He said nothing. He didn't need to say anything. His gaze was
enough.

“Doesn’t your custom dictate that you welcome travelers?” he finally asked. His voice was
calm, clear. It cut through the silence like a knife.

No one answered.

The sergeant stepped forward. “We welcome guests,” he said. “Not minders.”
68



The Englishman smiled. A thin, bad smile.
"Then pretend we are guests."

| looked at him and felt, for the first time in my life, true hatred, clear as water. Not the
childish rage I had felt toward farmers. Not the silent anger | felt toward my father. This was a
sharp, resolute coldness.

| said nothing.
Not yet.
But | knew: Soon | would not remain silent.

The Englishman on his horse looked as if he were made of a different cloth than we were. Not
tougher—just more self-assured. As if someone had told him at breakfast that the land he
stood on belonged to him. And he had believed it without question. His armor wasn't
ostentatious, just well-maintained. His horse stood still, as if it had learned that you don't have
to sweat if you don't need to. The other riders behind him kept their distance, but not out of
respect—more out of a kind of polite arrogance that says: He's talking. We'll let him.

The man looked at us like a farmer inspecting a flock of sheep before deciding which meat
was good and which wasn't. "You're standing far out,” he said. "Too far for ordinary farmers.
Too close for ordinary soldiers."

The sergeant moved closer. Not much, just a tiny step, but enough for everyone to know: he
wouldn't back down. "We are where we need to be," he said. His voice sounded calm, but |
heard the sharpness in it. Like a knife that someone has used for a long time and yet still
keeps sharp.

The Englishman inclined his head slightly. "An interesting answer for men without banners."
He studied us again. "Are you rebels?"

"Are you a priest?" asked the sergeant.

A few of us giggled nervously. The Englishman didn't flinch. "I am a lieutenant in the
Crown."

"The crown is far away," said the sergeant. "And out here it shines less brightly."

A rider behind the Englishman chuckled briefly. Another gave him a look that said: Shut up.
Clearly, not everyone in their own ranks was equally clever.

I had the feeling that we all stumbled across the same thought at the same time: Now it's
happening. Right now. But nothing happened. Not yet.

The Englishman looked up, glanced past us as if searching for something he couldn't find. "I

smell fire," he said finally. "Not the fire at your camp. Another one. An old one. A dangerous
one."
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| didn't know if he was trying to provoke us, or if the English just sometimes got poetic when
they saw a hill or a bunch of poor Scotsmen. But one thing I did know: his words burrowed
into my bones. Because yes — something was burning inside us. Anger, fear, pride, whatever it
was. It was there. And he could smell it.

Ruairi stood beside me, shivering slightly. Not from the cold. "What... what does he want?"
he whispered.

“Power,” I said. “That’s what they always want.”
The Englishman straightened up in the saddle, his gaze cutting. "Who is leading you?"
The sergeant stood his ground. “No one is leading us. We are going together.”

It was one of those answers that was both true and a lie. The Englishman snorted. "Together?
Scots?" He smiled thinly. "One of you leads. One shouts first. One dies last."”

Seoras, the veteran, stepped forward, his gaze hard. "And what about you? Do you never
die?"

The Englishman didn't answer immediately. Then he said: "We are dying... but we are leaving
behind more than a hole in the ground.”

| felt my fingers tingle. My grip tightened around the sword that still hung at my side. I knew
it would have been stupid to draw it now. But stupidity was a pleasant thought in that
moment. Something pure. Something that didn't reek of politics.

The sergeant raised his hand slightly — a gesture only we noticed. A: Wait.

The Englishman looked at us — no longer like cattle, but like something that irritated him.
Perhaps even amused him a little. “There aren’t many of you,” he said.

“That’s enough,” said Broc, with his arms folded.

The Englishman raised an eyebrow. "For what?"

"For what comes next," Broc grumbled.

It was as if Broc had opened a door that had been just waiting to be thrown open. The
Englishman smiled—a smile that wasn't warm, but frosty, calculating. "I like your courage,”

he said. "It will sound fine when | tell the tale later."

He gently pulled on the reins. His horse pawed the ground impatiently. Then he said, "We'll
be back."

"We are waiting," said the sergeant.
And with that, they turned away. No trumpet fanfare, no heroic turn of the horses. Just a
simple turn, calm, confident. They rode off like men who knew they would return. And who

believed we would be fewer in number then.
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As the dust slowly settled, the whole camp was silent. Even the wind paused for a moment, as
if it knew we had something to digest.

Aidan exhaled loudly. "I already hate her," he said.
"You haven't seen anything yet," Seoras said.
“I know,” said Aidan. “That’s exactly why.”

The sergeant turned to us. His voice was calm, but | heard something in it that was rare: a
kind of respect. Not for the English — for us.

"They wanted to intimidate you," he said. "Or test you. Or both. And you stopped.”
He paused.
"That was the easy part."

Broc walked past us, patted Tam and Euan on the shoulder, firmly but not unkindly. "You
heard it," he said. "Now the learning really begins."

We gathered together again. Not entirely voluntarily — more instinctively, like animals that
huddle closer together when they know the wolf is lurking somewhere in the forest.

I let my gaze sweep over each of us. Aidan, his forehead glistening. Tam, grinding his teeth
angrily. Ruairi, looking as if he were about to spit or cry, or both. Euan, laughing, but his
laughter sounded off-key.

Then | looked ahead.

To the place where the English had disappeared.

And then | felt something | had rarely felt before: a clear, firm line within me. No trembling.
No hesitation. Just a silent, cold thought: If they come back, | want to be standing. And not
hidden at the back of the line.

| didn't know if it was courage or madness. Maybe both. But | knew that after that day |
would never be the same again. Because for the first time | understood what an enemy truly
looks like when they believe they are superior to you.

And how he smells.

For power. For arrogance. For something | wanted to break one day.

No matter how many bones it would cost.
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A kiss, a vow, a knife

There are moments that begin so gently that you have no idea how sharply they will end. And
sometimes they aren't grand, elaborate events, no battles, no fires, no horsemen. Sometimes
they are small things. A glance. A touch. A breath. Things that no camp, no order, no sergeant
can prevent. Things that happen even though everything else seems to contradict them.

The morning after meeting the English was difficult. Not physically—sleep had eased some
of the fatigue—but mentally. The ground seemed harder, the sky lower, the world smaller.
Every step felt like preparation for something that was just around the next bend. Something
that would challenge us. Something that could break us.

But before life finally tore us to pieces, there was a small, awkward moment that brought
warmth once more — or something that pretended to be warmth.

We had stopped at a stream. The sergeant wanted to read maps, Broc wanted to swear, Aidan
wanted to smoke, Tam wanted to eat—and | just wanted to breathe. | walked a little way from
the camp, far enough that I couldn't hear the voices clearly anymore, but close enough that I
wasn't considered a deserter. The trees were thin, their branches like hands that were more
pleading than grasping. The water was clear, cold, fresh. I knelt down, scooped some up, and
washed the dust from my face.

"You look like you're trying to become a different person."

| turned around.

She stood there as if she had always been in that forest, just waiting for someone to pass by
and see her. I didn't know her—at least not consciously. But she didn't seem like she was
there by chance. A slender body, arms covered in scratches, as if she had fought her way
through undergrowth. Her dress was simple, brown, and tattered. Her hair was dark, but it
caught the light like wet wood. She didn't look like a lady-in-waiting, nor like a beggar. More
like someone who had experienced more than was good for her.

"Who are you?" | asked cautiously.

“Someone who has no business being here,” she replied. “Just like you.”

| stood up slowly. Not threateningly, not shyly — just alert. “We’re heading south,” I said.
“English sighting. We should be careful.”

“I’'m always careful,” she said. “Otherwise I would have been dead long ago.”

She came closer. Not quickly. Not hesitantly. Simply at a pace as if she wanted to determine
the distance between us herself. Her eyes studied me, first fleetingly, then more intensely.
"You're no peasant,” she said.

“Sometimes [ wish I did,” I replied.

She smiled briefly, but it was a sad smile. "Farmers are less likely to die from steel.”
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| didn't know what to say. Sometimes words are inappropriate. Sometimes silence is enough.
“My name is Moira,” she finally said.
“William,” I replied.

She nodded as if the name sounded familiar—or as if she never wanted to forget it. “Why are
you here, William? Why not at home?”

| thought of my mother, of the village, of the rain beating on the roof like impatient fingers. |
thought of my father, wandering somewhere in the world, probably unaware that his son
carried a sword.

“Because at some point I have to stop running away,” I said.

Moira walked past me to the water, knelt down, dipped her hands in, and splashed water on
her face. Tiny drops fell over her cheeks, glistening in the light before disappearing. "Running
away isn't cowardly," she said. "It's smart. Fighting is stupid.”

"Then | must be very stupid,” | said.

“No,” she said, slowly standing up again. “You’re just too young to know that courage is
often just another word for despair.”

She came close to me. So close I could feel her breath. It didn't smell of perfume or sweet
milk. It smelled of forest, of earth, of life. And damn it—amidst all the mud, sweat, and fear,
it was suddenly a scent that lodged itself in my mind like a sharp thought.

"Why are you here?" | asked.

She looked around briefly, then said quietly, "I'm looking for someone."

"Who?"

"Someone who took something from me."

| wanted to ask who. | wanted to ask what. But she raised her hand as if to say: Not now. Her
fingers touched my breast, just briefly, barely a touch, but enough to freeze me. It wasn't a

demand. Not an invitation. Just a statement: You are real.

"You're not an ordinary boy," she murmured. "You carry something inside you. Something
heavy."

“Everyone is carrying something heavy,” I said.
"No," she whispered. "Not like that."

And then it happened.

A Kiss.
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Not long. Not soft. Not a fairytale. More like two stones briefly touching and sparking. A kiss
that spoke volumes like a scream. One that didn't ask if it was right, but simply happened
because, for a fleeting moment, the world ceased to resist.

When she broke free, my breath caught in my throat for a moment.

"Why?" | asked.

She looked at me. For a long time. And in her eyes was something | hadn't seen before —a
mixture of sadness, anger, hope, and something that one would probably call courage in men.

“Because you’ll soon have to forget how to hesitate,” she said. “And because I wanted to kiss
someone who isn’t dead yet.”

She reached down to her hip and pulled out a small knife. Thin, sharp, and simple. She
pressed it into my hand.

"Take it," she said.
IIWhy?II

“Because the world will soon take something from you,” she said. “So take something away
from it beforehand.”

"What?"

She smiled that sad, knowing smile. "Soon blood will flow. Yours or hers. And you will have
to decide how much of it you can bear.”

| looked at the knife. It was light, but cold. A tool. A weapon. A promise.

"Is this a gift?" | asked.

“No,” she said. “It’s an oath.”

"Between us?"

"Between you and what you have to become.”

| wanted to reply, but she shook her head. "Say nothing. Words weaken everything."

She touched my face — with just two fingers, carefully, as if | were a clay pot that would break
easily — and then stepped back.

"We'll see each other again,"” she said.
"Where?"
"Perhaps in life. Perhaps in death."

And like a shadow between two trees, she was gone.
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No trace. No sound. Only the knife in my hand and the taste of her kiss on my mouth. A taste
like earth and wind and a touch of guilt.

As I walked back to the camp, I felt strange. Not stronger. Not weaker. Just... different. As if
a door inside me had creaked and opened a crack. A door to something | hadn't sought, but
which had found me.

Aidan saw me when | arrived. "Where have you been?" he asked.

"By the stream."

"Alone?"

I hesitated. “No.”

"Who was with you?"

| looked at him, then I saw the knife, which | had unconsciously gripped tighter. A small,
silent promise.

“Someone,” I said. “Who knows what’s coming.”

Aidan wanted to ask more questions, but Broc yelled that we should move on, and the
conversation was over.

But the kiss remained.
The vow remained.
And the knife remained in my hand like a heartbeat of steel.

The march after that encounter felt different. Not because the route had changed or the air had
become milder. No—I myself was different. The knife at my side weighed almost nothing,
but it felt heavier than the sword I'd been carrying for weeks. It wasn't the weight of the metal,
but the weight of what it represented. A stranger's gift. A vow. A reminder that life was more
than sweat, mud, and the death that lurked beyond every hill.

Of course, no one asked about the knife. Men rarely ask about things that are newly attached
to someone else. Perhaps because they themselves carry too many secrets in their belts.
Perhaps because some truths only endure if they remain unspoken.

The path led us through a hollow, its edges lined with ancient stones—remnants of something
that must once have been important. Broc claimed they were druid stones. The sergeant said
they were just stones. And Seoras remarked that the stones were probably as tired as we were.

| walked between Aidan and Tam, the knife hidden under my coat. Ruairi trotted behind us,
pale as ever, but with a look that showed his thoughts weren't on the march. Perhaps he was
continuing to write the letter to his mother, in his mind. Perhaps he was imagining her reading
his words, unaware of the signs under which her son was marching.

"You're being very quiet today,” Aidan said to me at one point.
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"I think."

“I do that sometimes t00,” he said. “But most of the time I come to the conclusion that it only
confuses me.”

Tam snorted. "Thinking is dangerous,™ he grumbled. "You end up realizing where you really
stand."

“And where do we stand?” asked Ruairi.

Tam paused briefly, then said dryly: "In the way."

We laughed. Not loudly, not heartily — but we laughed. And that felt good. Because the land
before us was growing more restless. The ground softer. The wind more biting. It was the land
where men die without the world taking the time to mourn.

When we stopped at a hill to check the riders' progress, | sat down a little to the side. Not far —
just far enough to hear the voices more faintly. | loosened my belt, took out my knife, and
examined it in the better light.

It was simple, but forged by someone who knew what they were doing. The blade wasn't
decorated, just sharp. The handle was made of wood, smooth but not polished. A tool. Not
jewelry. And yet it had something... personal about it. As if someone had carried it for a long
time. Someone who hadn't lost it by chance.

"Beautiful piece."

| flinched slightly—not from fear, but because I'd been lost in thought. Seoras stood behind
me, arms folded, eyes narrowed. He was quiet for a man of his stature. Like someone who
knew how to move without being noticed.

"Where did you get that?" he asked.

| looked at him, then at the knife. "Someone gave it to me."

Seoras sat down next to me without asking. "A woman?"

| said nothing.

"Then it was a woman," he said calmly. "Men don't put a knife in your hand without
demanding something in return. Women, on the other hand, do it if they believe you are
something you don't yet know yourself."”

He looked at me appraisingly. "Was she pretty?"

"She was..." | searched for a word. "Real."

Seoras nodded. "That's rare. Most people are just copies of copies until someone tells them
who they're supposed to be."

| turned the knife over in my hand. "She said it's an oath.”
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“Then it is one,” Seoras said. “Oaths are just words until you live them.”
"And how does one live with something like that?" I asked.

Seoras picked up a stone and weighed it in her hand. "By remembering who you are when the
first blow is struck. And by not transforming into someone you don't want to be."

| thought of Moira. Her gaze, which had been both soft and hard. The brief kiss. Her words:
You won't be able to hesitate much longer.

“She said someone is going to take something from me,” I said.

Seoras chewed on his lower lip. Then he said quietly, "She wasn't referring to the enemy."
"Then who?"

“Yourself,” he said. “Wars take pieces of yourself that you didn’t know you needed.”

I glanced at the camp. Men were drinking water, sharpening blades, telling lies to bolster their
courage. They were doing the things one does when one knows one might soon lose
something — perhaps an arm, perhaps a friend, perhaps one's own thoughts.

"And what will I lose first?" I asked.

“The doubts,” Seoras said. “Then the fear. Then something you’ll miss later.”

| wanted to ask more questions, but Broc's voice broke the silence. "Everyone stand up! Move
on! If you stay standing still, you'll become tree trunks! And | hate trees!"

We stood up. | put the knife away again, feeling it at my side like a second pulse.

The march became steeper. The sky darker. The air tighter. And then, at some point — in the
middle of a nameless hill that no one would paint because it had nothing beautiful about it —
we heard it.

A scream.

Not human. Or maybe it is.

He came from beyond the next slope, sharp, raw, full of pain or rage or both. We froze. Even
the wind held its breath for a moment.

"What was that?" whispered Ruairi.

The sergeant stepped forward, his hand on his sword. "What lies ahead of us."”
"An enemy?" Aidan asked.

"Perhaps."

"An animal?" Tam asked.
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"Perhaps."

"A man?" | asked.

The sergeant looked at me. His gaze was heavy.
"Perhaps."

We moved closer. Step by step. As if we were approaching a door behind which no one knew
what shadows awaited.

And as | walked there, | could still feel Moira's kiss on my lips, the knife at my hip, and a
strange certainty within me:

Something has been set in motion. Something | cannot stop.

And | didn't yet know if it had happened because of me.

Or because of her.

But the next hill would prove it.

The scream came again. This time closer. Raw, hoarse, a sound that wasn't simply pain, but
something deeper—rage that could no longer contain itself. We stopped, not because someone

had shouted "Stop!", but because our bodies themselves understood that the next step might
be one too many.

The sergeant raised his hand. Broc squinted, as if trying to see through the hill. Seoras took a
step forward, like a dog testing the wind.

“Wait,” the sergeant said softly, and the word settled over us like a heavy blanket.
We waited.

The wind cut across the hill, carrying a scent — iron. Old, dried steel. Blood. Perhaps animal.
Perhaps human. The distinction quickly blurs when the sun shines on it long enough.

"Something is injured,” Ruairi murmured.

Tam snorted. "Something is always hurt.”

The sergeant nodded to Broc. "Three men with me,” he said. "The rest stay here."

But before anyone could move, the shadow appeared.

He appeared from behind the crest of the hill like a ghost that had forgotten it was supposed to
be dead. First a dark smudge, then a trembling outline, then the figure of a man—a tall man,
barefoot, blood-smeared, with wide-open eyes. He stumbled, grabbed his knee, half fell, then

got back up.

And then he saw us.
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Broc cursed. The sergeant tensed. Seoras made a movement as if he would catch the man if he
took another step.

| recognized that look. Not personally, but I recognized it. It was the look of a man who had
seen something beyond words. The look of a man who was running because stopping meant
grabbing death.

“Help... me...” he managed to say before his legs gave way and he tumbled down the slope
like a sack of wet grain.

We started running because we had no choice. Even Tam, who always acted like he was at
odds with his own life, ran. The man was heavy when | grabbed his arm. Heavy as a full
bucket of stone. His body was steaming, his breath smelled of copper and animal matter.

"By the gods," Aidan murmured. "What could have done to him like that?"

The man gasped, coughed, and spat out dark blood. His body was covered in scratches and
cuts, some fresh, others old. No armor. No sword. Just a scrap of cloth around his hip.

"What happened?" asked the sergeant as we half carried, half pulled him.

The man tried to speak. “They... they have... they...” He choked, as if he had something in
his throat that wasn’t a word.

"Who?" Broc asked sharply.

The man's eyes widened. "Men... but not... men..." He swallowed. "Englishmen... but not..."
Then he slumped down.

Dead?
No. Not yet. But his body had decided that it would no longer serve him for a while.

"Take him to camp," the sergeant ordered. "Seoras, look around. Tam, William — with him.
Aidan, Ruairi — keep your eyes open."

We dragged the man back over the hill. I felt his weight, felt his fever, felt his struggle to
breathe. His body was like a battlefield, where too many boots had already stood.

When we arrived at the camp, we laid him on a blanket. The priest immediately knelt beside
him, his hands steady, his gaze focused. He had this way of looking at things as if they were
people and not problems.

“He’s alive,” he said. “For now.”

"What happened to him?" Tam asked.

The priest shook his head. “The wounds... are strange. Not clean. Not deliberate. More
like...” He searched for a word. “Like from something that wanted too much.”

| thought of Moira's words: Someone will take something from you.
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| thought of the scream. Of the blood in the air.
And | knew that the man hadn't been fleeing from wild animals. Not from a single blade.
It was something different.

The man wheezed. His hand grasped at nothing. Then, suddenly, it grabbed my shoulder.
Hard. Painfully. I flinched, almost striking him, but his eyes bored into mine.

"You..." he gasped. "You must... listen..."
| knelt down closer.

“They... are coming,” he whispered. “Not... Englishmen. Not... men. Something...
different...”

"Who?" | asked.

His body tensed, his back arched like a bow.

"They take... everything..." he whispered. "They take... souls..."
Then he fell back and was silent.

This time for good.

The priest bowed his head. "He is dead."

"He's crazy," said Tam. "What do you mean—they're taking souls?"

Broc looked up the hill from which the man had come. His gaze hardened, darker than usual.
"Englishmen, animals, madmen—it didn't matter. Something was chasing him."

The sergeant turned to Seoras. "What did you see?"

Seoras came down the slope, his face grim. "Tracks," he said. "Deep prints. Large. And
they're moving fast. Much faster than a normal man."

“Animals? Wolves?” Aidan asked.
"Much too big,"” said Seoras. "Much too heavy."

We looked at each other. A small, complicated silence spread. One that says: Whatever that
was — we don't want to see it. But we will have to.

The sergeant stepped in front of the dead man. "Let's bury him," he said. "Before night falls."
We lifted the body. It was lighter than | had expected. Perhaps because he had lost something
before he died.

80



As we laid him in the ground, | thought of Moira's words. Something is being taken from you.
| thought of the knife. The kiss. The man who now lay underground, without us knowing his
name.

And something like a quiet, dark suspicion grew within me:
The English were not the only ones who smelled power in this country.

And perhaps something smelled even worse than her.

When they took her veil

The death of the unknown man ran like a thin, dark thread through our camp. No one spoke of
it openly, but everyone carried a piece of it inside, like a stone in their boot. We kept going,
we carried on, we did what Broc commanded—but beneath it all vibrated something we didn't
understand, yet felt: there was something out there that didn't fit our idea of war.

“Taking souls...” Aidan murmured once, as we camped and stared at dry wood that wouldn’t
burn properly. “Only crackpots talk like that,” Tam said. But his voice wasn’t convinced,
more weary, worn. “Maybe he meant they take people,” Ruairi said. “The English take
villages. Countries. Why not—" “He wasn’t a villager who got lost,” I interrupted. “He
looked like someone who knew what he was doing until he didn’t know how to run anymore.”

Nobody had an answer to that. Some questions shouldn't be asked aloud, because even the
gods look away when they are spoken.

When morning came, the shadows were even longer than usual.

We marched again. The sergeant said we had to continue south, deeper inland, before we
regrouped. “We’re not here to chase ghosts,” he said. “We’re here to meet an army.” An
army. Englishmen.

Meat, steel, horses. That was something you could grasp. The other things you couldn't.

The path led us to a village. Small, scattered, huts made of wattle and daub. A stream ran
along the edge, a few goats grazed, and a scrawny dog barked at us as if it had never seen
soldiers before. The sergeant raised his hand to signal us to halt.

“We need water. Bread, if there is any. And news.” News meant: Who has died, who has
disappeared, who is coming, who is going.

We entered the village like men who knew they weren't welcome. The villagers stared at us.
Some suspiciously, some exhausted, some simply blankly. Old men with shoulders like thin
branches. Women whose eyes had seen too much. Children who didn't seem like children.

But nobody spoke.
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Then a woman entered. She was young, younger than most there. Her dark hair was tied in a
knot, more out of necessity than vanity. Her eyes were red—not from crying, more from lack
of sleep, pain, perhaps both.

"You're too late," she said quietly.

The sergeant stepped forward. "Too late for what?"

She looked at him. And then at us. As if she were searching to see if any of us already knew
the answer. "Too late to save her."

The dog growled, as if to emphasize the words.

"Who?" Seoras asked calmly.

The woman raised her hand and pointed to a hut on the edge of the village. The door hung
crookedly on its hinges. Someone hadn't opened it, but had ripped it off. A torn scrap of fabric
hung in the doorway—a piece of clothing, perhaps a veil.

A veil.

The woman closed her eyes, as if forcing herself to speak. "They took her," she said. "My
sister. Last night."”

Ruairi swallowed. "Englishman?"

The woman shook her head so violently that her hair came loose. "No. | know English people.
I know their horses, their smell, their voices. These weren't English people.”

That was the moment my skin started to tingle.

"How many were there?" the sergeant asked calmly.

“Three. Or four. Or... I don’t know.” Her hands trembled. “They moved like men. But they
weren’t. They were too big. Too fast. And they spoke...” She pressed her lips together.
“...not like humans.”

Broc exhaled. "Englishmen without manners are still Englishmen."

"They weren't Englishmen!" she suddenly screamed. Her composure broke. Her voice was
like a stone finally falling. "Englishmen don't tear doors open. They cut them open.
Englishmen beat women. But they..." She paused, choking. "...they carried her. Just like that.

As if she were a bundle of straw."

| thought of the man from the day before.
They take souls.

"What did they do?" | asked, without recognizing my own voice.
The woman looked at me as if | had just exposed a wound. "You took her veil."
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Tam frowned. "The veil? Why is that important?"

The woman took a deep breath. “Because... it wasn’t a veil, as you think. It was... her sign.
Her protection.”

The priest stepped forward. "Protection? From what?"

She looked at him, and in that look lay a story older than all of us. "Before those who hunt in
the night when no man sees them."

Aidan whispered: "This can't be—"

"Show us,"” the sergeant said tersely.

The woman led us to the hut. The ground in front of it was churned up as if after a battle.
Tracks — deep indentations, large as if made by heavy boots, but with a strange shape. Not

round. Not human. Something else.

The veil hung on the doorframe. White. Or it had once been white. Now it was torn, stained
with dirt and blood. Finely crafted, almost too beautiful for such a poor village.

"What does the veil mean?" | asked.

The woman didn't answer at first. Then she said quietly:

"When a woman here comes of age, she receives a veil. A consecrated one. The elders say it
protects her. Not from England's men. From other things."

She trembled. "And last night... the veil fell."

The priest murmured a word that sounded like a prayer. The sergeant knelt down and
examined the footprints in the floor. Broc stared silently into the open doorway. The wind

rushed through as if trying to draw something out of the house.

| stepped closer, looked inside. Dark. Cold. And something... was missing. Not just my sister.
Something was missing from the room. Something alive. Something that should have stayed.

"What was her name?" | asked.

“Fiona,” the woman said. “She was. .. she was the best of us.”

| looked at the veil. The torn threads. The trail of blood on the wood.

And suddenly I thought of Moira.

Her gaze. Her kiss. Her words: Something is being taken from you.

Was this the same thing?

The sergeant stood up. His voice was calm, but | heard it—the spark of anger in it. “We’re
staying here tonight,” he said. “We’re keeping watch. And we’re going to find out what this

was.”
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"If they come back..." the woman whispered.
"Then they will find someone who won't run away," said the sergeant.

| thought:
Then they will find someone who will no longer hesitate.

Because suddenly I understood something I hadn't grasped before: Sometimes something is
taken from you so that you can find something else within yourself. Something you didn't
know before.

Something sharp. Something dark. Something ready to hurt before it is hurt.
And | suspected: The kiss was only the beginning.

The afternoon in the village hung over us like a heavy, uncomfortable blanket. No one knew
how to move. The men in the village stood around as if awaiting judgment. The women spoke
softly, but their glances were loud. Children peeked out from behind doorframes and
disappeared again whenever one of us soldiers moved. We were strangers, and strangers
rarely bring good things. But what they feared wasn't us.

It was what had come last night. The ones who had taken Fiona.

“We’re setting up guards,” the sergeant said. “Three groups. Rotating every two hours. No
one will be alone.” He looked at each of us individually, as if to make sure we understood:
Not because of England’s men. Not because of robbers. Because of something else.

"What if it doesn't come back?" Aidan asked.
Broc sighed. "Then we'll drink the villagers' supplies and march on."
"And what if it comes back?" asked Ruairi.

“Then we’ll show him how to fear men,” Broc growled. It sounded brave, but | heard the
crack in his voice. He didn’t quite believe himself.

The villagers set out bowls of thin soup. Bread so hard it could have been thrown against a
tree. We ate in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. The priest went from hut to hut,
speaking softly to the women who had opened their doors. He blessed three children who
didn't understand why they were being blessed. Perhaps because the elders knew that
sometimes a blessing is the only thing that can stand against the darkness.

| stood a little apart and watched the veil. The wind barely moved it. As if it had become
heavy. As if something invisible lay upon it.

Moira wouldn't leave my mind. Her gaze, as if she had seen something we were yet to see.
Her kiss, like a spark in a world full of cold stones. Her knife, hanging at my side like a
second conscience.

