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      Count Tazar hadn’t told Rugger why he wanted the map, and Rugger didn’t care. The Bigs could get tangled up with the fate of the world. That wasn’t for Rugger to decide. He and his sidekick Blumpt had very reasonable ambitions: carry out specific tasks and get paid good silver. A simple life. They liked it that way. If in turn others thought them simple, then so be it. Not that anyone would say that to their faces. Not ever chew solid food again.

      Rugger and Blumpt were bruisers and leg-breakers, and they were good at it. Rugger was tall and wide, and Blumpt made Rugger look small.

      They’d left the count’s valley along the old highway to the north. The forest thinned after a day’s ride, turning into rolling pasture land spotted with copses of evergreens and farmhouses dotting the landscape. Another day’s ride brought them to the Crossroads Inn, where they were told to meet the thief.

      Not that the man was specifically a thief by trade. Rugger and Blumpt had been led to believe the man was some professional cad, a wandering opportunist. But on this occasion, he’d been asked to steal, so it was simpler to think of him as the thief.

      They asked the innkeeper if he’d seen any other strangers, but he hadn’t. They slipped him a coin, gave him a name and a description before claiming a table and ordering a meal.

      By the time they’d finished their third plates, more patrons had drifted into the common room, an open space with mismatched tables and chairs and a huge fireplace against the far wall. None of the newcomers looked like the man they were waiting for. By nightfall, the place was full, a mix of locals, farmers, and craftsmen, and a few weary-looking travelers. Two people had shown up to help the old innkeeper: a tubby man with glowing red cheeks who resembled the innkeeper and might have been a younger brother, and a red-haired girl of about twenty, maybe a daughter or granddaughter.

      Rugger thought her pretty, but he couldn’t talk to women. He’d see the fear in their eyes and get discouraged. Rugger knew what he looked like, understood that a woman’s first reaction – or a man’s for that matter – was to feel intimidated. It wasn’t always Rugger’s intention, but it didn’t matter. Just walking into a room would do it.

      “She’s easy on the eye, this one,” Rugger said, nodding in the girl’s direction.”

      Blumpt grunted and swallowed another gulp of beer.

      Rugger was on the road most of the time anyway. What would he do with a wife?

      Rain pummeled the tin roof of the inn as they waited.

      “Another round or call it?” Rugger asked.

      “What you think that map’s for?” Blumpt asked.

      Rugger blinked. “What?”

      “Me mum says there’s been talk. Strange things coming back ‘round again, old stories being whispered anew. Lots of them foreigners from west of the Arrowheads up at the castle. Coming and going. Strange times.”

      Rugger blinked again, looked at Blumpt for a long moment. “What?”

      “Strange times,” Blumpt repeated. “Mum says.”

      Blumpt’s da had died a few years back, and his mum still lived in the same farmhouse outside Sparrows Nest. Unlike his partner, Rugger never knew his parents.

      “You’re oddly curious, my friend. What’s Mum said that’s stirred you up?”

      “Not what she’s said. What she’s heard,” Blumpt said. “Mum’s neighbor across the fence, old Bellindah’s granddaughter’s cousin, is a chambermaid up in the castle. Hears all sorts of peculiar talk. Nothing straight out but snatches of conversation here and there. You know how the Bigs talk in front of servants.”

      Rugger nodded along. He knew exactly what Blumpt meant. Counts and barons and all of them Bigs didn’t even see servants after a time. They became part of the furniture.

      “And what did the cousin’s granddaughter say?”

      “Granddaughter’s cousin.”

      “Blumpt.”

      Blumpt leaned forward across the table. Rugger moved closer to hear, his eyes meeting Blumpt’s.

      “The king is coming,” Blumpt whispered.

      The two men stared at each other unblinking.

      Finally, Rugger said, “The what is what?”

      “The king of old,” Blumpt leaned in and lowered his voice another notch, “will be made new again.”

      Rugger needed to tread carefully here. Blumpt wasn’t as stupid as he looked, but he wasn’t quite what anyone would call a genius either and was just smart enough to know that. He was also pretty sensitive about it. Even Rugger could only push him so far.

      Greymond had once been ruled by a king, it was true, but he couldn’t recall any prophecy about a new king, or particularly that anyone even wanted such a thing. Something for priests and scholars to debate instead of doing real work. Nothing for regular folk to care about. Certainly nothing to do with whatever Blumpt’s mum’s neighbor’s granddaughter’s cousin might have heard. Greymond was the Scattered Kingdom now, and it could stay scattered for all Rugger cared.

      He shrugged. “Do you want more beer or not?”

      “No.”

      “Me neither.”

      They shuffled upstairs to their separate rooms.

      Rugger flopped onto his narrow bunk, sore from his time in the saddle. Fatigue tugged at him, but whenever he closed his eyes, they popped back open, his mind a whirl of odd thoughts.

      Granted, Blumpt wasn’t the sharpest, but he often did arrive at some insight in his own plodding way. Rugger hadn’t thought to ask him how anything his mum said had anything to do with the map they were supposed to steal. But Blumpt had made some connection. Blumpt was a man of few words, yet he’d felt the need to ask the question. What do you think the map’s for?

      And now Rugger wanted to know. Blast that lumbering thick-head; now he’s got me curious. And only because he’s curious, and that mouth-breather ain’t never curious about nothing.

      Sleep wouldn’t come.

      He climbed out of bed with a grunt, went downstairs for some warm milk, knowing he’d probably get another beer instead.

      And then Rugger saw him.

      The common room’s fire had burned to dull orange embers, and the man sat in a circle of light cast by the single candle on his table. He hunched over a plate of beans and bacon, hood thrown back on his wet cloak, brown hair matted and dripping. Rugger stood in the shadows at the bottom of the stairs and watched him for a moment.

      The man was handsome in a disheveled sort of way, recently shaven, beard well-trimmed, sharp, angular features with playful eyes bordering on arrogant. Fit the description alright.

      The red-haired girl appeared and refilled the man’s wine goblet.

      He smiled and said something, and the girl smiled back, their conversation pitched too low to hear.

      Rugger stepped out of the shadows, clearing his throat.

      The server’s smile fell upon seeing him. She averted her eyes, offering a quick nod, then scurried away with the pitcher.

      Rugger took a seat at the table. “Merrik Niles?”

      If the sight of Rugger sitting there disturbed him at all, the man kept it hidden better than most. “Who’s asking?”

      Rugger sighed, reached into his jerkin, and came out with a folded piece of parchment. He slid it across the table. The newcomer kept eating with one hand and unfolded the parchment with the other.

      Rugger already knew what it said. The Crossroads Inn. Merrik Niles. The words were followed by a simple but precise drawing of a dagger sunk deeply into a grinning human skull.

      “Okay then. I’m Merrik Niles.” He pushed the parchment back at Rugger as he spooned in another mouthful of beans, chewed and swallowed. “You’re with the Skull & Dagger League?”

      “No.” The parchment disappeared back into Rugger’s jerkin. “They’re just middle men in this.”

      Anything criminal anywhere in the Scattered Kingdom, and you could bet the Skull & Dagger League had at least a pinkie finger in the pie. Connecting a thief with somebody who wanted something stolen was a fairly common service.

      “Let’s see your silver,” Merrik said.

      Rugger’s smile didn’t touch his eyes. “You know better than that.”

      Niles thought about it a moment, then nodded. “Sorry.”

      Skull & Dagger knew its business. They wouldn’t put forward a man who couldn’t do the job, and they wouldn’t send him to a client who wasn’t good for the money. The League had a reputation to protect, and woe to anyone who tarnished that reputation. People had been dropped into rivers for such things. While tied up. With chains.

      “I’ll still need some money,”

      Rugger frowned. “And I’m still not giving you any. Not until it’s over.”

      “Not for payment,” Merrik said. “For a bribe. A single silver should do it. Better give me two just in case.”

      “Bribe for what?”

      “To get in.”

      Rugger cleared his throat. “Now look, anyone could have thought of that. We don’t need to hire a specialist for that.”

      Merrik sipped wine and shrugged. “What did you think I’d be doing? Dressing all in black and scaling the outside of the archbishop’s tower? Then pick the lock on his study. Lots of stealthy sneaking about and all?”

      “That does sound more like what we thought we were paying you for, yes.”

      “Sounds like a good way to get hurt.”

      Rugger’s frown deepened. “There’re bad ways to get hurt too.”

      “Come now. No need to get hostile.”

      “If your only plan is to walk up to a random guard and say ‘How ‘bout you let me inside and show me where the archbishop keeps all of the most valuable church documents? There’s a silver coin in it for you, then I’m going to have a chat with Skull & Dagger about what passes for a thief these days’.” Rugger realized his voice was rising with irritation and looked around quickly. The common room was empty.

      “It’s not what I’d call the sum total of the plan. Merely step one,” Merrik assured him. “It’s an appropriately cunning plan with multiple steps. I promise you’ll be getting your money’s worth.”

      Rugger thought about it, then said, “I’m a big fellow.”

      “As I’ve observed.”

      “There’s a fellow upstairs even bigger,” Rugger said. “Fuck us on this, and there won’t be enough left of you to fill a teacup.”

      Merrik sighed. “Do you really think I came all this way just to trick you out of three silver coins?”

      “You said two.”

      “And do you really think I’d cross the Skull & Dagger League for such a paltry sum?”

      Rugger thought about that. It was a fair point.

      “I’ve found myself temporarily short of funds,” Merrik admitted. “My last few coppers went for a room, this plate of food, and some very mediocre wine. So I need the silver for a bribe. It’s that simple.”

      “Okay, then what happens after the bribe? I still don’t see a guard risking his neck for a few coins. Obviously, the archbishop isn’t going to be pleased when he sees he’s been robbed.”

      “Okay, follow this logic,” Merrik said. “The map I’m to steal is in the abbey.”

      “In the archbishop’s tower in the abbey,” Rugger corrected.

      “Yes. Close enough. In the tower in the abbey. And I’m not supposed to be there, right?”

      Rugger’s eyes narrowed. “Obviously.”

      “So, if I’m not supposed to be there, then the guard needs a bribe to be okay with the fact that I’m not supposed to be there. But you’re saying that the bribe isn’t big enough, because the wrong thing I’m doing – stealing a rare and valuable map – is so egregious that the guard wouldn’t risk it. Have I fairly characterized your concern with the plan?”

      Rugger wasn’t sure he’d followed every word, but said, “Basically.”

      “So I propose,” Merrik said, “that we don’t tell him.”

      “Eh?”

      “That we don’t tell him I’m there to steal the map.”

      Rugger wondered briefly if this were some game to make him feel foolish. “Of course you don’t tell him. But then why are you there?”

      “Precisely!” Merrik thrust an excited finger into the air. “There must be some other reason I’m not supposed to be there. Some acceptable, relatively harmless reason, a reason that would allow a hard-working but underpaid guard to feel he could accept four silver coins as a bribe without fear that it will come back to bite him in the ass.”

      “Four silver?”

      “Some of these guards can be surprisingly greedy. Don’t worry. I’ll refund the unused portion.”

      “Okay, then, what other reason?”

      “Well, that’s a professional secret,” Merrik said apologetically.

      Rugger didn’t like that, and it must have shown on his face.

      “Look, I can’t really tell you more without compromising others,” Merrik explained. “In this line of work, one forges relationships. Discretion and all that. I’d upset a lot of people if I just went around blabbing. I’m sure you understand what I mean.”

      Rugger did, actually. If there was one thing he could appreciate, it was a man’s ability to keep his mouth shut.

      “Okay, then.” Rugger stood up and headed toward his room. “We set out at first light.”
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        * * *

      

      The three rode in silence along the soggy byway west, away from the crossroads. The rain had stopped, but the road was muddy, the horses’ hooves splattering wet as they trotted. The sun rose in a cloudless blue sky, the day bright without being hot.

      A nice day, people would say, and Rugger always wondered for what? What would he be doing if not this? He had no pastimes. Such thoughts pestered his usually clear mind recently. Rugger had been slowly realizing he was a man without goals or ambitions beyond earning coin. He looked toward no horizon.

      He shook his head, replacing such thoughts with the business at hand. The town of Five Rivers, home of the archbishop’s tower and the coveted map, lay ahead. They’d be there just before nightfall if they didn’t dawdle. They rested the horses about midday and ate lunch under the shade of a towering oak just to the side of the road. Hunks of bread and cheese and cold sausages.

      They crested the final hill before Five Rivers with an hour of daylight remaining. The elevation gave them a good view of the town.

      For nearly two hundred miles, the Silver River flowed down from the Arrowhead Mountains and then nearly straight across the plains, slow moving and wide, nearly three miles across in some areas.

      And then about two miles north of Five Rivers, the landscape grew rough, lined with ravines, deep gashes as if some godlike beast had raked its claws across the ground, splitting the river into five parts. The main flow of water continued around the town on the eastern side and kept on southeast, remaining the Silver River. The next largest body of water circled around the other side of the town, taking a sharp westward turn a dozen miles south and was known as the West River.

      The three smaller rivers cut the town roughly into thirds and provided the basis for an intricate system of canals that moved people and commerce. They went on to empty into Long Lake. Between the rivers and the lake, the town understandably saw a lot of water traffic, shipping goods all over, although primarily to the south.

      “I’ve never heard what the three smaller rivers are called,” Merrik said, his eyes wandering across the city. “Are they called anything?”

      “Minerva, Celene, and Zeel,” Blumpt said. “After the Three Daughters.” He made the sign of the three circles across his chest.

      “You worship the Star Goddess?” Merrik asked.

      A grunt from Blumpt. “Mum does.”

      Rugger waited for Merrik to ask a follow-up question, but he didn’t. Probably smart. Questioning a man’s religion and his mum in a single go was risky stuff. Especially a man of Blumpt’s bulk.

      They paced the horses at a walk down the hill and across the ancient stone bridge that spanned the Silver. With its narrow cobblestone streets and bunched-up buildings taller than they were wide, the town had a crowded feel to it. The sun set, and a bell rang from somewhere in the town’s center, deep and clear, the note hanging preternaturally long in the air.

      “That’s the abbey,” Rugger said. “Evening meal soon.”

      “I want to wait until lights out and the final prayer bell,” Merrik said. “Is there a good place to wait?”

      “Right across from the abbey on the south side,” Rugger said. “Come on.”

      They crossed another smaller bridge, which Blumpt said went over Minerva, then turned south, riding alongside Zeel. A man stood astride a dozen barrels lashed together, poling them down the docile waters of the narrow river. The barrels floated high, obviously empty.

      “The abbey makes a decent wine and an even better brandy,” Rugger said. “The barrels float in empty. When they’re filled, the monks send them on to the wharves around Long Lake.”

      “Well, I’d certainly like to try some of the wine some time,” Merrik said.