Something will be taken away from you.
Maybe she didn't just mean me. Maybe she meant everyone here.
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The sergeant beckoned me over. "We need to know what happened in that cabin," he said.
"You're coming with us.”

| followed him, along with Broc and Seoras. The hut was dark; only a narrow strip of light
filtered through the open door. The floor was uneven, ragged, as if someone had fought back.
The table was overturned. A chair was broken. A clay pot lay in pieces.

But there was no blood. Only the veil outside was bloody. That made it worse.

“This dent here,” Seoras said, pointing at the wall. “Someone was pushed against it. Hard. But
not thrown — just held down.”

The sergeant knelt down and examined the ground. "The fight didn't last long."

"If it was even a fight," Broc muttered.

| looked around. The air was stifling. Something wasn't right. It didn't feel like a place where
someone had disappeared. It felt like a place where something had been missing before Fiona

vanished.

Seoras picked up a small, shiny object from the floor. A piece of metal, round, flat, about the
size of a thumbnail.

"What is it?" | asked.
“Not a Scottish tool,” Seoras said. “Not an English one either.”

The sergeant took it between two fingers and turned it in the light. "Looks like... something
broken off. From a weapon?"

“No,” said Seoras. “From a shield, perhaps. But the material...” He sniffed it. “Doesn’t smell
like iron. Smells like...” He paused. “Like nothing.”

"Nothing?" asked Broc. "How can metal smell of nothing?"
“Metal always smells,” Seoras said. “But this... doesn’t.”
| felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

"We should close the hut for today,"” said the sergeant. "And barricade the door. No one is
sleeping there tonight.”

"No one should be sleeping here at all,"” Broc growled.

We stepped outside. The woman — Fiona's sister — was waiting there. Her fingers were
clutching her apron.

"Did you find anything?"
The sergeant thought for a moment. Then he said, "We've found something. But we don't

know what it means."
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The woman nodded slowly. "I'll tell you something my grandmother always said." Her voice
trembled. "When a veil falls, it's not the fabric that tears. It's the protection that breaks."

The priest, who had returned, placed a hand on her shoulder. “We are with you tonight. We
will not leave you alone.”

"But what if you don't understand what's out there?" she whispered.

The priest looked at her with that gaze that always seemed to speak to something invisible.
"Then I will learn it."

The sun slowly set, and the village crept into its shadows like a wounded animal hoping to go
unnoticed by the night. We erected stakes, lit fires, and formed a rough triangle to gather us in
case of emergency.

"No going it alone,"” the sergeant ordered. "If you need to pee, pee in groups.”

"It will be a beautiful spectacle,” Aidan murmured.

"If you laugh while what's coming for you, at least you'll die funny,” said Tam.

A heavy, cold breath of darkness settled over us. The villagers closed their doors. Some
locked them with furniture. Others with prayers.

| sat down by a fire, next to Ruairi. He looked pale, his fingers intertwined.
“William,” he said quietly. “Do you think she’ll still come?”

"Who?"

"The sister. Fiona."

| stared into the flames. "No. Not the way you mean."

He nodded as if he already knew the answer and only needed me to say it.

Seoras approached and sat heavily on a log. He regarded the fire like an old enemy.

“I know many sounds,” he said. “The scream of a dying horse. The cracking of a ribcage. The
whimpering of men who believe their gods have forgotten them.”

He looked up. "But what we heard today... that was something else.”
Aidan swallowed. "An animal?"

“If it was an animal,” Seoras said, “then it was one that had learned how to take people with
it.”

We were silent for a while. The fire crackled, sparks rose, and burned up in the air.

| placed my hand on Moira's knife. And suddenly something became clear to me.
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She knew I'd end up in something like this. Not England's steel. Not an ordinary war.

But into something old. Something that was there before the English. Something that perhaps
had always been there.

"I think the knife isn't just meant for humans,™ I murmured.
"What do you mean?" asked Ruairi.
| shook my head. "I don't know yet."

And then — just when | thought the evening would simply rot away in this threatening silence
— the village dog began to growil.

He stared towards the edge of the forest. His teeth bared. Without barking.
Dogs bark at people. Dogs bark at animals.

But if they only growl, without making a sound — then there is something there that they
cannot assess.

"Everyone awake!" the sergeant shouted immediately.

We rose up. Shields. Spears. Swords.

Night fell over the village — and somewhere in the shadows there was movement.

Slow. Heavy. Non-human. Non-animal.

Something in between. Something that knew how to use the darkness.

| could feel my heartbeat right down to my fingertips.

And I knew: The veil was only the beginning.

The night wasn't a black cloak that settled over the village. It was more like a damp, cold hand
that slid slowly across your face, asking: Are you ready? The dog continued to growl, its lips
curled back, its body tense like a taut rope, about to snap. In the darkness behind it, something
moved. Not quickly. Not hesitantly. Just deliberately. Exactly the way something moves that
knows it has nothing to fear.

The sergeant raised his hand, a silent order: don't run, don't talk, don't breathe unless
absolutely necessary. The villagers had retreated to their huts, and through the cracks, you
could sometimes see eyes flickering — frightened, hopeful, praying. We stood outside, in the
cold wind, men pretending to be more than they were.

"Where does it come from?" whispered Ruairi.

“From the forest,” Seoras said softly. “But I can’t hear anything. That’s the problem. If
something is big, it has to make noise. If it doesn’t, it’s worse.”
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The dog took two steps forward. His fur stood on end, his body trembled. And suddenly he
fell silent. Not because he calmed down—no. Because he saw something that silenced him.
Animals know a kind of fear that runs deeper than ours. They don't call it fear. They call it
instinct.

I looked in the same direction and saw... nothing at first. An abyss of darkness that moved
without any visible movement. But then, as the clouds briefly parted to reveal the moon,
something shimmered. An outline. Large. Too large. Shoulders broader than a man's. Arms
longer than they should be. But no clear contours—more like a shadow casting its own
shadow.

“Holy...”, Aidan murmured, but the sergeant cut him off with a gesture.

The thing stopped at the edge of the woods. It was close enough that we felt its presence, but
far enough that we couldn't clearly see it. Exactly the kind of distance at which things are
most dangerous.

"Don't move," the sergeant said, barely audible.

We didn't move.

The creature—if it was one—raised its head. The movement was slow, deliberate, like
someone sitting at a table, checking who has taken the seat opposite them. Then there was a
sound.

No scream. No roar. No hiss.

A deep, vibrating throbbing sound emanated from the creature's chest, as if someone were
dragging a stone across a drumhead. It wasn't loud, but it crept into your bones. The dog
whimpered and lay down as if it had been struck.

"By the gods,” whispered Ruairi. "That's not a human."

“People don’t hum like that,” said Tam, and for the first time since I had known him, his
voice sounded small.

The figure took a step forward. The ground crunched, but not as loudly as it should have. It
sounded more like the earth itself was making way for it. Only now did | see the outline more
clearly—Dbroad shoulders, a long body, arms that reached almost to the knees. But the posture
was human. And that was the worst part.

"Get ready!" shouted the sergeant, but quietly, as if he feared provoking it too much.

We drew our swords. Shields were raised. | instinctively reached for the knife Moira had
given me. It felt warm, as if it knew why it was there. Or what it had been forged for.

The creature stood still. Seconds passed. Or minutes. Time lost its meaning here. Then the
sound again—that vibrating, bass-heavy wheeze. And then—

— she turned around.
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Not hastily. Not panicking. Just... gone. A few steps back into the woods, and then the
darkness swallowed him up, as if it had brought back an old friend.

We were still standing with our weapons raised when Broc broke the spell. "What the hell
was that?!"

The sergeant took a deep breath. "I don't know."
"Was that what Fiona got?" Aidan asked.

The sergeant remained silent. A dangerous silence. The silence of a man who knows the truth
but cannot speak it because it is worse when spoken.

“Why didn’t it come?”” asked Ruairi.
“Because we were here,” Seoras said. “Or because we weren’t the ones who wanted us here.”
"And who does it want?" asked Tam.

| looked at the veil. It was still hanging on the doorframe, barely moved by the wind. A tear
ran through the middle like a gaping wound.

"It wants women," | said quietly. "Or... souls."

The men looked at me, some in horror, some incomprehension. But no one contradicted me.
They had seen the creature's gaze—not with their eyes, but with the feeling it left behind. It
wasn't the gaze of a predator. Not the gaze of a warrior. It was the gaze of something that
gathers.

The sergeant ordered us to stand watch all night. None of us sat down. We stood as if we were
trees ourselves, our roots firmly planted in the earth to avoid being blown away. Every slight
movement in the forest made us flinch. Every gust of wind sounded like a breath.

But the creature did not return.

Not tonight.

As dawn broke, the village looked like someone who had spent a night fighting a fever.
Everyone was pale. Everyone was exhausted. But everyone was alive.

Fiona's sister stepped out. Her eyes were red, but not from recent tears. She looked at us, then
at the veil, then at the forest.

“You saw it,” she said.

“Yes,” replied the sergeant.

"Will you be leaving? Like everyone else?"

The sergeant thought for a long time. Then he said, "No. We're not going. Not yet."
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She nodded. But she didn't seem relieved.

It's more like she only now truly feels sorry for us.

| looked at the edge of the woods where the figure had stood. | felt the weight of the knife at
my side, Moira’'s fingertips on my face, her kiss on my lips. I thought of the man who had died

yesterday, the one who had said: They take souls.

Perhaps he didn't mean souls in the divine sense. Perhaps he meant that which makes people
alive.

And something told me: We hadn't driven the creature away. We had only made it curious.
“William,” Aidan said quietly. “What do you think that was?”
| looked into his eyes. And | spoke the truth I felt, without being able to prove it:

"Something that comes back."

The first death remains in the mind.

The morning after the encounter with the creature—or the shadow, or the thing we couldn't
name without our voices faltering—was the kind that feels as if someone had repainted the
world, but with the wrong color. The sky was too bright, the ground too dull, even the air
seemed to rustle. We had survived the night, but none of us felt like victors. More like men
who had awakened uneasily from a fever dream, unsure if they were truly awake.

The villagers cautiously emerged from their huts, as if we ourselves were part of this horror.
Perhaps we were. Men with weapons rarely bring good, even when they claim to offer
protection. Fiona's sister stood in front of her hut, her arms wrapped around herself as if
holding her together. Her eyes were empty. Empty like a house from which someone has
removed everything that could be called life.

The sergeant spoke to her. Not loudly, not harshly, but with that washed-out calm he
sometimes had when he understood that his anger was useless. "We're moving on," he said.
"But we'll send you men from the clan if we can."

"What if it comes back?" she asked.

He gave a barely perceptible twitch of his hand. "Then you won't be alone."

A lie that likes to disguise itself as comfort.

We packed our gear. No one spoke much, and when they did, their words sounded like old
coins that had been handled far too often. | felt the knife at my side, and every time my
fingers touched it, I thought of Moira. Of her gaze. Of her saying, "Something will be taken

from you." It echoed within me like a memory from another life.
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“You look like you’ve eaten a ghost,” Aidan said beside me as he tightened his bag.
“Perhaps a ghost has eaten me,” I replied.

He grinned crookedly. "You're joking. That's reassuring. Maybe all is not lost after all."”
"Perhaps."

But the truth was: | wasn't joking. Not really. Something had taken root inside me—a feeling
that wouldn't go away, no matter how often | wiped the sweat from my face. The figure in the
woods hadn't just frightened us. It had taken something away. Perhaps a remnant of
innocence. Perhaps just our illusion that we knew what we were fighting against.

We left the village. The path led over a range of hills that looked as if they had lain there for
centuries, wondering why people still tried to cross them. The wind whistled against us. Not
sweet, not gentle. More like a reminder that the world owed us nothing.

"First rest stop by the river," the sergeant called out. "We're marching fast, but not stupidly.”
"What would be stupid?" asked Tam.

"March fast and die tired," Broc growled.

| walked next to Ruairi. He looked paler than usual. "You hardly spoke yesterday," | said.
“Because...” He paused. “William, I saw him.”

IIWhO?II

"The man. The dead man. When we buried him."

| nodded. "We all saw him."

“No,” he said, his voice trembling. “I mean... I saw him. Last night. On the threshold of the
cabin.”

| stopped. "What do you mean by that?"

Ruairi looked at the ground as if he would find an explanation there. “I’m not sure. Maybe it
was a dream. Maybe it was the shadow of the fire. But | saw him standing there. The man.
The one we buried. And he had no eyes.”

A chill ran down my spine. "Why didn't you say anything?"

"Because | didn't even know if it was real.” He rubbed his hands together. "And because |
thought you'd laugh at me."

"We haven't laughed since yesterday," | said quietly.

91



We continued on. The path became muddier, the ground softer. The woods denser. Sometimes
we heard a crackling sound, sometimes a rustling. And we always wondered whether it was
an animal or something else.

After an hour we came to a river. The water was cold, clear, and fast-flowing. The sergeant
signaled for a break. Men sat down, drank, sharpened their blades, and acted as if there was
only the next march, not what lay behind us.

| sat down on a rock, my feet in the water. The river flowed on as if there were no death, no
creature, no missing girl. Water doesn't ask about people.

"William."

The sergeant approached me. He had this look — not stern, not harsh, more like a blacksmith
checking if an iron is hot enough.

"You were the first to see her yesterday," he said. "That figure.”
"I was only there by chance."

“Nothing happens by chance,” he said. “Not on nights like these.”
| didn't know whether to believe him. But | remained silent.

“I’m asking you as a man,” he said. “Not as a fighter. Not as a commander. As a man.” He sat
down next to me. “What did you feel when you saw her?”

| stared into the water.

Then I told the truth: "Fear."

“Good,” he said. “That’s correct.”

"And something else."

The sergeant raised an eyebrow. "What?"

| instinctively reached for the knife without pulling it out. "I didn't want to run away."

He nodded. "Then you will go far, William. Far enough to suffer, and far enough to make
something of this country.”

| didn't know if that was a compliment.
Then we heard it.
A scream.

Not like the man's two days ago. Not like the humming of the figure in the woods. But the
scream of a soldier.
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One of our men.

We jumped up, the sergeant started running, Broc behind him, the others followed. | was on
my feet immediately.

The scream came from the lower bank, where two men had been gathering wood. When we
arrived, one of them was kneeling in the grass, trembling, while the other stood beside a fallen
tree trunk. And I saw it immediately:

There was a dead man lying there.

One of us. Young, fair hair, thin as a beanpole. His face was contorted, his mouth open as if
he had tried to say something. But that wasn't the worst of it.

The worst part was the wound in his chest.
A clean cut, but not by a sword. Too wide. Too deep. Too unfamiliar.
“By hell,” Seoras muttered. “That’s no English blow.”

The sergeant knelt down. His breathing was calm, but his hands were tense. He didn't touch
the wound, but he looked at it for a long time.

"When did this happen?" he asked.

The soldier, who had been trembling, replied. “Just now. Just now. We heard nothing. No
fighting. No shouting. No... nothing at all. I turned around, and he was lying there like that.”

"And you didn't see anyone?" Broc asked.

The man shook his head. "Nobody! Not even an animal! It was as if he... just fell.”
"It didn't fall,” said the sergeant. "It was opened."

We remained silent.

| thought of Moira. Of her vow. Of the knife. Of the figure in the forest who had been far too
quiet.

And I understood: The first death stays in your mind.
Not because he's the first. But because he shows you that nothing is the same as yesterday.

The death of this boy—we barely knew his name, perhaps we'd heard it once, perhaps not—
lay like a cold stone in our stomachs. Not because of his youth, though that was painful, not
because of the way he lay there, though that was horrific. It was the absence of a struggle that
shook us. No noise, no scuffling, no hoarse gasp. He had simply been...open. And we hadn't
heard it. None of it. And that was worse than if he had fallen amid screams. Screams are
human. Silence is not.
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The sergeant straightened up, slowly, as if gravity were pressing down on him twice. "We'll
bury him," he said quietly. "But not until we know what's going on."

"What's going on here?" Broc laughed, but it was a hard, brittle laugh. "There's a damn
monster on the loose! One that slashes boys open without you even hearing it! What do you
want to know before we get out of here? Do you want an invitation with a crest?"

The sergeant took a half step towards him. Not threateningly. Just close enough for Broc to
understand: Not now.

“We’re not running,” said the sergeant. “Not until we know where we’re going.”

"Get away from that thing!" Broc snarled, but he lowered his gaze.

| looked at the boy. His body was still warm. His face was frozen in an expression that
showed so much confusion it made me sick. As if he hadn't even been dying—just surprised.
Suddenly in the ground. And then... gone.

Ruairi stood beside me, pale as fresh snow. "William..." he said softly. "Do you see this?"

He pointed to the ground beneath the boy.

It was barely visible. Just a fine, narrow mark. As if someone had pressed a finger into the
earth and drawn it in a line. Not deep. But strangely smooth.

"What is it?" asked Aidan.
"A skid mark?" Tam asked.
"No." Ruairi knelt down. "Look."

The track wasn't continuous. It consisted of small, even impressions. Round. Smooth. Not an
animal hoof, not a human step, not a shoe any of us had ever seen.

“That... doesn’t fit with anything I know,” Seoras murmured. “Not even with anything I
know but don’t like.”

The sergeant stood there silently. Only his eyes moved, as if he were asking every tree if it
had seen something.

“We’re moving on,” he finally said. “But we’ll stay in close formation. Nobody goes alone.
Not even to take a shit.”

"I'll just shit in the grass,” Tam muttered. "Everything here sucks anyway."

We lifted the boy onto a blanket. His arms dangled. He seemed lighter than a person should
be. Perhaps because death always takes something with it that you can't grasp.

We set off again — but the march had changed. The men were no longer looking ahead, but to
the sides. Into the woods. Up into the sky. Down at the ground. As if searching for an
explanation that would never be found there.
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The river rushed beside us. Normally a soothing sound, but today it sounded like someone
laughing even though nothing was funny.

After a while, Aidan began to speak. Not loudly, more to himself: "It's not a human. It's not an
animal. It's... something in between."

Seoras snorted. "The worst things are the ones in between."
“Do you think it’s hunting us?”” Ruairi asked.
Broc glanced at him. "Everything is hunting us. You should know that by now."

After an hour, the sergeant stopped. "We're taking a short break," he said. You could hear
how difficult it was for him. "Just ten minutes."

We sat down. Or knelt. Or stood. Nobody really rested. The country seemed to want to
eavesdrop on us.

The priest cleaned the dead boy's hands, as if he could give something back to him. He
murmured words | didn't recognize. Words that were perhaps older than the priest himself.

| stood a few steps away. Moira's knife at my side felt warm. Too warm. As if it were alive. |
pulled it a little from its sheath. Just a little. A glimmer of metal. And | saw it:

The metal was no longer pure. It was no longer just iron.

It had a thin, dark tinge. Almost black. Almost like a shadow that had settled on the blade.
| pulled it all the way out.

Aidan saw it first. "William. What about your knife?"

"l don't know," | said.

The blade was silent. But it vibrated. Invisibly. Only in my hand. As if it heard something |
didn't.

“This 1s not normal,” Ruairi said. “This is—"

"It's just a knife,” | said. But | didn't believe it.

“This is not just,” said Aidan.

Seoras approached us. He looked at the blade for a long time. Then at me.
"Who gave you this?"

| wanted to lie. | wanted to say: A trader. A villager. A brother. But the truth forced its way to
the surface like water in a broken barrel.

“A woman,” I said. “Yesterday. By the stream.”
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Seora’s eyes narrowed. "What was her name?"

"Moira."

The priest who had covered the boy abruptly raised his head. "Excuse me?"
“Moira,” I repeated.

He stood up. Quickly. Too quickly for a man his age. "What did she look like?"
| described her. And as | spoke, his face grew paler and paler.

"What?" | asked.

The priest took a deep breath. "Moira is dead.”

The word fell like a stone.

“For two years,” he said. “She was from a village south of here. She disappeared. Just like
Fiona. We found her veil, but never her body.”

My heart skipped a beat.

“That’s impossible,” I said. “I saw her. I spoke to her. She—"
| paused.

She kissed me.

She gave me this knife.

She made me swear an oath.

“Moira is dead,” the priest repeated. “And if you have seen anyone who looked like her,
then...”

He looked into the forest. Not out of fear. But out of understanding.

“...then she chose you.”

| felt the ground sway beneath me.

"Chosen... for what?" | asked.

The priest turned to me, slowly, deliberately, as if each of his words were a heavy stone.
"For what hunts here."

It became silent. Icy silent. The river seemed to hold its breath.

And then the sergeant said: “We’re marching on. Immediately.”

Everyone jumped up. No one asked the question that was burning in all our minds:
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Why is something hunting a girl like Moira — and why did it notice me in particular?

But as we moved on — faster, more restlessly, our hands on our weapons — | felt something
growing in my chest:

Not just fear. Not just anger.
A feeling that knew both, but lay deeper:

This will not be the last death.
And I will no longer be the person | was yesterday.

The march after the revelation about Moira was no longer a march at all. It was a stagger. A
moving on, because stopping meant facing the fear that was hot on our heels. Every step felt
heavy, as if the ground were growing sticky the deeper we marched into this land. The
sergeant led us into a tighter formation, denser than before, almost like a herd that knows it is
accompanied by a wolf it cannot see.

“William,” Aidan said at some point beside me, quietly, as if he were afraid the trees might be
listening. “If that’s true... if Moira is dead...” He paused, catching his breath. “What kissed
you yesterday?”

| didn't know the answer. And | didn't really want to say it, even if | had. | felt like a man
whose heart had been ignited with a spark, just to see when he'd notice it. The coldness of the
knife, the warmth | felt when | held it—none of it felt human. But Moira had felt human.
Warm. Real. And that kiss... It hadn't been like a ghost's kiss. More like a promise from
someone who knew the world was about to fall apart.

“I don’t know,” I finally said. “But it wasn’t... wrong. Not like something that wanted to kill

2

me.

“Maybe it doesn’t want that,” said Ruairi, who had overheard us unnoticed. “Maybe it just
wants to pull you somewhere else.”

"Where to?" asked Aidan.

Ruairi looked into the forest as if he would find an answer there. "To where the others
disappeared.”

| wanted to argue. | wanted to scream at him. But the words stuck in my throat like stones.
Because deep down, I'd had the same thought. Moira hadn't simply been a girl who had
disappeared. Maybe she was a sign. Maybe she was part of that thing out there. Or something
opposed to it.

| rubbed my forehead, as if | could somehow organize my thoughts, but it was no use. The
march dragged on, the sun shifted, and eventually we reached a hollow where the wind settled
strangely gently, as if afraid of waking a sleeping beast.

“We’re resting here,” the sergeant said. It didn’t sound like an order, more like a necessity.
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We sat in a circle. Close together. Too close. No one wanted any space. The dead boy lay
further back, wrapped in a cloth. No one spoke his name. As if he had never existed. As if he
had only been a warning whispered to us by the forest.

Broc sat silently for a while, then said dryly: “I’ve seen a lot of shit. Men without heads.
Horses that still walk even though they’re half-cut open. But this... this is different.”

“Because you can’t do anything about it,” Seoras said. “Because it doesn’t even give you the
chance to do anything about it.”

“Because it doesn’t fight,” Aidan murmured. “It just takes.”

The word got stuck in a circle. Takes.

“We need to consider who we might encounter next,” the sergeant finally said. “There are
Englishmen here. Bandits. And...” He paused only briefly, but we heard it clearly. “...and
other things.”

“Say it,” Broc demanded. “Say what you think.”

The sergeant exhaled. “There are things in these woods that men talk about when they drink
too much. Things older than kingdoms. | never took them seriously. But this—"

"This place takes women and slashes soldiers,” Tam said. "So you have to take something
seriously."

The priest clasped his hands. “Perhaps something will be asked of us. Perhaps this is—”
"Not a divine test," Broc growled. "If it were a test, he wouldn't bring in the wrong people."

The priest seemed about to reply, but he paused. One could see a doubt growing within him
like a thorn bush.

"Perhaps it's an old curse,” Ruairi said quietly.
Aidan snorted. "A curse?"

“Why not?” replied Ruairi. “Curses have to come from somewhere. Something must have
happened a long time ago.”

“Like Moira,” I murmured.
Everyone looked at me.

| swallowed. "Maybe she was part of it too. Maybe this... thing didn't kill her. Maybe it
changed her."

Seoras nodded slowly. "That's possible."
"Possible?" Aidan snarled. "We're talking about a woman who's been dead for two years

kissing William yesterday! How is that even possible?!"
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Seoras looked at him calmly. "Because yesterday we saw something that shouldn't exist. And
if that exists, then maybe the other thing exists too."

A long, difficult moment followed. The wind, the river, the crack of a branch could be heard.
And then the sergeant said:

"We march on. But we no longer march as men who only await England's steel. We march as
men who know that we are not alone here."

With these words, we set off. The forest felt narrower. The trees stood closer together, as if
watching us. | walked in front, closer to the sergeant than usual. Moira's knife pulsed slightly.
Not strongly. Just enough to make me feel as if it were reminding me of something.

After a while, we reached an old path, barely visible. The priest stopped. "I know this way."

"Where does it lead?" asked the sergeant.

The priest pointed south, his finger trembling slightly. “To an old chapel. Abandoned. For a
long time. It was there that they used to bless girls. When they came of age.”

| felt like | couldn't breathe.

The Veil. Moira. Fiona. The Vanished Women. The Trail in the Earth. The Thing in the
Woods.

Everything tightened like a fist.

“We’re going there,” the sergeant said immediately.

“Why?”” asked Broc. “No one has prayed there for years.”

“That’s exactly why,” said the sergeant. “Because it’s a place that has answers.”

We marched towards the chapel. The path became steeper, the ground softer, and the wind
picked up again. As we climbed the last hill, we saw it.

A small, crumbling chapel made of grey stones, with a collapsed roof that looked like a
cracked skull.

And before that —

A series of veils. Torn. Intertwined in the brambles. At least a dozen.
“Holy Mother of God,” whispered the priest.

But I didn't see the veils at first.

| saw the tracks. The same ones we had discovered on the dead boy.
And | saw something else.
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Fresh earth. And something white sticking out of it.

A bone.

Maybe an arm. Maybe a leg. Maybe something else.

“Seoras,” said the sergeant in a shaky voice.

Seoras knelt down and touched the earth.

“Someone has been digging here,” he said. “Someone... or something.”
| saw the bone. | saw the veils. | felt the knife at my side.

And | knew:

The first death stays in your mind. But he doesn't stay alone.

Something old was here. Something that took. Something that waited.

And perhaps — something Moira knew.

Fire in the fields, fire in the breast

The chapel didn't look like a sacred place. It looked like an old maw that hadn't swallowed
anything for years and was now rotting away, offended. The stones were wet, moss-covered,
and cracked in places. The roof had collapsed on one side, leaving a gap that resembled a
poorly healed wound. And everywhere, in the thorns and on the scree, hung these veils. Torn,
frayed scraps of fabric, stirred by the wind now and then like ghosts undecided about whether
to stay or leave. White, bloody, gray with the grime of years—as if someone had hung the
innocence of a dozen women out to dry like laundry and then forgotten about it.

The priest stood there looking as if someone had hammered the air out of his chest. His
fingers gripped the small cross on his chest so tightly that his knuckles turned pale. “Here...”
he whispered, “this is where girls used to be blessed. Before their weddings. Before their first
child. Before the life that would consume them. They said the chapel was a place of refuge.”
He gave a short, bitter laugh. “Refuge. Look at this.”

The sergeant walked between the veils as if wading through memories that weren't his. Seoras
followed him, her eyes fixed on the ground. Fresh earth everywhere, disturbed, unfinished.
Not proper graves, more like holes quickly filled in so no one would ask why they were there
in the first place. And from one of those holes protruded this bone, white and dull, as if it had
already lost all desire for this world.

"Count them," the sergeant said tersely.

"What?", asked Aidan.
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“The veils,” he said. “Everything that hangs. Everything that is torn. Everything that once
belonged to someone you loved or wanted to love.”

We counted. I heard my own voice counting in my head, not loud, but clearly. One. Two.
Five. Eight. Twelve. Thirteen. Thirteen veils, trembling in the wind like final questions. The
priest closed his eyes, as if the number itself possessed a blade.

“Thirteen,” said Seoras.

“Thirteen women,” the priest murmured. “Or more. Not all of them wear veils. Some only
wear fear.”

Ruairi stood beside one of the thorn bushes, where a veil fluttered particularly high. He
reached out, about to touch it, then withdrew his hand. "Do you think...," he began, "that one
of them was Moira?"

The priest nodded slowly. "I recognize the embroidery on one of them. Yes. One is hers. Or
was."

The knife at my side grew heavier. It pulled at me, as if drawing me closer to this dilapidated
chapel, closer to the earth, closer to the bones. | took a few steps forward until | was almost
standing under the gap in the eaves. From there, the light streamed in at an angle, striking the
old stone altar, which looked as if it hadn't been used for years to bless bread and wine. Now
it was just a surface covered with dust, dirt, and what looked like burnt flower petals.

"Fire," | murmured.
The sergeant looked at me. "What?"

| pointed at the altar. "Someone has burned something here. Not just wood. That's not
ordinary soot."

Seoras stepped forward and rubbed it a little with two fingers. "It smells different," he said.
"Not like wood. Like oil. Like herbs. Like..." He sniffed. "...like fear."

Broc snorted. “Since when can fear burn?”

“Ever since people started stuffing them into rituals,” the priest said wearily, “and then
blaming them on God.”

There was something in the air, heavier than the humidity. A pressure, as if the air itself were
pressing down on us. | felt my heart race, even though | was standing still. | thought of Moira,
of her gaze, of the kiss that didn't feel lifeless. And of the knife, which suddenly wasn't just
metal anymore, but a key, a pledge, an oath. Maybe all of them at once.

“We can’t stay here,” Aidan said quietly. “Not anywhere near this place.”
The sergeant nodded. “We’re not staying either. This isn’t a campsite. It’s a mass grave with
decorations.” He pointed in the direction we had come from. “We’re moving on. But first —

clear our backs.”
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"What do you mean?" asked Tam.

The sergeant looked at the marks on the ground, those strange round impressions that
belonged to nothing and no one we knew. "We're not the only ones finding our way here," he
said. "And | don't want that thing, whatever it is, catching us off guard from behind. So we're
burning the chapel down."

The priest flinched. “No,” he exclaimed. “That’s...”

“A place the thing knows,” the sergeant interrupted. “And if we’ve learned one thing, it’s that
it steals its places. Women. Men. Veils. Souls. Whatever you want to call it.”

“It is still a house of God,” said the priest, but his voice was no longer steady.
“If it’s a house of God,” Broc growled, “then God hasn’t paid the rent for a long time.”

| looked at the chapel. 1t no longer seemed like a sacred place. It seemed like a hole inhabited
by something that enjoyed seeing people kneeling there. A place where hope had been
transformed into fear, piece by piece, veil by veil.

"Is she burning?" | said quietly.

The priest looked at me, surprised, hurt, as if | had just insulted his mother. "You too,
William?"

“If the thing has places where it thinks we’re not looking,” I said, “then that’s exactly where
we should bring the fire.”

Seoras nodded. "Fire takes and gives," he said. "It consumes, but it also makes visible. And
sometimes that's the only thing that remains.”

The sergeant gave the order. Men gathered dry wood, as dry as could be found in this damp
world. They brought old blankets, straw scraps, anything that would burn. The priest stood for
a moment, lost amidst the veils that trembled above him. Then he stepped to the altar, placed
his hand on the cold stone, and whispered a few words | didn't understand. Perhaps a farewell.
Perhaps an apology. Perhaps both.

Broc lit the first torch. The wind hesitated, as if deciding whether to help or hinder. Then the
fire took the torch, climbed it, and greedily devoured whatever was thrown to it. The first
flame touched the old wood of the door. It crackled. It smelled of dust, of cobwebs, of old
promises no one had kept.

"Do it properly,” said the sergeant. "We don't need a sad flicker. We need a clear signal.”

It wasn't long before the chapel was ablaze. First tentatively, then more wildly. The roof,
already half-rotted, began to glow, then to burn, then to collapse in on itself. Sparks flew into
the sky, mingling with the veils that now caught fire. One after another, they began to burn,
like small, angry white birds that rose briefly and then perished.

Fiona's sister wasn't here, but I thought of her. Of all the women who had disappeared
somewhere in these hills. Perhaps underground. Perhaps inside something that didn't deserve
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the name we wanted to give it. And for the first time, | felt a fire inside me that wasn't just
anger.

It was something else. A mixture of guilt and determination. As if someone had plunged a
torch into my core and said: There. Now you're burning too.

The priest stood with his head bowed, then raised it and looked into the flames. "If this is a
mistake," he said hoarsely, "then | pray that it is at least an honest one."

"Honest mistakes are the only ones | can tolerate," said the sergeant.

We stepped back as the roof finally collapsed, sending a cloud of sparks and smoke shooting
into the sky. It looked as if someone had tried to set fire to a piece of the night. | placed my
hand on my chest, felt my heart pounding, rough and hard, as if it wanted to burst from my
ribs and burn up there with me.

“Fire in the fields,” Seoras murmured, more to himself. “And fire in the men. Sometimes you
need both to change things.”

The wind shifted, caught the smoke, and carried it south. To where the English were. To
where battles awaited, battles in which the enemy had names and flags. A different war. More
tangible. More predictable. Almost friendly compared to what lurked here in these hills.

"We're leaving," the sergeant said curtly. "Now."

We left the burning chapel behind. No song. No prayer. Only the taste of soot in our mouths
and the thought that we had set fire to something that might burn longer than we lived. In the
fields beside the hill stood dry grass, which caught fire alarmingly easily when a spark drifted
over. A small flame devoured the yellow, like a thought growing ever larger.

“Will the village survive this?”” Aidan asked.
“The village, yes,” said Seoras. “The church, no. Perhaps it’s better that way.”

| looked back. Fire in the fields. Fire in the sky. And in my chest, something that wouldn't go
out. Not a beautiful, warm fireplace. More like a low, stubbornly burning core of embers. The
thought that there were things | no longer wanted to allow. Not while | was still standing. Not
while I could still hold a sword. Or that damned knife.

We marched on south, towards the other war. But no matter how many more Englishmen
might fall victim to our blades, | knew: what remained here in the hills was perhaps worse.
And it had seen me. About Moira. About a kiss. About a vow of steel.

| was no longer just a bastard who had screamed into the rain. | was now someone touched by
something outside of all this. And although I hated it, | had to admit it: I was burning. Not
visibly, not loudly. Inside. Silently. And this fire would either make me strong.

Or eventually eat them from the inside out.
The smoke from the burning chapel still clung to our clothes as we continued marching south.

It was that sweet, heavy smell of burning that seeps into fabric, skin, and memory. You can't
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get it out, no matter how often you wash. If you wash at all. Behind us, the hill flickered as if
someone had cut a wound into the landscape and stuffed it with fire. Not a pleasant farewell,
but an honest one. At least we knew that whatever was up there now had one less place to
make itself comfortable.

The landscape opened up before us. Fewer trees, more fields. Or what had once been fields.
The earth looked tired, trampled, torn by too many boots. Here and there, a few rows of grain
still stood, half-dead, yellowish, bent. Other fields had already been burned, leaving only
black stubble sticking out of the ground like charred fingers. In the distance, | saw plumes of
smoke. Not from us. Not from the chapel anymore. Other fires. Other stories.

“Englishmen,” Seoras said at one point, more to himself than to us. “That’s their writing: fire
on foreign fields.”

"They write in capital letters,” Aidan murmured.

The sergeant raised his hand, the order rippling through the ranks like a jolt. Halt. We
stopped. No neighing, no shouts, no clanging of metal. Only the wind, rustling through the
burnt stalks, as if searching for what had once grown there.

“This is fresh,” said Broc, kneeling down. He took some ash between his fingers and rubbed
it. “Still warm.”

"Maybe half a day," Seoras said. "Maybe less."

“Then they’re not far,” the sergeant said. His voice was matter-of-fact, but | heard that slight,
almost hungry twang beneath it. The twang of a man who would rather strike than wait.

We moved closer together, marched on, slower, more anxiously. Between two fields, a
farmhouse appeared — a pitiful structure of wood and clay, with a crooked roof and a fenced-
in patch of earth where livestock might once have grazed. Now there was nothing there. The
gate hung open, as if someone had not only opened it but had also made it impossible to close.

"Attention,” said the sergeant. "No one runs ahead. No one falls behind."

We approached the farmyard. No smoke from the chimney. No chickens fluttering about. No
dogs. Everything seemed like a stage where the play had already been performed, and only
the scenery remained to tell the story of how awful the ending was.

The courtyard was burned. Not completely, just in streaks, as if fires had been set here and
there to create panic. A wooden cart lay overturned, its wheel broken. The door of the hut had
been kicked in. The wood was splintered, a few dark stains ran across the floor. Blood. Not
much, but enough to say: This place had been more than just fire.

"Form up,” the sergeant ordered. "Two men on the right, two on the left, the rest in the
middle."

We spread out as we'd been taught. Shields raised, swords loose, eyes open. | felt the knife at
my side, as if it had tilted slightly forward. I didn't like it, but I couldn't change it.
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The sergeant was the first to enter the hut. The stench hit him—cold smoke, sweat, something
old and metallic. I followed him in, along with Seoras. The light was dim. Clutter everywhere.
Overturned stools, a shattered jug, scattered rags. Two simple crosses hung on the wall. One
had been torn down and lay broken on the floor.

There was a body lying in the corner.

An old man, gray beard, thin, almost translucent. His eyes were open, but they could see
nothing. His chest was crushed, as if someone had stepped on it with full force. No clean cut,
no stab wound. Just raw violence. Next to him lay a woman, perhaps his wife, perhaps a
daughter; it was impossible to tell from that angle. Her face was blue, her neck discolored.
Marks of strangulation. Fingers. Too thick, too strong for her slender hands.

“Englishmen,” Seoras said quietly. No question mark.
“Yes,” said the sergeant. “This is their style.”
"They didn't even loot," | said. "They just destroyed things."

“Power is sometimes exactly that,” the sergeant said. “Not taking what you want, but
destroying what you don’t need.”

Someone outside shouted, "Sergeant!"

We turned around and stepped out into the yard. Tam and Aidan stood at the edge of the field,
their arms tense, their faces unsure whether to be angry or disgusted. Beside them lay a body
in the grass. Not a Scotsman. An Englishman.

He lay on his back, eyes wide open, mouth slightly ajar. His armor was half-charred, his
chainmail ripped open at one side. His skin was burned, but not by fire alone. His hands were
clenched, his fingers digging into the ground like claws. A gaping hole yawned between his
ribs and stomach. Not from a sword. Again, that thing too broad, too deep, too unnaturally
smooth.

"Not him," said Tam. "You didn't kill him, did you?"

“It wasn’t me,” said Aidan. “At least I can’t remember it.”

Seoras knelt down, his face hardening even more than usual. "This isn't an English wound
again," he said. "They usually die more beautifully. With their neat cuts and tidy stitches.
This... is something else.”

“He was writhing around as he died,” said the sergeant. “Do you see the marks?” He pointed
to the ground. Again those fine, round impressions, as if someone had drawn through the
earth with a strange rod or a series of small wheels. “And it went right into the man’s armor
like a bullet.”

"So it doesn't just eat ours,” Broc said. "It eats theirs too."

A lousy consolation. But at least some kind of compensation.
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“If the thing takes the English,” said Aidan, “why are they still burning the fields?”

“Because they don’t know they’re being hunted,” the sergeant said. “Or because they don’t
care. To those at the top, we’re all just food. And to that thing... too.”

The priest came closer and looked at the dead Englishman. "Perhaps this is justice,” he said
softly. "Perhaps what hunts here is the answer to everything they did to us.”

“I don’t want justice that has no face,” Broc growled. “I want an enemy where I know where
to strike.”

| understood him. I, too, wanted someone | could hate without having to worry about whether
they even thought like us. The English were pigs, but understandable pigs. They had voices,
hands, faces, bones that broke. And | felt something stir within me, a gratitude that they
existed. That there was an enemy that wasn't made of shadows and sounds.

“We have to find them,” said the sergeant. “The English. And convince them that they are not
the only ones who can burn.”

The plan, if you can call it that, was simply a slap in the face: We would continue south, come
across the road the English used for their troops, and meet them there. Not an ambush in the
classic sense, more like an ugly encounter between two groups of men who had plenty of
reason to hate each other. And looming over everything was this invisible thing, lurking
somewhere, perhaps even laughing.

The march dragged on, but this time there was something sharp in the air. The fire at our
backs, the dead in the hut, the dead Englishman in the field — it all burned within us. Ruairi
walked beside me, his face pinched, his hands clenched into fists.

"I'm scared," he said suddenly. Just like that. Without any hesitation.

"Good,"” | said. "Then you're not dead yet."

“I’m afraid of that thing,” he said. “But of the English... I'm afraid of something else.”
"What?"

He thought for a moment. "Anger."

| had to grin. "That's a start."”

When we reached the road—a rutted strip of earth where wagon wheels had left deep tracks—
we saw them. At first, just as dust. Then as dark specks. Then as a line of men, suits of armor,

horses. Not many. Fewer than you need for a major battle. But enough for a taste.

“Vanguard,” said the sergeant. “If we catch them, we’ll get their eyes before they betray us to
the rest.”

He gave orders, short and to the point. Shield line in the trench, spearmen on the sides, archers
— the few we had — a little further back. No elaborate plan, just what always remains: men in
ranks, hoping they don't make the wrong decision at the right moment.
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| stood at the front. Next to Tam, next to Aidan. My heart was pounding, but not like the
creature in the woods. It wasn't a paralyzing fear. It was a different kind of fire. One | knew.
One that said: Now you can make someone pay for what they think they're entitled to do with
your land.

The English were drawing nearer. Their faces were visible. Dusty, but arrogant. Their flag
was visible, a piece of cloth pretending to be more than just woven yarn. Their horses were
visible, proud and well-fed. Their weapons were visible.

“You can see us,” Aidan said.
"Good," | said. "Then we don't need to introduce her."

The sergeant raised his sword. No grand speech. No god, no king, no glory. Just: "Hold the
line."

When the English were close enough, one of them shouted something. | didn't understand the
words, but the tone was universal: mockery, condescension. They still thought this was going
to be a warm-up.

| felt my grip tighten. | felt the sword in my right hand, the knife on my left. | felt Tam's back
against my shield, Aidan beside me, Ruairi behind us. A chain of flesh, fear, and rage.

Then they met us.

The impact was a sound of wood, metal, bone, and curses. Shields clashed, horses neighed,
men roared. The Englishman in front of me was taller than | was, but his expression was one
of surprise when the line of "wild Scots" didn't give way. His sword came from above; |
raised my shield, the blow vibrating through my arm. He wound up again, but this time | was
quicker. | stepped forward, shoving him in the chest with my shield, barely a step, but enough
to make him stagger.

There it was, that small window of time, that hole in the moment in which you decide whether
you live or die.

My sword came from below, finding the gap between his chainmail and the leather. I didn't
feel it pierce. | only felt his weight suddenly fall against me. A warm rush ran over my hand,
my fingers, the sword.

Blood.

He looked at me. For just a heartbeat. No long monologue, no final curse. Just a brief,
surprised, almost offended glance. Then he slumped away, disappeared into the chaos of legs,
collapses, and jolts.

That was my first Englishman.

| thought | would feel something. Guilt. Triumph. Disgust. None of that came as | had

imagined. What came was a hot, wild surge in my chest. A fire that spread from my stomach
up to my throat, into my head. Not beautiful. Not noble. Just raw.
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“One more!” Tam yelled beside me, pulling a rider off his horse who had drifted into the
second row.

| roared back. Not with words. Just with my throat. The air tasted of iron and dust and fear,
but I was right in the thick of it. And in that moment, | didn't care about the creatures in the
forest. Veils. Chapels. Curses. There was only steel, flesh, and the simple, ugly thought: You
or me.

When we finally broke the English—and we did break them, though it was a close call—the
last of them ran off south. Back to their masters, back to their army, back to those men who
think the world is theirs. Some of our men wanted to follow, but the sergeant held them back.

“We are not dogs,” he said. “We showed them we have fire. That’s enough for today.”

| stood there, breathing heavily, my sword dripping, my legs weak. The dead Englishman at
my feet looked like all the other dead men. The color of his flag made no difference.

My chest was burning.
Not just because | had lived.
But because | had realized: I could kill. And it didn't feel as wrong as it perhaps should have.

| wiped the sword on the man's cloak, sheathed it, and instinctively placed my hand on
Moira's knife. It was cool. Quieter. As if this part of the evening hadn't been necessary.

“Fire in the fields,” I thought. “Fire on the tongue. Fire in the chest.”
And somewhere back there in the north, the chapel was still burning.

That was Scotland at that moment: a land ablaze on all sides. Some were lighting fires, others
were burning. And | was right in the middle of it, a bastard with a sword and a knife from a
dead woman who might not have been dead.

| knew this was only the beginning. The first Englishman falls, then the others become easier.
Just like the first death in your own camp. You get used to it. You become numb. Or you
become more hardened. I didn't yet know what would become of me. But | suspected that the
spark they had lit in me—Moira, the thing in the woods, the English, the burned farm—would
never go out.

It was burning. And | burned with it.

After the battle, the silence was the worst part. Not the screams, not the clang of metal, not the
groans of the wounded—all of that was as much a part of it as rain is to our cursed land. But
when all that slowly subsided and only this dull, distorted silence remained, then the
reckoning truly came. The English lay in the dirt, some motionless, others still trembling like
fish that hadn't realized the stream had long since stopped flowing. A few of ours lay there
too. Some just sat, their backs against a stone, their hands on a wound they ignored until their
bodies forced them to take it seriously. Blood everywhere, in dark, already thickening stains.
The ground took it as it always had, as if it had never done anything else.
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The sergeant moved through the chaos like someone sorting through the remnants of a
disastrous market day. He checked who was still standing, who was still breathing, who was
merely pretending. Names were called out, some answered, some not. If someone didn't
respond, they were called a second time. If there was still no answer, it was clear that the earth
had claimed them. No drumming, no fanfare, just a mental checkmark: one less. Broc counted
quietly, as if trying to reassure himself that there weren't that many. "Four," he murmured.
"Five. Five of us." He glanced at the English. "But there are more of them down." The
sergeant nodded, but it was clear: numbers don't make death any easier, they just make it
more manageable in your own mind.

| stood there, the sword still in my hand, even though there was no longer any reason to. My
fingers wouldn't let go of the hilt, as if afraid that without steel between them they might
begin to tremble. The Englishman | had captured lay before me. He looked smaller now. The
pride had drained from his face; all that remained was a man who had thought his side was in
the right. Just like us. | waited for something. Regret, perhaps. Disgust. A kind of nausea that
reminded me that | had once been nothing more than the bastard in a hut. But nothing came.
Only a dull, quiet emptiness—and beneath it, that flickering in my chest, as if someone had lit
a stove and forgotten to close the damper.

“You should wipe the sword,” Seoras said beside me. “If the blood dries, it’ll tell you you’re
an idiot the next time you strike.” I looked at the blade. It still gleamed, red, moist, alive in a
way. I knelt down, grabbed the Englishman’s cloak, pulled it toward me, and ran the blade
over it until the steel was clean. The blood clung to the fabric, as if the man’s only purpose
now was to keep my tool clean. It felt brutal, but honest. Maybe this was what honesty in war
meant.

Tam sat a few steps away on a rock, his hand on his shoulder where a sword had grazed him.
He grimaced, but he didn't curse much. "It burns,” he said when | sat down beside him. "But
at least I wasn't ripped open like that boy by the river." He looked at me, and for a moment
there was something soft behind the hardness in his gaze that he couldn't hide very well. "That
thing out there," he murmured, "it won't eat us all. Not yet. Perhaps we should be grateful to
the English for giving us something familiar every now and then."

Aidan arrived, sweaty, with a crack in his helmet, but otherwise unharmed. He simply sat
down in the dirt, letting himself fall as if his legs weren't quite sure they still belonged to him.
"I punched him in the face,” he said quietly. "The rider. First with the shield, then with the
sword hilt. 1 didn't think | could do that before. You know, just like that. In the face. Without
asking." He laughed briefly, the fake, nervous laugh you learn when you don't want to burst
into tears. "Now | know I can do it." His eyes glazed over for a moment. "I don't know if
that's a good thing."

“Good or bad is over,” I said. “Now it’s just: can you or can’t you. The rest comes later, when
you get old. When you get old.” The “when” stood there like a wall no one likes to run into.
Some of us would get old, most wouldn’t. The difference often lay in half a step, a flat stone,
an unraveled blade.

Ruairi stood slightly apart, sword in hand, but clean. He hadn't engaged a direct opponent, just
held his position as best he could. Sweat beaded on his forehead, his eyes far too large. He
didn't look like a fellow fighter, more like someone who had woken up by chance next to a
battle. "I didn't kill anyone," he said when | approached. "Is that bad?" "No," I said. "It
becomes bad when you start wanting to." He nodded, but I could see that this consolation
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didn't do him much good. He didn't want to be a coward, but he didn't want to become a
murderer either. Life had placed him between two roles and said: Choose. Except he wasn't
ready to.

The sergeant had the dead collected. Ours were given blankets, names, and quiet words. The
English were given earth. "Bury them shallowly," he said. "Not out of respect, but so the
ravens know where to begin." The priest gave him a brief, painful look but said nothing. He
murmured his prayers in his head, and the gods could choose whose side they wanted to be on
today, if they even felt like listening.

We made camp at the edge of the field, away from the dead, but close enough that we
wouldn't forget them. The fire was small, economical, didn't need much wood because it had
enough else to burn: our thoughts, our remaining morale, the last vestige of belief that
anything could be done right here. Broc handed out water, no rations from the barrel. "No
whiskey today," he said. "You're already hot enough.” Some grumbled, but no one really
objected. Throats were dry, but they always were. | sat there, the sword beside me, the knife
in my hand. I turned it between my fingers, slowly, as if trying to ask the blade what it wanted
from me. The dark vein I'd seen earlier was still there. Not large, not noticeable, but there. A
shadow in the metal. I ran my thumb over it. It was smoother than the rest of the blade, almost
like glass. It didn't feel like something the smith had intended.

The priest eventually sat down beside me, heavy, tired, as if he had aged inside more than his
face showed. “This is her knife,” he said. “Moira’s. I saw it before she disappeared. She
carried it like others carry a cross.” I looked at him. “Why did she give it to me?” He didn’t
answer at first. Instead, he looked across at the fields where the earth was still dark from the
English fire. “Some people sense things before they happen,” he said then. “They know
something is coming. A war. A man. A death. Maybe she sensed she was falling and passed
the knife to someone who would still be standing.” “That sounds like she knew she was
dying.” “Perhaps she didn’t die,” he said, quietly, almost reluctantly. “Perhaps she only went
where the thing that’s stalking our land reigns.” “And me?” I asked. “What am I then? A
messenger?” The priest looked at my hands, at my scars, at my eyes. "Perhaps you are the one
it has chosen. Or the one who stands in its way. Perhaps both."

Theories are of little help when night falls. Eventually, we lay down, as far as lying down
could be called. More like falling. The weariness wasn't ordinary weariness. It was heavy,
tenacious, sitting on my chest. I lay on my back, gazing at the sky, which always remained the
same, regardless of whether someone below was dying or laughing. Stars were barely visible;
the clouds held sway. | groped for the piece of wood from my cradle, which I still carried in
my pocket, and for Moira's knife. An old memory and a new vow, side by side in a dirty hand.

Sleep didn't come right away. When it did, it was fragmented. | dreamed of fire—not the
chapel, not the fields, but flames coming from people, from their eyes, their mouths, their
wounds. | dreamed of a shadow that passed through the fire without being burned. It stopped,
right in front of me, and | recognized Moira's face in the darkness. Not beautiful, not soft. Just
serious. "You're burning,"” she said. "But you don't know what for yet." | wanted to ask her
something, but the shadow behind her grew larger, swallowing her and the fire and
everything, until only that vibrating hum remained, the same one I'd heard in the village that
night.

| woke with a pounding heart, my mouth dry, my hands clenched. It was still dark, the camp
half asleep, half awake, as it eventually learns to be. The dog, who hadn't left us since the
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village, lay at the edge of the fire, his eyes open. He stared north. Away from the English.
Towards where the chapel had burned. Towards where we had set fire to something,
something no one knew whether it was just stone and wood or something more.

Fire in the fields, fire in my chest. The thought wouldn't leave me. We were no longer just
men running towards an army. We were part of something bigger than flags and orders.
Something that moved in the forests, in old chapels, in veils, in knives, in the minds of those
who could no longer sleep at night.

In the morning, the sergeant would wake us, urge us on, drive us south again, after the
English, towards the next battle, the next attempt to prove something to the king. But deep
down, | knew: the war against the English was only half the story. The other half was the
thing lurking in the shadows. And | was now tied to it by a thread, whether I liked it or not.

| turned onto my side, pulled my coat tighter around me, felt the knife at my hip and the small
piece of wood against my heart. | thought of my mother. My father. Moira. Fiona. The boy by
the river. The Englishman at my feet. They were all part of the fire that now burned within
me. It wasn't a beautiful, warm flicker. It was a hungry, impatient light that asked: When will
we continue?

And | knew: It would continue. With mud, blood, and brothers in the dirt.

Bandits, peasants, brothers in the dirt

The next morning didn't begin with a bugle, not with a grand command, but with a curse.
Broc kicked the sole of someone's foot who'd been pretending to be dead for too long, and
somewhere in the camp, someone's knee slammed against a pot. That was our wake-up call:
metal on tin, a shout, a curse, a few tired laughs. That's what the army sounded like when it
was honest. No drums, no fanfares, just men who couldn't remember whether they'd seen too
much blood or slept too little the night before.

| woke with a body that felt as if someone had reassembled it in the night, but forgotten a few
pieces. Every muscle protested, my shoulder ached even though there was no wound, and the
afterglow of yesterday still burned in my chest. The Englishman was no longer lying in front
of me, but he was still there, somewhere behind my eyes, a ghostly outline. Not powerful, not
tall. Just a face | recognized now. Most men carry their dead around with them, their whole
lives, like stones in a pocket, which they claim are keepsakes.

"Get up, you heroes," Broc growled, kicking Tam in the sole of his foot once more. "The
world won't wait until you're well-rested."”

"The world can go fuck itself,” Tam muttered, but sat up anyway. He rubbed his eyes, then his
shoulder, then his neck, as if checking to make sure everything was still attached. "Am 1 still
alive?”

“Yes,” I said. “Unfortunately.”

"Good," he said. "Then | can disappoint someone again today."
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We packed up. It never took long — we never carried much. A few blankets, a few pots,
weapons that we stroked more than ourselves because they were the only things that really
mattered around here. The sergeant was already standing, as if he'd spent the night on his feet,
his gaze fixed south, where the road cut a brown scar across the land.

“Today we’re staying away from the road,” he said. “English people aren’t the only ones out
there.”

“Oh, do we have competition now?”” Aidan mocked.

“Bandits,” said the sergeant. “People who don’t carry a flag, but are just as happy to Kill.
Sometimes worse, because they have no king to prove anything to.”

"Bandits are more likely to steal than to kill,"” Tam said. "At least the clever ones are."”
Seoras snorted. "There aren't many clever bandits."

We left the field, the road remaining a safe distance to our right, a constant companion we
didn't want to let get any closer. The ground became uneven again, full of holes and small
hills that could twist your foot if you weren't careful. The land was full of traps, even though
not a single one was made of rope or iron. The mere presence of gravity was enough.

The sun struggled to break through the clouds, but didn't penetrate properly. That greasy, gray
light remained, making everything look the same: trees, sky, faces. You could have hidden the
dead among the living today, and some wouldn't have been noticed.

We marched in a loose formation, shields at our sides, swords at the ready, spears over our
shoulders. Everyone kept a little more distance than usual, because everyone knew that today
it wasn't just the English who were our problem. Scotsmen could be scoundrels too, if they
were far enough from their own village.

“Bandits,” Ruairi muttered beside me. “Aren’t we bandits ourselves?”

“We’re not stealing anyone’s last loaf of bread,” I said. “At most, we’re stealing the English’s
breath.”

"Bandits say that too," he said quietly.

| didn't have an answer to that that I liked.

At midday we stopped at a ruined wall that had once belonged to a farmyard. Now it was just
a pile of stones lying in the grass like teeth knocked out of a ruin. The sergeant signaled for a
short rest, and we sat down, drank water, and chewed on hard bread that was more suitable as
a weapon.

That's when we saw her.

At first | thought they were farmers, simply too curious to ignore us. Three figures, at the
edge of a small hill, slow, cautious, observant. No armor, just rough clothing, coats, hoods.