      “You’ll have your chance,” Rugger told him. “The abbey owns the pub across the road. It’s where they try out new vintages. People come from all over the town to drink there.”

      “A church-sponsored pub,” Merrik said. “Perhaps I’ve been mistaken in not giving this whole religious thing a chance.”

      “Just don’t overdo it, eh?” Rugger warned. “You’ve got work to do.”

      Merrik rolled his eyes. “Perish the thought.”

      The high stone walls of the abbey rose up, blocking the view of the river. From this angle, all they could see was the very top of the archbishop’s tower. The candlelight from the windows and flickering street lamps fifty feet apart cast an eerie glow along the cobblestone street. They passed a large wooden door, the main entrance. On the south end, there was another smaller door. Both doors were constructed of thick wooden planks, banded in iron. Plain iron knockers.

      The pub sat across the street from the smaller pub.

      Every table inside the Drunk Monk was taken as well as all the spots along the bar. Fortunately, the weather was nice and a few of the outdoor tables were still open, which was what Rugger wanted anyway. From here, he could keep a close eye on the abbey’s southern door. The horses had been tied to the hitching post, and a sturdy, ruddy-faced man brought them three goblets and a pitcher of wine.

      Merrik sipped, one eyebrow going up, then took a bigger gulp. “That’s more like it.”

      Rugger preferred beer but knew good wine from bad. “Told you.”

      They drank slowly.

      Which is to say, Rugger and Blumpt drank slowly. Merrik drank like a poet on payday.

      “I told you not to overdo it,” Rugger insisted. “You’ve got work.”

      “This is work,” Merrik insisted.

      “You’re getting drunk.”

      “First,” Merrik said, “you’re underestimating me. Second, I told you, I’m not scaling a wall and climbing through a window like some sneak thief. I’m playing a character, and part of my character is being full of wine.”

      Rugger narrowed his eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I told you,” Merrik said. “A different wrong reason for being where I’m not supposed to be.”

      Rugger sighed, shaking his head. “Just get the map.”

      They emptied the pitcher and ordered another. Merrik went to his horse and pulled some clothing from his saddle bag. When he returned, he was wearing a fancy black doublet and good breeches. He used a cloth to polish his boots.

      Don’t ask, thought Rugger. Just don’t ask.

      The bell rang for evening prayers. Soon after that, the bell rang again for lights out.

      “I’ll need those five silver pieces,” Merrik said.

      Rugger gave him three. Merrik frowned but didn’t argue.

      Merrik stood, dusted himself off. “Gentlemen, I’m not quite sure how long this will take. You might want to find a comfortable inn and get some sleep. We can meet in the morning and—”

      “We’ll be right here, boyo,” Rugger said firmly. “And you don’t go getting lost now, ya hear?” Rugger tapped the table in front of him. “This is the spot.”

      Merrik shrugged. “As you wish.”

      He flicked them a two-fingered salute and crossed the street at a stroll. He knocked on the door and waited.

      Rugger and Blumpt exchanged looks. They didn’t have to say it. What were the odds nobody would even open the door?

      But then, a second later, the door did open. A bored-looking guard in chainmail and the abbey’s red livery stepped halfway out, casting a dubious eye on Merrik. They exchanged words, then both men looked around as if worried they were being spied on. Merrik slipped something into the guard’s hand.

      “How many you think he gave him?” Rugger asked.

      “However many it was, you can bet he’ll say it was all three.”

      Rugger chuckled.

      Merrik and the guard scooted inside, and the door thunked closed again.

      “I’d have lost that bet,” Blumpt admitted.

      “If Skull & Dagger hadn’t sent him …” Rugger shrugged and emptied his goblet. “Get back up to the north door and keep watch in case he comes out that way.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because I thought of it first.”

      Blumpt grumbled but shoved away from the table and ambled back up the cobblestones toward the north door.

      Rugger ordered another goblet of wine and sat, letting the cool night evolve around him. Patrons came and went, their chatter drifting away on a light breeze. The moon rose, its yellow light glittering on the Zeel. Not the worst circumstances for sitting and waiting.

      But even under the best of circumstances, sitting and waiting quickly grew old.

      Rugger snorted himself awake, catching himself dozing. It had only been for a second, but he couldn’t afford to sleep on the job. He waved over an old man in a serving apron and asked for a pot of tea.

      “Something to calm the nerves, sir? We’ve got a nice chamomile.”

      “I’d rather rile up the nerves actually,” Rugger said.

      “That would be the black then. I’ll brew it now.”

      He came back a few minutes later with a small earthen pot and cup, and set them in front of Rugger. The tea was strong and hot, and Rugger sipped it slowly.

      How long had Merrik been in there? Two hours at least. If he’d been caught, surely some alarm would have gone up. Rugger had to assume Merrik’s plan was unfolding as expected.

      Rugger sipped tea.

      A man poled another group of barrels down the Zeel. These sat lower in the water and must have been full of wine or brandy, off down south to be shipped who knew where. The four corners of the world, Rugger supposed.

      The man poling the barrels down the river turned into the moonlight, pale but just bright enough to show –

      Rugger sprayed a mouthful of tea all over his table and stood abruptly, knocking his chair back. Drinkers at nearby tables looked up, wide-eyed. Rugger knocked over two more chairs as he ran, crossing the street at a full sprint, moving surprisingly well for a big man.

      “Oi!” he shouted. “Get back here!”

      Merrik looked back with alarm as he saw Rugger stampeding toward him and began to pole faster and away from the close bank.

      It was a narrow river, more of a canal really, and Merrik was still close. Rugger hit the edge at full speed.

      And jumped.

      He flew toward Merrik, the man’s eyes growing wide. It must have been some sight, a man of Rugger’s bulk flying inbound like a boulder launched by a catapult. Merrik poled frantically. Rugger reached out.

      And missed the edge of the closest barrel by two inches.

      Rugger hit the water hard, cold and stinging, and went down, darkness swallowing him. He kicked and stroked, broke the surface, sputtering and gulping air. He blinked the water from his eyes, saw Merrik and the barrels too far to catch even if Rugger had been a good swimmer.

      Which he wasn’t.

      He paddled to a landing and climbed a narrow stairway back up to the street.

      Merrik Niles had screwed them and was now off to … where?

      Any of the four corners of the world.
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      Merrik watched the caravan crawl through the shallow valley below, weather-beaten wagons pulled by scrawny mules and underfed oxen. The refugees were a dirty and bedraggled lot, hollow-eyed, worn with fatigue, wrung out with fear and borderline starved. Among them, Merrik spotted a few defeated men at arms, chainmail muddy, helms dented. They all moved together in a silent daze without speaking, only the clank of armor and weapons and the creak of wagon wheels disturbing the bleak gray afternoon.

      “We live in cursed times,” the priest said. “Foul happenings in a cursed land. Ill portents. I’ve read the signs.”

      Merrik glanced at the old man sitting on the rock next to him. “Uh-huh.”

      The priest frowned, the brown wrinkles twisting his face strangely. He was a twig of a man, swallowed by his pale blue tattered priest’s robes, head bald and spattered with liver spots. A braided white beard, no moustache. He looked as if a strong fart would knock him right off his rock and send him rolling down the hill.

      But his blue eyes were bright and alert.

      “You should heed my words,” the priest told Merrik. “The ancient kings were cursed for their lack of faith.” He gestured at the refugees in the valley. “These last few are leaving. They too feel the sting of the ancient curse.”

      “They’re leaving because the high plainsmen are raiding down into the lowlands again,” Merrik said. “Rape and plunder would send you packing too.” He unfolded the stolen map and squinted at it again.

      The priest wagged a gnarled finger at him. “And never so far into Greymond have they raided in such numbers, never so bold. It is a sign of the times.”

      “It’s a sign that Baron Harkun is too cheap to hire more mercenaries and protect his own land and his own people,” Merrik said. “Greymond is a distant memory kept alive by scholars and priests. These peasants will find a better master and be back to dirt farming in a fortnight, and they won’t know the difference.”

      The priest snorted. “What do you want here anyway? Why come to such a place?”

      A fair question. Glancing around the barren landscape, the place did look a bit cursed. Brown grass and lichen clinging to the gray rocks that dotted the landscape. Few trees, and those were gnarled and bare, the leaves having fallen with winter imminent. Such were the northern regions of the Scattered Kingdom.

      “I’m looking for something,” Merrik said.

      “Looking for trouble is my guess.”

      Merrik held the map in front of the old man’s face. “I told you. I’m looking for this place.” He tapped a spot marked on the map.

      The priest looked at the indicated spot. “Where did you get this map?”

      Merrik snatched it back, folded it up and stuffed it into his doublet. “Never mind. You said it was back that way, yes?” He pointed in the direction from which the refugees had come.

      “Yes.”

      “About how far?”

      “I couldn’t say really,” the old man admitted.

      “Didn’t you come from there?”

      “No.”

      Merrik looked around. “Then what are you doing here?”

      “I came to see,” the priest said. “To bear witness.”

      Merrik looked at the gray sky and sighed. He wondered if he could make it before the rain came. He didn’t fancy a cold, wet night out in the open.

      The priest cocked his head to one side, taking a good look at Merrik for the first time. “What are you?”

      “What kind of question is that?” Merrik asked.

      “You’re no soldier,” the priest said. “And you’re not one of them.” He meant the refugees.

      Merrik supposed he did look out of place. He’d had to leave his traveling clothes behind. His current garments were of the best quality, stained, yes from days on the road since giving the slip to those two leg-breakers, but he was obviously not one of the poor bastards in the refugee caravan. Tan leggings, high black boots. A black doublet with copper piping. A simple but expertly forged rapier hung from one side of his belt, a short dagger on the other. He’d recently had a haircut and beard trim, auburn hair falling just to his collar, beard in a neat point. He didn’t curl the ends of his moustache as was the current fashion. The look wasn’t to his liking. He looked more like someone who should be hobnobbing with the nobility, not gallivanting about the barren frontier.

      But Merrik Niles had a tomb to rob.

      “Don’t be foolish,” the old man said. “You don’t want to go that way. That’s where the savages are.”

      Merrik sighed. He was wasting time. He wished he’d had an opportunity to gather his gear and retrieve his horse before he’d fled Five Rivers. Those who’d paid him to steal the map were probably hot on his trail even now. It had been nearly a week since the archbishop’s tower.

      “Come back with me,” the priest suggested. “Be a guest at my temple.”

      Merrik glanced at the sky again. The rain was definitely coming. “How far is it?”

      “Three days’ walk.”

      “Three days’ –” Merrik made an exasperated sound. “I’ve got to go.”

      He began walking.

      The priest hopped off the rock with surprising alacrity. “I’ll come with you.”

      “What? No. I only wanted directions. I thought you’d come from the north.”

      “I am to bear witness. I have been sent,” the priest said. “Who knows? Perhaps my destiny was to meet you. To guide you in your foolishness.”

      Merrik kept walking, picking his way among the boulders, angling down toward the narrow road that ran along the valley floor. He glanced back once, saw the priest following, and rolled his eyes. He’ll get tired and stop or wander off.

      “Do you have anything to eat, my son?”

      “Not much,” Merrik said. “I sort of left in a hurry.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We seem to have some time on our hands.”

      “Let me see what I have.” Maybe the old man would shut up with food in his mouth. He searched the small sack slung over his shoulder. Not much. Two apples and a loaf of dark bread. “How’d you come to be this far from your temple without supplies?”

      A slight shrug. “Dumo will provide.”

      Then why are you bothering me? Bother Dumo.

      One of the apples was close to shriveling. Merrik tossed it over his shoulder.

      The priest caught it. “Dumo blesses the generous.”

      “I don’t pray to Dumo,” Merrik said.

      “To whom do you pray, my son? Do you follow the Blind Goddess?”

      There’d been a serving wench with red hair back at the Crossroads Inn, but that had really been more like begging than praying. “I don’t pray to anyone.”

      The priest’s laugh was a mad cackle. “You’ll find yourself in a tight spot one day. All men pray when they’re out of other options.” He bit loudly into the apple, smacking his lips as he chewed.

      The first cold raindrop hit the bridge of Merrik’s nose.

      He scowled at the sky. “Shit.”
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      The rain came as a soft, cold drizzle and persisted through the rest of the afternoon and long after sundown. There was no obvious place to make camp, and Merrik wasn’t keen to lie in a random patch of mud and be rained on while trying to sleep. And anyway, if he kept walking, the priest might become weary and go away.

      There was just enough moonlight filtering through the dark clouds for Merrik to pick his way along the narrow road. He was wet and uncomfortable and unhappy and beginning to doubt the wisdom of stealing the map. Those who’d hired him weren’t the type one casually double-crossed.

      But a good deal of importance had been placed on the map, a fact that certainly meant what was at the end of the map was worth a lot.

      Merrik had long-term plans of indolence and leisure and that cost money. He liked the idea of setting himself up with a manor house in one of those little city-states along the southern coast. He wanted to be warm. He wanted to sip wine and smell the ocean.

      A few hours later, the rain stopped. Merrik looked back and saw the priest doggedly trudging along after him about ten paces behind.

      He’s persistent. I’ll give him that.

      The road made a long, lazy curve, and Merrik spied a dim orange glow beyond the hillock to his left. A campfire probably, but whose? Friend or foe? It was worth looking into. He left the road and climbed, going to his belly when he neared the top of the hill, elbow-crawling the rest of the way.

      Not a campfire. Dozens of campfires. Maybe hundreds.

      The keep was about a mile away, and the campfires surrounded it. Around each campfire were what looked like big, strange, humped-up animals, but Merrik realized quickly they were tents made from animal hides.

      The priest crawled up next to him. “What is it?”

      “A siege.”

      “Those are plainsmen tents,” the priest said.

      “Yes.”

      “Plainsmen are raiders. They don’t do sieges.”

      Merrik gestured at the scene below. “Feel free to remind them.”

      Although it was curious, Merrik admitted to himself. The priest was right. A siege was uncharacteristic. The plainsmen were not known for their patience. A quick strike, taking whatever livestock they could sling across those huge, shaggy horses. And their tribes were small. The campfires around the baron’s keep suggested at least a dozen tribes working together.

      But Merrik wasn’t an expert on the ways of the northern plainsmen. Everything he’d heard might be wrong.

      “The plainsmen use bones for their tent frames because wood is so scarce on the tundra,” the priest explained. “They make a sort of collapsible dome and stretch animal hides over it. Mostly snow devil hides,” the priest explained.

      “Utterly fascinating.”

      “That’s Baron Harkun’s keep. They’re surrounding it.” The priest craned his neck to take in the landscape. “If we keep following Harkun’s road, it will take us right into the middle of it.”

      “We’re not going that way,” Merrik said. He resisted the urge to take out the map again. It was too dark to do any good, and he remembered it well enough. “We’re looking for a place off to the east.”