One carried something over his shoulder that looked like a spade. They stopped when they
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realized we had seen them. One of those silent seconds when the world briefly pretends to be
breathless.

"Friends of yours?" Tam murmured.
"If these were my friends, | wouldn't be here,” | said.

The sergeant stood up without moving his hand towards his sword. Not yet. "Come closer!"
he shouted. "Or get out! | don't do things halfway!"

The men looked at each other as if they were voting. Then one of them approached. Slowly,
his hands visible, open but not raised. A thin fellow, with a bushy beard, he had seen better
days. His eyes were narrow, alert, accustomed to assessing danger.

“We are just farmers,” he said when he was close enough.

“Then you have damn hungry fields,” said Broc. “They look like they haven’t eaten in
weeks.”

The man smiled crookedly. "Farmers without fields are just beggars with dirt on their boots."
"What do you want?" asked the sergeant, matter-of-factly.

The man looked past us, taking in the weapons, our armor, the way we sat: never completely
relaxed, always half-asleep. "We want to know if you'll kill us," he said. "Or if you have the
same enemy as us."

“Englishmen?” Seoras asked.

“Among others,” the man said.

That didn't sound good.

"What's your name?" | asked.

He looked at me as if he hadn't expected anyone to ask his name. "Dougal,” he said after a
short pause. "I'm from back there.” He gestured vaguely north. "It used to be a farm. Now
it's... ash with memories.”

“Englishmen?” Aidan asked.

“Some,” said Dougal. “The others were...” He paused. “...I don’t know what they were.”
We knew better than we would have liked.

The sergeant beckoned him closer. "Sit down," he said. "Eat. And talk."

Dougal ducked his head slightly, as if fearing a trap, but then approached anyway. Two of the
men in the background stopped, one kneeling, the other half-hidden behind a rock. They

weren't stupid. Trust was a luxury here.
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Dougal sat down on a stone, took the bread Tam offered him, and bit into it as if he hadn't had
a proper meal in days. His jaw was working, but his eyes remained alert, scanning our faces
as if searching for something to soothe him. He wouldn't find it here.

"You fought against them, didn't you?" he asked. "Against the English."

“Just now,” said the sergeant. “They burned the field and the people. We gave something
back to them.”

Dougal nodded slowly. "They took everything," he said. "First wood. Then grain. Then cattle.
Then children for their work. Then men for the war. And when there was nothing left to take,
they set fire to what was still standing.”

"That's how they like to do it," Broc grumbled.

“And when they were gone,” Dougal continued, “the others came.”

“What does ‘the others’ mean?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

Dougal looked at me, and in his gaze was something I'd recognized since The Man by the
River: that faint flicker between madness and lucidity. "1 don't know how to tell them," he
murmured. "They're... too big. Too fast. Too quiet. They don't talk. They smell of—"

“Power,” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

He shook his head. "No. Different. English people smell of power. Those people smell of...
hunger.”

It was just one word. But it hit home. Hunger is something we all knew. Hunger doesn't just
eat your stomach, it eats your thoughts, your pride, your faith. When it grows strong enough,
you do things you never thought you'd do. And that's exactly what he was describing.

"Have you seen her?" Ruairi asked quietly.

Dougal nodded. "I've seen one," he said. "One. And that's enough for the rest of my life."
"What did he look like?" asked the priest.

“Like three men stacked on top of each other,” Dougal said. “Shoulders like tree trunks. Arms
like branches. Legs like posts. But not heavy. He moved like a man who knows where his foot
is going before he puts it down.” He shuddered. “He took my brother. Not just punched or cut
him. He took him like he was picking up a child. And then... he was gone. Into the darkness.”
"Have you found his brother again?" Seoras asked.

Dougal looked at him, and his answer was in a way worse than any yes or no.

"Only parts."

Silence. Again, that damned, sticky silence.
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“And you?” Dougal then asked, as if he wanted to move away from his own images. “You are
not peasants. Not bandits. None of those who only plunder because they don’t know what else
to do. You look like you know where you’re going.”

"When you find that out, tell me,"” said Tam.

The sergeant took over. “We’re marching south. Against an army that thinks it can divide our
country like a piece of bread. But the road there is full of... other things.”

“You saw them too,” Dougal said. No question mark.
| nodded. "In the village. At night. At the chapel. By the boy by the river."

Dougal breathed heavily. "Then it's not a figment of my imagination. Not a curse that only
exists in my head."

“No,” I said. “If so, then we are all cursed.”

“There are bandits around here too,” Seoras interjected. “People who like to ransack farms
and streets alike. You’re not one of them, are you?”

Dougal sighed. "Bandits have something we don't: choice."”

That was one of those answers that briefly makes you feel like the world is even more
complicated than you thought.

"You can come with us,"” said the sergeant. "If you want. Peasants can become fighters."
"And then what?" asked Dougal. "Do you die for someone whose name you don't know?"

The sergeant barely shrugged. "In the end, you always die for someone you don't know. Or
for something that doesn't thank you."

Dougal thought for a moment. “We have no more fields,” he said. “No farm. No animals. If
we stay here, either the English or the others will eat us. Or starve. Perhaps it’s better to die
with men who still know what they are.”

“And what are we?” asked Aidan, half mockingly, half seriously.

Seoras answered before the sergeant could. "Brothers in the dirt,” he said. "It won't get any
better in this life."

Dougal looked at his hands. Calloused, cracked, covered in dirt and old bloodstains. Then he
looked at ours. And for the first time, he grinned properly. Not a pretty grin, but a genuine
one. "Then | guess we're halfway there," he said.

And so they became part of our group. Farmers who no longer had fields. Men who had too
little to live on and too much to die from. Some called them bandits right away, others saw
them as just extra mouths. I looked at them and thought: There's not much difference between
us anymore. Farmers, bandits, soldiers—we all lay in the same filth, we shared it, we froze in
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it, we bled into it. And if we were lucky, one day we would disappear into it before anything
more was taken from us.

In the afternoon, a rain began that didn't want to be a rain at all—just a fine, sticky drizzle, not
enough to clear the air, but enough to make our clothes heavier. We trudged on, nothing major
happened, no battle, no monster, just this constant awareness: It's there. Englishmen. Bandits.
The Thing in the Shadows. The world full of teeth, and we right in the middle of it, brothers

in the dirt, pretending to still be whole human beings.

And deep in my chest, that fire continued to smolder. Calmly. Tenaciously. It waited. For the
next encounter. For the next decision. For the moment when peasants and bastards would
have to become something more than just fodder.

The rain didn't stay gentle and polite for long. After an hour, it fell in thick, dull drops that felt
as if the sky were trying to send us home—except none of us knew where "home" was
anymore. The earth soon transformed into a single gray-brown mass that clung to our boots
like a memory that wouldn't let go. We kept walking, more swimming than marching, and
each of us slowly began to look like a sack full of wet stones.

Dougal and his two men were now walking with us. One was named Murn—a taciturn fellow
with a face that looked like a poorly carved wooden figure. The other was barely twenty, a
lanky boy named Cailean who hadn't yet grasped that this country wouldn't respect his youth.
He carried a stick he called a "spear," and although I didn't laugh at him for it, | had to fight
back a grin. When | was his age, I'd thought a stick would save my life, too. They sometimes
do, but not in the way you'd like.

“How much further to Stirling?”” Aidan asked at one point, while rubbing the rain out of his
eyes.

The sergeant gave him a look that spoke volumes, even without words: We'll arrive when we
arrive. "A few days," he said tersely. "If nothing stops us."

“And what could possibly stop us?”” Tam asked mockingly, as if he had forgotten what
chapter of our lives we were in.

“Englishmen,” said Broc. “Bandits,” said Seoras. “The thing,” I said.

All three were correct.

We marched through an area that must once have been fields, but now resembled a battlefield
that had been forgotten and left uncleaned. Burnt tree stumps jutted from the earth like finger
joints, and among them lay broken clay pots, half a wheel, a piece of shoe that no one seemed
to miss. Farmland—Dbut without farmers. It was as if someone had simply sucked the life out
of it, leaving only the framework.

“Someone worked here once,” Dougal murmured. “Children played here. Someone sowed
seeds here, hoping that something would come back.”

“Some hopes are stupid,” said Broc.

“Some are necessary,” Dougal replied. “If you lose them, all that’s left is stealing and killing.”
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"Then welcome to the club," said Tam.

We reached a spot where the ground was unusually flat, almost leveled. The grass was
trampled down, but not in the way hooves or boots would. Rather, it looked as if something
heavy had moved back and forth without any clear purpose or direction. The earth was dark,
damp, almost muddy, but not because of the rain.

“There’s no fire here,” Seoras said, kneeling down. “And yet the earth is black.”

"What does that mean?" asked Cailean.

Seoras smelled it and grimaced. "That's not firebrand. That's... burnt moisture. As if the earth
had been boiled."

"Of what?" asked the boy.

“Of something that has time,” Seoras said.

A shiver ran down my spine. | thought of the veil. The chapel. The bone protruding from the
earth like an unfinished sentence. Yes, something had time. More time than we did. And it
was using it.

We marched on, and at some point the rain became a curtain behind which visibility was
barely three meters. If the forest could be counted, it was now just a gray shadow with trunks
that looked like dark lines. But the sounds became clearer: raindrops hitting leaves; the breath
of twenty men; a distant cry of an animal—or what we convinced ourselves was an animal.
"It smells like death in here," Broc said suddenly.

"You say that everywhere,” Tam growled.

"Because that's how it is everywhere," said Broc.

He was right.

The sergeant raised his hand. "Halt."

We stopped. The world stopped. Only the rain continued.

Ahead of us, between two crooked trees, lay something in the mud. Large. Dark. Motionless.
At first, | thought it was a fallen tree trunk or perhaps a dead horse. But horses look different
when they're dead. They lose their dignity. That thing up ahead never had any.

We approached. Cautiously. Shields raised. Swords ready. Slow steps.

It was a body.

A large body.

A man, perhaps. Or what was left of a man after something had been done to him that

language is not designed to do.
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He lay on his back, arms stretched out as if pleading with heaven for help. His face was
unrecognizable. Not because it had been severed—but because it was missing. Cleanly torn
away, but not with a blade. More like a fruit that had been scooped out. His throat was open,
but not ripped. Too clean. Too round. Too... wrong.

"Holy shit,” whispered Aidan.

“No,” the priest said tonelessly. “There was nothing holy here.”

Dougal knelt down, though I didn't understand why he had to do that to himself. Maybe
because he wanted to know if it was someone he knew. Maybe because he needed to find out
if his brother had ended up like that.

“This isn’t English work,” Dougal said. His voice was firm, but it vibrated. “This isn’t bandit
work either.”

“No,” I said. “That’s...”

The words never came.

“That’s it,” Cailean said suddenly. The boy’s voice was thin, but clear.
"You say that as if you've seen it," said Tam.

“I did,” whispered the boy. “At night. When we still tried to sleep in the woods. My father
said | was dreaming. But dreams don’t leave tracks in the mud.”

He pointed at the ground.

And there they were again. Those round, unnatural impressions. Not deep. Not shallow.
Just... wrong. Regular. Like a pattern. But without meaning.

The sergeant knelt beside the tracks. "Fresh," he said. "Very fresh."
Seoras nodded. "Maybe hours."

The rain intensified, but the traces remained visible, as if the thing itself had altered the earth
so that it ignored water.

“It was here,” Ruairi said. “Not long ago.”
"And maybe it's still here,” Broc said.

We raised our shields. The swords clashed as we lifted them. The forest wasn't silent — but it
was different. Something was breathing within it. And it wasn't the wind.

“We have to keep going,” the sergeant said calmly. He had that kind of calm that men
cultivate when they have to convince themselves that panic is a luxury they can't afford.

“We’re leaving him here?” asked Cailean, looking at the disfigured body.
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“Yes,” said the sergeant. “We don’t bury men who have already been taken by something
else.”

The priest glanced at him briefly, wanted to object, but then refrained. | understood him.
Anyone who wants to bless the dead needs a face, a name, at least a trace of humanity. This
man had none of that.

We started moving again. And as we passed that body, | felt the knife at my side vibrate. Not
strongly. Not visible. It was a tremor, barely a whisper, but enough to make my heart skip a
beat.

Moira. The chapel. The shadow. The kiss. The dead boy. Now this man.

| felt something | couldn't categorize. Not fear. Not courage. Not anger. Something else.
Something that said: It won't be long now.

We marched on, the rain lashing our faces, but no one spoke. Everyone was thinking about
the body. About the missing identity. About the traces that couldn't be washed away. And
about the fact that this thing no longer only hunted at night or in deserted places. It was now
on the paths. On our paths. It might even be following us.

“We are brothers in the dirt,” Dougal said suddenly. “But the thing... the thing is the dirt.”
“No,” I said. “It’s what lives in the dirt when we don’t look.”

And for the first time in days, the sergeant nodded seriously, without any trace of doubt.
“It hunts,” he said. “And it chooses.”

| felt the cold in my chest. | knew who it had chosen. And I knew it wouldn't stop.

We pressed on past the mutilated body like men who really wanted to stop. It was that feeling
of having a stone stuck in your stomach that you couldn't spit out. The rain seeped into the
cracks of our armor, crept into our boots, and ran down our backs. Every step made a
squelching sound, as if the ground were warning us: Just a little further, just a bit more, and
I'll drag you in, you idiots. But nobody turned back. Where would they go? North, back to
burned villages, into the haze and shadows? Or south, straight into the arms of the English?
Ahead was death, behind was death, and in the middle was us. Brothers in the dirt, without a
map, which was worse.

After a while, the rain stopped, but not the mud. The clouds hung in the sky like gray planks,
heavy, low, bored. The light broadened, flattening everything. Ruins looked like hills, hills
like graves, men like shadows who had forgotten they were once human. The road had crept
closer to us again, as if afraid of being alone, and now ran alongside us like a third line. Ours,
the forest, and the road. Three strands, each distrusting the other.

“Up ahead,” Seoras said eventually, nodding. On the horizon, on a slight rise, something was
moving. Not like the thing in the woods, not so deep and silent. More hectic, jerky, human. A
few figures, maybe ten, maybe fifteen. They were too far away to make out faces, but close
enough to understand: they weren't just wandering around. They were looking for something.
Or someone.

119



“Bandits,” Dougal said. “Or men who pretend they aren’t.”

The sergeant made us slow down. "We'll make the decision for them," he said calmly. "If
they're farmers, let them walk past us and look at us like we're a plague. If they're not, let
them come towards us."

It didn't take long. The group above saw us, paused briefly, like a herd that sees the wolf but
doesn't know if it's full. Then one of them broke away, a man with broad shoulders and fur
that definitely wasn't sheep's. He had an axe slung over his shoulder, so large it looked almost
comical. He raised his hand, as if this were a polite meeting at a market and not a possible
prelude to a massacre.

“You are far from your farms,” he shouted.

"You too, I'm sure,"” replied the sergeant.

The men behind him laughed, but it was the short, harsh laugh of people who have laughed
many times before, just before they've swindled someone. The kind of laugh that has more to
do with the teeth than the gut.

The man with the axe approached, not quickly, but just enough to test our nerves. His men
remained standing above, forming a loose line, weapons visible but not yet raised. A few had
bows, a few clubs, one a rusty halberd that looked as if it had been left over from another war.
When the man was close enough, | saw his face. Scars, a beard, eyes like two nails. Not
completely dead in there, but far from warm. "I'm Fergus," he said. "I don't ask for your

names. Names rarely put bread on the table."

“We are warriors on the way south,” the sergeant said. “We have nothing to give away, but
we also have nothing to hide.”

Fergus grinned crookedly. "Everyone has something to give away. Gold, bread, meat, blood,
stories." He looked past us, scrutinizing Dougal and the other two. "Farmers," he said. No
question mark.

“Former farmers,” Dougal corrected.

"Those are the best," said Fergus. "They've already learned that the earth gives nothing back
when you ask politely."

| didn't like him. But | recognized something in him that felt uncomfortably familiar. That
mixture of tiredness and hunger. Not just for food. For more. For anything, anything at all. As
long as it felt like life.

"What do you want?" asked the sergeant.

"Information,"” said Fergus. "And maybe a little bit of your armor, if you no longer need it."

"The armor thing is off the table," Broc growled.

Fergus laughed. "You still have some."
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The sergeant folded his arms. "You and your troops are traveling armed, far from fields, far
from villages, far from anything that could be called home. You use names impractically. You
say you want information. What should I call you then — friend or robber?"

"You can call me whatever you like," said Fergus. "The English call me a bandit. The
peasants call me a bastard. | don't care. I call myself alive, and that's enough."

"So, Bandit,” Tam said dryly.

“Bandit is a word used by people who still believe the land belongs to someone,” Fergus said.
“It doesn’t. It belongs to whoever is old enough to stand on it.”

"What do you want to talk about?" | asked before the sergeant could say anything.

Fergus looked at me. “About what you have seen.”

“Englishmen?” Aidan asked.

“The others,” said Fergus.

There was one of those moments when you realize several men are having the same thought
at once. Everything inside me tensed. Dougal went pale. Cailean opened his mouth and closed
it again. The priest closed his eyes briefly.

"You saw it too," | said.

Fergus nodded. "If you say 'it" and | immediately know what you mean, then you've answered
the question yourself."”

"How were things with you?" Seoras asked.

“Ugly,” said Fergus. “At first we thought they were English. Then we thought they were wild
animals. Then we realized that neither of those was enough.” He shrugged as if his back was
cold. “It pulls people out of the darkness. Men, women, it doesn’t matter. It takes them as if
they’d never had any weight.”

"It hunts Englishmen and Scotsmen alike," said the priest.

"It hunts everything that has blood," Fergus said. "And perhaps also that which no longer has
any."

We stood there, a bunch of men in the mud, talking about something that didn't even have a
name, but left traces everywhere. And for a moment, bandits, farmers, soldiers, bastards were
simply a collection of bodies that didn't want to be eaten.

“Why loot if this thing will get you just like it will get us?” Aidan asked.

Fergus looked at him, and there was something in his eyes | hadn't expected. No arrogance.

No mockery. Just stark honesty. "Because I'd rather die with a full stomach than an empty

one," he said. "Because I'd rather steal someone's bread than watch hunger take it from us all.

And because, if I'm going to die, | want someone to curse my name instead of forgetting it.”
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“You’re an asshole,” said Tam, “but at least an honest one.”

Fergus grinned. "That's the best thing I've heard in weeks."

The sergeant paused to consider. One could see his thoughts grinding like millstones. "We're
heading south," he said then. "English vanguard defeated, more to come. We've picked a fight
with this thing unintentionally. We burned a chapel it liked. And we've seen what it's capable
of.ll

Fergus raised his eyebrows. "You burned down one of his seats?"

“Perhaps,” I said. “Perhaps it was just a coincidence that thirteen veils were hanging in the
thorns.”

Fergus whistled softly through his teeth. "You are either very brave or very stupid.”

“Both,” Seoras said.

"So," the sergeant continued, "you can rob us, try it, spill a little blood, take some weapons, if
you survive. And then the thing will keep hunting you. And the English will keep hunting
you. And there'll still be hunger. Or..."

He let the word hang, like meat on a hook.

“...or?” asked Fergus.

“Or you can come with me,” said the sergeant. “We’re not friends. Those days are over. But
we have the same enemy. Two of them, in fact. And I’ve rarely said of bandits that there are
too few of them when it comes to ruining the day for Brits.”

A few of us looked surprised. Broc grimaced as if he'd bitten into a sour fruit. Dougal said
nothing, but his gaze sharpened. Bandits at our backs, Englishmen in front, monsters lurking

in the shadows — a wonderful mix.

Fergus scratched his beard. "Going off with a bunch of clanmen who'll betray me at the first
opportunity as soon as they know my name?"

"I said I wasn't going to ask for your name," the sergeant reminded him.
"You already have him," Fergus muttered. "Damn it."

He thought for a moment, looked at his own people. A few were clearly against it, others saw
us more as another bulwark against the unknown.

"What do we get?" he finally asked.
“Blood and labor,” Broc said immediately.
“English heads,” Seoras added.

| said, "Perhaps this is a chance to confront this thing instead of just running away from it.”
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Fergus looked at me for a long time. "What are you?" he asked.
"A bastard with bad timing," | said.
He laughed. This time genuinely. "I like that."

Then he nodded slowly. "Good," he said. "We'll walk with you. But no whining if we pick up
things that are left behind."

"If it's English, take what you want,"” said the sergeant. "If it's Scottish, ask beforehand. At
least briefly."

“I’ve never seen anyone ask a corpse for permission to take off its belt,” Fergus murmured.
"Then start learning something new," said the sergeant.

So the bandits became our neighbors in the row. Some of us kept our distance, others spoke to
them quietly as if they'd always been there. Men are strangely simple in that respect: if you're
fighting next to one tomorrow, it doesn't matter a damn whether he'd raided your chicken
coop yesterday.

We moved on. The column had grown longer, louder, more dangerous. Farmers, bandits,
bastards, warriors, priests, a few boys who still thought they had something to prove to
someone. All in the same mud. All with the same stains on their boots. Above us, a sky that
took no sides. Beneath us, ground that made no distinction between who landed in it.

Sometime in the late afternoon, as the light began to fade again like a cowardly dog, Dougal
said quietly: “I used to think there were good people and bad people. Farmers who are honest.
Bandits who steal. Soldiers who kill. Priests who pray.”

"And now?" | asked.

“Now all I see are men with dirt on their hands,” he said. “The only difference is where it
comes from.”

| looked at my hands. Calloused, cracked, blood under the nails, dirt in the lines. | wouldn't
have been able to list all the places that had caused it.

“Bandits, peasants, brothers in the dirt,” I said. “Sounds like a nice title for a bad dream.”
“This is not a dream,” Dougal said. “This is filth itself.”

And as we continued walking, | felt something harden inside me. Not cold stone. More like
charred wood. Still glowing inside, black on the outside. | knew: The war to the south
wouldn't make us heroes. It would only show us how many layers you can peel away from a
person before only something remains. And somewhere out there, something else was
walking, also stripping away layers—only faster, more thoroughly, more hungrily.

There were many of us. Farmers. Bandits. Warriors. But compared to what followed us in the
shadows, we were all the same: flesh on legs. Hopefully, difficult to digest.
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Freedom between two sips

The evening smelled of cheap smoke and wet wool, and that was almost a relief. No blood in
the air, no burnt wood, no sweetish stench of entrails still festering in the soil. Just men
steaming like poorly aged cattle, and a few scrawny fires that pretended to warm rather than
actually do. Freedom, | thought, if you take the word seriously, is probably an overpriced
song for people who've never slept in the dirt. We never called this freedom. We called it:
Live today, maybe still tomorrow.

We'd found a halfway dry spot, a small hollow between two low hills that looked like
untrustworthy shoulders. There were a few crooked trees whose branches pretended to offer
protection. Broc had wood hauled over, as much as the area could provide; not much, but
enough to feed a handful of fires. Bandits, farmers, warriors—in the end, they all sat in a
circle, as if they'd spent their whole lives waiting to end up in this damp hole and pretend
they'd had a choice.

Fergus and his men had settled not far from us, but not quite among us either. Their own little
circle on the edge, a small courtyard of mistrust. It was like in the villages: the rich farmers
lived by the well, the poor on the outskirts, the dung heap in between. Except here no one was
rich, except Death, who held shares everywhere. Dougal sat a little closer to us with Murn and
Cailean, as if he'd decided that bandits were fine as long as they didn't breathe right behind
him.

Broc produced a jug that had emerged from some dark corner of his luggage. The smell said:
not a good whisky, but real. Nothing watered down, no thin swill. More like: if you drink
enough of this, you can even stand yourself.

"One at a time," he said, and you could tell this wasn't going to be a drunken revelry. More
like a ritual. A short, concise act to remind us that we had something more inside us than
blood and fear.

The mug was passed around. The sergeant took a sip, not a large one, not a small one. No
ceremonial gesture. Just a warming drink. Seoras took one, his face only slightly contorted, as
if he were passing judgment on the taste, a judgment no one needed to hear. Tam took one,
exhaled heavily, and handed the mug over as if he had just made peace with an old enemy.
When the mug reached me, | held it a moment too long.

Whisky. | smelled it. Smoky, sharp, not refined, but honest. I thought of the old days, the first
times I'd stolen the stuff and my mother had recognized it from the look on her face before |
could even open my mouth. "Whisky instead of prayers,” I'd said to myself back then, without
knowing it would become a chapter in my life. Now | was right in the middle of it, and the
joke had grown old.

| took a sip. It burned all the way down, played briefly with my lungs, and then landed where
it was dark. In the middle. In the hole the day had left behind. For a moment, it felt warm, a
small, defiantly flickering point inside me. Freedom between two sips, | suddenly thought.
Between now and the next command, the next attack, the next scream. The sip was like a thin
blanket wrapped around you, even though you know winter is coming.
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“Pass it on,” Broc said. “This isn’t a reflection of your repressed soul.” I handed the jug to
Aidan, who took it as if he’d been waiting for nothing else. He drank too deeply, coughed,
then laughed hoarsely. “If I'm going to die,” he said, “then I want to die with something in my
belly that wasn’t just bread.”

Cailean received the pitcher, glanced uncertainly at Dougal, as if to ask if he was allowed to
drink it. Dougal nodded. "Drink, boy. It might be the only thing today that will tell you you're
still alive.” The boy took a sip, feeling as if he had shrunk two years, coughed, but persevered.
Fergus laughed from the side. "Well, at least he can do something other than tremble."”

The whisky circulated through the warehouse, and you could feel your shoulders sink a little
lower with each sip. Not from weakness, but rather from that brief permission you granted
yourself: for ten heartbeats, not to be the strong man. For ten heartbeats, just a body that
shivered and burned simultaneously. Twenty, perhaps, if you drank faster.

The sergeant sat close to the fire, his hands folded over his knees. He didn't look like the
leader of a great cause, more like a man to whom fate had thrust the role and said, "You'll
handle it, or I'll make it worse." He looked at me.

“William,” he said, “your father. Was he there when you killed the first one?”

The question was so direct it almost hurt. "No," | said. "He's never there when someone dies.
Only when he leaves."

The sergeant nodded, as if he'd expected it. "Some are like that. They leave behind belts and
stories, and nothing else." He glanced briefly at the knife at my side, and | wondered how
much he truly understood. Perhaps more than he let on.

"The first death stays in your mind," Seoras said quietly, without looking at me. "The first
man you hit with your own steel. All the others pile up after that. But the first one is always in
the front row."

| looked at my sword. Saw the spot | thought | knew, where the Englishman's blood still
clung, even though the blade was clean. He hadn't been a great man, nothing special. A
soldier among many. But in my mind, he now had a place on a bench | knew would soon be
filled.

"How many of you are sitting in the front?" | asked Seoras.

He laughed softly. "More than I'd like. Less than | deserved. Some were pigs. Some were
better than me. They'll stay longer."

The pitcher reached me again. | took a second sip. The first had brought me to the surface, the
second pulled me a little deeper into myself. This time | drank more slowly, letting the liquid
linger in my mouth, feeling the burn before | swallowed. Freedom between sips. A tiny space
where no one wanted anything from you. No orders, no responsibilities, no faceless ghosts.
Only the body saying: | am now doing something | wasn't ordered to do.

"Are you drinking because of the English?" Aidan asked. "Or because of that thing?"

“Both,” I said. “And because of me.”
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"Because of you?" asked Dougal.

“Yes,” I said. “Because at some point I realized that I don’t just kill because of them. But
because there’s something inside me that now knows how to do it. And I don’t like that.”

There was a brief silence. Honest thoughts are like stones in your hand — you can throw them
or keep them, but both have weight.

"Better you don't like it,"” said the priest from the other side of the fire. "If you like it, you're
lost.”

“I don’t think God will find me to tell me that,” I said. “He has enough other problems.”
“God finds everyone,” he said. “The only question is when and in what condition.”

“Maybe you’ll find him first,” Fergus chimed in. “With that thing in your luggage.” He
nodded at my knife. “A girl gives you a blade, disappears, comes back as a shadow, a
grotesque creature eats people, and you’re right in the middle of it. If that’s not a divine joke,
I don’t know what is.”

"You believe in gods?" Tam asked.

“I believe in hunger,” said Fergus. “Everything else is a matter of interpretation.”

Broc took the jug back, held it in his hands, and looked into the fire. "You talk too much
about things that shouldn't concern you," he growled. "A man drinks because he wants to live,
not because he's going to die. Remember that."

"What's the difference?" Cailean asked quietly.