      We’re looking for a place, he’d said. Not “I’m” looking for a place. Somewhere along the way, Merrik had grudgingly accepted the priest’s company. So be it, but I’m still not responsible for him.

      “A narrow, winding ravine,” Merrik said. “And a rock formation called the open palm. The tomb is there.”

      “Tomb?” A hint of concern in the priest’s voice.

      “Afraid of the dead, old man?”

      “Afraid to be one of them.” The priest sighed. “The sacred writings tell us the dead are the keepers of memory. To fear them is only to fear the past. Dumo will protect me. We should be more worried about the plainsmen.”

      “We’ll circle wide of them,” Merrik said. “Come on.”

      They left the road and angled east. Fatigue took them a few hours later, and Merrik called a halt, sitting on a dry, flat rock. He’d intended only to catch his breath for half an hour or so, but when his eyes flickered open later, the sun was just creeping above the horizon. The priest curled in his robes a few feet away, snoring lightly.

      Merrik sat up and stretched, joints popping. He rubbed his neck. Everything hurt. Sleeping on a rock wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

      He took the map from his doublet, examined it, then squinted at the land around him, attempting to get his bearings. In the daylight, he could see they’d been following a dry riverbed. In the spring, snowmelt would make it knee deep. It matched a river on the map. They would need to veer north slightly, but Merrik figured they weren’t off course by much. If the map were true, then the dry riverbed curved gently in that direction anyway. It would be an easy walk and away from prying eyes with the low hills on either side of them.

      As they walked, the banks rose up a half-dozen feet, further concealing them.

      The priest hiked next to him now instead of ten paces behind. Possibly he sensed Merrik’s acceptance.

      “I am in a fine mood,” the priest said.

      “I am not,” Merrik replied. “I slept on a rock last night. And I’m still damp. And hungry.” They’d shared the loaf of dark bread, but his stomach still growled.

      “Ten days ago, I dreamt the world was at the crossroads of fate and history,” the priest said. “I told my bishop, and he sent me out into the world.”

      Merrik rolled his eyes. Probably glad to be rid of you for a while.

      “Do you believe in destiny, my son?”

      “No.”

      “Good,” the priest said. “Excellent. Then you are already on the right path. People think of destiny as something that happens, regardless of will. That is too passive a thing. Destiny can be shaped if one has but the vision and the will.”

      “My experience is that things just happen,” Merrik said. “If you’re quick and observant, you might avoid them happening to you if they happen to be bad things. Like being disemboweled by high plainsmen.” He knew they weren’t being followed but glanced over his shoulder anyway. A healthy dose of paranoia did wonders for self-preservation.

      If Merrik hadn’t turned around at that exact moment, he would never have seen it.

      The ravine had been hidden by a huge boulder when they’d passed, but looking back, the narrow opening was obvious. It bent away from the riverbed in a vaguely southern direction.

      Merrik hastily checked the map. The ravine he was looking for did seem to twist back southward. There could be others, obviously, but Merrik liked his chances.

      “Come on.” He gestured for the old man to follow him.

      The rock walls rose almost straight up on either side of them, and a few times, the men had to turn sideways to pass as the ravine narrowed. Merrik paused briefly to examine a large rock that looked vaguely fist-shaped. Not the same as an open palm really, so they kept moving.

      They twisted and turned for half an hour before the ravine opened into a wide area, vaguely circular. A dead end. Merrik strode to the center and spun a slow circle, taking in every nook and cranny. It was definitely a dead end. The only ways out were either to climb the rock walls about a dozen feet high or to go back the way they’d come.

      And although the place was lousy with rocks and boulders, not one of them resembled an open palm.

      Merrik sighed. “Damn.”

      The priest walked toward him, laughing.

      “Glad you’re enjoying yourself,” Merrik growled.

      “Look down, my son.” Merrik looked down.

      The priest stood atop a wide, flat rock about the size of a dinner table. Merrik backed up a few steps and looked again. Still not satisfied with the view, he went to the rocky wall surrounding the area, digging in with fingertips and the toes of his boots until he was about six feet above the ground. He twisted to look back down at the priest.

      And grinned.

      The rock on which the priest stood was the palm. Moss had overgrown some of the rocks that formed the fingers, but the overall effect was clear enough. The thumb was the most prominent. If there were a rock formation in the area that looked more like an open palm, Merrik defied somebody to show it to him.

      But his grin melted quickly into a frown.

      He’d found the ravine. He’d found the rock formation of the open palm. Now what? Merrik had assumed all along that he’d know a tomb when he saw it. Huge iron doors. And pillars. Maybe a stack of human skulls to warn away intruders.

      This was all suddenly very anticlimactic.

      He climbed down and began searching. Perhaps a clue or some mark.

      “I am considered by some to be a learned man, my son,” the priest said. “If you  allowed me another look at the map …”

      Merrik hesitated then shrugged. He took the map from his doublet and handed it to the priest. The priest gave it his full attention, brow furrowing. “Hmmmm.”

      “Well?” Merrik asked.

      “Hmmmm.” The old man nodded to himself, tugged at his beard. “Hmmmm. Yes. Yes. Interesting. Hmmmm.”

      “Stop that,” Merrik told him. “If you’ve discovered something useful then out with it.”

      “It’s not a tomb you’re looking for.”

      Merrik smiled tightly, patience wearing thin. “Yes, it is.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is!” Merrik’s voice raised an octave.

      The priest cleared his throat. “This map is written in a nearly forgotten dialect.”

      “Which I paid for somebody to translate.”

      “Then you should get a refund.”

      “Fine,” Merrik said. “What do you think it says?”

      The priest pointed to various words on the map as he spoke. “This word means underground passage. This other word means dead. Taken together, they could be mistaken for ‘tomb’. But they aren’t meant to be taken together. The word dead is part of a notation that reads left for dead.”

      Merrik looked hard at the map, trying to see something that meant the priest was wrong. “Underground passage?”

      The priest drew his finger across the map. “These paths leading away from the keep are drawn with dotted lines, meaning they’re not roads per se. In this case, they’re underground passages. One branches off a bit to the south and west. The other comes here. It’s not uncommon for strongholds to have such escape passages. If the keep fell, Harkun could spirit himself and his family to safety.” A slight shrug. “If the baron even knows of the passages. Some secrets go awry between generations.”

      “What about left for dead?” Merrik asked.

      “I couldn’t say,” the priest admitted. “Sounds ominous, though.”

      “Yes. Very.”

      Now that Merrik knew what he was looking for, it was almost too easy. A flat area near the “wrist” of the open palm was covered with stones the size of a walnut or smaller. No boulders or other bulky rocks that would be difficult to move. He brushed away pebbles and tossed aside larger stones until he saw it.

      “Help me,” Merrik said, running his fingers in the dirt. “Find the edges.”

      The priest knelt next to him, and together, they cleared the spot in a few minutes. The trapdoor was square and made of iron. Merrik grabbed the ring and heaved, attempting to stand up straight.

      His muscles groaned, and for a moment, he thought it might be stuck. But finally, it lifted, creaking on rusted hinges. He let the hatch fall, and it clanged on the stones, echoing along the ravine.

      “That was maybe noisier than it needed to be,” the priest said.

      “You’re noisier than you need to be,” Merrik shot back, panting from the exertion.

      He peeked over the edge. A ladder led down into darkness.

      “Looks dangerous,” the priest said. “Good luck with that.”

      “What?” Merrik gawked at the priest. “First I can’t get rid of you, and now you’re not coming?”

      “You are shaping your destiny, molding it even now,” the priest said. “If you come back, I’ll know I haven’t wasted my time.”

      “Wasted your time? Son of a –” Merrik held up his hands. “No. It’s fine. I thank you for translating the map properly.”

      He opened his sack and withdrew the items he’d purchased along with his meagre supply of silver. He took out the torch and the flint. He knew he’d need light for tomb-robbing. The situation had changed but not his need to see.

      He struck the hilt of his dagger against the flint half a dozen times before a spark ignited the torch.

      “I guess this is where we part ways,” Merrik said.

      “I shall wait for you.”

      “Joy.” Merrik sat at the edge of the whole, torch in hand.

      “Wait.”

      Merrik looked up at the priest.

      “Tell me your name, friend,” the priest said. “That it might not be lost to history.”

      Merrik bowed, making an exaggerated flourish with one hand. “His lordship the Marquis of Munsk, Merrik Niles at your service.”

      The priest laughed. “Don’t talk rot.”

      “Hey!”

      “The Munsk manor house fell into ruin a century ago, and the march has been taken by swamp,” the priest said. “I told you, I’m a learned man. I know the lines of all the noble houses.”

      “Titles live on past the disposition of holdings,” Merrik said.

      “You’re telling me you’re the heir of the march?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      The priest snorted.

      Merrik reached into his doublet and produced a folded piece of parchment. “Chew on that.”

      The priest unfolded the parchment and began reading. “Where did you get this?”

      “I won it in a dice game.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “Titles below the rank of prince may be traded and transferred as if a commodity,” Merrik said. “It was introduced into common law nearly three hundred years ago.”

      “That … does ring a bell actually,” admitted the priest.

      “Yeah. Who’s learned now?”

      “Your lordship.” The priest’s bow was so stiff and formal, it had to be mockery. “I shall await your return.”

      “Get bent.”

      “Not that you asked,” the priest said. “But my name is Effingham.”

      Merrik went down the ladder.
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      It was as if the darkness were trying to swallow his torchlight. The tunnel was chill and damp. Merrik advanced, torch held high, the orange-red light flickering over cold rock. He arrived at an archway of rough stonework. There was a carving of the open palm in the top stone of the arch.

      A few steps later, Merrik saw the first body.

      Well, not so much a body as a skeleton, bones scorched black. Its arms and legs twisted at odd angles as if the man’s death had been particularly agonizing. The blackened remains of a sword and a helm lay near the skeleton.

      The words left for dead rang in Merrik’s ears.

      This suddenly seems like a completely terrible idea.

      The thought of returning to the surface only to see the priest’s smug face drove him on.

      The tunnel opened into a broad chamber, the cavern’s ceiling slightly higher.

      Merrik paused before entering, holding the torch ahead of him. There was just enough light to see across the chamber. Where the tunnel continued, chunks of rock blocked the passage. A cave-in, and no way to go around or through it.

      But that wasn’t what held Merrik’s attention. His eyes were fixed on the half-dozen charred black skeletons. They made a loose circle, broken weapons arrayed near them.

      The smallest one lay in the middle of the others. It curled like a child, hugging something that gleamed golden in the torchlight. Merrik held his breath and approached.

      He stood over the skeleton now. A golden scepter, huge and bejeweled, held against its chest. Merrik had seen scepters, of course; kings in paintings and tapestries held them as tokens of power. This one was much bigger, something to be wielded on a battlefield as well as within a throne room.

      Merrik’s head swam. He wondered at its worth, but then immediately bent his thoughts to more practical matters. Would it need to be melted down? It might be easier to sell the gold and the jewels separately. It could be worth more whole, but anyone who could afford such a thing might ask questions about its origin. Those who’d paid him to steal the map might hear of it, and that wouldn’t do. Merrik would need to make some careful decisions.

      But. First things first. Grab this thing and get it back south to civilization before some bloodthirsty plainsman caught him skulking across the landscape.

      He bent, reached for it. His hand closed around the golden handle.

      A shock went through his entire body, paralyzing him.

      Let it go. You fool, let it go.

      He couldn’t.

      Voices shrieked in his head.

      Traitors! We’ve been betrayed!

      Can’t go back!

      Hold on to the scepter. Don’t let it go.

      The spell! Cast the spell!

      The voices became an angry babble, all talking over one another, crowding Merrik’s head to the point of bursting.  Strange laughter amid the babble.

      White light filled Merrik’s vision. Seared his mind.

      He screamed or thought he might be screaming, but all the voices mixed together until they became a roar, like a river rushing over him.

      Merrik burned, his skin afire.

      He burned and burned and burned.
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      Darkness and silence, each as complete as the other.

      This may be our chance. A voice like the whisper of leaves across barren rock. After so long. To finally escape. Then a muttering that trailed off, mad laughter like a distant echo.

      Merrik strained after the muttering, trying to hear what it was saying, but the voice fled back into nothingness.

      Face down on the ground, the feel of grit against one cheek. He didn’t move or open his eyes. Under these circumstances, it wasn’t always prudent to move at first. He considered the usual possibilities. Passed out drunk? No. He remembered setting out cross country. Had he been attacked, the victim of cutpurses in some back alley? Again, no. The memories were trickling back more vividly now: the priest, the Open Palm, the passage …

      The scepter.

      Merrik opened his eyes

      It didn’t help. Darkness surrounded him.

      He listened. Silence. Perhaps the strange voice had been the final wisp of some dream.

      Slowly, Merrik got to his hands and knees. He groped along the cavern floor, hoping to find the torch. If he could relight it –

      His hand closed around cold metal. A stab of panic pierced through him as he remembered when he’d touched the scepter…his skin afire, the burning…

      But nothing happened. He blew out a relieved sigh.

      The laughter again, as if echoing from the bottom of a deep well. It vanished so quickly, Merrik wondered if he’d imagined it.

      He was cold. He didn’t notice the temperature upon entering the cavern, but suddenly, Merrik was freezing. And a moment later, his teeth were chattering. This wasn’t right. He’d have noticed upon entering the place if it were this cold.

      Merrik hurried back the way he’d come, moving faster than he should have in the complete darkness. He stumbled over a rock, almost went down, but righted himself and kept moving.

      He rounded the corner and the shaft of light from the open hatch above illuminated the iron ladder. Something cold brushed  the back of his neck.

      Don’t trust the wizard. The voice sounded like it was right behind his left ear.

      Panic seized him, and he was up the ladder in a flash, nearly dropping the scepter. He erupted into daylight, set the scepter aside, and heaved the hatch shut with a clang. He let himself collapse next to the closed hatch, breathing heavily, trying to shake off the chill that gripped him.

      The priest rose from his perch on a nearby boulder and hurried toward Merrik.

      “What happened?”

      “I was …” What to tell the priest. That he was hearing voices? No, I think not. “The torch went out, and I was feeling just a little claustrophobic down there. The tunnel is blocked. If it ever went through all the way to the baron’s keep, it doesn’t now.”

      But the priest wasn’t listening to him anymore. His eyes were fixed on the scepter. “What’s this?”

      “Judging by the weight of the gold and the number of gems, I’d say it’s a large manor house on a modest seaside plot of land,” Merrik said.

      The priest reached for it paused, eyes shifting to Merrik. “May I?”

      “As you like,” Merrik told him.