"You laugh more the first time," said Broc.

A few actually laughed briefly. It wasn't a joyful laugh, but it was enough to crack the
evening. A crack through which a bit of that old, dirty humor dripped, the kind that keeps men
from just screaming.

| leaned back as far as the wet ground allowed and looked up at the sky. The clouds hung low,
but in one spot a small star burned through as if lost. | wondered if anyone up there cared that
we down here were trying not to be eaten by some faceless thing while running towards an
army that wanted to make our country their playground.

Freedom. The priests preach that it lies in God. The lords say it lies in blood. The farmers say
it lies in a field of their own, one that no one sets on fire. The bandits say it lies in the sack
they carry away at night. I thought it lay somewhere in between, in those small moments
when you breathe without anyone telling you how.

Between two swallows. Between two blows. Between two dead bodies.

"If that thing comes back," Dougal said suddenly, "what will you do then, William?"

| didn't think about it for long. "I'm going to stop running."”
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"And what if you don't have a chance?" he asked.
"At least I'll die facing my own direction," I said. "Not his."

The priest shook his head slightly, but he didn't disagree. Fergus nodded. "Good sentence for
a gravestone,” he said. "If anyone else makes any, see you then."

The jug was almost empty. Broc drank the last of it and then placed it upside down in the
grass as a sign: That was it. No one complained, no one begged for more. The body had had
enough, the mind had had enough, the night had had enough of men who pretended to still be
whole souls.

One of the bandits began to sing softly. One of those off-key Scottish tunes that sound as if
they'd gotten drunk before anyone had ever heard them. It was about a girl waiting on the
hills. It was about a man who never came back. It was about rain that makes everything even,
and a fire that never goes out. The words were old, the voices rough, but something in them
settled briefly on the camp like a blanket, saying: Yes, I'm thin, but I'm here.

| closed my eyes, listened to the singing, heard the wind, heard the faint clink of metal as
someone restlessly grasped. And suddenly Moira was back in my mind. Her face, her kiss, the
knife in my hand. | saw her standing on a hill shrouded in mist. Behind her, the thing, far
away, yet close enough to discern its outline. "You're only free,” she said in my head, "when
you have nothing left to lose. The trick is to decide beforehand what you want to keep."

| didn't yet know what | wanted to keep. But | knew | wouldn't give everything away just
because something in the shadows was hungry.

As | eventually drifted into a restless sleep, | could still taste the whisky in my mouth.
Freedom between two sips. The next one would be waiting for us—in a village, in a trench,
on a battlefield. Perhaps as a cup by a fire. Perhaps as blood on a blade. Perhaps as a brief,
clear moment when | would say: Now. Not later. Not backward.

And the fire in my chest burned on, calmer now, but stubbornly. It would get more fuel. Soon.

The morning after the whiskey wasn't pleasant, but it was honest. Not a terrible headache,
more that dull throbbing you get when you've slept too little, thought too much, and drunk just
enough to avoid completely having to bear either. The fires had long since turned into cold,
black circles of ash, men lying around in them like remnants left behind by the night. Nobody
looked like a hero. Heroes have clean faces in songs. In reality, you've got mud in your teeth
and wrinkles you haven't earned yet.

The sergeant moved among us with such ease, as if he'd slept sitting up and grown directly
into that position. He didn't kick anyone, knock over any pots, or shout. He simply said,
"Stand up." And that was enough. We were like dogs who hear the click of a latch: you know
a door is about to open, and you have no idea whether food or a kick awaits on the other side.

We packed up. The ceiling smelled of smoke, the armor of sweat, the skin of fatigue. Fergus
and his bandits broke away from their own little circle, one spitting into the embers that were
no longer embers, another strapping an axe around his neck as if it were part of his back.
Dougal and Cailean helped Murn mend a torn belt, and everything looked like a poor caravan
that had forgotten why it had set out in the first place.
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"It'll be drier today," Seoras said as we set off. "The air tastes different."”
"Looking for what?", Aidan asked.
“After trouble,” Seoras said. “But not after rain.”

We continued south, and the landscape began to change—not faster, but noticeably. It became
more bustling, without feeling alive. More footpaths, more remnants of fences, more traces of
people who had passed through before us. At one point, we found a half-collapsed signpost,
the wood crooked, the writing weathered, but just barely legible: a village name, a few mile
markers that meant nothing to any of us. Only the sergeant nodded slightly, as if he'd heard
them before, in another life when men still had time to remember the names of villages they
weren't supposed to burn down.

Around midday, we saw something resembling civilization for the first time. A roadside
taverna, if you were being generous. In reality, it was a squat, wooden, and stone building
with a roof that was noticeably sagging and a sign bearing a half-blurred drawing of a jug.
"The Crooked Fir" was written underneath, the lettering even more crooked than any tree in
the area. Behind the taverna were two sheds and what must once have been a stable. Now it
was empty except for a few planks that looked as if they'd lost all desire to stay together.

“We’re stopping,” said the sergeant. “We’re going in. We’ll pay if we can. If we can’t,
someone else will.”

“I like this man,” Fergus murmured.

The tavern door was open, but unwelcoming. More as if someone had forgotten to close it
because there was nothing left inside to protect. Inside, it was dim, the light filtering in grimy
slivers through windows that were more dust than glass. The room smelled of stale beer,
poorly polished wood, and people who rarely see water. A handful of figures sat at the few
tables—men who looked as if they'd hoped not to encounter a troop of gunmen today. Tough
luck for them.

The landlord stood behind the bar, a tall, broad man with a face like a sack of potatoes that
had been dropped on the floor one too many times. He regarded us with the calm of a man
who knows that there's no point in getting hysterical when the storm bursts through the door.
“We are full,” he said.

“You’re empty,” the sergeant countered, looking around. “Half-empty mugs, half-full men,
not even a sound. There’s space.”

"I meant: full of problems," said the innkeeper. "And | don't have room for yours."
“We’ll bring some too,” Fergus chimed in, “then it feels balanced.”

A few of the men at the tables laughed briefly, nervously. The innkeeper sighed and reached
for a battered jug. "Water?" he asked. "Beer? We have something stronger, but it costs extra."

"We have coins," said the sergeant.
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“And we have blades,” Fergus added. “Both shine.”

The innkeeper studied us for a moment, then nodded. "Good. Sit down. But no dead bodies in
here. | already have enough ghosts in the house."

We spread out as much as we could. Benches creaked, a chair gave way and broke, Murn
caught himself as he fell, as if he'd practiced tumbling out of pubs without hurting himself.
Broc sat close to the bar so he could keep an eye on the river. Yes, it was a tavern in the
middle of nowhere, but a man like him wanted to know what went in and what went out.

The innkeeper filled jugs, one after the other. The beer was weak, but not poisonous. The
water was probably more dangerous than the alcohol. A few actually received something
stronger—a clear liquid in small cups. It burned in the air even before you put it in your
mouth.

| took a regular jug. The first sip was flat, but it was cold, and that was enough for the
moment. | leaned my elbow on the table, which was sticky, but not as bad as some of the
floors in the courtyards we had marched through.

“You look like you’re wondering if you’re happy,” Aidan said beside me, drinking.
“I’m just wondering what freedom tastes like when it’s served here,” I said.

"Like stale beer," he said.

“After a break,” Dougal said. “That’s all we get.”

It was strange, sitting within four walls. The noise sounded different, muffled, heavier.
Outside, the wind, the rain, the grime that always made us who we were. Inside, an illusion of
protection that every man in that room saw through, but none rejected. Freedom between sips,
| thought again. Between battles, between marches, between what hunts you and what you
hunt. A table, a jug, a few men pretending they didn't have death hanging from both
shoulders.

The innkeeper stood opposite us, a cloth in his hand, with which he wiped a mug that would
soon be unclean. "You're not the first this year," he said. "Scots heading south. Some come
back. Most don't."”

"And what do those who come back say?" asked the sergeant.

The innkeeper shrugged. “That Stirling is a hole that devours everything you send into it. That
the English think they have a score to settle with us that will never be paid. That they put up
banners where grain used to grow. And that...” — he paused briefly, his eyes narrowed —
“...that at night things walk across the fields that don’t call out, don’t pray, and don’t eat.”

The topic was never far away. No matter who started talking, the shadow came along with
them. "You saw something?" the priest asked.

The innkeeper shook his head. "At night, | see my wife in my dreams and the bills on my
table. I don't have eyes for anything else. But those who come through here talk. And those
who drink the most say the same things as those who talk the least. That's never a good sign."
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“Tracks?” I asked. “Round imprints in the ground where there are no hooves? Men who...” |
paused. “...are missing parts that shouldn’t be lost?”

The innkeeper looked at me for a long time. "You ask questions like someone who already
knows the answers."

“We’ve seen enough,” Seoras said. “More than is helpful.”

"Then you're in the wrong pub,” said the landlord. "There are only two options here: swallow
it or leave."

“I’ll take both,” Fergus murmured, drank, and got up to discuss something with one of his
men. Bandits couldn’t sit still for long without planning something—a theft, an escape, a joke,
a betrayal. It was all the same craft, just with different tools.

At the next table, two village lads were talking quietly. One was barely older than Cailean, the
other already had the face of a man who had seen too much sun and too little sense. | only
caught snippets. “...by the stream...”, ““...faceless...”, “...the cows...never found again...”.
The innkeeper glanced at them, and they fell silent. Fear has a hierarchy. Some are allowed to

voice it, others are not.

| took another sip. The beer wasn't enjoyable, but it kept me occupied. Between sips, you're
just a man with a mug. Not a warrior, not a bastard, not the chosen one of some shadowy
entity, not part of an army waiting to assemble. Just a throat burning because it wants to be.

"You're overthinking it again,"” said the sergeant, sitting down next to me for a moment.

"If I don't think, I'll just walk straight into something," | said. "If I do think, at least I'll walk
into it consciously."”

He nodded. "That's the difference between the young and the old. The young run blindly. The
old know the wall is coming, but they run anyway."

"What are you?" | asked.

He looked at his hands. “Old enough to know I have no more choice. Young enough to move

2

on.

We were interrupted when the door opened. Nothing dramatic, no gust of wind. Just a soft
noise, but one that still made everyone turn their heads. Two men stood in the doorway, both
wet, both in rags, both with eyes that scanned the room. Not Englishmen, not soldiers. More
like what's left when farmhouses burn and there's not enough for bandits. One saw us, paused
briefly, then nodded to the innkeeper. The innkeeper nodded back, a quiet, ancient form of
communication. There was something about them I didn't like, and | couldn't tell if it was
their hands or their eyes.

They sat down in a corner far back. The innkeeper brought them two jugs, no questions asked.

Fergus looked at them as if sizing them up. Dougal gave them that look only men have who
know how quickly someone can go from neighbor to robber.
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“There are no more uninvolved parties here,” Seoras murmured. “Everyone is someone who
has either already done something or still has to do something.”

The sergeant finished his drink and set the mug down. "One more sip, then we're going," he
said. "Stirling won't wait. And neither will that thing out there."

| lifted the pitcher and looked inside. A sliver of wine sloshed at the bottom. Freedom
between two sips. The first had brought me to this table; the second would send me back
upstairs. I drank, slowly. It wasn't much. But enough for the moment to awaken that small,
defiant feeling within me: I decide. Not always, not about everything. But about this sip.

As we stood up, benches, chairs, and bones creaked. Coins changed hands, too few for the
innkeeper, too many for us. Fergus paid with small change that looked as if it had already
been in many pockets before landing there. The innkeeper took it without a word. He was too
old to despise money.

Outside, it was that same gray light again, turning everything into a soup of form and shadow.
The wind had used the lull to pick up, whipping under our coats as if testing how much flesh
was left on us.

| looked back at the tavern, at the crooked sign rattling in the wind. "The Crooked Fir." If
freedom had a place, it might be a place like this: ugly, tired, honest. A few tables, a few jugs,
an innkeeper equally afraid of men and monsters. That's all it is. Perhaps it never will be.

We fell back into line: peasants, bandits, bastards, brothers in the dirt. The sergeant at the
front, the priest somewhere in the middle, Fergus's men like shadows at the sides, Dougal and
Cailean close behind us, as if they'd forgotten they'd once been anything other than part of this
column. And inside me, that fire still smoldered, no longer seeking glory. It only sought a
point where it wouldn't have to consume everything | was.

Freedom between two sips. Between the tavern and the battlefield. Between the Englishman |
killed yesterday and the thing in the shadows that might want my skin tomorrow. There wasn't
much room to maneuver, but it was there. A few steps. A few breaths. A few decisions.

| decided not to leave them to others.

The path behind the tavern was nothing special, just another strip of wet earth in a land that
felt as if it had been chewed and spat out for years. Yet there was a difference. Inside, for a
moment, we had been human beings, jugs in hand, a roof over our heads. Outside, we were
once again what remains after stripping all that away: bodies in motion, steel at our sides, an
invisible list of debts hanging over our heads. The air was clearer than before, the rain had
stopped, but the clouds still hung low, as if waiting for the right moment to finish us off.

Fergus walked beside the sergeant for a while, not quite as a friend, not quite as an enemy.
More like someone debating whether to keep playing a card game or tip the table. | walked a
few steps behind, enough distance to pretend I wasn't listening, but close enough to hear every
word. You learn quickly: freedom is rarely what you say aloud. It's in the sentences you half-
swallow.

“Stirling, too,” said Fergus, as if he were talking about a rotten fish. “I was there. Once. A
long time ago.”
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"As a fighter?" asked the sergeant.

“As someone who thought he could pretend for a few days to be something other than what he
is,” Fergus replied. “I fought for one night as the Banners told me to. In the morning they
explained to me that | either stayed and died for their lord or left and died for myself. | chose
the more honest option.”

The sergeant nodded slightly. "You don't believe in clans.”

“I believe in people who are able to get up in the morning without having to answer to
someone who never gets down on their luck,” Fergus said. “Everything else is just window
dressing.”

"You still have your own men," the sergeant said.

“Yes,” said Fergus. “But they can leave. They stay because they haven’t found anything
better, not because a name ties them to a flag.”

| thought of my mother, of the hole that had given birth to me. Of my father, who had handed
out his name without looking back at the consequences. The clan, the blood, the sense of
belonging—all of that had always been more rumor than reality for me. | hadn't grown up
with a coat of arms, but with a leaky roof and the certainty that | was the one left behind when
the man was gone.

"William."

The voice came from the side. Dougal. He was walking beside me, the stick—or “spear,” as
he called it—on his shoulder, his head slightly bowed, as if tired of the world’s stares.
“What?” | asked.

"What will you do when this war is over?" he asked.

| had to laugh. Not a cheerful sound, more like a hoarse belch. "You talk as if there's an "after’
afterwards."”

"Doesn't exist?" he asked.

“Perhaps,” I said. “For some. For others, ‘afterwards’ is simply a new word for ‘onwards’.”
“I used to think that if I brought in a good harvest and the cows didn’t get sick, that was
freedom,” said Dougal. “Now I don’t even know if I should wish to be standing in a field

again.”

“Fields burn easily,” I said. “It’s easy to become too attached to things that others can take
away with a torch.”

"And what are you attached to?" he asked.

| thought about it briefly, searching for something that didn't immediately sound ridiculous.
"About people who aren't dead yet,"” | said then. "And about the idea that | don't just want to
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be someone who gets eaten alive by something — whether it's an Englishman, a monster, or
the rent in my head.”

He nodded. "That's more than most people currently have."

We marched on. The road curved slightly, and an old stone bridge appeared, spanning a
stream that made more noise than water. The parapet had collapsed in one spot, as if a car had
taken the curve too fast and a driver too drunk. A tree stood at the edge of the bridge, crooked,
half-dead, but still there. Its trunk was marked by knives and blades, old carved symbols,
names, primitive patterns. Men like to leave traces when they know they'll leave nothing else.

| paused briefly and placed my hand on the trunk. Between the cuts and notches, | saw
something that looked like a symbol—a circle with some sort of hook inside, roughly carved.
It didn't look English, and it didn't look like something a bored soldier would have drawn.

"Do you know this?" | asked Seoras, who was just passing by.

He looked and shook his head. "No clan symbol. No coat of arms. Maybe just the scribbling
of an idiot trying to make himself look important.”

The priest, who had also stopped, frowned. "I've seen something similar,” he murmured. "On
the walls of old houses, near the chapel. People said it was a protective sign."

"It performed terribly for what it was," | said.

He sighed. "Most protective symbols need people who still believe they work. Maybe this is
just a memory now."

| ran my thumb over it, feeling the rough groove in the wood. For a moment, | had the
sensation of a vibration. Just a tiny bit, like the knife. Maybe it was my imagination. Maybe
not. | pulled my hand back as if I'd been burned and continued walking.

Late in the afternoon, the sergeant let us stop. Not a large camp, just a spot where the ground
wasn't completely submerged in mud and where we could build a fire without it immediately
going out. We didn't set up much — no tents, just blankets to wrap around ourselves when the
wind decided to turn unpleasant. The bandits helped gather firewood, not out of altruism, but
because a cold-blooded bandit suffers just as much as a cold-blooded warrior.

“There’s no whisky today,” said Broc. “Not because I’m stingy — although | am — but because
we need to be clear-headed tomorrow morning. The road will be crowded.”

“What does ‘full’ mean?” asked Cailean.

“More people,” said the sergeant. “More eyes. More knives. More opportunities to make
wrong decisions.”

We sat in a circle, the fire in the middle. It was strange: no matter where you were, a fire
attracted men like a water bowl attracts dogs. You sit around it, look into the flames, pretend
to think, when in reality you're just staring at something honest enough to show that it devours
everything you throw at it.
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“Freedom,” Fergus said at one point, spitting into the fire, not out of disrespect, but out of
habit. “It’s a word for people who have too much time on their hands to write songs.”

“Nevertheless, they all sing about it,” the priest said softly.
“Because they don’t know how to rhyme ‘not completely enslaved’,” Broc said.

Dougal stared into the fire. There was something in his face that one might have called hope
in the past. Now it looked more like defiance. "What would freedom mean to you, William?"
he asked suddenly.

All eyes turned to me, as if | had volunteered. | stared into the embers, as if they could
engrave an answer on me.

“Not having to run anymore,” | said after a while. “Not being rushed anymore. Not by
Englishmen, not by hunger, not by that thing in the shadow, not by voices in my head. Just
standing somewhere and knowing: When I wake up tomorrow, this spot will still be mine.”

“A piece of land of one’s own,” said the priest. “Like a farmer.”

I shook my head. "Not necessarily land. Maybe a cabin. Maybe just a stretch of road where |
know | don't have to give way to anyone. Maybe a fire | can put out whenever | want, and not
when the order comes."

Fergus nodded slowly. "So, what everyone wants and nobody gets."
"And you?", | asked in return.

He grinned crookedly. "I'll be satisfied if I can still decide tomorrow what | put in my mouth.
Bread, meat, lies, a blade. As long as | have a choice, I'm free."

Seoras said: “Freedom is perhaps nothing more than choosing to deliver a blow yourself,
instead of always just taking one.”

The priest gazed silently into the fire. "And what if freedom consists only of walking straight
into something you cannot avoid?"

“Then we are all free men here,” Tam said dryly. “Whether we like it or not.”

We were silent for a while, each with their own little inner image of what they would call
freedom if given a piece of paper and a pen. No one got one. Instead, there was only flames,
dirt, cold, and the knowledge that we were marching south because someone else had decided
that was our path. At most, we could decide how we walked it: cursing, laughing, resigned,
angry. Perhaps freedom really did lie only in that—in the way you wore the chain.

Later, as the darkness deepened and the conversations grew quieter, | lay down with my back
against one of the low hills and pulled my coat over me. The sky was no longer a solid
blanket of clouds, but showed here and there a crack in which stars stuck like needles. | felt
the ground beneath me, cold and hard, but at least it was there. Sometimes that in itself is a
gift.
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| groped for the knife. It lay at my side, inconspicuous in the darkness, but in my hand it was
there again, that quiet, barely perceptible pulsation. I lifted it slightly, saw the blade in the
flickering firelight. The dark vein in it looked like a line someone had deliberately drawn. Not
accidentally, not from rust, not from blood. Something else.

"What are you?" | whispered, quietly, so that no one could hear.
Of course it didn't answer. Steel only speaks when it encounters flesh.

| thought of Moira. Her lips, which had been on mine, warm like a promise and cold like a
farewell. Her voice, which had said | could soon no longer hesitate. I thought of Fiona, who
would never speak again. Of the man by the river. Of the faceless farmer. Of the boy we had
buried. Of the Englishman who had tasted my steel. All part of a thread that wrapped around
me like a noose, invisible until someone pulls.

Freedom between two sips, | thought again. Between the last one yesterday and the next one
I'd drink someday—if | ever got it. In between was everything here: dirt, blood, breath, fear,
anger, friendship, mistrust. Peasants, bandits, warriors, bastards. Men trying not to go mad
while the world around them had already begun.

Before | fell asleep, | made a decision. Not a grand one, no speech, no oath on an altar. Just a
small, persistent thought: If this thing came back—and | knew it would—I wouldn't just run
away and hope it ate someone else. | would see what it intended to make of me. And then
decide if | was going along with it.

Perhaps that was all the freedom | had left.

The wind swept over us, swirling through the rows of sleepers, lifting a coat, settling into a
hood, briefly making the fire flicker. Somewhere nearby a dog howled. Perhaps just a stray.
Perhaps from a farm that no longer existed. Perhaps it wasn't howling at the moon, but at the
thing that lurked in the darkness. You could choose. You didn't have many other choices.

I closed my eyes, listened to the others' breaths, the crackling of the last embers, the distant
rustling in the undergrowth. The fire in my chest was still there, lower now, but steady. It
waited. For the next day. For the next blow. For the moment when freedom no longer lay
between two sips, but between two blades.

And far to the south, beyond hills, fields, villages, and all our little conversations, Stirling was
waiting. And with him, the war that had a name.

The Clan, the War, and the Cold Mornings

The morning we first saw the clan's camp was so cold that our breath looked like tiny, fleeting
ghosts, creeping from our mouths only to immediately change their minds. The sky was that
leaden gray color where you couldn't tell if it was about to vomit up snow or just keep
pretending it was done with everything. The ground beneath our boots was frozen solid, a thin
crust on top, with yesterday's old mud underneath. Every step crackled softly, as if we were
walking on old bones. Sometimes they were old bones, just not as clean.
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We'd set off early. Too early, if you ask me, but nobody asked. The sergeant had roused us to
sleep in the half-light, his voice short, without curses, without theatrics. "Today you'll see
who you belong to," he'd said, and that wasn't a sentence anyone wanted to hear for breakfast.
Fergus had mumbled something about “screw belonging,” but even he'd packed faster than
usual. Bandits know when it's better to be on time: when many swords are pointing in the
same direction.

The march was short and unpleasant. The air was harsh, the blood heavy from the previous
day, the muscles ached, but the body pressed on, simply because it knew no better. We
crested a low hill, and beyond it lay the camp. Not a proper army, no perfect order—this
wasn't France, thank God. But a lot of it. Tents, smoke, men, horses, a jumble of cloth,
leather, steel, and voices. Small fires everywhere, wisps of smoke rising and catching beneath
the gray sky. And above it all, the banners. Not just one. Many.

Clans.

Cloths in colors the rain hadn't completely washed out. Patterns that were supposed to mean
something to you if you were born with the right name. | wasn't born with a pattern, only with
the word "bastard,” and before that, people always found other words that never lasted long. |
saw the stripes and checks fluttering in the wind, and for a moment | felt like a stray dog
passing a farm where breeding dogs lay on chains, pretending to be special just because
someone had put them on a leash.

“There they are,” Seoras murmured. “Our big, proud, united family.”
“I’ve seen barns burn that looked more orderly,” Fergus growled.

The sergeant paused briefly before leading us on. ""Stay together," he said. "You're about to
get more stares than you'd like. The less you stand out individually, the better. We come as a
squad, and we'll stay as a squad."

That sounded almost like a promise. Or like a threat.

We descended the hill, and the smell of the camp hit us. Smoke, sweat, horse, old leather, cold
stew, a bit too much urine near the ditches. But beneath it all lay something else. Something

unseen, only felt. Anticipation. Fear. Anger. A whole landscape of nerves, still feigning calm,
but already trembling. Men waiting for someone to tell them: Today is your day, you may die.

The first heads turned as we passed between the outer circles of fire. Men scrutinized our
weapons, our coats, our faces. Some looked at us like relatives they half-know: not well
enough to feel a sense of joy, but close enough to judge. Others stared at Fergus's men like the
fleas that always follow the dogs. You can recognize bandits even when they're doing
nothing. There's something in their gaze that's always searching for the next opening.

"It's nice here," Aidan murmured. "If death had a damp limbo, it would probably look like
this."”

“At least you’re freezing with a lot of people,” said Tam. “Sense of community, you
romantic.”
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A man in a fur coat, his face battered as if it had been hit from every direction, stepped into
our path. He wore a tabard with a pattern | couldn't identify, and a sword hung at his side that
looked more well-maintained than his teeth. "Who is leading you?" he asked, without wasting
any courtesies.

The sergeant took a half step forward. “We come from the north,” he said. “Borderland,
scattered farms. We’ve seen Englishmen lying before us, and horrors left behind. And we’re
here because we’ve heard Stirling needs more than cloth in the wind.”

The man looked at him, then at us, then at Fergus and the farmers. "A motley crew," he said.
"Half clan, half scum."”

"Dirt sticks together when it rains,” Fergus said kindly.
The man's eyes flashed briefly, but he ignored him. "Name?" he asked the sergeant.

The sergeant named one that wasn't his. | knew the real one, the old one, the one he never
used. He gave me one that was harmless, too small to intrude on a lord's pride.

The man nodded; perhaps he knew he was being lied to, perhaps he didn't care. "The
Highness expects reports,™ he said. "The lords want to know how far the English have
progressed. And whether they are afraid."”

“They reek of power, not fear,” I said before I could stop myself.

The man glanced at me as if considering whether an answer was worthwhile. Then he twisted
his mouth. "That changes when they see us closer," he said. "That's how they like to talk
around here."

We moved on. The center of the camp was more orderly. There, where the larger tents stood,
made of better fabric, with proper poles, and with men in front of them whose armor was less
patched up. This was the part you'd show someone if they wanted to write songs. Clan chiefs,
standard-bearers, men who had learned to be equally dangerous with weapons and words.

| felt my back tighten. Not out of respect, more out of defiance. These were the ones |
supposedly owed, simply because the country was slipping through our fingers. I didn't know
them. They didn't know me. But now they wanted to pretend | was their son, their husband,
their subject. Just because | carried a blade and hadn't run away.

We were led to a clearing in front of a large tent. The tent canvas was thick, gray, not
attractive, but well-stitched. Two men in neat chainmail stood before the entrance, their hands
held as if they were accustomed to wielding more powerful swords. Behind them, voices
could be heard: a deep tone, a higher tone, the rustling of fabric, the creaking of wood.

"Wait here,"” said the fur-coated man. "The High One is busy."

“The English too,” said Seoras, but so quietly that only we heard it.

We stood there doing nothing, which was actually the hardest part. Once you've marched,
fought, bled, waiting feels like being buried alive in clay. The cold slowly crept up your legs,
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your fingers longed to grasp something that moved: a sword hilt, a jug, a neck. Instead, there
was only air.

On the other side of the clearing, | saw men from another clan. Their tartans were a dark
green, a kind of deep, muddy color, which they wore with more pride than it looked. A few of
them eyed us with that half-arrogant, half-curious look: Are they useful or just filler? One of
them, with red hair and a beard that looked like an exploded fox, grinned broadly when he
spotted Fergus's men.

“Oh, look at that,” he cried. “The crows from the roadside. Did they really let you in? Things
must be worse than I thought.”

“If you call us crows,” said Fergus, “you’ll have to accept that we’ll shit on you when you
fall.”

Some laughed, some looked away, some memorized the faces. That's how alliances were
formed here: like dice that were constantly being re-rolled.

Finally, the tent flap opened. Someone called the name the sergeant had just given as his own.
We went inside. The interior was warmer, but not cozy. A table in the middle, with maps,
stones for markers, a few jugs, and a plate with what must once have been bread. Behind it
stood a man who looked as if life had dealt him many blows, but he had fought back. Not old,
not young, somewhere between the years when you still fight and the years when you only
give orders. His gaze was sharp, but tired—the kind of eyes that had seen too much but
weren't allowed to stop.

“So,” he said, without offering us a chair, “you are the ones who come from the north and
caused trouble along the way.”