      The priest took the scepter and lifted it with a slight grunt, using two hands. “It’s heavy.” He turned it over, examining it with wonder. “See how long it is? Longer than a normal scepter. And the head is bulky and ridged all the way around. Not just a symbol of power, but a weapon.”

      “Don’t worry,” Merrik assured the priest. “When I remove the jewels and melt down the gold, it won’t hurt anyone. So any pacifist leanings your order might have, won’t be offended.”

      “Are you a fool?” Effingham asked.

      Merrik frowned. “I’ll assume that was a rhetorical question and that you’re about to make some obnoxious point.”

      “Look at these runes along the shaft.”

      Merrik sighed and leaned forward reluctantly. Effingham showed him the delicate script etched into the gold.

      “The old tongue,” the priest said. “And look at the crest on the bottom.” He turned the scepter over. An image, small but distinct, carved into the soft metal. A two-headed dragon, wings spread, a battle axe gripped in one talon, a quill in the other. “The king’s crest.”

      “There is no king.”

      “The last king,” Effingham said. “The last great king before Greymond fell into ruin.”

      “If he was so great, then why did his kingdom fail?”

      “That is a tale both long and tortuous,” Effingham said.

      “I withdraw the question.”

      “This is an important, historical artifact,” the priest said. “You can’t possibly think to melt it down.”

      “I’d prefer not to go to the trouble, but it seems a fairly recognizable item. I wouldn’t want it traced back to me.”

      The men he’d stolen the map from hadn’t seemed the forgiving sort. In fact, sitting around waiting for them to find him seemed like a bad idea. He stood, dusted himself off, and took the scepter out of Effingham’s hands. He wrapped it in a rough cloth and stashed it in his pack.

      “It is a sign,” the priest said, “that I should find you, and that you should lead me to this thing.”

      Merrik adjusted his pack on his shoulder, looked up and frowned.

      “You must listen, my son,” insisted Effingham. “There are bigger issues at stake than your own personal gain.”

      But Merrik wasn’t listening. His eyes were drawn to the top of the canyon wall surrounding them. Cold dread in the pit of his stomach.

      “I know in this desolate place, you must feel far removed from the machinations that shape the world,” Effingham went on. “But I feel sure, a certainty in the marrow of my bones, that we are on the cusp of something that will shape our entire existence.”

      “Uh, Effingham?”

      “No, my son, you must hear me out. We’ve reached a moment. A crossroads.”

      “Priest. Shut your gob a second and take an interest in current events.” Merrik pointed.

      Effingham began to turn. “There’s no need to speak harshly. I simply want to impress upon you the importance of – merciful gods! Where the blazes did they come from?”

      Effingham had finally noticed the half-dozen plainsmen standing atop the stone wall of the little canyon. How long had they been there watching? They were brutish and intimidating.

      All stood over six feet tall, broad shoulders and chests made broader still by mismatched discs of iron woven into strapped leather armor. Another layer of furs stretched on top of that, gray or white, depending if the hides came from glacier wolves or one of the great white northern bears, helms ringed with the same fur. Their braided hair and beards were so blonde as to be nearly white, eyes a pale and haunting blue. They dripped with axes and daggers and short broad blades.

      “I didn’t hear them approach,” Effingham.

      “You were busy squawking about ancient whatnot,” Merrik reminded him.

      His hand fell to the hilt of his rapier. The priest was unarmed and would be of no help. Merrik considered contriving some way to distract the huge tribesmen – possibly by letting them stick their swords into Effingham – while he slipped away somehow. Not a laudable notion, Merrik realized, but he’d come an awfully long way to find the scepter, and it would be a shame to get killed now.

      But thoughts of escape evaporated as the plainsmen slowly descended the rock walls to form a loose circle around Merrik and the priest. They hefted weapons, faces grim, moving in slowly as if not realizing the easy prey they had before them.

      “Dumo will save us,” Effingham said with impossible confidence. “We are his instruments. I have prayed for divine intervention.”

      “Pray for a crossbow, you old fool.”

      Merrik drew his rapier, attempted to hold it in a way that looked dangerous and competent.

      Effingham stepped forward, hands spread in welcome. “Friends, there is no need for bloodshed. We are not your enemy. Let us break bread together and have a meeting of the minds.”

      The plainsmen didn’t even blink.

      “Nice try,” Merrik said.

      “I don’t have any bread anyway,” Effingham admitted.

      “Perhaps they don’t speak our tongue.”

      The priest spread his hands and tried again, this time the words coming out rough and guttural in a language Merrik had never heard.

      Now the plainsmen did pause. They looked at one another.

      And  started laughing.

      “That’s the only dialect I know,” Effingham said. “I’m afraid my accent’s not very good.”

      The one Merrik took for the leader, bigger than the others, a two-edged battle axe in his meaty grip, barked something back in the same language, and the plainsmen laughed again.

      Effingham blanched.

      “What?” Merrik asked.

      “He says to kill the fancy boy quickly and keep the priest alive for sport.” Effingham swallowed hard. “This hasn’t quite worked out as I’d hoped.”

      The plainsmen advanced more doggedly now, laughter gone. Merrik raised his sword and braced himself.

      They all froze at the sound of galloping hooves.

      The noise grew closer and closer until it seemed right above them, the snort of a horse and a whinny. They all looked up.

      And then a scream, not of pain or terror, but a terrific war cry as the horse’s rider leapt from the ridge of the canyon, his enormous armored figure momentarily blotting out the sun. He landed hard with an ear-splitting clamor of plate armor. A helm with eye slits in the face plate hid the newcomer’s features. An enormous two-handed sword flashed in a wide arc, and suddenly, the chief plainsman’s head was tumbling through the air, bright blood trailing. The headless body stood on its own a moment, the other plainsmen gaping, before it finally toppled over with a thud.

      The whole area erupted with bone-chilling battle cries as the remaining plainsmen rushed the newcomer.

      Effingham dove to the ground and put his arms over his head.

      Merrik kept his sword up, although nobody appeared interested in engaging him.

      The plate warrior blocked an axe swing, stepped inside the plainsman’s reach, and smashed the knuckles of his spiked gauntlet into the man’s face. Merrik flinched at the crunch of bone.

      The plainsman stumbled back spitting teeth and blood, his nose a flattened ruin.

      The plated warrior spun, swinging the huge two-handed sword at the three coming up behind him, more an attempt to drive them back than cause damage; however, the sword tip did slice across the third one’s face, drawing a red line and popping the plainsman’s left eyeball. He dropped his sword, screeching as he staggered back, hands pawing at his bloody eye socket.

      The man in plate moved among the plainsmen as if the armor weighed nothing at all, his great sword rising and falling with the sound of hacked leather and flesh, the screams of men, and then in seconds, it was over, the plainsmen lying in a bloody circle around the big warrior.

      The one with the bloody eye socket staggered half blind trying to find an escape route. When he stumbled within arm’s reach, Merrik thrust his rapier blade four inches deep into the man’s neck. The plainsman went stiff a moment and then wilted to the ground.

      “Well then,” Merrik said with an air of triumph. “We did it.”

      Effingham cocked an eye at him from the ground. “We?”

      The warrior removed his helm, and Merrik blinked.

      He’d expected a burly, bearded veteran, but the man before him could not have been more than twenty years old, cheeks pink and smooth, perhaps never having seen a razor. Chiseled features, eyes a deep and mesmerizing blue. His golden hair fell past his neck, and even matted with sweat, it looked full and shining.

      A fact Merrik found instantly irritating.

      “Glad I was able to be of some assistance, my lords.” The golden boy bowed. “You are both uninjured, yes?”

      Effingham returned the bow with a nod. “We are whole. Thanks to your timely intervention, Sir … ?”

      “I’m not a knight,” he said. “Merely a man-at-arms in Baron Harkun’s service. I’m called Lee.”

      Merrik frowned. Full plate armor was wildly expensive stuff. It seemed unlikely a mere man-at-arms would own a set. Had he come from Harkun’s Keep? “Just Lee?” Merrik asked.

      The man blushed. “I have no family name, sir. I’m afraid I didn’t know my parents.”

      “Then you are free to make your own way and your own name,” Effingham said quickly. “I’ve known many men who would have considered themselves fortunate to be free of their name. For some it is an honor, but for others, a burden.”

      Lee seemed to brighten at the notion. “That is a more optimistic way of putting it, I suppose. I judge from your robes you are a priest. What temple?”

      “I am a senior priest of Dumo and am called Effingham. This is his lordship, the Marquis of Munsk, Merrik Niles.”

      Lee’s eyes widened at the word marquis and he bowed again, more deeply this time. “Your lordship.”

      Merrik looked for traces of mockery but found none. Even though his title was legal, on some level, it was a sham. He constantly suspected others could sense this somehow, and knew he was a fraud. But Lee’s respect seemed sincere.

      “If I might presume to suggest a course of action,” Lee said.

      “By all means,” Merrik said.

      “The plainsmen send patrols to roam the countryside.” He gestured at the corpses around him. “This was one of them. There could be another any time. Or a search party when these fellows fail to report. Their horses are up top, so we can all ride.”

      “I’m for that,” Merrik said. “I’ve had enough of walking.”

      “Walk or ride, leaving here still means going somewhere else,” the priest said. “Options?”

      “The plainsmen still surround Harkun’s Keep, I’m afraid, Father,” Lee said. “Nobody’s getting in or out.”

      “But you got out. You’re from there, yes?” Effingham asked.

      “I was with a company of men trapped outside the keep when the plainsmen rode down from the north,” Lee explained. “Some of the men broke off to escort the refugees south; villagers who couldn’t get behind the walls in time. The rest of us stayed to harass the plainsmen’s flanks. I’m the only man left.”

      “Fortunately, I have no intention of trying to break into your master’s keep,” Merrik said. “I’ve already seen more plainsmen up close than I care for. I’m going back the way I came.”

      “Don’t be hasty,” Effingham said. “Let me see your map again.”

      Merrik hesitated, casting a sideways glance at Lee. He supposed there was no point keeping the map secret any longer. It had served its purpose. He pulled it out of his doublet and handed it to the priest.

      Effingham unfolded it, squinting at its various markings.

      “Look,” he said. “The other dotted line. Another tunnel.”

      “A tunnel?” Lee moved in to examine the map over the priest’s shoulder. “You mean another way into the keep?”

      Merrik cleared his throat pointedly. “In case I wasn’t clear, I don’t want to get into the keep. I want to go away from the keep.”

      “My dear Marquis, you should open yourself up to all possibilities,” Effingham suggested.

      “When it comes to getting killed, I prefer to narrow the possibilities as much as possible.”

      “I can escort you to the border of the baron’s territory and offer what protection I can,” Lee said.

      “Perfect,” Merrik replied. “Now where are these horses?”

      He pretended not to see the priest’s disapproving frown.
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      Merrik sat astride a splotchy brown and white mare, the priest next to him on a gray gelding, bouncing in the saddle, unaccustomed to riding. He would have a sore ass tomorrow. Lee trotted behind them, leading the rest of the plainsmen’s horses on a line.

      Lee’s mount was an enormous thick-chested white stallion. Probably a trained warhorse strong enough to carry a large man wearing full plate into battle. Again, these facts didn’t quite jibe with what Merrik knew of the world. If Baron Harkun outfitted all of his men-at-arms so extravagantly, then he was much wealthier than Merrik had been led to believe.

      The priest kept twisting in the saddle, looking back at Lee.

      “You should face forward,” Merrik said. “You’re likely to fall off your horse as it is.”

      “There’s something wrong with him.”

      Merrik looked back at Lee. The man seemed fine. Then a moment later, Merrik saw it, a slight wince on Lee’s face.

      The priest awkwardly reined in his horse. “Are you hurt, my son?”

      “It’s nothing, Father,” Lee said. “I’ll tend to it later. I don’t want to delay the marquis.”

      “Nonsense.” The priest dismounted. “Come down from there, and let’s examine you.”

      “He said it’s nothing,” Merrik insisted.

      Effingham shot him a look.

      “But obviously, if you’re seriously injured, then by all means, we can pause a moment,” Merrik said, hoping he sounded sympathetic.

      Lee climbed down from the stallion, wincing again. “I apologize. It’s just that it takes so long to get the armor off and all.”

      “We will make time,” Effingham said.

      Merrik turned his head one way and then the other, scanning the empty countryside. “Yes, by all means, let’s linger out here in the open.”

      The priest ushered Lee to a nearby boulder and told him to sit then set about the task of unbuckling and removing the breast plate and the underpadding. Lee hunched forward, allowing Effingham to examine his exposed back.

      “The lower part of my back. What does it look like?” Lee asked. “Normally, I’d stitch it up myself, but obviously, I can’t reach. There’s a kit in my saddle bag.”

      The priest stared unblinking at the man’s back but not at the lower portion. Something between Lee’s shoulder blades held Effingham’s attention.

      “Well?” Merrik said. “Is it bad?”

      Effingham looked up, blinked at Merrik. “What?”

      “The wound.”

      “Oh.” The priest shifted his gaze lower. “Of course.”

      “The plainsman got lucky,” Lee said. “There is a little gap between the back plate and the backside section. There should be leather there, but it wore out.”

      “It is a shallow gash,” Effingham said. “Messy-looking but not severe. If you’ll allow, I can sew it up.”

      “Please,” Lee said.

      Effingham retrieved the kit from Lee’s saddlebag. He stitched up the wound with a steady hand. Lee told him there was also a small jar of an antiseptic balm. The priest applied it, then wrapped it with a bandage of torn cloth Lee saved for just such an occasion. The man-at-arms didn’t so much as flinch through the entire procedure.

      Merrik kept watch, squinting into the distance. A line of black dots crested a low ridge in the distance, moving quickly from west to east. Riders. Two dozen of them at least.

      “It’s time to go,” Merrik said.

      Lee stood, armor in hand, following Merrik’s gaze. “Maybe they haven’t seen us.”

      The dots wheeled as a group and headed straight for them.

      “I don’t think you’ll have time to put the armor back on, my son,” Effingham said. “We must make haste.”

      “Agreed.” Lee hastily cinched the plate to his saddle rig with a leather strap, then mounted. “Apologies, your lordship, but the plainsmen have cut off the route south. We’ll have to go back the way we came in order to lose them.”

      “Just my luck,” Merrik grumbled. “Well, come on, then. Let’s ride!”

      They left at a gallop, sinking and rising again as they sped across the rolling hills. Merrik glanced back frequently at the pursuing plainsmen, not liking what he was seeing.

      “They’re gaining,” Merrik shouted into the wind. “How long can they run their horses flat out like that?”

      “Longer than we can if they’re fresh,” Lee shouted. “We’ll have to try.”

      They spurred their mounts faster, the bobbing priest clinging for life, eyes as wide as a madman’s as he bounced in the saddle. Merrik looked again. Even riding at full speed, the plainsmen were still gaining.

      “I think we’re in trouble!”

      “The tunnel,” Effingham said.

      “Fuck the tunnel!” Merrik’s experience with the first tunnel still disturbed him. But even setting that aside, it seemed like an opportunity to get trapped. The first tunnel had caved in. Who knew what could have happened to the other one over the past couple centuries?

      “We might not be able to outride them.” A note of apology in Lee’s voice.

      “You weren’t there when we found the first tunnel,” Merrik told Lee. “We had to search for it, and that takes time. They’ll ride us down.”

      “Finding the second tunnel will go faster now that we know what to look for,” Effingham said between shortened breaths. “It’s the best option.”

      Merrik looked back at the plainsmen, who showed no sign of letting up, and cursed under his breath. The infuriating priest was right. They could ride the horses into the dust and never pull ahead of their pursuers.

      “Fine. Take us to the damn tunnel.”

      They leaned low in the saddle, riding hard.

      The land turned rockier, boulders cluttering the landscape. They topped a rise, which went down again surprisingly steeply on the other side. The baron’s keep was visible in the distance to the west. Smoke rose from the cook fires of the plainsmen surrounding it.

      Effingham pointed to a loose circle of huge boulders clustered a hundred yards ahead of them. “I recognize that formation from the map. If we hurry, we might get inside before the plainsmen come over the hill and see us.”

      They reined in the horses and dismounted, the priest scrambling over one of the boulders like some bony spider, and then disappearing from view among the rocks.

      “It’s here,” he called frantically. “Under dust and pebbles, but we can dig it out. Hurry!”

      Merrik grabbed his pack, and Lee took his armor and saddlebag. They slapped the horses hard on their rumps, sending them galloping north. Not the most sophisticated of diversions, but maybe it would fool their pursuers a few extra moments.

      Lee paused just long enough to rub the stallion’s nose and whisper something into its ear. The steed tossed his head, snorted, and took off after the other horses.

      Then the two men scrambled after the priest, the thunder of approaching hooves already uncomfortably close.

      “Help me,” Effingham said.

      The priest had been right. Having done this once already, they found the edges of the trap door more quickly as they cleared away dirt and rocks. Lee took hold of the metal ring and pulled, muscles bulging as the door came open on ancient, rusted hinges.

      “Down the ladder!” Merrik said.

      Effingham went first, followed by Merrik. Lee let the door clang shut over him, plunging them all into total darkness. They froze, waited and listened.

      The pounding of hooves grew louder and louder until it sounded like the riders were right on top of them.

      And then the sound receded and vanished altogether. The plainsmen had ridden right past them without even pausing. Still, the three stood in silence a moment, listening.

      They’ll come back, Merrik thought. They’ll realize something is wrong and come back.

      But they didn’t.

      At last, Merrik said, “It occurs to me that I left my torch in the other tunnel.”

      “I have a small lantern in my saddle bag, your lordship,” Lee said. “If you have a flint.”

      “Yes, in my pack.”

      They moved aside to let Lee come down the ladder, the three of them moving slowly in the dark. The tunnel was narrow, and Merrik and the priest had to move farther down to give Lee room to light the lantern.

      Merrik realized he was holding the hilt of his rapier with a white-knuckled grip, but there were no voices whispering to him from the dark. He exhaled, forcing himself to relax. Whatever had happened to him in the other tunnel had been some sort of delusion or dream. It was over now.

      The sharp sound of a dagger hilt striking flint. Sparks.

      Then light. Lee adjusted the lantern flame, making it as small as possible while still casting enough light to show them the way. “Best to conserve the oil.”

      He held the lantern aloft, and they took in their surroundings.

      Some simple stonework in the area around the ladder, but the rest of the tunnel looked natural save for the floor worn smooth from use.

      “If this tunnel goes all the way to the keep, we may be in for a bit of a walk,” Effingham said.

      “Let’s just leave,” Merrik suggested. “The plainsmen have passed.”

      “They might return,” Effingham said. “And we’re without horses now.”

      “You really want to go down this tunnel, don’t you, priest.”

      “Now that we’re here, yes. In light of … uh … recent discoveries, it may be best to speak to the baron.”

      “Recent discoveries are none of the baron’s business,” Merrik said.

      “My pardon, my lord,” Lee said. “The oil supply is not inexhaustible. Whatever you decide, doing so in haste may be a good idea.”

      Merrik considered. Another damn tunnel. Blast. But the priest was right. Without horses, they wouldn’t stand a chance in the open.

      “Give the lantern to the priest,” Merrik said. “The tunnel was his idea. He can lead the way.”
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      The Duchy of Denning guarded the road at the southern tip of the great forest, which stretched from Five Rivers and the rustic holdings in the western region of the Scattered Kingdom to the more fashionable cities along the east coast. The place was prosperous and the people were content, but today, a pall hung over the duchy.

      Mourners headed back up the hill in a long line toward the castle like a black worm curling back and forth along the cobblestone path. Everyone wore black head to toe. The spires atop the castle towers flew black banners. No laughter. No song. Even the cold wind sounded like some howling dirge.

      Duke Elizar Denning was dead. He’d survived a score of battles, winning more than losing, but had lost the final one with his own body, the wasting sickness slowly eating him from within. His four daughters stood in a dark line, black lace veils covering their faces, long skirts flapping in the wind, tears of sorrow staining pale cheeks. Not that they’d had to feed him or bathe him or change him when he’d soiled himself. There’d been servants for such things.

      But seeing a once great man reduced to a drooling invalid had taken an emotional toll. His daughters had put on brave faces for everyone else, and since Elizar Denning had no sons, it was their duty to lead. Brave faces were the least they could offer on this day of mourning.

      Kitimar Denning stood with her head down in front of the mausoleum. Her father had been entombed within – along with twenty-two generations of previous Dennings – and the stone door sealed shut again. The edifice had been carved from the gray stone of the hill itself, fluted columns on either side of the entrance, a statue of the Star Goddess above. The artisan who’d carved the statue had been a true artist. The Goddess’s dress resembled gossamer material, simultaneously clinging to her form yet also billowing in an imagined wind, her hair flowing, a mysterious, knowing smile on her lips. Her eyes were covered by a thin strip of cloth tied behind her head. The Blind Goddess, she was sometimes called.

      Kitimar sensed one of her sisters behind her and glanced back. It was the youngest, Jin. She’d just turned sixteen and was a softer version of herself. Face rounder, more curve to her hips. Kitimar was a decade older, her body carved into lean muscle by rigorous training. She’d been told by men she was beautiful, but she also knew it was a cold and hard type of beauty, facial features sharp, eyes the pale blue of ice. Jin’s eyes were a deeper blue, a permanent blush to her pale cheeks. Both had hair like corn silk, woven into tight braids that fell down their backs.

      “Kit, are you coming?” Jin asked.

      “I’m standing vigil until the first star,” Kitimar said.

      “Do you want me to wait with you?”

      Kitimar shook her head. “No.”

      “What do you want me to tell Carlton?”

      Kitimar sighed. What to do with Carlton Taldor, Baron Taldor’s oldest son? In her father’s dying days, he’d tried hard to do one more thing for his eldest daughter. He’d wanted to make her a good match. The notion had surprised her. Not once had her father ever complained about a lack of sons. He’d taught his daughters to fight and ride. He’d taken them hunting. He’d told them they could do anything.

      Her father’s efforts to find her a husband had surprised and touched her. And had also irritated her. After years of faith in her, Father had ultimately decided there was something incomplete about her if she didn’t have a man. Yes, there were practical considerations. An alliance with the Taldors would strengthen both families. Politically, it wasn’t a terrible idea. And there was nothing specifically wrong with Carlton.

      Except that Kitimar hadn’t chosen him.

      And whom would she choose? What did Kitimar even want in a man? She always thought she would know it when it happened. Right? A bolt from the blue or some such romantic nonsense.

      “Kit?”

      Kitimar realized she’d let her mind wander. “Tell Carlton we appreciate his attending the funeral to pay respect to our father, but that we’ll all be in mourning until the foreseeable future.”

      “Tell him to go home, you mean.”

      “Yes.”

      “He won’t love that.”

      “Imagine how much sleep I’ll lose.”

      “Not criticizing,” Jin said. “Just saying.”

      “Go on. No sense in all of us standing out in the cold,” Kitimar said. “And take the twins with you.”

      They both looked back at the middle sisters, twenty, standing with heads together at the foot of the path back up to the castle. As usual, Niralyn and Dair were in their own world, population two. There had always been an oddness to them, which she’d chalked up to their being identical twins, slight and fragile, eternally haunted looks on their faces, blond hair feathery and paler than Kitimar and Jin’s golden locks.

      “There’s something wrong with them,” Jin said. “Ever since they got lost.”

      “Oh, leave them alone.” But Jin was right. About a year ago, just before Father’s illness became obvious, they’d all gone on a long hunting expedition into the great forest for boar and deer. The twins went missing. When Father and his men didn’t find them by dark, they’d lit lanterns and torches and searched all night and into the afternoon the next day. About supper time, they’d simply wandered back into the camp, hand in hand, looking tired but none the worse for wear. They’d simply gotten turned around and had lost their way, they’d said.

      But ever since, they’d been timid and wary, keeping to themselves even more than usual. Whenever Kitimar tried to talk to them, they always seemed far away.

      “It’s going to get cold,” Jin said.

      “It’s okay,” Kitimar assured her sister. “I’ll watch for the first star then return home. Don’t worry.”

      “See you later, then.” Jin rejoined the twins and the three sisters headed up the path.

      The sun sank, and soon Kitimar saw it in the dusky light of the waning day. It was called the first star because it was the biggest and the brightest and could be seen before full dark. As soon as she saw it, Kitimar offered a prayer to the Star Goddess, asking for safe passage for her father to the afterlife.

      A few minutes later, the remains of the day dissolved into night, and a million more stars crowded the velvet black sky. She shivered with the cold, but kept standing there, reluctant to return to the castle. She didn’t want conversation, couldn’t endure any more condolences. She was fatigued with putting on a brave face. The most off-putting thought was that Carlton might have contrived some reason to wait for her. Standing in the cold darkness in front of the mausoleum was preferable.

      The castle began to light up, candles in windows, guard post braziers set ablaze.

      Another light, small but closer, drew her attention, not up the hill in the castle, but back down the path, which led to the town. Three figures approached, one holding a lantern, moving past the mausoleums of the lesser houses, coming toward Kitimar in no particular hurry.

      Three women, Kitimar noticed as they neared. In the next moment, she recognized the robes of the Star Goddess’s order, and then gasped a second later when she saw it was the high priestess herself and her two escorts.

      As they drew closer, the trio of women grew clearer in the orange lantern light. The two escorts were middle-aged, brown hair with hints of gray, one chubby-cheeked, shoulders round, the other statuesque and gaunt. Between them, they led the blind priestess.

      It was traditional for the Star Goddess’s high priestess to exchange her eyes for a deeper vision. What this meant exactly, Kitimar couldn’t say. All she knew was that the woman had a strip of cloth wrapped around her eyes just like the statue above her family mausoleum. Indeed, the high priestess was young, only a few years older than Kitimar. The last high priestess had been young also, and as a child, she thought this was because the woman was meant to resemble the statue. As Kitimar grew older, she couldn’t quite rid herself of this notion. Why wouldn’t somebody older and wiser be chosen as high priestess?

      “What is the wisdom of mortals to a goddess?” the high priestess said as she approached. “A vessel who is young, strong, and receptive serves the Goddess better.”

      Kitimar blinked and stepped back. “Did you hear my thoughts?”

      The priestess laughed gently. “The Goddess doesn’t give me the power to read minds, but she does grant me a keen insight to the concerns of others. Often, it can be eerily accurate.” She smiled, making her look even more youthful, skin clear and white, wavy raven hair falling over her shoulders.

      Kitimar composed herself. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Mother?”

      “You have been chosen for a task,” the priestess told her. “The Star Goddess needs you.”

      She’d expected the high priestess to say she’d come to pay her respects to Father and utter some rote blessing. Like most in the duchy, Kitimar and her family had been devout followers of the Star Goddess. It would not be unexpected for the high priestess to attend the funeral of her ranking parishioner.

      Instead, Kitimar had been told a goddess needed her. She supposed she should have been flattered.

      She wasn’t.

      “Do you mean in the way she needs all of us?” Kitimar asked. “The way she needs all of the faithful to remain true and diligent?”

      The priestess smiled warmly, genuinely amused. “If only it could be that easy.”

      “My father’s dead.” Kitimar said it as if the fact were some sort of shield against whatever the priestess wanted from her, but in Kitimar’s ears, she sounded only like a spoiled girl trying to keep the world at bay. She was duchess now. The luxury of mourning would have to wait.

      The priestess’s smile fell. “I am sorry for your loss. He’d be the first to tell you to serve the Goddess to the best of your abilities. He’d be proud of you.”

      You don’t know my father. You don’t know me.

      Except maybe she did. Kitimar knew very little about what the Goddess chose to reveal to her servants. Kitimar went to temple services on the high holidays and dutifully followed the tenets, even the ones she didn’t quite understand, but she never felt any particular closeness to the Goddess. Nor did she ever sense the Goddess had any special interest in her.

      “May we walk together?” asked the high priestess.

      “Of course, Mother.”

      She took Kitimar’s arm for guidance, and they strolled slowly up the stone path. The priestess’s escorts followed at a respectful distance. They walked a few moments, Kitimar waiting for the priestess to speak first.

      “Thank you for leading me,” the priestess said. “I have exchanged my mortal vision for insight, and in some cases, foresight, but I can still catch my toe on a cobblestone.”

      She’d meant it as a joke. Kitimar didn’t laugh.

      “Someone in the north has a claim to the throne,” the priestess said.

      Kitimar was glad the priestess couldn’t see her roll her eyes.

      “I know. It sounds preposterous.”

      “That someone would make the claim isn’t. These people pop up now and then,” Kitimar said. “That it might be true is preposterous, yes.”

      “But what if it were true?”

      “It’s not.”

      “But if.”

      Kitimar thought about it. “When I was a child, there was a claim to the throne. Someone from the south. I don’t remember his name, but I do remember Father was excited. This time, it was different, he thought. It wasn’t.”

      “What are you trying to tell me?”

      “That it doesn’t matter if a claim is true or a lie,” Kitimar said. “The barons and the counts will never all agree, not even the dukes could force them. They all fear finding themselves on the outside, looking in. Truth or lie, legitimate or not, there will only be a king if a majority of the aristocracy says so.”

      The high priestess had been nodding as she listened. “That’s why I need you to go north.”

      Kitimar stopped walking. “What? Why?”

      “To turn a lie into the truth,” the high priestess said. “And to crown a king.”
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      Carved out of the same dull rock, the tunnel stretched for a mile and then another. The passage sometimes narrowed so much, the men had to turn sideways. Other times, it became wide enough they could walk all three abreast.