“The English would call it that,” said the sergeant. “We call it self-respect.”

The man scrutinized us, one by one. His gaze lingered briefly on mine, then on Fergus, then
back on the sergeant. "You've brought peasants, bandits, and bastards,"” he said. "Is this an
army or a last-ditch effort?"

"It's the same in this country,” Seoras said.

A brief flicker in the man's eyes. Perhaps humor. Perhaps simply appreciation that we hadn't
just answered with a simple "yes" and "amen."

"The English?" he asked.

The sergeant reported. About the vanguard we had defeated. About the burned farms. About
the village with the veil. About the chapel. He didn't mention everything, not the thing, not the
tracks, not Moira. But some of the shadows still crept into the room; you could see it in the
faces that narrowed at certain words.

“They are not as orderly as they like to pretend,” the sergeant concluded. “They think we are a
bunch of splintered tribes. And they are only half wrong.”
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"And this... other thing?" the man asked quietly. "You hear things. Men come up with stories
that can't be put on a map."

Now he looked at me. Directly. As if he had sensed where the dirt had settled.

I swallowed. “It’s here,” I said. “I can’t say more. It takes whomever it wants. Englishmen,
Scotsmen, farmers, whatever’s lying around. It hunts in the shadows and leaves tracks no hoof
could make. And it knows places we call sacred. That’s all I know. And even that’s too
much.”

The man stared at the table for a moment, as if the object were lying somewhere among his
stones. Then he laughed briefly, without joy. "I asked for a war with England,” he said. "No
one told me I'd get two."

“We’re fighting those who carry banners,” the sergeant said. “The other one...” He shrugged.
“...will find its own enemies anyway.”

The man nodded. He looked like someone who understood that there were problems for
which even his position was no shield. "You'll get your place in the line," he said. "You won't
be the first | put forward, but you won't be the last either. And that bastard there"—he nodded
at me—"stay with his squad and don't start writing heroic songs on your own."

"I can't write," | said.
"Good," he said. "Then stay alive, and others will do it for you when they want to."

We stepped back out of the tent into the cold. Outside, camp life continued: men chopping
wood, men sharpening weapons, one man packing a pipe as if there were nothing more
natural than having tobacco in his mouth before battle. Somewhere, someone was hitting a
younger soldier for a stupid remark; somewhere else, someone was laughing at an even
stupider one. The clan wasn't a unified entity. It was a bunch of people who happened to be
under the same scraps of cloth and claimed that made them brothers.

| saw the banners fluttering in the wind, saw the men standing beneath them, saw our own
small, misshapen group on the sidelines. Farmers, bandits, warriors, bastards, priests, a few
boys who still looked too bright for all this. The clan, the war, and the cold mornings—all
words for the same soup of breath, blood, and decisions.

"Well," said Fergus when I returned to them. "So, do you like your new big family?"

| looked at him, saw the camp, saw the grey sky that didn't care whose cloth was which color.

“Family,” I said. “In the end, it’s just the number of people you freeze to death with instead of
alone.”

He grinned. "Sounds like a clan | can live with."
Or die. But nobody had to say that.

The first night in the large camp was louder than any storm and at the same time emptier than
a hollow road after a raid. They say that many people together generate warmth, but that's
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only true if they like each other. Here, no one really liked anyone else; they just needed each
other. That's a difference you can smell. There were more fires, more voices, more cursing,
more laughter, more the metallic clang of blades on grindstones. But sleep remained the same:
choppy, too short, filled with images you'd never asked for.

We were camped on the edge of the camp, of course. Peasants, bandits, and bastards get
thrown by the outer fire, where the wind bites hardest. The good spots belong to those with
names and banners. Our "tent city"” consisted of crooked tarpaulins, a few blankets, a three-
legged pot, and a handful of men who pretended not to mind. Fergus's men had only half-
mingled with us—close enough to notice when things went wrong, far enough away to
pretend it was none of their business.

Morning didn't come, it crept. First, we noticed that the fire gave off less light than before,
then that the sky was no longer completely black, but had tilted into a dull gray. The frost had
eaten away at the edges of the blankets, as if we had slept on ice. Upon getting up, our joints
felt as if they had turned to stone overnight. There were a few silent contortions, then we
stood in that repulsive in-between state: not awake, no longer asleep, but already back in
character.

The horn blast that echoed through the camp was not a heroic sound. It sounded more like
someone had blown into a sick cow. Nevertheless, everyone sprang to life. Men stumbled out
of their tents, faces awakened too soon, voices rough. Somewhere someone shouted a name,
somewhere else no one answered. No one stayed lying down. Cold is a better rouser than any
drum.

"Come on, you northern rats,” Broc growled, kicking us one by one back to reality. "Today
we'll show them we're not just mud with legs."

“We are fine mud with character,” Tam murmured as he tightened his belt.

The morning ration was a joke. Thin porridge that looked like someone had made water sad.
A lump of bread hard enough to knock a man's front teeth out. We stood there with bowls in
our hands, our breath steaming over the porridge that just wouldn't get warm. Dougal spooned
slowly, as if trying to delay the moment hunger returned. Cailean shoveled it in, as if he
thought it would be better if he swallowed it faster.

Around us, the scene resembled an army: shifting masses of men who had to sort themselves
out. One was coughing so hoarsely I swore his lung would fall out. Another vomited the
remains of yesterday next to his tent and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand as if it
were the most natural thing in the world. Two were arguing about who had stolen his armor
during the night, until they both realized it was the same breastplate in two halves.

“Order,” Aidan murmured. “Everything here looks very orderly.”

“That’s order,” Seoras said. “Look more closely.”

He was right. There was a structure to the chaos, recognizable only to someone who had spent
too many hours in camps. The stronger troops were closer to the banners, the smaller ones,

like us, gathered from all corners, at the edges. The horsemen were where the ground was less
muddy. The messengers moved like ants, seemingly without a plan, but always with a
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purpose. And above it all, the banners, fluttering in the wind, acting as if they were more
important than the men beneath them.

After the meal—if you could call it that—came what they called "the roll call.” A man with a
voice like a saw that hadn't seen oil in years walked through the rows, shouting the names of
clans, places, and old promises. Men stepped forward, formed lines, and were counted. We
were assigned our section of the line like an animal its pen.

"You're in the third wedge, outer wing," said the saw-man, as if he'd just decided who would
get their ass kicked first. "If they come from the right, they're yours. If they don't come from
the right, don't try to play smart."”

“Third wedge,” Broc repeated, as if committing it to memory, as if it held meaning. Perhaps it
did, for him. For me, it was just another way of saying: You’re where the action is, but not in
the center, where you’re visible.

We stood in a line, shields tested, swords checked. Fergus and his bandits stayed with us,
slightly offset. No official positions, no banners. But they were where they could move
quickly. Bandits are like fire: they work best when you give them a little space.

As we waited, the cold crept under our fingernails. Our breath rose in small clouds, one after
the other. | saw the faces of the men beside me. Tam, with that look half-annoyed, half-
willing. Aidan, trying to keep a smile on his face, though his mouth remained closed. Ruairi,
looking as if he'd spent the previous night rehearsing every possible version of our deaths.
Dougal, holding his cane as if it were an heirloom about to be transformed into a spear.
Cailean, his face a mixture of fear and strange excitement.

"You look like a neat row," Fergus said from behind us. "Almost a shame if one of you is
missing."

“Don’t worry,” I said. “There are plenty who want to step up.”

Across the camp, another voice could be heard, clearer, brighter, but with that harshness that
only those accustomed to being listened to possess. | couldn't quite make out the words, but |
understood the tone. A lord, a leader, a man who knows that success brings glory and failure
offers excuses. The sergeant glanced briefly in that direction. Not with reverence, but rather
with the sober assessment of a man who knows how high someone can rise without seeing the
mud.

"What is your clan, bastard?"

The question came from the side. It was the redhead with the fox mustache from yesterday,
now closer. His tartan flickered in a dark green, his gaze curious but not friendly. Men love to
probe wounds that haven't yet scarred.

"The rain," | said. "It's hitting all the roofs."

A few in the row grinned. The redhead grimaced. "No family, no name, but a sword in his

hand,” he said. "You bastards are like axes lying around. Someone will pick you up when it
suits them."
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"And you clanmen are like old shields," I said. "Beautifully painted, but full of cracks that no
one wants to see."

His hand instinctively went to his weapon before he composed himself. It was clear he knew
what was at stake here: not honor, but rather not starting a fight for no reason when the
English were around. Even so, he looked at me as if he were memorizing my features for
later.

"Stop it," the sergeant growled without turning around. "We have enough enemies. If you
absolutely must die, wait until the right ones are standing in front of you."

There's something cruel about cold mornings in a war camp: they make you wait long enough
to get nervous, but not long enough to be tired enough to feel nothing. You stand there, your
sword heavier than usual, your back too stiff, your fingers too alert. You wait for orders, for
noise, for movement. And in the time between, your mind is filled with nonsense.

| thought of my father. Of seeing him here somewhere—under a banner, in a better coat, with
a name somewhere on the tongues of men I didn't know. Perhaps he was fighting today for the
same clan, the same king, the same great cause. Or perhaps he was simply standing
somewhere, sharpening the sword with which he wouldn't recognize his own son if he stood
face to face with him.

The priest moved between the rows like a thin shadow. He didn't speak much, only
occasionally placing his hand briefly on someone's shoulder, murmuring a simple prayer that
bounced off some men and lingered somewhere in the minds of others. When he passed me,
he paused for a moment.

"Are you cold?" he asked.

“Everyone is cold,” I said.

"How is your inner self?" he asked.

| looked at him. "It's on fire," | said.

He nodded, as if he had expected precisely that answer. "Don't let it all burn,” he murmured.
"Leave something behind that isn't made of embers."

"Perhaps there will be time for that later,” | said.
“Later is a luxury,” he said. “Don’t forget that.”

He walked on. Fergus stepped closer. "You talk as if you're about to enter a monastery,"” he
said. "You're warriors. Or something like that. You're here to fight, not to philosophize.”

“A blow without thought is just a twitch,” Seoras said.
"As long as he scores," said Fergus, "he's fine by me."”
Eventually—and eventually, in a camp like that, things always take too long—there was

movement in the ranks. A signal, a shout, messengers running. You saw men being called to
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their horses, others being issued spears, still others declining because they were needed for
later. Stirling wasn't yet on the horizon, but it was in their minds. In their eyes. In the way
hands examined blades, as if speaking to them.

We received no marching orders that morning. Instead, there was what the higher-ups called
"drill,” which felt to us like structured hazing. Formation running, closing shield lines, wedge
forward, wedge back, "you'd die here,” "maybe not there," "this is how you hold the line,"
"this is how you die faster." A dance for men with too much metal on their bodies. The cold
air cut into our lungs, the ground was unforgiving, but the movement felt good—Dbetter than
standing and waiting.

| realized how we functioned as a group. Peasants, bandits, bastards—it sounded like a bad
joke on paper. But in line, shield to shield, foot to foot, it suddenly didn't matter where anyone
came from. Tam pushed when someone toppled. Aidan filled gaps before anyone else saw
them. Dougal planted the stick he called a spear exactly where an imaginary opponent would
have charged. Cailean stumbled once, but caught himself because Fergus roared and pulled
him forward again.

"If you fall, boy, fall forward," he snapped. "You can fall backward later."

The man from the tent, the High One—or one of his closest companions—stood at the edge
and watched. No grand speech, no "you are my hope,” no "for king and country.” He simply
watched. He assessed. A mental scale upon which we all lay. Weight, utility, expected
lifespan. We were nothing more than numbers in his eyes, but numbers nonetheless, numbers
that mattered.

When the "exercise™ was over, my muscles burned, the frost had turned to sweat, and my

breath came in short gasps. | felt my body again. Heavy legs, aching shoulder, stiff hands.
And beneath it all, the fire that wouldn't go out. It was as if every cold morning fanned the
flames instead of extinguishing it.

"Not a bad bunch," the sergeant said later, as we sat back by our perimeter fire. "They won't
want to see you at the front. But they'll miss you when you're not there."”

“You miss toothaches when they suddenly stop,” said Tam. “That doesn’t mean you want
them back.”

“We are the clan, the war, and the cold mornings,” said Dougal, half seriously, half
mockingly. “The songs will bow down before us.”

“The songs will forget us,” I said. “Because they prefer to sing names rather than people who
have lain in the dirt so that someone else can walk over them with clean boots.”

Fergus nodded. "Then we won't sing,” he said. "We'll drink, we'll fight, we'll burn. Sometimes
freedom lies simply in knowing who you don't owe anything to."

| looked towards the center of the camp. The banners. The better tents. The men with names.

Then | looked at us. At the edge. At the cold. At the faces that felt more like truth than
anything over there.
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The clan was a lie, | thought. But it was a lie that at least brought us closer to the enemy, so
we could see him. And in those cold morning hours, when my fingers were numb and my
mind sharp, that was enough for me: to know where | stood. Among men who were just as out
of place as | was. That was more of a family than anyone had ever given me credit for.

The cold mornings didn't go away. They just changed. On the first day at camp, they felt like
a new, unexpected punishment. By the third, they felt like an old acquaintance you had to face
every day, even though you hadn't liked them for years. Eventually, the cold didn't just seep
into your bones; it lodged itself in your thoughts. Everything you thought sounded harsher,
sharper, more breathless. The men talked less. The jokes became blunter, the laughter shorter.
Everyone knew: We were standing on the edge of something bigger. And that bigger thing
had no intention of asking us beforehand if we were ready.

The days were filled with training, marching, reconnaissance, and orders that sounded more
like they were meant to appease the higher-ups than us. The nights were worse. At night, there
was too much space in your mind. You lie there, half under a blanket, half in the frost, your
back against the hard earth, and your heart pounds as if it wants to know how many more
times it can. Next to you, someone snores, another tosses and turns, someone else murmurs in
their sleep. And above it all, the faint, ever-present sound of many men pretending they aren't
afraid.

One of those nights | couldn't sleep at all. Not even that choppy, dirty twilight you usually get
for at least a few hours. | tossed and turned, onto my side, onto my back, onto my side again.
The knife at my hip was like a small, hard stone, to which my whole body clung. Moira's
blade. Moira's kiss. Moira's shadow. And the thing that was out there somewhere, walking
through the hills, probably laughing, without a voice.

Eventually, I'd had enough. | pushed the blanket aside and sat up. My breath caught sharply in
front of my face. The camp lay around me like a sleeping, restless giant: tents like hunched
shoulders, fire pits like smoldering eyes that never quite close. A few guards patrolled the
area, cloaks clinging tightly to their bodies, hands on spears or swords. In the distance, near
the center, I could hear faint singing somewhere, drunken or desperate, hard to tell.

"Can't you sleep, or are you just trying to look pretty?" a voice murmured beside me. Fergus.
Of course he was awake too. Bandits never truly sleep; they only rest with one eye open.

“I need to see what the world looks like when it pretends to be alive,” I said.

He pulled the blanket over his shoulders, sat up, and rubbed his face. "The world always looks
the same when you view it from the very bottom," he said. "Cold, far away, and nobody asks
if you have a blanket.”

"Go ahead and sleep,” | said. "Tomorrow is training, and the day after tomorrow maybe
something else.”

"I'll sleep when I'm dead,” he murmured. "Then at least | won't have to fool any more guards.”

| got up anyway. My legs felt heavy, but they were carrying me, so they should walk. | moved
a little way from the edge of our pile, not far, just enough to be out of the immediate vicinity
of the fire. The air was colder, clearer, harsher. The sky was clearer than the last few nights; a
few stars burned through, pretending they weren't as insignificant as we were.
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| stopped by a post where a banner had hung during the day. Now it was rolled up, just a dark
lump of fabric, swaying listlessly in the wind. No pattern, no color. As if it were naked. Or
honest, depending on how you wanted to look at it.

It was quieter here. The camp was loud enough to drown itself out, but at the edges the sounds
were fainter. | heard a dog barking, far away. Perhaps from the farmland, perhaps one of the
stray animals that follow every army like flies. | heard the soft crackling of wood in the fire.
The rustle of fabric when someone turned over. And in between—just for a moment—
something else.

A sound that wasn't really a sound. More like a vibration in the air. Like a hum that couldn't
decide whether it really wanted to be heard. I held my breath. It wasn't the wind, | knew that.
The wind has a direction. This was coming from everywhere. And from nowhere.

My hand instinctively went to the knife. It lay in its sheath, but I felt it... react. Not strongly.
No clanging, no glowing, no magical stuff the bards would later love. Just a slight pulsing in
my palm as | gripped the handle. As if the blade were breathing.

"Not now," I murmured. Whether to myself or to her, I didn't know.

The buzzing didn't grow louder, but it persisted. It stretched like a thin wire between my
shoulders, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. I gazed into the darkness beyond the
camp. There, where the frost lay on open hills, the trees were like dark fingers, and not a
single torch stood. Perhaps there was nothing there. Or perhaps there was everything.

"Are you going crazy, or can you see something?" a voice suddenly asked behind me. |
whirled around, my hand still on the knife. It was the priest. He stood there, thin as a stolen
candle, a cloak draped over his shoulders, his eyes clearer than one would expect.

“I can hear it,” I said.

"What?" he asked.

“The thing,” I said. “Or its shadow. Or the hole it leaves behind.”

He came beside me, looking in the same direction. “I hear the wind and men who can’t
sleep,” he said. “And I see a bastard who thinks he’s in the middle of a story that’s bigger than
itis.”

"She's big enough,"” | said. "She eats everything we have."

He was silent for a moment. Then: "Maybe she's just eating what was already rotten."

"Do you really believe that?" | asked.

“No,” he said. “But some lies provide warmth for a moment.”

The buzzing was still there, but fainter, as if it had realized it was getting attention and didn't
want it. The cold crept under my shirt. | took a deep breath, the cold air burning in my lungs.
The knife slowly quieted down. My fingers ached from the handle, which I hadn't wanted to

loosen.
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"You're not here by chance," the priest said softly. "Not just because you fight well. Not just
because you're angry inside. This... knife, this woman, these places you've been. Maybe
something pushed you here. Maybe you pushed yourself. In the end, it doesn't matter. What
matters is what you do when it comes again."

"You talk as if you know what it wants," | said.

He sighed. “I know what drives everything, what hunts. It wants something to be missing.
Flesh, blood, hope, a voice. The pattern is always the same. Only the forms change.”

"And God?" | asked. "Does he want something too?"

The priest thought for a moment. “Perhaps he doesn’t want us to die like animals,” he said.
“Not screaming, not fleeing. Perhaps he wants us to stand still, for something.”

| had to laugh. It was short and dry, more of an outburst than a laugh. "If God wants me to
stand up straight,” | said, "he can also give me a better back."

“He gave you a better knife,” the priest said, looking at my hand. “Or someone on his behalf.
And that’s more than most people get.”

We stood there for a while longer, two silhouettes on the edge of an army that slept and
pretended to be strong. The humming in the air subsided, retreating like an animal closing its
mouth. Perhaps it had never been there. Perhaps it was only inside me. Perhaps there was no
difference.

"Go to sleep," the priest said eventually. "The cold mornings won't become milder just
because you stare at them."

| nodded, but didn't leave immediately. | looked once more into the darkness. "If it comes," |
said, more to myself than to him, "it will come here. Not in the huts, not in the chapels, not
just with the farmers. It will take what is huddled together here."”

“Then we hope,” he said, “that it will be full before it arrives here.”

"I hope it chokes," I said.

As | walked back to our spot, | saw Fergus lying awake against his blanket, half-lying, half-
sitting. His eyes were narrow, but not tired. "Was something wrong?" was all he asked.

"Only the night,” | said.

"The night won't get any better," he said. "But eventually it will be over. And that's when the
problems really begin.”

| lay down, the blanket over me, the knife at my hip, the piece of wood from my cradle in my
hand, as always. Two things from different times in my life. One from a mother who had
wanted me to live. One from a dead woman who perhaps wanted me to survive. In between,
me. And somewhere out there, the cold mornings, waiting for us as if by appointment.
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Before | drifted off to sleep, | heard a sound in the distance, the realness of which | wasn't
sure: a mixture of deep breathing and a dull, rolling noise. No horse, no man, no horn. I could
have imagined it was the wind caught in some strange corner. Or | could have admitted to
myself that the thing that had been circling us for so long was now closer than we cared to
admit.

The next day, we'd be told to march on towards Stirling. Towards the walls, towards the
English shields, towards banners that could be torn to shreds. And everyone would be relieved
because they finally had something in front of them again to punch in the face. Only | knew—
or thought I knew—that besides the English, there was something else waiting for us.
Something that didn't need a banner. Something that had invented cold mornings.

| eventually fell asleep, in that mixture of frost, weariness, and the last vestiges of defiance.
The clan, the war, and the cold mornings had claimed me, whether | wanted them to or not.
But | wasn't here just to be part of a pattern. If the thing from the shadows truly wanted us, it
wouldn't pull me out of line like another faceless body. It would see me. And | would see
back.

Perhaps that is precisely the only freedom you have left: to decide how you hold your gaze
when everything else begins to fall away.

Brave men, bad teeth

They say courage resides in the heart. Whoever invented that never spent much time in an
army camp. Courage resides in the teeth. In the moment you bite down, even though you
know perfectly well it will hurt. In the moment you bite into a day that everyone tells you will
punch in the face. And if I learned one thing in that camp, it's this: We may have been good
men. But our teeth were shot.

The morning we finally spoke of Stirling for the first time in days, as if it were no longer just
a distant word, smelled of cold grease and metal. The camp was awake and in a bad mood.
Everywhere you looked, there were men with mouths that had more holes than rows of teeth.
Yellow stumps, brown edges, black spots. When someone laughed, it looked like the mouth
of a rotting chest. Brave, yes. But no one would ever write a song about a Scotsman's teeth
without lying.

| sat at the edge of our fire and watched Tam scrape at a molar with a small, suspiciously dirty
knife. He grimaced, grunted, spat dark red phlegm into the dirt, and muttered something that
was probably a prayer or an insult. Sometimes they're one and the same.

"What are you doing?" | asked.

“Negotiations,” he growled without looking up. “The tooth wants to come out. I want it to
stay in until we’re finished. I’m trying to talk it out of giving up.”

"Doesn't look like you're going to win," said Aidan, who was crouching next to him and
rubbing his chin as if he were afraid his beard stubble would fall out too.
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Tam squeezed too hard once, flinched, and gasped. "Brave men," he said, "bad teeth.” Then
he looked at me. "Write that on my grave, bastard."

"If you die before your tooth falls out, I don't know if that's really a victory," | said.

Fergus sat a little further back, a bone in his hand, almost devoid of flesh. He gnawed at it
nonetheless, as if refusing to let go of something that still held a glimmer of promise. His
teeth were no better than ours, only sharper, like those of a man who had bitten too often into
things not meant for the mouth—Ileather, metal, fists, lies.

"Teeth are overrated,” he said with his mouth full. "You only need them until you're old. And
which of us plans to get old?"

“I do,” interjected the priest, who was struggling with a piece of bread that looked more like a
sacrificial stone.

“You don’t count,” said Fergus. “You’re more likely to bite into sins than into flesh.”

“Sins are tougher,” muttered the priest, took a bite and grimaced as if the loaf had
contradicted him.

The sergeant approached us. He looked as usual: too tired to appear nervous, too alert not to
notice everything. "Conference in an hour," he said. "The banners will be assembled. Today
there will be more than just cold porridge and empty promises.”

“A plan?” Seoras asked.

“Or what they consider to be,” the sergeant replied. “Stirling is getting closer. And the
English have apparently realized that we are more than just a few disparate clans with bad
tempers.”

Aidan nudged me with his elbow. "Do you hear that?" he whispered. "Finally. A real war. No
farm, no bandits, no faceless thing. Just real enemies with real teeth."

"Have you ever looked at the English?" | asked. "They're no better endowed than we are.
They just have more gold to lie to themselves about.”

Tam spat again. "Gold on your teeth is useless if someone smashes your skull in. Then they'll
just shine in the dirt."

We laughed briefly. The laughter sounded rough, fragile. But it was there. And sometimes
that's all that stands between you and nothingness: an ugly, honest laugh.

| stood up, stretched, and felt my spine creak like old wood. The camp was in motion. Men
were tightening armor, pulling on chainmail, checking helmets, sharpening blades as if trying
to rub the fatigue out of the steel. Everywhere you could hear that metallic scraping, the dull
thud of iron on stone, the quiet curse when someone cut themselves. Brave men, bad teeth,
sharp swords—a fitting title for the scene unfolding before me.

| walked a short distance, just to clear my head. Between two rows of tents, | saw a man
sitting, poking at another man's gums with a red-hot piece of metal. The patient was gripping
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a post, his knuckles white, sweat beading on his forehead. No scream. Just a long, drawn-out,
muted groan, suspended somewhere between masculinity and collapse. Beside him lay a cloth
with three dark, blood-smeared tooth roots.

"Nice morning for a root canal,” | muttered.

The "dentist"—a man with hard hands and a face that boded ill—glanced up briefly. "Better
to let them bite you than have your jaw shattered in battle because you can't hold your shield
from the pain,"” he said. "Afraid of fire?"

"I'm afraid of things that are bigger than me,"” | said. "That's too small."

He grinned, his mouth a jumble of gaps and crooked remnants. "Good man," he said. "Bad
teeth." He shoved the red-hot iron back into the other man's mouth, who this time only let out
a muffled sound and tried not to breathe.

| continued walking, towards the center. The banners fluttered, the wind playing with the
colors. Green, blue, red, patterns that told stories I'd never heard. | wondered if my father's
name was hanging somewhere there. Maybe not. Maybe the man was one of those who were
a little bit everywhere and completely nowhere. Like me—only I'd never had a choice.

A group of men had gathered in front of a large tent; they looked considerably better than we
did. Not clean, no. But more well-groomed by comparison. Armor that hadn't come from five
different corpses. Coats with more thread than holes. You could tell by looking at them: these
are the ones who want to hear the stories about brave men, but are rarely there when one of
them really screams for the first time.

| stayed outside the circle. | knew where | stood. On the sidelines. That's the place for people
like me. Good view, little say.

Inside the tent, voices could be heard. The High One, other clanmen, strategic minds, naming
hills, rivers, and narrow passages. Stirling was no longer a story, but a series of lines on a
map. Bridges, castles, waterways. They were planning how to send men in, to later count
them as numbers. Brave men, bad teeth, good position. That's how the reports would sound.

Suddenly, the redhead with the fox whiskers, whom | already knew, stood beside me. He was
chewing on something—a piece of bone, a chewy loaf of bread, perhaps his own lip. His teeth
were in terrible condition, but he wore them with a proud defiance, as if they were part of his
clan.

“You,” he said. “Bastard without tartan.”

“You,” I said. “Man with too much hair on his face.”

He grinned broadly. A brownish, patchy wall. "They say inside that they put the best ones at
the front."

"Then we'll definitely be at the back," | said.
“Oh no,” he said. “They also say: Those who have nothing to lose are the ones you should

send to test the bottleneck.”
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| knew what he meant. Stirling. The bridge. The hole through which everything had to go.
"Sounds like a job for good men," | said.
"With bad teeth," he added. "If you bite and they break, at least you tried everything."

He moved a little closer to me, looking, like me, towards the tent exit. For a moment, we
weren't a clan issue, not a bastard, not a named one. Just two men waiting for someone to tell
them when they would be sent to the slaughter.

“My name is Eoin,” he said suddenly, without looking at me.

| glanced at him sideways. "William," | said. "The last name is irrelevant. Ask the man who
should have given it to me."

“I’ll ask him on the other side of the bridge,” said Eoin. “Maybe he’ll be standing next to an
English banner, pretending he has everything under control.”

For a moment | wondered if he knew more than he was letting on. Then the tent door was
swung open. Men came out: the High One, two others in fine coats, and a messenger who
looked as if he would rather disappear. The crowd parted, without anyone giving an order.

“Listen,” cried the High Man. No grand theatrics. Just a voice that knew it would be heard.
“The English are at Stirling. They’re holding the bridge because they think we’re foolish
enough to give it to them. They have more horses. More heavy armor. More space. We
have...” — he paused briefly — .. .less to lose.”

A few people laughed. Not because it was funny, but because you had to laugh when someone
was so honest.

“We’re going to Stirling,” he continued. “Not today, not with this frost in our bones. But
soon. And we’ll show them that brave men can bite even with bad teeth.”