      “The tunnel is endless,” Merrik complained. “We’ve been walking forever.”

      “Something of an exaggeration,” Effingham said. “Without a changing landscape against which to judge our progress, time and space can warp … or at least seem to. Perceptions can be skewed.”

      “Or it’s a long damn tunnel,” Merrik said.

      “Another viable theory.”

      At last they came to a stone-worked arch, a wide cellar with a domed ceiling beyond. Dead torches sprouted from sconces circling the chamber.

      It looked to Merrik like some sort of staging area, cobweb-covered racks of rusted spears along one wall, crossbows hanging on another, barrels of bolts, everything covered in webs and dust. Round, wooden shields banded in iron. A rack of dull, pitted swords.

      “A captain might launch an effective sortie from such a place,” Lee said. “At night maybe, attacking the enemy’s rear.”

      “Except you can’t get horses through this tunnel,” Merrik said. “Your sortie could strike a blow, but then good luck getting back to the tunnel.”

      Lee scratched his chin, looking thoughtful. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Well, you don’t get to be a marquis without knowing these things,” Merrik said. “But I’m far less interested in sorties than I am in getting through that door.”

      He pointed across the cellar at an iron door, six feet high and four across, a great metal ring for pulling it open, hinges on the other side. Merrik took the ring and pulled. Hard.

      It didn’t budge. He might as well have been trying to pull open a mountain.

      “Let me help.”

      Lee moved up and grabbed the ring too. Both men pulled for all they were worth, but it didn’t budge. They let go of the ring and backed away, wiping sweat from their brows.

      “It stands to reason,” Effingham told them. “After all, they can’t just let anyone waltz in, can they?”

      Merrik shot the priest an annoyed look. “You’re just now thinking of this?”

      “I never said there wouldn’t be complications.”

      “And what do you suggest now?” Merrik asked. “Knocking?”

      “That’s not the worst idea. Unless you’d prefer walking back.” The priest stepped up and rapped on the iron door. Long, silent seconds slipped past. He knocked again.

      The silence grew more oppressive by the second.

      “What’s that?” Lee pointed.

      Above the door, slightly to one side, a rope hung from a small opening in the rock. It was frayed at the end and had likely been much longer at some point. As it was, the priest stood on tiptoe and couldn’t quite reach it.

      “A bit of help, my son.”

      Lee reached the rope easily, yanked it. It came a foot out of the hole then went back in again.

      “Keep pulling,” Effingham said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it were attached to a bell at the other end.”

      “I don’t hear anything,” Merrik said.

      “They’d need some way to know if someone were at the door,” Effingham explained. “Probably a long rope, ringing a bell up where someone can actually hear it. A guard post or something.”

      Lee gave the rope a final yank and it snapped. He looked down at the wilted length of it in his fist. “Sorry. It’s old rope.”

      And then the lantern went out.

      They stood still and silent a moment in the implacable darkness.

      And then Merrik said, “Excellent. Things could not be going better.”

      “Your head could be on a plainsman’s pike,” the priest said irritably. “In that context, I don’t think we’re doing too badly.”

      Merrik rubbed his eyes. “Sorry. I’m exhausted.”

      The priest sighed. “We all need rest. Perhaps we should find a spot and close our eyes for a while. Then with clear heads, we might decide our next move.”

      Merrik didn’t argue. He found a corner and slumped into it. The rock was cold and hard. He tried to comfort himself by thinking of the many things he would do once he sold the scepter. He’d have to find a large city, of course, if he wanted the best price. He still thought melting down the gold and selling the gems individually was the best plan. Spreading the sales around to multiple jewelers might be a good idea. Too large a collection of stones would draw attention.

      And then it would be time to spend the money. Any marquis worth his salt would need some sort of large, comfortable manor house. Merrik was reasonably dashing and could be charming when needed, so companionship had never been in short supply. But with his new title, a prominent manor on a good bit of land and some money in his vault, he might set his sights higher. Surely there was some baron’s daughter clunking around somewhere in need of marrying.

      Not that he was in a hurry to settle down, not just yet. He fully planned to enjoy himself for a while. Yes, the world was full of plainsmen and other dangers, all sorts of people looking to put some steel through his belly for one reason or another, but the world was full of wonder and pleasure also.

      And Merrik wanted in on it.

      It was with these thoughts that he finally dozed, a crooked, lazy smile on his face.

      And then the voices.

      A cold anxiety gripped him. Perhaps the voices hadn’t been a dream at all. Had they found him, come back to haunt him?

      “Do you hear that?” the priest whispered from his spot across the cellar.

      Can the priest hear them too?

      No, this was something else. Merrik sat up, cocked his head to listen.

      Voices, muffled and numerous, coming from the other side of the big iron door.

      Merrik stood, his hand falling instinctively to his rapier hilt.

      A clunk, the sound of metal scraping on metal. They were probably removing the bar on the other side. Then the slik-thuk of bolts sliding. Whomever had built the door, they made damn sure nobody would come in unless those on the other side let them in.

      The door opened toward him, hinges creaking, and Merrik winced at the sudden torchlight. He blinked, eyes adjusting. At least a dozen soldiers in chainmail and bowl helms crowded into the cellar, half of them pointing crossbows at Merrik.

      “Hand off that blade, fellow,” said a man with a drooping moustache, “or we make you a pin cushion.”

      Merrik released the rapier hilt, spread his hands in a no problem here fashion.

      “Spies, ya think, Lem?” asked one of the men behind a droopy moustache.

      “Dunno, do I?” Lem said. “But I can’t remember the last time I heard that bell rung. Decades maybe.”

      Effingham stepped forward. “We’re not spies, my son.”

      A few of the crossbows swung in the priest’s direction.

      Now it was Lee’s turn to step into the torchlight. “I’d be obliged if you’d not fill these men with crossbow bolts, Lem.”

      “Thunder and glory, boy, where have you been?” Lem asked. “Given you up for dead, we had.”

      “There were a number of opportunities.”

      Lem lowered his crossbow. “That’s a story for the baron, then. Guess you’d better come inside.”
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      Far to the south of Harkun’s Keep, down past Five Rivers and the southern border of the Great Forest, Count Renn Tazar stood with his pet wizard atop the gatehouse of his castle and watched the envoy approach from the narrow road at the base of the valley. The count puffed a pipe and considered the small foreign retinue. They’d come from the west through Madman’s Pass. As per agreement, they traveled incognito, no uniforms or banners, but they were still strangers and had certainly drawn attention coming through Sparrow’s Nest.

      Tazar’s people were already passing the story around that the strangers represented a consortium of merchants from the new empire across the Arrowhead Mountains, coming to negotiate tariffs and trade routes. There was just enough truth in the story to satisfy most. The foreigners came from what they were now calling the Union of Territories, and there was no point in trying to hide their accents.

      But the scope of their mission was more far-reaching than trade. Everything was about to change.

      “What do you plan to tell them?” the wizard asked.

      Tazar grunted, puffed his pipe.

      He was approaching sixty, hair gray and thinning, soft around the middle, but otherwise reasonably spry. In all those years, he’d met only two other wizards, both old and gray and mysterious. The first wizard was a woman he’d met as a boy when his mother had gone for a reading. The old woman had passed her hand over a crystal ball, offering prognostications so vague as to be worthless. Looking back, Tazar wondered if she weren’t more charlatan than wizard.

      The second wizard was a stooped old man Tazar had known some twenty years later. The wizard’s name was Vemillian, and Tazar’s father had employed him as court magician and counselor. One day, the man simply vanished and was never heard from again. But in the time Tazar had known him, the wizard was very guarded about his magic, and Tazar couldn’t remember ever seeing the man cast a single spell.

      The wizard standing next to Tazar now was something completely different.

      He was barely thirty years old and known by most as Red William. Tazar had assumed the man would have red hair, but when he’d finally met him, he saw the name came from his foppish sense of style. Red doublet, a floppy red hat, pants black but trimmed in red, a side-shoulder cloak, also red and trimmed in black. A long dagger on his belt, his only weapon.

      And his attitude was as garish as his wardrobe.

      Whereas old Vemillian had been secretive and mysterious, Red William was brash and eager. He wanted to use his magic, and the bigger the audience the better. He was arrogant and a braggart, pale but handsome, hair jet black and rumored to be a fair hand with the ladies. Whether he had some natural charm or put them under a spell, Tazar didn’t want to know.

      “I’ll tell them there has been a minor delay but it’s being handled,” Tazar said. “There are always complications with such enterprises. They’ll understand.”

      “To a point.”

      “Yes, William, to a point. Obviously.” He took a long drag on his pipe.

      “You should have sent me to take care of it in the first place,” William said. “Instead of those two muscle-bound oafs.”

      Tazar exhaled slowly, letting his impatience leak away with the smoke. There was nobody near enough to hear the wizard’s impertinence, so the count let it go. Still, William should remember his place. Tazar hoped it wouldn’t be a problem in the future. It was a situation that bore watching. Right now, though, Tazar had an errand for the man.

      “The oafs are waiting for you down in the village even now,” the count said. “At that place you like so much, since they can’t come here. Obviously, I can’t be associated with such things. They’re at your disposal. Use them as you will. Discipline them if you must.”

      Red William grinned. “So I’m allowed to handle the task in my own fashion?”

      “Within obvious parameters. Whatever discretion you might manage would also be appreciated.”

      William rubbed his hands together, grin widening. “This should be fun.”

      “I’m not sending you to have fun. I’m sending you to clean up a mess.”

      “If you don’t think I can do both, you’ve obviously underestimated my talents,” William said. “Rest easy, Count Tazar. You’ve put your trust in the best possible place.” The wizard tapped his chest with a finger to indicate himself. “I wish you luck with the merchants.” He gave the count a wink.

      Count Tazar leaned out over the rampart to watch them pass through the gates. The envoy would want to hear their schemes were proceeding smoothly, that their trust was well-founded. If Tazar botched this, the foreigners could return in a year with ten thousand troops and a battering ram.

      But Tazar didn’t plan to botch anything.

      “These foreigners and their new empire … strange. But in the end, they’re like anybody else,” the count said. “A meal and some good wine and the proper assurances will put them at ease. I’ll send them home happy, and then I can get back to work.”

      “I’m off, then,” William said.

      “Send one of your messages if you hit a snag.”

      The grin returned to the wizard’s face. “I will … and I won’t.” He bowed slightly and excused himself.

      Tazar leaned on the parapet and turned back to watch the foreigners. Part of him wished they really were a consortium of merchants. Commerce was at least something Tazar understood.

      These Union people weren’t.

      In the Scattered Kingdom, rumors of war had reached the ears of the powerful first, and Count Tazar certainly qualified as one of the most powerful people between the Arrowhead Mountains to the west and the large cities along the east coast.

      And he wasn’t someone to sit idly and wait for trouble to arrive.

      So Tazar had taken a small group across the Arrowheads to meet with the new order. It was unlikely that Tazar alone could stop what was coming, but he could shape it, mold it and fashion a place for himself within. The Union would find value in Tazar’s friendship.

      At first, he’d been unable to pinpoint the source of his anxiety. He’d paused as he was ushered through the great hall of the royal palace, craning his neck to look at the soaring ceilings, fluted columns lining both sides. And then he’d realized what it was. The banners of all the great houses had been taken down. When he’d met the senior officers of the Union military and the ruling council, there were no coats of arms, no house symbols or flags. They all wore the same drab uniforms, eschewing impractical adornments.

      The simplicity and sameness made them seem less like men and women and more like some natural force, an avalanche or a tide that would roll over the rest of the world. His meeting with them had been an eye-opening experience.

      The men and women entering the castle now wore the rich clothing of prosperous merchants, but Tazar knew that underneath was that same drab uniform, the same group mind all striving toward the same purpose, to spread an ideology to which they were every bit as faithful as those who worshipped Dumo or the Star Goddess.

      An ideology, Tazar admitted to himself, he didn’t completely understand.
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      West of the Scattered Kingdom and across the Arrowhead Mountains, green fields and blue skies stretched out before Sarasin Martz and his column of soldiers. The land once known as Haddelon – now the Union of Territories – looked peaceful, bordering on idyllic, no trace remaining of the recent bloodshed and horror that had gripped all four corners of the country.

      Martz squinted at the black smoke rising in the distance. Well, there are a few traces left, I suppose. But we’re working on it.

      Martz turned in his saddle to address the woman riding next to him. “That’s her?”

      Mirium Ohre looked like someone who had seen hard times, every gray streak in her black hair and line on her middle-aged face declaring some turmoil she’d endured. But her thoughtful brown eyes told the rest of the story. She was a survivor. She wore the same drab, olive-green uniform as the rest of them, except her insignia – a silver pin of a dove with a quill in its beak – which indicated civilian authority, not military.

      Although the difference seemed razor thin at times.

      After the decimation of the nobility – a sort of upper-crust genocide – practical, levelheaded men and woman like Mirium had been selected for leadership positions that the Union desperately needed to fill. These jobs were not glamorous and relentlessly bureaucratic but essential for maintaining organization and open communication among the territories.

      Mirium Ohre had been appointed Overseer of the Southern Territory and was ostensibly doing a good job. When Martz and his column had crossed from the Central Territory into the south, Ohre and her retinue had been there to meet him.

      Martz had been surprised she’d come in person, when sending a subordinate would have sufficed. But really, I shouldn’t be surprised. We live in precarious times. When the head councilman of the entire Union comes to visit, why leave it in the hands of an underling?

      As rapidly as competent men and women had been appointed to high positions, so had incompetent heads rolled just as quickly. An entire kingdom had been burned to its foundations – figuratively, although literally on occasion also. The new order had to be assembled quickly atop the ashes lest chaos fill the vacuum. There simply wasn’t time to tolerate slow learners.

      “Derelith, you mean,” Ohre replied to Martz’s question. “Yes, that’s her work. We’ve been supplying her troops as the central command requested. I feel sure she’ll report complete satisfaction with our efforts.”

      “I’m sure,” Martz said absently.

      Ohre stood in the saddle and pointed at a line of evergreens across the open field and in the general direction of the smoke. “The land drops off after those trees. You can get a good view of Baron Ambril’s holding from there.”

      “Good,” Martz said. “I’d like to see.”

      They clicked their tongues, and the horses headed toward the evergreens at a walk, the column dutifully following.

      “Your tour of the Territories has been useful?” Ohre asked.

      Martz had little use for small talk but recognized she was being polite.

      “Yes,” Martz replied. “The tour serves a dual purpose. No matter how detailed a report might be, it’s not the same as going to a place and breathing the air and looking into the eyes of the people there. The other reason is to be seen, to show those even in the remotest village or town that they are not forgotten. That they are an important part of the Union.”

      “That seems a good, positive message,” Ohre said.

      “There’s another reason too,” Martz explained. “Being seen is a road that runs two ways. Each and every community must remember we have our eyes on them. I’m telling you this because as overseer you need to know. The days of every little village and hamlet living by a different set of laws according to the local lord is over. No town should feel they are so remote, they are excused from the new order. There is no hidden valley, no mountaintop refuge that is beyond Union law and order. Every country goatherd and lakeside fisherman is as much a citizen as the richest merchant or highest magistrate.”

      Martz realized he was getting heated and paused to take a breath. “In time, the people will take pride in citizenship, but in these precarious beginning days, dissent must be quashed until understanding is complete. Dissent is disease, and disease spreads.”

      If Ohre were nonplussed by Martz’s words, she didn’t show it. “I assure you we are constantly on the lookout for such dissent in my territory, Councilman Martz. There is … a potential problem.”

      “Oh?” He studied her. Her shoulders were tight. She didn’t like having to divulge a problem.

      “The village priests,” Ohre said. “Their sermons are not always in complete accordance with the new order.”

      Martz snorted. “The council is aware of this situation and is already taking steps.”

      Strangely, it was only the followers of Dumo that were a problem. Worshippers of the Star Goddess were less political – at least outwardly – and the scattered fringe religions were of no consequence.

      No. I can’t think like that. No source of dissent is beneath notice.

      Had not the revolution started with Martz’s own dissatisfaction? Who would have thought he alone would have been the pebble bouncing downhill to set off the avalanche? Yes, he’d been alone, but then there were two and then ten and then a hundred and then …

      Then everything changed. Not overnight, and not easily, but a lone voice was not something to be ignored.

      And it would never be over. The revolution would go on. Oh, the masses would be allowed to think so, that it was over and that they’d won, but soon the Council would set their sights on those across the Arrowhead Mountains. The east waited to be set free from their shackles just as Haddelon had been, and while it would be good and just to bring the new order to them, the most important thing was that the revolution continued. Matz understood what few others did. That revolution was a beast that needed to be fed. Otherwise, it became something else and turned into fodder for the next thing that came along.

      “We rise until we fall,” Martz muttered.

      Ohre raised an eyebrow. “Councilman?”

      But they’d come through the trees, so he ignored her question, instead craning his neck to take in the scene unfolding in the shallow valley below.

      “Well.” Martz sighed. “It looks a right mess, doesn’t it?”
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        * * *

      

      Bodies jostled all around Captain Jeen Derelith, slamming into her, almost knocking her over. She gripped her sword, unsure where to strike, the black smoke stinging her eyes and making her cough, vision reduced to nearly nothing.

      This hasn’t worked out as I’d hoped, she thought.

      A figure shot out at her from the smoke. She lifted her sword, then as quickly stayed her hand, seeing it was one of her own men. Another man in chainmail flew in from her peripheral vision, hacking down the soldier under her command. She leapt forward, sword high, but another wave of bodies slammed into her, sweeping her to the side.

      The smoke cleared for a split second, and she saw her people and the baron’s troops locked in fierce combat. Before she could shout a command to withdraw and reform the lines in the clear, she was plunged back into the smoke. An enemy shield slammed into her sword arm, and she staggered, almost dropping her weapon.

      The smoke had been a good idea at the time. The wind had come steadily out of the west all day, washing through the shallow valley. They’d built fires in front of the gatehouse, shield bearers screening the fire builders from the few crossbows on the wall. Ropes and old canvas had been tossed onto the fires, and the wind blew the resulting black smoke directly into the gatehouse and the defensive positions above. Soldiers manning the gatehouse and the walls above were not only blinded but sent into coughing fits.

      Derelith had used her single catapult to send a constant barrage of flaming missiles over the walls. There must have been at least a lucky shot or two, because soon black smoke rose from within. Jeen Derelith could imagine it, the smoke and the heat, the impossibility of remaining inside.

      Which was the whole point.

      But when her plan had looked like it was about to pay off, the wind had shifted and shifted again, plunging Jeen’s men and defenders alike into the thick smoke. She could only guess one reason why those within the keep might send soldiers through the narrow sally ports, and that was to clear the area in front of the gate.

      And a second later, she was proved right.

      Visibility had been reduced to zero, but she heard the clank-clink of the portcullis raising and knew the baron and some of the nobles were about to make a run for it. Spotters posted along the heights had reported no more than a score of horses inside, but if they rode out fast and kept their formation tight, they might just be able to break through, especially if the besiegers didn’t see them until the last minute.

      “Form lines. Pikes! Form lines now!” She kept repeating it, trying to shout over the racket of steel on steel and the screams of the dying. “Form lines!”

      She heard the thunder of hooves, felt the ground vibrate through the soles of her boots, and a moment later, the horses erupted from the smoke. One slammed into her, the breath leaving her body as she bounced into the body of another. The world blurred, and then she was cold and wet, trying to push herself up from the mud. She tried to shout again but still had no breath.

      Come on, pikes. Be there.

      She heard the screams, the crash of weapons and armor, horses shrieking death. She couldn’t see it, but she could imagine the pike bearers forming up, and the riders coming through the smoke to find a rude surprise.

      She lurched to her feet, sucking air, and surprised she still had her sword. She staggered forward, heading to where the smoke seemed to be clearing.

      Then the ground went out from under her. She slid six feet down a muddy bank into the narrow ravine from which wastewater and sewage drained through a culvert. At least there wasn’t smoke down here.

      Jeen looked up to see a dozen people coming toward her from the keep, mostly filth-splattered peasants, a mix of men, women, and children.

      The woman leading them was something different – lithe, dressed in good leathers, a broad sword held ahead of her as she approached, hair so bright and yellow, it seemed garish and out of place in the muddy ravine. Not more than twenty years old.

      Jeen had been briefed on all those within the keep. This was the baron’s niece Ellenar. Jeen sized up the situation instantly. The baron hid his younger children among the servants, hoping they might make it out in the confusion. Ellenar had been sent as an escort.

      Jeen lifted her sword. “Hold! Drop your weapons and submit.” She surprised herself again. Her words had come out loud and steady.

      Ellenar wasn’t impressed.

      She charged forward, thrust, and with barely enough time for Jeen to parry. Steel rang along the ravine. Ellenar thrust, feinted, and thrust again. Jeen made no attacks of her own, barely getting her blade up in time to defend.

      She’s good. Better than me.

      In a flash of motion, Ellenar’s blade looped around Jeen’s, and Ellenar moved so quickly, Jeen couldn’t follow. Jeen’s sword flew back over her shoulder.

      Shit.

      Ellenar drew her sword back for a killing blow, eyes wild with fury.

      With a meaty thuk, a spear landed in Ellenar’s side, piercing leather and flesh. Ellenar lurched to the side, grunting pain, and dropped her sword. She stumbled but didn’t go down. Instead, a scream of animal rage twisted her lips as she leapt onto Jeen.

      Jeen tried to backpedal, but her feet were caught in the sucking mud, and Ellenar’s weight slammed her into the ground. She tried to squirm away but felt Ellenar’s hand around her throat, squeezing.

      Jeen’s mouth worked for air. The grip tightened, and her vision narrowed, white lights popping in front of her eyes, the grip on her throat squeezing and squeezing and –

      The hold around her throat released.

      Jeen sucked in gulping breaths. Hands under her arms. The sensation of being lifted.

      “Are you okay, captain?” A voice from somewhere.

      She blinked her vision clear. A dozen of her men poured into the ravine, holding the peasants at spearpoint. One of them pulled his bloody sword from Ellenar’s corpse.

      “The baron?” Jeen’s throat felt hot and raw.

      “Slain. Along with all those with him.”

      “Water.”

      Someone produced a water skin. Jeen took it in trembling hands, tilted it back, and gulped. She took a few more deep breaths and calmed herself. Her eyes slid to the prisoners. “Get the maid.”

      The soldier saluted and left at a run. He returned a few minutes later with the maid in tow, a reedy old woman with worried eyes. She’d been caught trying to sneak away the first night of the siege and had been kept for just this purpose.

      “Which ones?” Jeen asked.

      The maid looked over the crowd of faces, hesitated, then pointed at a boy about twelve. “The baron’s son.” Then she pointed at a girl maybe fourteen years old. “Count Denby’s girl.”

      “Any others?”

      The maid searched the faces again. “No.”

      “You can go.”

      The maid didn’t hesitate and scurried back up the ravine’s steep bank with surprising agility.

      “Keep the boy and the girl,” Jeen told the soldiers. “Let the rest go.”

      The peasants didn’t need to be told twice, only a few looking back at the boy and girl with regret.

      Jeen sighed and sat in the mud.

      One of the men approached, a veteran sergeant with muscles and a beard that threatened to overwhelm his face. The sergeant’s eyes slid to the prisoners a moment then came back to Jeen. “Should I carry out orders, captain?”

      “Just wait.” She drank more water. “Just give me a minute.”

      The troops watched her sit there. Nobody spoke. Jeen specifically did not look at the boy and the girl.

      “Captain Derelith?”

      Jeen looked up.

      Figures astride horses along the edge of the ravine. She recognized Overseer Ohre but not the bland man next to her. “I’m Derelith. Who are you?”

      “I’m Sarasin Martz.”

      Jeen grunted to her feet as quickly as her sore body would let her. “Councilman Martz.”

      “We watched from the heights,” Martz said. “A fine job.”

      Jeen didn’t feel it was a fine job at all but said, “Thank you, Councilman.”

      “Flags and banners will be burned as per standard order,” Martz said.

      “Of course. And the Union flag will be raised over the keep.”

      “Excellent. Once you’ve mopped up, appoint a replacement for your command and report to the capital,” Martz said. “We have other work for you.”

      The capital? “As you command, Councilman.”

      “You’ve caught a couple of blue bloods, I see.” Martz meant the boy and girl.

      “Yes.” Jeen swallowed. “They may be valuable as prisoners. I wonder if questioning them would—”

      Martz lifted a hand. The twang of crossbow strings, the hiss of bolts through the air. The two children twitched, three bolts sprouted from each, and they wilted to the ground without a sound.

      “Possibly we would have learned something valuable,” Martz admitted, “but at this point, they serve better as examples. Again, good work here, Captain Derelith. I’ll see you at the People’s Palace when my tour concludes.” Martz and his retinue turned and trotted away.

      Jeen turned away from the dead boy and girl, and her eyes landed on Ellenar, the woman’s hair bright and unreal in the mud and blood. Jeen took another drink of water to push the sick feeling back down into her gut.
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      Sparrows Nest was a village on the verge of becoming a small town. A crossroads nestled in a pleasant wooded valley, low stone buildings housing artisans and craftsmen, a small but tidy temple at the end of one road where a fat, content priest dutifully attended to the spiritual needs of his flock.

      The place frequented by Red William was about a mile outside of the official boundaries of the village, which was maybe the only reason the priest and the rest of the villagers tolerated the kwali den’s existence.

      That and the fact that none of Sparrows Nest’s upstanding citizens would admit to being caught dead in such a place. Nonetheless, the den did a brisk business, especially during holidays and festival season.

      It was a two-story stone building tucked into a stand of evergreen trees, vines climbing up the sides. A shallow stream babbled across the road in front of the place. Red William crossed the narrow wooden bridge and entered beneath a simple wooden sign with a fanciful image of pig lying back on a lounge chair, eyelids half-closed and drowsy, a long-stemmed pipe held in a cloven hoof.

      The Hallucinating Hog is a good name, the wizard thought. The sign always amused him.

      A sedate but friendly mood pervaded the dimly lit common room. A haze of blue-gray smoke hovered at eye level. Afternoon had slipped into evening, and already the place was getting crowded, but not as crowded as it would be later. William caught the eye of the host as he took his usual table in the corner. The host was a skeletal man called Binn, dark eyes set deep in a gaunt face adding to his corpse-like quality. Binn recognized the wizard and nodded.

      William settled himself in the corner, and a few moments later, Binn brought him a pipe and a dish of fresh kwali weed, finely chopped. The den offered fresh plants of good quality, a surprise this side of the great forest. Most of the best dens were found up and down the modern and fashionable coast to the east, perhaps because it was more convenient to bring the kwali up from the southern fields by ship.

      Binn pinched a wad of kwali from the dish, packed it into the bowl, then offered the pipe to William. “Can we offer you one of our lounge chairs?”

      William glanced around the common room at the plush divans lining the walls. About half were taken, kwali enthusiasts reclining, eyelids at half-mast as they puffed pipes. Tempting. The divans looked comfortable, and William would not have minded slipping away into semi-consciousness for a few hours.

      “I’ll sit here at the table, thank you, Binn. I’ve some business to conduct. Has anyone been in here asking for me?”

      “Not that I know of,” Binn said. “I can make inquiries if you like.”

      “Never mind. I’ll wait.”

      Binn bowed and left.

      William puffed the pipe. The effect was not immediate, but soon the warm mellow spread from his chest out to his limbs, down to the tips of his fingers and toes.

      The wizard let his mind drift as he observed the den’s other patrons. Kwali was not a poor man’s indulgence, and the men and women scattered around the den’s dim interior were all dressed like prosperous merchants or minor nobility. Familiar faces mixed with newcomers’. Were they passing through? Did they live locally, and William had simply never seen them before? The lives of insignificant strangers interested William curiously. Even at six years old, William had looked to his left and then to his right at his thumb-sucking peers and knew he was destined for better. An entire world of inconsequential bit players in the story of Red William’s life.

      And there were important people too, of course, such as Count Tazar, but even they existed only to provide interesting crossroads in the wizard’s life journey. As an apprentice, he’d been ambitious and precocious, quickly surpassing his master and finally killing the old man and stealing his spell book. William couldn’t bring himself to feel any remorse about it. Even this betrayal had seemed an inevitable step toward William fulfilling his destiny of …

      Of what?

      The wizard puffed and considered.

      So, okay, not all the puzzle pieces had fallen into place, not yet. If Tazar’s plan came to fruition, things would change significantly in the land once known as Greymond, now the Scattered Kingdom. And what would that mean for William? Lavish estates? Riches? Would that be enough to satisfy him?

      “You look pensive, William.”

      The wizard’s eyes slid to the woman lounging on the nearest divan. He’d seen her here before – Luizen she was called – some cousin of Tazar’s if William remembered correctly. She was a few years older than him, early thirties perhaps. She wore an extravagant green dress with a high collar, an intricate floral pattern of water lilies stitched tightly in gold thread. She had the blackest hair William had ever seen, woven into multiple tight braids that hung down in various lengths, giving her an interesting, exotic look.

      Luizen sucked deeply on her pipe, let the smoke out slowly, stretching like a cat. She’d kicked off her shoes and wiggled pink toes, nails painted the same green as the dress.