A few shouts, short, harsh. No jubilant cries, as the bards would later invent. Just this "Aye,"
which sounded more like an old man agreeing that he had no choice anyway.

| felt something rising inside me. Not a heroic surge. More like a hard, jagged knot of anger,
exhaustion, hunger, a knife at my hip, a father somewhere else, a thing in the shadows
drawing ever closer. Stirling would at least give me some direction. A place with names,
walls, enemies I could see. Maybe that was exactly what | needed to avoid completely
disappearing into the invisible war that raged around the camp at night.

Back at our fire, the mood was mixed. Dougal seemed paler, Cailean more animated, as if the
word "Stirling" had ignited a fire within him that hadn't yet learned that fire also burns. Murn,
the silent blockhead, merely nodded and continued sharpening his blade. Fergus sat down,
slumped forward, and rubbed his knees.

"Well then," he said. "Stirling. At least we'll die in a place that can be drawn on a map."

"And what if we don't die?" asked Cailean.
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Fergus looked at him and grinned crookedly. "Then we have one more story to annoy others
with who don't believe it."

"What about... that thing?" Ruairi asked quietly. "Do you think it will get there too?"
It was a valid question. We all thought it, but saying it out loud was still difficult.

"If there are many men there," | said, "then it will be there. Sooner or later. Where there is
blood, there are flies. Where there are flies, there is decay. And where there is decay, there
comes that which likes to wallow in it."

“Maybe it will eat English people before it eats us,” Aidan said. “That would be a form of
justice.”

The priest looked into the fire. “Justice is a word men invent when they want to feel superior
to those they kill,” he said. “But if the thing is hunting us and them, at least it’s honest.”

Brave men. Bad teeth. Honest monsters. Honest blades. Dishonest banners. That was the
reckoning we would take south.

| felt for the knife. Moira's blade was cold, but not dead. In my hand, | felt that faint vibration
again, as if she had heard where we were going. Stirling. Bridge. Water. Blood. Perhaps that
was precisely why she had been placed in my hand. Perhaps not. It didn't matter anymore.

In the coming days, the camp would shift. We would break ranks. Form lines. Read river lines
as if they were sentences. The English would raise their shields, make their horses trot, their
commanders would point at maps with clean teeth. And we—good men with rotten mouths—
would try to prove to them that in this land there is no one who alone has the right to decide
where blood belongs.

| glanced over at Tam, who was still struggling with his tooth. "Well?" | asked.

He raised his head, grinned at me, and a new gap had opened up in his grin. Bloody, raw,
honest.

"He's out,” he said. "See? One less thing to worry about.”

"Or one more hole," | said.

He laughed, that raspy Scottish laugh that always sounds a bit like a cough. "In the end, we're
all just holes, William. In flesh, in mind, in history. The main thing is that we take a good bite

every now and then."

Brave men. Bad teeth. Stirling in front of us. The Thing behind us. And me in the middle, a
bastard with a dead woman's knife and a fire in my chest that never quite went out.

That was enough. For today.

The day the order to leave came began with a taste in my mouth as if I'd spent the night

sucking on a rusty bucket. | woke up with a furry tongue, dry lips, a whiff of stale beer and

cold smoke in my throat, and | knew: if there was any proof that humans weren't made for
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armies, it was what you breathed out in the morning. Around me, men straightened up like
old, creaking doors. Some rubbed their faces, others reached for their weapons first, still
others for the spot in their back they knew would protest today. No one reached for their teeth.
They'd already given up.

The horn call that went through the camp was thin and crooked, as if wrested from a dying
animal. Nevertheless, everyone understood it: Pack up. Move. No more excuses. The talk
about Stirling was over. The time when it was just a word, too. From now on, it was a place
that met us like an open mouth.

Broc stomped through our part of the camp, stepping on feet that weren't moved out of the
way quickly enough, and didn't say a word. When he was silent, it was worse than any
cursing. He stopped just in front of me, looked down at me like a butcher at a piece of meat he
already half knows. "You look like shit, William," he said.

"You smell like shit," | replied. "We're even."

He grinned crookedly. He was missing a tooth on the right side, one I hadn't seen pulled.
Perhaps it had been gone before. Perhaps he'd lost it somewhere in a battle, along with a piece
of illusion. "Teeth are overrated,” he muttered, as if answering me in my head. "If you keep
your mouth shut long enough, nobody will ask questions.”

We packed. Armor was pulled back over cold shirts, belts tightened, swords hooked, spears
picked up. Blankets, still reeking of smoke and fear, were rolled up and strapped down
somewhere in the back. Dougal tied his staff—his spear—with a piece of strap, as if afraid the
thing would run away if he just carried it. Cailean tried to zip up his cloak so the rip in the
side wasn't right over his heart. Murn said nothing, as always. He was like a rock with legs:
there, heavy, useful in an emergency, not much of a conversationalist.

Fergus came over to us with a piece of dried meat stuck between his teeth. He chewed as if it
were an act of personal resistance. "We're running today," he said. "They say it's not far. And
when people in good coats say it's not far, it means we're going to curse.”

“What do they say about Stirling?”” asked Aidan, as he tried to untangle a strap that had turned
into a knot of bad temper overnight.

“That it will take us in,” said Fergus. “As if we were guests.” He spat out a small piece of
meat, too tough even for his teeth, and kicked it into the mud. “I’ve been a guest in places that
were less hungry than Stirling.”

The march began to move like an animal that had been tethered for too long. Hesitantly at
first, then with that languid determination that comes with a mass of people moving. Rows of
people pushed their way between the slowly burning fires, banners bobbing overhead as if
testing whether the wind still recognized them. Above us, a sky that pretended not to see any
of it. The sun was invisible, only a glimmer of light lurking somewhere behind the gray.

We took our place in the third wedge, outer wing. Peasants, bandits, bastards, like a dirty
seam on a coat someone called patchwork and "army." Other ranks in front of us, more
behind. | felt the weight of the men against my back, their footsteps in the same rhythm, the
faint clang of metal, which here was not a refined sound, but a reminder that everything we
carried was made to cut into something.
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“When we walk like this, we look like real warriors,” said Cailean, half proud, half
frightened.

"If you fall like that, you'll look like a real dead man,” Tam said. "Don't worry so much about
gender roles."

The path leading out of the camp was well-trodden. Dirt, tracks, broken branches, a lost piece
of armor here, an old bandage there. Armies leave trash behind like giants. We were no
exception. As we left the camp behind, I turned my head slightly one last time and saw the
many fire pits, now just smoldering holes in the ground. After us, the wind would sweep over
them, then the rain. In a few weeks, no one would be able to tell that hundreds of men had
stood here, laughing, drinking, praying, and shivering.

That's how everything worked in this country. Today fire, tomorrow grass, the day after
tomorrow a story no one believes.

The road to Stirling wound its way through the hills like an old scar. It wasn't difficult, just
long. The cold seeped into our bones, the frost crunched under our boots, and the longer we
walked, the more | noticed the men growing quieter. At first, there were still some
lighthearted jokes—about English teeth, about Scottish flags, about who would stumble first.
After a while, all that could be heard was the steady thumping of footsteps, breathing, the
crackle of leather.

There were moments when I felt almost... safe. Amidst all the bodies, all the weapons, all the
banners. As if nothing in the shadows could be foolish enough to run into that raging mob.
And then the other thought came: What if that's exactly what it wants? What if that's exactly
what it loves—the density, the fear, the blood running across the hills in one great rush?

The memory of the buzzing in the night was still fresh. The knife at my side felt still, but not
dead. Like someone awake who pretends to be asleep because they don't want to be spoken to.

Around noon, we were briefly halted on a rise. The order was passed along the line: “Halt.
Maintain order. Don’t fall apart. Don’t eat until the order comes.” The sergeant didn’t shout,
but his voice was clear. We stopped, the ranks automatically closed again, gaps were filled,
shields were minimally adjusted, swords were briefly drawn to check they were still there.
Men used the break to urinate, to swear, to wiggle their toes in their boots to remind
themselves they were still there.

From above, we could see a glimpse of what lay ahead. Not a city, not yet. Instead, more
plumes of smoke in the distance, a darker line on the horizon where something was moving
that wasn't a forest. Armies always look the same from afar: a speck on the earth, little form,
much consistency.

“There they are,” Seoras said. “Or some of them.”
“English or us?” Aidan asked.
“Both,” he said. “We are never alone when things get bad.”

The men stared. Some with narrowed eyes, others with open mouths, as if they could measure
the distance with their teeth. | saw the shoulders around me straighten. Not because anyone
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was preaching courage. Simply because it was now clear: what lay ahead was no longer just a
word.

The order to move forward came, and the march became more arduous. Conversations almost
completely ceased. There were only these small islands of words: "Tighten your belt,” "Raise
your shield,” "Don't look down." The bandits walked close by, nimbly despite their burdens.
Fergus had that half-bored, half-tense face of a man who had waited too often for something
that might kill him.

"Are you scared?" | asked him as we walked side by side for a while.

He looked at me, briefly, as if the question wasn't stupid, just unusually honest. "Yes," he
said. "Of course. Anyone who claims they don't have any is either lying or already dead. But |
know what fear tastes like. I've got good teeth for it."

"If we survive today," | said, "you won't need any more by evening."

"I need them to give life another taste," he muttered. "Today, tomorrow, who cares? As long
as there's something to eat."

In the afternoon, the path led us through a narrow passage, a kind of small dip between two
low hills, from which everything was visible. A perfect spot for an ambush. Perfect enough
that any man with a shred of sense would have noticed. The ranks automatically tightened,
shields were held higher, and the view was no longer so freely unobstructed. We could hear
fingers grinding on handles.

Nothing happened.

No arrows, no shouts, no Englishmen, no shadows. Just our train, running through this hollow
as if it simply had to get through it, without anything waiting for it.

“Sometimes nothing is worse than something,” Ruairi muttered behind me.

“Yes,” I said. “Nothing means that something will come later.”

Just beyond the narrow passage, | saw something in the ground again that made me stop.
Tracks. Not deep, not large, but different. Not hooves, not boots. Those round, cursed
impressions that | could now recognize even in my sleep. Not many. Just a few. Like a

whisper in the mud.

| didn't stop; that would have caused trouble. But my gaze lingered on it. The knife vibrated
almost imperceptibly.

"Do you see that?" | hissed at Seoras.

He glanced down briefly as he walked. "Yes," was all he said.

"New?" | asked.

He thought for a moment. "Not old enough to be reassuring,™ he replied.
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That was all. I didn't need anything more.

We marched on, and that knot tightened inside me again. Brave men, bad teeth, sharp
blades—and somewhere out there, something saw all that as a reserve. Us, the English,
everything in between. It was as if we were fighting two wars, and no one had asked if we had
enough teeth for both.

As the sun—or what should have been—descented, the order came to set up camp. No longer
the large assembly camp as before, but a forward one. Closer to the enemy, closer to Stirling,
closer to the water, which you could smell before you saw it. The river had laid that heavy
dampness in the air, which hung over everything as if saying: You come to me, whether alive
or dead.

We pitched our tents—if you could call those crooked tarpaulins that—closer together than
before. Shields were leaned against the outside, spears placed within reach. The fire we it
was smaller. Less light, less warmth, less inviting. Perhaps we hoped that the thing in the
shade would prefer to go where the fires were bigger.

At mealtimes — this time something that called itself soup, but was more like hot water with a
few peas scattered in it — we sat in a circle. Men shoveled the stuff down, not because it tasted
good, but because their bodies needed something to believe they were still receiving external
support.

“Tomorrow?” Cailean asked with her mouth full.

“Tomorrow it will be closer,” said the sergeant. “Perhaps not the battle. But Stirling is coming
into view.”

“Will I finally get to face an Englishman?” asked Aidan.
"First, your sword," I said. "If you start biting her, something has gone wrong."

Tam sat there, repeatedly running his tongue into the new gap where the tooth had been.
"Feels strange," he murmured.

"Get used to it," Broc said. "This won't be the last gap you get.”

| thought of all the gaps we already had: in the ranks, in the stories, in the faces that were
gone at some point. Brave men, bad teeth. And in between, this country, looking at us like a
toothless mouth that could still swallow everything.

Later, after the soup was eaten, the weapons checked, and the men wrapped themselves in
their blankets, | stayed awake. The river wasn't far; I could hear its soft murmur. It sounded
calm, almost friendly. Water is a liar. It pretends to flow only until you're lying in it and
realize how heavy it is.

The sky was dark again, the stars fewer than before, but they were there. I felt the knife, the

piece of wood, my own heart. Everything was beating. Everything was still there. Tomorrow
we would be closer to Stirling. Even closer to English steel. Even closer to the thing.
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| ran my tongue along my teeth. One was loose. Right at the back. It wobbled as if it had
decided it didn't want to see this chapter through to the end.

"Not yet,” I murmured. "You stay until I'm finished."

Good man, bad tooth. Maybe it was the other way around. Maybe we were all just bad men
with a bit of bite left. But | knew: as long as something in my mouth still hurt, I knew | was
alive.

Tomorrow we would find out how much bite we really had.

The night before Stirling no longer smelled of camp, but of anticipation. Not the good kind of
anticipation, like when a child hopes someone will bring them something sweet from the
market, but the kind where you know something big is coming and none of it will be pleasant.
The river rushed somewhere in the darkness, as if it wanted to remain detached the whole
time, as if the mess on the bank didn't concern it. The camp was smaller than the previous
gathering place, denser, more compact, like an animal crouching down before it either charges
or gets beaten.

I lay on the blanket, my back on the hard floor, staring upwards. The sky was clearer this
time, as if it actually wanted to see us. Stars, scattered irregularly, cold and dull. No comfort,
just a reminder of how small we were. To my right, Broc snored, deep and steady, as if he'd
decided he'd rather march into hell with a full tank of sleep. To my left, Aidan tossed and
turned, as if trying to shake the nightmare from his chest through sheer movement. A few
rows away, | heard someone gag, either from fear or because their stomach had decided the
stew wasn't fit for combat.

| couldn't sleep. Not properly. | drifted off, slipping briefly into images where Stirling was a
gigantic grotesque and the bridge like a stone toothpick we'd all be hanging from, and came
back up as soon as | felt the humming. That soft vibration that wasn't the river, wasn't the
wind, wasn't the men's voices. It was too deep and too close. It had no direction, only a
presence. As if someone had stuck a finger in the air and set it vibrating ever so slightly.

The knife lay still at my side, as still as anything can be that you know isn't just forged steel. |
placed my hand on it, and there it was again—that faint but perceptible echo in my palm. Not
the trembling of a frightened dog, more the tension of an animal ready to spring at any
second. I sighed softly, pulled the blanket away, and sat up. The floor was cold; my feet felt
as if someone had dragged them through ice.

"Out looking for a bride again, bastard?" Fergus's voice came softly from the darkness,
somewhere near the dying embers of the fire, which now only glowed like a bad memory. He
sat there, his cloak draped over his shoulders, his back against a shield, a shadow with eyes.

"I just want to know if the night has anything more in store for us than freezing,"” | said,
standing up.

"The night always has more to do than you," he grumbled. "But go ahead. If something eats
you, we'll have fewer mouths to feed tomorrow."

I moved a little way from the fire, not far, just enough so that the voices grew quieter and the
river louder. The ground was uneven, full of roots and holes, as if the earth were devouring
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itself. | stopped between two low bushes. From here, | could see a faint, unfamiliar glow in
the distance. Not a campfire. Not a star. More like a bright scar on the horizon. Stirling. Or
what had settled around Stirling.

| stood there, letting my gaze wander. Over dark hills, sparse trees, a world that pretended to
be silent. But silence is a liar. If you listen long enough, you realize how much lies beneath
the surface.

The buzzing intensified. Not loud, but more present, like pressure in my ear. | held my breath
and turned my head. No shadow, no sound of footsteps, nothing a normal person would have
indicated "over there." Just this feeling that something was nearby, something that didn't want
to be seen. | stood like that for a while, half in a stance that could be called a fighting stance,
half in one that signaled flight. My heart beat faster, not because | was running, but because it
had apparently decided to sound the alarm in front of me.

"William."

The voice was soft and close. Not from the darkness, but behind me. | flinched, whirled
around, my hand on the knife handle. The priest stood there as if he had sprung from the
ground. Thin, his cloak pulled tight around his shoulders, his breath steaming.

"You have to stop sneaking off on your own," he said. "Otherwise, people will think you're
important.”

"I wanted to see if it was eyeing us up," | said.
"Does it?" he asked.
I thought about it. “Yes,” I said. “But I think it’s eyeing everyone.”

He stepped beside me, looking in the same direction. For a while we said nothing. Only the
river spoke, and it had no interest in us as long as we were still on the bank.

“The men are talking,” the priest said at one point. “Not just about Stirling. About... the other
thing.”

"Let them talk," I said. "As long as they're not shouting, everything's fine."
"They wonder why you always notice it first,” he murmured.
"Because I'm unlucky,” I said. "And because I'm carrying a knife that isn't just any knife."

He looked at my hand, which was still gripping the handle. "Do you want them to think you're
something special?" he asked.

“I want them to live,” I said. “If it helps them think I have some connection to this thing, and
makes them more alert—so be it. But I don’t want songs. I don’t want stares. I don’t want
them whispering my name when something crackles in the dark.”

"So you want responsibility without glory,™" he said. "That's an unusual kind of greed."
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I chuckled softly. "I just don't want the thing to be surprised when it arrives,” | said. "Neither
are we. It should know that at least someone is watching."

We stood there in silence for a few more heartbeats. Then the buzzing subsided, as if
something had changed its mind. The pressure in my head eased, my breathing became
calmer. I didn't know if that meant it was gone—or just that it had crouched down and tilted
its head.

"Go back," said the priest. "Tomorrow you'll need legs that still know how to stand.”

| nodded and went back to the fire. Fergus was there as before, except now he had a piece of
wood in his mouth, which he was chewing on. Like a dog refusing to let the day pass him by.

"And?" he simply asked.
"Just shadows pretending to be more,"” | said.
"They usually are," he said, and lay down again.

I lay down too, pulled the blanket up, knife at my side, piece of wood in my hand. My teeth
ached a little, especially the loose one. | rubbed my tongue against it until the pain became
familiar. Eventually, | drifted off.

The dream was sharp, as if cut from cold iron. I stood on the bridge at Stirling, alone. No clan,
no banner, no brother in the mud. Just me and the water rushing beneath me like a hasty
confession. On the other side of the bridge, the English, in orderly ranks, with gleaming
helmets and shields, as if they hadn't grasped that the mud makes us all equal. Behind me,
somewhere on the bank, the Thing. Not to be seen, but to be heard. That deep hum, always
just behind my shoulder.

The English raised their shields, I raised my sword. | shouted something, | don't know what.
A word, a name, a curse. Maybe all of them together. And then | saw her. Between the ranks.
Moira. Without her veil, without her smile. Her face wasn't distorted, not dead, not quite
alive. She walked toward the English, not toward me. She looked at me—for just a breath—
and | knew she was on the wrong side. | wanted to go to her, but my feet were stuck to the
stones of the bridge. As if the river had sucked them in.

The thing behind me was getting closer. | didn't feel its breath on my skin, but in my chest. As
if someone were pressing against my ribs from the inside. Moira raised her hand, as if to warn
me—or say goodbye. Behind her, above the English helmets, something large was moving.
Wider than three men, taller than two, without sharp edges, just an outline shimmering like
heat above the ground. The buzzing grew louder. My teeth began to vibrate, as if they were
about to pop out of my jaw.

| ripped the knife from its sheath. The blade was black in this dream, not metallic, but like a
piece of night that someone had shaped. | wanted to scream, wanted to run, wanted to do
something. Then one of my teeth shattered in my mouth. Just like that. It crumbled to dust,
and when 1 tried to spit it out, only blood came out. It ran from my mouth, dripped onto the
bridge stone, and then flowed backward, toward the river, not forward.
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| woke up, mouth open, gasping for breath. My tongue frantically searched for the loose tooth
way in the back. It was still there. Wobbly. But it was still there. | breathed out, slowly,
tasting nothing but the old taste of sleep and metal. No blood. No dust. Just my own bad
breath.

Around me it was still dark, but no longer pitch black. A first pale gray crept across the sky,
groping its way over the edges of the tents. The camp was restless. Men who had been on
watch began nudging others with their feet. A few quietly uttered the first curses of the day. |
sat up, throwing off my blanket, my back cold. The river still rushed, as indifferent as before.

Tam was already sitting down, rubbing his eyes, yawning, then holding his hand to his mouth
as if he couldn't bear to breathe his own breath. "If the English ever get close enough to smell
this," he muttered, "they might just run home of their own accord."

"That's our secret,” | said. "We stink them out."

Aidan sat up and looked at me. "You mumbled something in your sleep,"” he said. "Sounded
like 'bridge’ or 'break’. And something with a name."

"At least | still have my tongue," | said. "The rest will take care of itself."

The horn blast came. This time it didn't sound sick, just relentless. Rising. The beginning of
the day. The beginning of battle. The beginning of everything that would cease to exist
afterward. We packed again: shields, weapons, blankets, all the pitiful baggage of a man who
pretends he can oppose death with just a few things.

The sergeant came closer, stopped in front of me, and looked briefly into my eyes. "Did you
sleep well?" he asked.

“I dreamt about Stirling,” I said.
"Then you are further along than those who still believe it is just a name," he said.
"I dreamt about that thing too," | added.

"That's the difference between you and most people,” he said. "They only dream of one war.
You dream of both."

He briefly placed his hand on my shoulder. No comfort, no blessing, just a touch that said:
You are here. | see you. That was all | needed.

As we set off, the light was sharper than the day before. The sky was no longer gray, but had
that pale brightness that promises nothing, yet reveals everything. Ahead of us, behind a low
hill, lay Stirling. Not yet in sight, but close enough that the air felt different. Thicker. Heavier.
Full of something I couldn't name.

| ran my tongue over my teeth again. They weren't good. Too many cracks, too many loose

teeth, too much pain that had settled in certain spots. I'd never be a hero with a beaming smile,
the kind you paint on banners. But they were still there. | could still bite.
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Brave men, bad teeth. Maybe that was all we were. Men who wouldn't fit neatly into history,
but who wanted to bite into it long enough until it bled. | was a bastard in the dirt, with a knife
made from a dead woman and a tooth that wouldn't let go, and | decided that had to be enough
to meet Stirling.

If war doesn't make us all equal, I thought, then this thing will. And maybe, just maybe, one
of them would choke on me.

We set off. Southwards. To Stirling. Towards the bridge that would show whether good men
with bad teeth always just bite — or sometimes get through.

Learning to Die in Stirling

Stirling smelled even before we saw it. Not of roast meat, not of freshly baked bread, or any
of those fairytale smells the bards would later use to pretend cities had such things. Stirling
smelled of wet stone, cold smoke, and too many men in too little space. And underneath it all,
ever so faintly, that metallic whiff you get just before blood starts to warm up. It's like the
promise of a brawl in a crowded tavern: no one starts it, but everyone knows it's going to
happen.

We crested one last hill, and there it was. First the castle, like a black nail in the gray flesh of
the sky, high above, where people made decisions for which they didn't have to die. Below it,
the town, a cluster of houses, pressed together like teeth in the mouth of a man who had
waited long for life's fist. And in front of it, the river. Broad, dark, calm, as if it had already
resigned itself to carrying more than just branches and debris today. Above it, the bridge. Not
large, not grand. Just a piece of stone, pretending to be innocent.

The English stood on the other side. Not too close, not too far. Just far enough away to see
them as a mass, not as individuals. Ranks, shields, flags. A colorful, upright heap of
arrogance. Armor that fit better than ours, helmets that gleamed as if they possessed a pride of
their own. Behind them, banners that fluttered in the wind as if they were worth more than
any man standing beneath them.

"There they are," said Seoras.
“Or we,” I muttered. “Depends on who the problem actually is here.”

The army—our army, if one was feeling generous—spread out before the river. Not perfectly,
but determined enough that it was clear: this was no longer a raid. This was the moment that
all who survived would later speak of as if they had planned it. From right and left, more
troops streamed in: clans with their checks and patterns, riders checking their horses,
messengers running like hounds. The ground transformed into something that looked like a
decisive moment: crushed frost, torn-up earth, deep tracks in the grass.

The sergeant led us to the spot the High Commander had granted us. Not in the front row, that
was reserved for the "good" clans. But not way in the back either. Third wedge, right wing.
The spot for those you hope will stand there long enough so as not to make the rest look
completely ridiculous.
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“Here,” said the sergeant, stopping with his hand on his belt. “This is your piece of Stirling.”

| looked at the bridge. From here, it looked narrower than | had imagined. It didn't look like
the place where stories are born. It looked like something you quickly repair when a wheel
breaks. A functional piece of everyday city life. Except today, we were the wheel, and no one
had brought a spare.

“They are holding the bridge,” said Aidan, as if it were a surprise.

“Of course they’re holding the bridge,” Broc growled. “If you have water and stone across it,
you don’t let the lunatics run across it, shouting that they want freedom.”

The English had built a wall of shields on the other side. Nothing fancy, but effective. Shield
upon shield, spears behind them, bows even further back. A line of men waiting for us to be
foolish enough to die in their favorite way: one after the other. | saw helmets tip here and
there, glances cast upon us. We were no longer an abstract enemy. We were the Scottish faces
they could remember if they wanted to boast later about whom they had Killed.

“Learning to die in Stirling,” Tam muttered beside me. “Sounds like the title of a bad prayer
book.”

"Those who are lucky learn nothing at all," Fergus said calmly. He stood slightly behind us,
his bandits scattered like thorns along our flank. "He'll fall before any teacher can open his
mouth."”

The dignitaries rode back and forth. Men with better coats, better horses, better teeth. They
gave speeches that reached us at the back only as clipped murmurs. | caught snatches of
words: "Honor," "Homeland," "Freedom," "Pride.” Not a word about fear. Not a word about
the fact that most of us down here were simply trying not to die like dogs.

The priest stood not far from us, his cloak fluttering as if it were as thin as he was. He didn't
look like a man who could ignite courage. More like one who would gather up the remains
when the fire had gone out.

“What do you think — will they come to us or we to them?”” Ruairi asked softly, gripping the
spear more tightly as if he were about to drop it.

“Both,” I said. “We go there, they come towards us, and in the middle we meet and pretend
we’ve understood something.”

The sergeant turned to us. His eyes were clear, his voice not loud, but it cut through the
murmuring around us. "Listen," he said. "Today, no one will ask you if you're ready. That
doesn't matter. No one is ready. The only thing that matters is this: you hold your line. Shield
to shield. If someone falls, you move up. If you're afraid, tell your feet, not your hands. Your
feet may tremble, but your hands must not."

He glanced at each of us briefly. Tam, Aidan, Seoras, Ruairi, Dougal, Cailean, me. Fergus,

who grinned as if he were about to steal something. Murn, who just stood there like a rock
that had decided to stand somewhere else today.
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"You're not heroes," said the sergeant. "Good. Heroes are the first to fall because they can't
keep their mouths shut. You're men. That's enough."

A horn sounded. This time from our side, louder, clearer. A command. A start. The front
ranks began to move, slowly, with the weight of what they knew. Shields were raised, spears
pointed forward. Shouts, short, pent-up, came from the throats of those who could not bear to
move silently. Others remained silent. Their footsteps spoke loud enough.

We were still standing. Third wedge, right wing. Waiting. Waiting is the prelude to death.
During that time, your mind paints pictures that are worse than anything that could actually
happen—except for what actually does happen.

| saw the first of our men reach the bridge. Like arrows ripping into it from the other side.
Like men staggering back, like one plunging into the water, his armor heavy, a couple more
desperate movements, then nothing. The river took him, as it took everything, without
hesitation. The English shield wall remained standing. Their spears stood still like a barbed
wall. Behind them, faces that grew clearer as ours drew nearer. They didn't look like demons.
They looked like us, only better groomed. And sated. And banners proclaiming that God
himself had given them the right to stand there.

Ours clashed against their shields. Screaming metal against hard edge, wood, leather, bone. A
dull thud that pierced the chest. Spears thrust forward, found gaps, found flesh. Men crashed
against each other like barrels overflowing with rage. The bridge became a narrow abyss
through which an entire battle had to carve its way.

"This will be a throughput problem," Seoras said dryly.

"What do you mean?" asked Cailean, who was trying not to stare at the bridge, but was doing
it anyway.

“More men than the bridge can hold,” Seoras said. “More death than the river can bear. The
rest are scattered along the banks.”

Orders were shouted on our side. Troops back, others forward. Arrows forward. | saw archers
take up positions, draw their bows, and send arrows flying. A black swarm flew toward the
English lines. Some found gaps, some ricocheted off shields, some fell into the water on their
way. Shouts could be heard from the other side, high-pitched, short ones. That was the
moment when the Scottish side briefly raised its voice.

“Our turn will come too,” said the sergeant. “Warm up your hands. Rub them if you need to.
Soon they’ll be able to hold more than your own weight.”

| rubbed my fingers together. Not out of cold. Out of respect. The sword at my side suddenly
felt heavier. The knife at my other side felt lighter, dangerously light, as if saying: Now,
William. Now things get serious.

Dougal leaned towards me. "Are you scared?" he asked.

| didn't hesitate. "Yes," | said. "Il have."

"Good," he said. "Then you're not dead yet."
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Behind us, Fergus croaked a laugh. "Fear is the only thing that's always on time," he said.
"Those who don't have it are either asleep or lying."”

Ruairi nodded vigorously, gripping the spear tightly, his knuckles white. *I'm so scared, |
could vomit," he said.

“If you vomit on my shoes, you’ll learn to die before we reach the bridge,” Tam said.

A second horn sounded. Closer. An order that rippled through the ranks like an electric shock.
The sergeant took the blade in his hand, twisted it briefly to see if the light stayed on it.

"Third wedge, right wing — advance!" someone shouted.
That was our cue.

The line began to move. Step by step, shield after shield. The ground beneath us was already
torn up by the feet of those who had gone before us. | felt the vibration coming from the
bridge, rising through the earth, into my legs, into my chest. Stirling was breathing through
us, whether we wanted it to or not.

The closer we got, the clearer everything became. The English faces, contorted with shouting,
glistening with sweat. The blades, glittering in patches of sunlight as if to show how cleanly
they worked. The blood on the stones, seeking the river. The bodies already floating in the
water, armor heavy, arms outstretched aimlessly.

Learning to die in Stirling, | thought. No priest, no teacher, no king shows you that. You learn
it in the two seconds when you realize you're not going to get a third breath. Or in the minutes
before, when you see someone else do it — and try to remember how not to do it.

We drew closer. The noise grew thicker, clinging to our ears. Metal on metal, flesh on stone,
men's voices turning people into animal sounds. In contrast, the river roared on, as if to say: |
am greater than your noise.

The sergeant glanced over his shoulder. A quick look, a brief moment. "Remember,"” he said.
"You're not here to die beautifully. You're here to teach each other how to die."

| felt for the knife again. Moira's blade felt as if it had been waiting for that exact sentence.
That tough, dirty fire burned in my chest again, no longer asking if it was all fair. It only
wanted to know if | would stand my ground.

"Learning how to die can wait,” something inside me said. "Today I'll learn how to show
others how it's done. If there's time left after that, death can come to me."

We marched on, towards the bridge, towards the English, towards what awaited them behind.
Brave men, bad teeth, trembling hands, heavy steel. Stirling in front of us, the thing
somewhere beside him. And me in the middle, a bastard who was just realizing that he was
less afraid of dying than of the fact that everything he had been up to that point might
ultimately be meaningless.

So I decided it wouldn't be okay. Not for me. Not today. Not on this bridge.
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The bridge smelled of fear and iron. Not that you could clearly separate the two. The air was a
muddy mixture: sweat, old leather, hot breath, cold river, the first open wounds. The sound
was no longer noise, more like a thick blanket covering everything. You heard screams, but
they no longer belonged to anyone. They were simply there, like the rushing water. The
bridge was too narrow for what we were putting it through. Every step was a compromise
between moving forward and not crashing into the person in front.

"Shields up!" someone yelled at the front, and the order crept back through the third wedge
until it reached us like a tired dog. We raised our shields, not in unison, but enough of them.
Wood, leather, metal, all scarred from other days that had started just as shitty.

Something whistled from the other side. An arrow, two, many. The first ones struck the front
ranks, dull thuds on shields that at first only twitched, then solidified. One flew overhead, so
close | could feel the hiss right next to my ear. A man somewhere behind me cried out briefly,
then there was only a dull thud, as if a sack had fallen. No one turned around. If you turn
around, you're already halfway to the river.

We approached, slowly, like a plank being pushed against a doorframe. From here, the
English were more clearly visible. Their shields were cleaner, their spearheads smoother, their
faces clean-shaven or neatly trimmed, as far as one could see under helmets. They looked like
men accustomed to being told they were superior. | felt a strong urge to knock that very
thought out of their heads.

The initial impact hit us like a wave, coming from the front and still shuddering at the rear.
Our front ranks slammed against their shield wall. Wood cracked, metal screeched, men
gasped. The bridge vibrated beneath us, not gently, but as if briefly considering whether to
refuse it all.

"Advance, don't push!" the sergeant roared. His voice cut through the mixture of fear and
adrenaline like a knife through tough meat. "Shield to shield!"

Tam, to my left, pulled his shield closer to his body, his jaw grinding. | saw him briefly press
his tongue against the new gap, but forced himself to stop. Aidan, to my right, had that
crooked grin on his face, which didn't quite convince because his eyes were too wide open.
Behind them were Ruairi, Dougal, Murn, Fergus, and his bandits, all in varying degrees of
disarray, but all with the same look: We're already here, so we're going to see this through.

The pressure from the front intensified. Men ahead of us were pushed back, just a little, then
they regained their footing. The sergeant gave the signal, we advanced, two steps, then one
more, stopped again. My feet felt the stone beneath the mud, the slight unevenness, the crack
you had to remember if you wanted to still be standing tomorrow. If there was a tomorrow.

An English arrow found the gap above a shield, somewhere ahead of us. A man snapped out
of line, more to the side than backward, as if someone had ripped his hook out. Blood spurted,
a warm, brief rain that spread across the shields. The space he vacated was immediately filled.
That was the terrible thing about an army like that: it made you replaceable in real time.

"Spears!"” The order came from the front and ran towards us. We thrust our spears forward,
diagonally, over the shields. Those without spears held their swords ready, low down where
legs began and often wanted to stay upright for too long. On the other side, they were doing
the same. It was like two prickly hedgehogs trying to embrace each other.
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An Englishman opposite me, just a few ranks away, thrust his spear forward; the point slid
down over the edge of a Scotsman's shield, grazing his forearm. The man cursed, but kept his
shield up. No room for pain, only for assessment: can 1 still go on, or can't 1?

Then it happened. The front ranks were so tightly packed that the pressure turned into close
combat. Spears were too long, swords became essential. The blow ripped through the ranks,
we pushed forward, and suddenly there was no space. Only close quarters.

| saw an English face directly in front of me. Not heroic, just angry. Young eyes in an old
steel helmet. He yelled something, probably in English, maybe "Death,” maybe "Scottish
swine." | didn't understand, but | grasped the spear thrust coming over the shield, straight at
me. | raised my shield, the point scraping across, catching somewhere in the top edge. The
blow went through my arm as if someone had thrown a stone at my shoulder.

| thrust my shield forward, not gracefully, just hard. I struck him in the chest; he staggered
back a finger's width, enough to feel the gap. My sword came from below, flat, swift. It found
the soft spot above his thigh, where the iron skirt ended. 1 felt the resistance of fabric, then
skin, then something warm vyielding. He roared, this time much more intelligibly. Pain has no
language.

Blood spurted against my boots. He didn't collapse immediately, clinging to his spear like a
drowning man to a branch. Someone beside him pulled him back a bit, offering him his place.
In the time it took to breathe, | had wounded a man and filled his wound. Stirling brought his
own order.

The ranks around us grew denser. A shout to the left, a dull thud to the right. A spear pierced
Tam's shield just beside me, slipped off, and left a deep gouge. Tam laughed briefly, more out
of reflex. "You need to aim better, you English buffoon!" he roared, even though Tam
couldn't even hear who was insulting him anymore.

Someone behind us fell. I heard the impact, felt the line give slightly before it closed again.
Fergus yelled something to his men that sounded like, "Show them how thieves stab!" His
bandits weren't proper soldiers, but they knew that close, dirty fighting where you couldn't
make a nice sweeping motion with your blade. They stabbed where the gaps were: the backs
of knees, sides under the arms, necks sticking out too far from the shield.

| took a blow to the helmet, from above, perhaps from an Englishman, perhaps from a
Scotsman who swung too wildly. Stars exploded just before my eyes, | tasted metal. The blow
made me crouch, only half an inch, but in this crush, half an inch is practically a grave. My
shield tilted just enough for the air to briefly touch my ribs, and air is more dangerous than
steel in a moment like this. | forced myself to raise my arm again, even though the muscle
protested like an old man being made to walk. The blood roared in my ears as if | were
underwater, but my hand still knew what to do.

| yanked my shield back to my chest, just as something hard slammed against it—a spear
stump, a blade, perhaps just the desperate head of some poor dog trying not to fall. The blow
forced me back into line, and the men behind me caught me, not out of friendship, but
because they didn't want to trip over me.

"Stand still, bastard!" I heard Broc growl behind me, close to my ear. His breath reeked of
stale beer and metal. "If you fall, fall forward, understand?"
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Understood. Always fall forward. Stirling's rule number one.

| gritted my teeth—the ones that were still there—and braced myself against the pressure. The
line was no longer a group of men, but a single body, a compressed worm of steel and flesh,
desperate to move forward and forgetting everything inside in the process. All around me,
someone was panting, someone was cursing, someone was perhaps praying. | had no room for
prayer. | barely had room to breathe.

An English spear snatched over the edge of Aidan's shield, grazed his cheek, and tore a red
mark into his skin. Not a deep cut, but enough to make him stumble briefly. His grin, which
was never entirely genuine anyway, twisted into a grimace of pain and surprise. He roared
something unintelligible, just a loud noise, and rammed his sword forward, blindly but not
senselessly. A dull resistance, a half-broken scream from the other side. Hit. It wasn't difficult
to hit someone here. The skill was not to die in the process.

"Go on!" the sergeant yelled, and I didn't know if he was at the front or somewhere in
between. His voice was everywhere and nowhere. "Push! Push them down, push them back!
Don't think, just push!"

Don't think. Good advice. My mind was more of a hindrance than a help anyway. Every
image it produced was a mistake. When | started thinking about the fact that there was rock
beneath us, water beneath the rock, and that this water would consume so much more today, |
almost stopped breathing. So | concentrated on small things: the rough inside of the shield
strap against my hand. The one loose spot on my left boot. The sweet, warm scent of fresh
blood somewhere to my right, distinct from the cold, iron breath.

To my left, | heard Tam laughing. It was a hurried, raspy laugh, but it was laughter
nonetheless. "Come on, you English pile of crap!" he yelled forward. "I've taken better blows
with that wooden wedge!"

An answer came like a blow. A sword swung over the top of his shield, ricocheted off the
edge, passed over his helmet, and left a gleaming dent. Tam flinched, staggered briefly, but
remained standing. "Good," | murmured. "Helmet: one. Brain: zero."

A small gap opened up a little ahead of us as one of our men collapsed. | didn't see who it
was, only the suddenly formed hole where Scottish blood steamed, seeking an English blade.
No room for mourning. The line did what lines do: it closed. Like a mouth that won't let out a
bite. | felt myself being pulled half a step into that hole. The man hadn't even properly fallen
before his position was history.

Learning to die in Stirling, I thought. Lesson one: You are a stone in a wall. If you break out,
your mother won't be put in your place, but the next stone.

The English fought back. They weren't here because they were bad. They were well-
positioned, shields close together, spears precise, their curses more orderly than ours. One
directly in front of me—a slightly older fellow with a gray beard sprouting from the edge of
his helmet—Ilooked at me briefly. No hatred, just that cold assessment. He thrust at my shield,
not to kill me, but to throw me off balance. | blocked, he pulled back, I took a step forward, he
did too, and in the middle there was nothing but noise.
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An arrow—from where, from which direction, no idea—struck diagonally into the neck of a
man two rows in front of me. At first, it looked like a strangely grown thorn protruding from
his collar. Then came the blood. He clutched his throat as if he could close the hole, stumbled
into the man in front of him, and fell half onto the parapet, half forward. Two men tried to
catch him. The pressure from behind pushed them down with him. The river decided. It took
all three of them. A dull chorus of screams, water, metal. Then only water.

The gap they'd created was a vortex. It's like a whirlpool: a hole, and everything wants to go
in. | heard the sergeant further ahead shouting something, probably "Hold your line!", "Close
it down!", "Don't give way!". It didn't matter what words he used. Our bodies understood
what was at stake. We pushed forward, plugging the gap, only to be squeezed even tighter
together in the process.

My shield edge crunched against Aidan's shield on the right. Our arms were so tightly locked
that it was impossible to tell who controlled which muscle. Behind me, Broc pushed as if |
were a piece of furniture he had to shove through a doorway that was too narrow. In front of
me, | felt the resistance of the English, the hard, stubborn pressure of an army that was no less
afraid, but more afraid of retreating.

A sword slid up through a gap below, grazing my shin. Pain shot through me, but the cut
wasn't deep. Instinctively, | stepped forward, probably hitting nothing but a shield, maybe an
Englishman's foot. Then | got an opportunity with my own sword. | brought it in low from the
side, at hip height. It struck something hard, slid off, then hit something softer. An
Englishman's cry, short, clipped.

I noticed my back right tooth was loose again. Of all times, now. The thing in my jaw seemed
to have decided it no longer had a contract with me for this battle. | bit down harder, out of a
mixture of defiance and stupidity. A sharp pain shot through my head, all the way to behind
my eyes. Everything blurred for a moment. | wanted to spit the tooth out, right in an
Englishman's face. But | kept it in. If I had to die, it might as well come with me.

"You're bleeding from the mouth, William!" shouted Aidan, who glanced briefly at me.

"Better out of the mouth than the throat!" | shouted back, spitting red into the gap between our
shields. A few drops hit the wood, a few the boot of the Englishman in front of me. Let him
have some.

The battle didn't become more heroic. It became smaller. The world shrank to the few
centimeters in front of my face. Shield edge, helmet rim, eyes beneath an iron bar, a hand
flying too close to my face, a spear ramming somewhere, blades constantly too near. | could
see nothing of the castle anymore, of the city only a wisp of smoke. Of the banners, only
occasionally a sliver of color at the edge of my vision.

It was no longer a war between two armies. It was a pub brawl on Stein that just happened to
have too many participants. We were no longer Scots, they were no longer English. We were
men trying not to be the ones kissing the water next.

At some point—I honestly have no idea how long we'd been standing in that crush—I noticed
that the pressure had changed. It was no longer just frontal, but seemed to be tilting sideways.
A scream further forward, different from the others. Not pain, more surprise. A few heads
turned, only to be immediately forced forward again.
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“They are... falling!” someone shouted.

At first | didn't understand whom he meant. Us? Them? Both? Then | felt the Englishmen in
front of us slide half a step to the right, as if someone had turned the ground beneath their feet.
Part of their shield wall wavered. One of them slipped, fell halfway sideways, dropped his
shield, and stumbled into his own man.

"Push!" shrieked the sergeant, and this time his voice was not just a command, but pure
instinct. "Now! Push!"

We pushed. Shield against shield, flesh against flesh, teeth against pain. I felt my loose tooth
finally pop out of my jaw. It came loose in a single, small, crunching moment, as if someone
had pulled a rivet out of my mouth. I had a choice: swallow it or spit it out. | chose to spit it
out.

| spat forward, over the edge of the shield. Blood, saliva, a small, dark tooth. It flew in a
pathetic arc, probably hitting no one in any meaningful way, but in my mind it was a symbolic
declaration of war: Here, take it. That's all you're getting.

They broke before us. Not all of them, not at once. But enough of them. Part of the English
front buckled, as if they suddenly understood that the bridge wasn't just making things
difficult for us. The rear ranks pressed forward, the front ranks tried to retreat, and in between
arose precisely what you never want on a bridge: disunity in movement.

One stumbled onto the parapet, pulling a second down with him. They toppled over. | briefly
saw their arms flailing, their eyes wide, their mouths open. Then they were gone, swallowed
by the river like breadcrumbs.

"Onward!" roared the sergeant. "Get right into them! Give them no solid ground!"

We walked. Step by step, then faster. Not running—you couldn't run here—but with a
different kind of will in our legs. We used the swaying like a wave, allowed to surf it for a
moment before it crashed back down. My sword worked, not beautifully, but diligently.
Blows, thrusts, short, ugly movements. | struck more cloth than flesh, more steel than bone,
but occasionally something that yielded and screamed.

The noise grew louder, shriller. English voices sounded different when they were afraid. I still
didn't understand the words, but the message was clear: Shit, this isn't going as planned.
Welcome to the club, I thought.

An Englishman directly in front of me, his face far too clean for the day, raised his shield too
late. My blade struck him under the chin, not deep enough to instantly kill him, but enough to
make his head jerk back and his mouth open like a man who still has something to say, but
whose words are bleeding from his throat. | drew my sword back; he staggered, was pulled
aside by one of his own men. The space he made was filled again. Always this filling up.
Stirling was a hole into which we poured men until either our courage or our bodies ran out.

| realized | was laughing. It was that absurd, dry laugh you get when you've already crossed
the line where reason still has any influence.

“What is it?” gasped Aidan beside me, without looking from the front.
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"I lost my tooth,"” | said.
"Congratulations,” he gasped. "At least death can't punch you in the mouth."”

Learning to die in Stirling, | thought. Lesson two: You give away parts of yourself before
you're completely gone. Teeth, skin, blood, voices. Piece by piece. And if you're lucky, you'll
still be around long enough to remember everything you've left behind.

The bridge beneath us vibrated, the river foamed, men shouted, steel sang its squalid song.
We hadn't yet achieved victory, not even a real advantage. But we had something they had
just lost: the belief that only one side was learning to die here today.

And there | was, the bastard in the dirt, standing right in the middle of it all, one tooth
missing, a few more cuts, the knife at my side like a cold promise. | didn't know when my
own lesson would start. But I did know one thing: I was going to watch damn closely how the
others took their exams.

There was a point when time on the bridge softened. Not slower, not faster, just soft. It had
lost its edges. You didn't know if you'd been standing there for an hour or just ten breaths.
Everything was a single, extended moment of noise, blood, pressure, and this absurd attempt
to keep both feet on the same piece of stone while the world tugged at you. If someone had
asked me later exactly when we started winning or losing, | would have just shrugged. In
Stirling, you learn: there is no "exactly then." There is only "still" and "no longer."

"They're toppling!" someone shouted at some point, either far forward or in the middle, it was
hard to tell. The line in front of me wasn't just swaying anymore, it seemed to be actually
devouring the ground. An English shield broke free from the line, flew sideways, and struck a
colleague on the helmet. Someone dropped to their knees. Another tried to pull him up and
got a blade between the ribs for it. When order dies, it dies in a fraction of a second. Before
that, it lasts longer than any human being.

"Onward!" the sergeant roared, and | felt his voice pierce the men's spines. "Into it! Hold on
to the noise, not the ground!"

I didn't know what he meant, but my legs understood. They moved. One, two, three steps. Not
a march, not a storm, more like the impatient pushing of a crowd in front of a bar window.
Except that the bar here was made of steel.

Ahead of us there was no longer a clear line, but a frayed edge of shields and bodies, unsure
whether to move forward or backward. An Englishman stumbled right in front of my shield's
edge, half-turned, without cover. His helmet was crooked, the strap torn, one eye open, the
other swollen shut. He glanced at me, briefly, and in that look was a hint of "this wasn't part
of the plan.” I hit him, not even particularly cleanly. A slanted blow that struck him above the
mouth. Something white spurted out, not a pure tooth fragment, more like a mixture of bone
and blood. Brave men, bad teeth—on both sides.

"Get him out of the way!" Broc yelled, and two bodies behind me rammed their shoulders
against the half-dead man, pushing him away toward the river. | didn't hear him fall into the
water. Maybe he got caught on something. Maybe he was simply lying in that niche of stone
and flesh where you momentarily forget you've brought a body with you.
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To my right, | heard Aidan gasping, a different gasp than before. Not a normal "I'm
exhausted," but that thin, surprised sound when the air realizes it has a new outlet. | risked a
quick sideways glance. A spear had caught him in the side, just below the ribs, angled in, not
quite through. He was still standing. His eyes wide, his teeth clenched, his lips bloody.

"Everything's fine," he lied.
"Of course,"” | lied back. "Looks like a love bite."”
He laughed briefly, a dry, hacking cough. "If I survive, I'll tell everyone that was a bear."

“If you survive, say it was an Englishman with bad manners,” I said, turning back to face
forward before the next spear showed me what he thought of conversation.

We were almost in the middle of the bridge, as far as one could tell in all the crush. Behind us,
ranks were still pushing forward, men who were perhaps seeing blood for the first time and
pretended it was just mud of a different color. In front of us, the English were retreating
slowly but noticeably. Not a panicked run, more like the sluggish yielding of a tree slowly
falling. Those at the rear were trying to hold the front, but you could see the line beginning to
fray. One took a step too far back, another dropped his shield, another looked too long to the
left, where a comrade was falling. Every small mistake here was an invitation.

Fergus and his bandits greedily exploited this. They positioned themselves slightly staggered,
not in the tightest line, but where gaps appeared. If an Englishman stumbled, they were there.
No honorable blow, no clean cut — a knife to the side, short thrusts to the kidneys, a blade up
the groin, a hand grasping the throat and slashing open something that made a noise. They
fought like what they were: highwaymen, only the road was made of stone and their pay was
measured in seconds.

“You fight like pigs!” shouted a Scotsman from another row to the back, half contemptuously,
half impressed.

“Pigs survive!” Fergus roared back, ramming his blade into an Englishman’s armpit, where
there was no iron. “And pigs eat well!”

Amidst all this, I suddenly noticed that the air sounded different. Not quieter, but deeper.
Somewhere behind us—or beneath us?—something was vibrating. Not as distinctly as at
night, not that pure hum of something else. More like an echo of it. The river? The thumping
of many feet? Or perhaps a laughing shadow? No time to think. The knife at my side pulsed
briefly nonetheless, like a heartbeat beneath someone else’s skin.

"Not now," I growled to myself. "'l already have an enemy today."

As if it had heard, the thing calmed down. Or maybe I just convinced myself of it. In Stirling
you also learn: Imaginations are sometimes more helpful than truth. Truth shouts at you.
Imaginations help you take the next step.

An English officer—or at least he looked like one, with better armor, a crest on his chest, and

that slightly disgusted look—fought his way forward through his own ranks. He bellowed
orders, brandished his sword, and pulled one of his men aside to take his place. There was that
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face again: someone who had heard his whole life that he got to decide who died. | hate faces
like that.

He saw us, us piles of dirt, our torn tartan, our dented helmets, the missing teeth in our
mouths. Something inside him changed. Perhaps he realized that we didn't look like we'd
retreat just because he was roaring loudly. He was coming straight toward our section. The
shield wall in front of him surged forward once more, a concentrated push, an attempt to at
least visually regain the upper hand on this narrow strip of stone.

"Up ahead!" the sergeant roared. | saw his helmet, which | could now recognize from any
distance. "Watch out! The one with the chicken on his chest isn't yours—he's mine!"

Of course. Even here, in the hell of the bridge, there was still that raw, old reflex in man: the
superior wants the superior. The small kill each other so that the great can settle their personal
scores.

The Englishman pushed aside one of his own men's shields, making room for himself. The
gap was dangerous — but he filled it quickly, standing firmly, shield high, sword low. | caught
a glimpse of his eyes. Clear, gray eyes, not stupid. More like annoyed that he had to get his
hands dirty here.

Our sergeant pushed forward, his shoulder grazing my shield. "Move aside, William," he
growled. "That guy owes me one."

| took a half step sideways, as far as | could. Space was a precious commodity, but it was
enough that the two of them were standing directly opposite each other. It wasn't a scene
straight out of a movie. No sudden silence, no circling crowd. Just two men, amidst the
carnage, locking eyes and pretending to be alone for a moment.

The Englishman said something in his language. It didn't sound friendly. Our sergeant spat
blood onto the stone. "I don't have an ear for your crap," he said. "Only a hand."

They clashed like two old dogs who had known each other for years. Shield against shield,
steel against steel. The officer struck precisely, with practiced skill, a good wrist. The sergeant
struck dirty, crookedly, from experience. The Englishman took a step forward, the sergeant
half-stepped sideways, let the blow slide off his shield, and instead delivered the edge of the
blow right against the rim of his helmet. A dull thud reverberated through my arm.

For a moment, the Englishman seemed to topple backward, but he recovered. His sword
jerked upward, hooked over the sergeant's shield, and pulled him down slightly. That was the
gap any bard would later embellish. In reality, it was an awkward moment in which both were
briefly unsteady.

"Now!" roared my own voice before | even knew | wanted to say anything.
Not to the sergeant. To me.

| thrust forward, not with my sword, but with my shield. I didn't hit the Englishman, but his
shield, sideways. That was enough. His balance, already precarious, broke. He stumbled half a
step to the right, into a gap no one had left for him. His shield was momentarily too far from
his body.
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The sergeant dropped his shield as if it had suddenly become superfluous. His sword, already
bearing the marks of other lives, came from below. No heroic sweep, no upright, gleaming
thrust. Just an ugly, short thrust into the area between the breastplate and the groin, precisely
where a man is most vulnerable, no matter how much iron he wears.

The sword found its way. The officer made a sound that wasn't a word. Air and blood at once.
His hand released the hilt, the shield tilted. He looked first down, where the blade entered
him, then up, into the sergeant's face. There was no "why" in those eyes. Only that "ah, | see.”
The sergeant drew back his sword like a man pulling a stake from wet earth. The Englishman
crumpled. Not dramatically, not slowly. He collapsed like a wet sack. Two of his men tried to
grab him, perhaps reflexively, perhaps afraid of what it means when someone like him falls.
The pressure behind them prevented it. Someone stepped on his hand as it lay in the way. The
blade slipped from his fingers. It came to rest somewhere between his feet, disappearing into
his step.

"One less person who thinks he's above us," the sergeant muttered, breathing heavily, and
picked up his shield again. "Onward! No one stops just because a chicken loses its head!"

That was the moment when something truly broke on the other side. You could feel it. The
Englishmen ahead of us became lighter, not because they weighed less, but because
something inside them gave way, something invisible. If you tear the thread that holds a fabric
together, it will eventually unravel. We had just pulled on a crucial thread.

"They're pulling away!" Someone shouted, and this time it wasn't an exaggeration. The
resistance weakened. Some of the English began to retreat. Those in the rear were still
pushing, while those in front realized that the choice between "stand still and die slowly" and
"run and maybe live™ was suddenly real. A few threw down their shields. Not a good idea, but
panic is a bad advisor.

"Don't chase after them!" the sergeant growled. "Keep pushing. Secure the bridge. No
collapse now!"

He was right. In Stirling, you also learn that the moment the enemy falters is dangerous—for
both sides. If you start running then, you'll stumble over corpses faster than over victory. We
kept our pace. Hard, forward, but not erratically. That was the only thing that was currently
separating us from a surging mass grave.

A few Englishmen actually jumped from the bridge. Some out of fear, some because they
were pressured. Their cries were shorter than their courage. The river took them, as it took
everything. | watched one of them briefly, his face strangely youthful. He didn't look like an
enemy as he fell. He looked like a boy who had realized he was in the wrong place at the
wrong time, too soon.

"Don't think about it," | muttered to myself. "You didn't choose this. Neither did he. Let the
survivors tell the rest.”

We finally managed to maintain a closed space on the central part of the bridge, while the

English ahead of us continued to retreat, step by step, towards the shore, towards the
somewhat wider ground. There they would regroup, adjust their banners, and organize their
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ranks. Perhaps they would meet us there again, with less chaos, more calculation. But we had
achieved one thing: they had stopped treating Stirling as their private chessboard.

A horn sounded, this time from our side, a different tone. Not an attack signal, more of a
metallic wheeze: Stop. Halt. Regroup. No further. The front rows slowed down, the rear rows
pushed on briefly, then the pressure subsided like a wave that was about to unleash its full
fury and then realized the beach was still a little further on.

"Stop!" the sergeant yelled. "Keep your line! Don't spread out! No one runs forward alone!"

| stood there, in the middle of the bridge at Stirling, my boots in the blood-water mud, my
shield heavy in my arm, my sword sticky in my hand. My head was pounding, my tooth was
gone, my shoulder throbbed, my shin burned. And | was alive. For now.

Beside me, Aidan was breathing in gasps, holding one hand to his side as if he could plug the
hole in it. Tam had blood on his fac