      “Not pensive, Luizen,” William told her. “Thoughtful.”

      “Are you going to put on one of your displays? I do love a good show.”

      William smiled, feeling dreamy, as if floating a few inches above his seat at the table. “Perhaps. I’m waiting on somebody.”

      He inhaled deeply, held it, then slowly let it out as his eyes made another slow scan of the common room.

      It took the wizard a moment to realize the man sprawled across a divan on the other side of the room was staring at him, although William couldn’t be sure through the thick haze. William turned away for a moment, but when he looked back, the man still glared.

      The stranger was short, chubby and wore clothes fine enough to be nobility, although many of the more successful merchants often dressed similarly, dark velvets with elaborate embroidery, lace cuffs and collar, and a feather in his hat that even William thought went a bit overboard.

      “Luizen,” William said from the corner of his mouth.

      An airy, noncommittal sound from Luizen. She shifted on the divan, eyes closed.

      “Luizen, who is that?”

      Luizen tsked and sat up, eyes opening then focusing reluctantly. “Never seen him before today. He was already here when I arrived.”

      “When was that?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Those two are with him.” Luizen lifted her chin toward two men hunched at a table next to the divan.

      The two bruisers with him were obviously bodyguards. Drab cloaks thrown over simple leather armor, short heavy swords almost more for clubbing than hacking. Someone important, or just somebody with money?

      The chubby one continued to stare, and William was starting to take a dislike to the man.

      If any of the neighboring nobility were scheduled to visit Count Tazar, William hadn’t been told about it. Was this some enemy who’d been sent to track him down? Unlikely. It would be a poor assassin indeed who’d get zonked before setting upon his prey.

      Perhaps that’s the trick, William thought with a sudden stab of anxiety. He means to appear harmless, and then he and his men will spring when my guard is down!

      William shook himself then laughed. The kwali had started working on him.

      “Ask Binn,” Luizen suggested.

      William waved Binn over.

      “The chubby peacock with the muscle. Who is he?” William asked.

      “I don’t know. Shall I inquire?”

      “Can you be discreet?”

      “Just give me a few minutes.”

      “Thank you,” William said. “And a pitcher of wine.”

      Binn returned a short time later with the wine pitcher and a goblet. He pitched his voice low and said, “Baron Kravit’s second son, Thad. If he’s got business up at the castle, he’s not mentioned it to anybody. The girl waiting on him thinks he’s gadding about on holiday with Daddy’s money.”

      “He’s been staring at me rather oddly. It’s becoming tiresome.”

      “I shouldn’t pay him any mind, my lord,” Binn said. “He’s been here quite a while and has been mixing the kwali with some of our more exotic offerings. I would never discuss the specifics of a client’s predilections, but suffice it to say that not all of my patrons are equally skilled in achieving the right balance. Has the rest of your party arrived, my lord?”

      “Not yet. Two men, not very genteel.”

      “Then I shall direct them this way should I see them and bring two more goblets.” Binn bowed and left.

      William put the peculiar lordling out of his mind. Nobody important up to nothing significant. Just more background scenery in the story of the wizard’s life.

      And anyway, here were the men William had been waiting for.

      The pair entering The Hallucinating Hog were the only two men in the kwali den who could make the lordling’s bodyguards look small. William had met them only once in passing but remembered the names and faces.

      Rugger was no taller than William but wide as a barn door with massive arms and legs, and a face that looked like it had been beaten flat with a shovel, nose broken multiple times, probably from a lifetime of brawling. Bald and five days of brown-red stubble along a square jaw.

      The other was called Blumpt, which was perhaps the most unfortunate name William had ever heard. A foot and a half taller than Rugger, rounded shoulders and a sagging body that was more bulk than muscle. Mousy brown hair on top, a beard of the same color, and dull brown eyes. Jug ears added to his look of general stupidity.

      William had been given to understand these men were extremely competent within certain narrow parameters, their area of expertise being intimidation and pain and the breaking of various bones. And they had a good reputation for following instructions.

      And yet somehow the scheme with the thief and the map had fallen face first into the dung heap.

      Rugger and Blumpt reached the table and offered the wizard a polite nod. William would have preferred a proper bow but never mind. Object lessons in appropriate levels of respect could come later.

      “Gentlemen, take a seat.” The wizard gestured to the chairs opposite him. “We have much to discuss.”

      They sat.

      Binn brought two more goblets.

      Rugger poured wine for the both of them, and they waited in silence. They knew well enough that they were there to follow the wizard’s cue.

      William sipped his drink, then cleared his throat. “First, tell me how it was supposed to work. Then we can perhaps pinpoint where matters went awry.” He stuck the stem of the pipe in his mouth and waited.

      The two bruisers exchanged brief glances. By some silent agreement, it was Rugger who did the talking.

      “Well, we hired this fellow to steal the map, see? Only, instead of bringing it back to us—”

      Red William held up a hand.

      Rugger stopped talking.

      “Take your time,” William said. “Tell it like a story. I want details.”

      Rugger looked at Blumpt, who stared straight ahead and blinked once. No help there.

      Rugger wet his mouth with another swallow of wine then dove into the tale, meeting Niles, riding with him to Five Rivers, and then Niles’ escape.

      “By the time we fetched the horses and got south to the wharves, there was no sign of him,” Rugger confessed. “Probably still going.”

      “Sloppy,” Red William said and sucked in a lungful of the kwali smoke.

      “We had both doors watched,” Rugger said. “Didn’t think of the river.”

      William exhaled. “Well, you should have.”

      Rugger kept quiet. Nothing would mitigate the fact that they’d lost the thief.

      “You kept his horse and his things?” William asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Where?”

      “Out in the stable with the others.”

      “Fetch me some of his clothing,” William said. “A comb or brush if he had one.”

      Rugger looked at Blumpt and nodded toward the door. Blumpt got up and left.

      Red William filled his goblet again and drank. He’d prepared a spell for just this eventuality, but it would all be for nothing if the oaf couldn’t bring back something usable from the thief’s possessions.

      “Merrik Niles was Skull & Dagger approved.”

      William looked up at Rugger. “Who?”

      “The thief.”

      “Ah.”

      William realized Rugger was belatedly defending himself. Rugger and Blumpt had let their guards down because this Niles fellow should have been on the up and up. Although what it was worth for a group of criminals to vouch for another criminal, William couldn’t guess.

      “The League will have it in for him when they find out,” Rugger said. “Reputations and all that.”

      “The League will have to get in line,” William said.

      Blumpt returned with what the wizard presumed was Merrik Niles’ saddle bags. He emptied the contents onto the table. William pawed through the items: a sturdy pair of travel breeches, a couple of tunics, heavy woolen socks.

      “No brush? A brush is usually a good candidate,” William said.

      But there was no brush.

      Red William reached for a hat, a black bycocket with a scarlet feather. The wizard liked the hat. If it had been red instead of black, he might have kept it for himself. He ran a hand around the inside of it, exclaiming, “Ah ha!” as he held up a single strand of dark hair between thumb and forefinger.

      He stood and cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, be warned. I shall soon be attempting a miraculous feat of magic.” William giggled.

      Heads came up in slow motion, squinted at the wizard through the narcotic haze. A moment of hesitation and then an expectant muttering. People rose and began to move closer.

      “Good.” Luizen sat forward on her divan. “I like your tricks, William.”

      Others apparently did also. The wizard’s warning had the opposite effect, which was just as he’d intended. Regulars who’d seen such displays crowded close – but not too close – forming a ring around the table. The serving girl who’d been attending the young lordling Thad Kravit rose to join the gawking crowd. The lordling blinked as if bewildered by the turn of events.

      Binn appeared with a leather satchel, ornate, Red William’s sign of an adder wrapped around a sword stitched in red on the flap.

      “Good man, Binn. Thank you.” The wizard opened the satchel, fished out stoppered vials of various powders, small pouches of exotic herbs held closed by drawstrings, and a silver bowl with obscure runes etched around the outside. (The runes meant nothing, but William rather thought they contributed to the overall air of mystery people seemed to enjoy.) He laid them out on the table in front of him. In his tower workshop atop the count’s castle, there were many such items, shelves and shelves, but for traveling, William brought the most common components used in the greatest number of spells.

      And of course the book. Every wizard had such a book. Without the book, he’d be no wizard at all. Leather bound, the adder and sword again stitched on the front. He opened it to the specific page.

      The den’s patrons crowded each other to see, moving slowly like a dazed herd of cattle, but eyes widening with anticipation. They edged as close as they dared without getting in William’s way.

      Red William loved it. Wizards always performed their spells in darkened, back rooms, curtains drawn, disdaining any and all prying eyes. Not William. He liked to show off, relished the attention, and enjoyed furthering the notion I am the mighty wizard. You are nothing. Tremble before me.

      “Binn, can you fetch me a wine cork please!”

      Binn returned within seconds and handed the wizard the cork.

      William handed it to Rugger. “Carve that into the shape of an arrowhead, flat on both sides.”

      Rugger took the cork. He pulled a small knife from his belt and began carving.

      William paused to puff the pipe then said, “Now, some wine.”

      Red William held the pitcher aloft theatrically. “I call upon the power of the gods themselves to impart to us their divine knowledge. Thus do we invite them to share in our celebration of their power and wisdom.” He took a healthy slug from the wine, drinking straight from the pitcher, and then filled the silver bowl.

      It was all rubbish, of course. If the gods had any interest in William’s spellcasting, they’d yet to show it. And while any old liquid would suffice to float the cork in the bowl, a light red wine was always a little bit more dramatic than plain water, the bowl glowing an eerie red when he finally cast the spell.

      “Like this?” Rugger held up the carved cork.

      “Good,” William said. “Float it on the wine.”

      Rugger dropped it into the bowl. It floated on the wine unremarkably. That didn’t deter the wide-eyed onlookers. The tension and expectation in the Hog’s common room was a palpable thing. William was giddy with it.

      He took the single strand of hair and laid it lengthwise along the cork. The spell itself was simple. Only the tedious management of the components was slightly tricky.

      Managing spell components had never been Red William’s favorite part of being a wizard. He knew only that it was necessary for some essence to be present in a physical form. William’s former master had tried to teach him the intricate theories, but William’s eyes had always glazed over. He didn’t care why the spells worked, as long as they did. Sometimes the components were used while the wizard memorized the spell instead of during the actual casting of it. This was important for battle spells especially, which made sense. Tossing a pinch of this or a dab of that into the air as you cast your spell in the middle of a bloody melee wasn’t exactly convenient.

      Spells like the divination he was about to cast differed in that the components were applied during the actual casting.

      At least, it was an opportunity to put on a show.

      William crushed some rare dried herbs into the bowl of wine as he began the spell, the ancient words threatening to escape his mouth too fast, only strict discipline keeping them in. As an apprentice, William had learned that spells were living things. They wanted out. Once a wizard began speaking the words, it was almost impossible to stop. He forced the words out slowly, tossing in a pinch of pogli powder.

      And then the final syllables. He knew how it sounded to his audience. Words that seemed to echo with power, touching the mind briefly before moving on, refusing to be remembered.

      The last word left his mouth, and a thrum of power pulsed through the common room. Nothing so significant really, but enough for his audience to sense it. A muffled gasp escaped some of the patrons, hairs standing up on the backs of necks.

      But the lights were the best part. William grinned.

      The entire room dimmed, the waning sunlight fading in the windows, every lamp and every candlewick diminishing. Again, it was nothing significant; many of the spells created this effect, the magic drawing energy from the world. Red William wondered fleetingly about the mechanical workings of the magic, how these spells – words and pinches of powder –tapped into the power of the cosmos, shaped it as a means to an end. But as quickly as the curiosity awoke, it just as rapidly yawned, and turned over and went back to sleep.

      The stolen light filled the silver bowl, turning red as it filtered through the wine, casting the common room in a glow like blood. More gasps, some of the patrons huddling close together, afraid and yet, at the same time, thrilled by the display.

      The bowl vibrated and rattled, then the table beneath it began to shake. The cork slowly began to twirl, then picked up speed, spinning atop the sloshing wine. Some small amount of wine splashed over the edge of the bowl.

      Then, suddenly, the cork stopped, still vibrating slightly, but pointing in a single direction. The red glow dimmed, normal light returning to the world.

      “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. All is safe now,” William announced.

      Applause rippled through the common room, and most of the patrons wandered away, back to their tables, muttering about the wonder they’d seen even though they had little idea of the result.

      Luizen gawked at the cork, a dreamy smile on her face. “That was one of your best, William.”

      “The direction?” William asked Rugger.

      Rugger leaned over the bowl, squinted at the cork. “Almost due north. Maybe a little west.”

      William smiled. “Then that’s where he is. I suggest we enjoy the rest of our evening, then first thing in the morning, we set out for—”

      “You! You stole the light!”

      William looked up to see the young lordling who’d been watching him, eyes wild. Face sweaty and ashen.

      Thad Kravit’s bodyguards rushed toward him from across the room, alarmed they’d momentarily lost track of their master.

      William blinked at the young noble in astonishment. “You interrupted me while I was talking.”

      “You stole the light, and now you’re red with it. A red man, red for blood!” Spit flew from his mouth with each word.

      The bodyguards arrived and tried gently to pull Thad away from the wizard. “Come along, sir. Let’s leave this gentleman be.”

      Thad shrugged off his men. “Demon!”

      The lordling threw himself on William, grabbing fistfuls of the wizard’s doublet. “Demon! Red demon of fire!”

      “How dare you! Get off!” William shouted, but he didn’t move.

      Blumpt stirred.

      “Stay seated!” snapped William. “This is my concern.”

      Blumpt froze, eyes darting to Rugger’s. Rugger shook his head.

      Thad made a bleating noise, high pitched, and kept a death grip on William’s clothing. Thad’s men tried to pull him off, but Thad wouldn’t let go.

      William’s hands went around Thad’s throat, and the wizard began to squeeze. Thad’s face went red and then purple.

      “Let him go!” one of the guards demanded. “Right now!”

      “He brought this on himself,” William said.

      “Let him go now!” The guard reached for William.

      William let go of the lordling’s throat.

      And then aimed his hand at the bodyguard.

      Unlike the tedious litany of magical words needed to set the cork spinning in the bowl of wine, William barked only three sharp syllables.

      Fire raged from William’s open palm with a roar and slammed into the guard like an avalanche of flame. A shriek of terror and pain.

      Screams filled the room, everyone suddenly moving at once. Patrons dove for cover, upending tables and knocking over chairs, crockery shattering on the floor, arms going over heads.

      When the commotion died down and the patrons finally lifted their heads again to look, they were greeted with a gruesome sight. The bodyguard lay twisted on the floor, charred black from head to foot, smoke rising from his cracked and crispy corpse. The smell of cooked flesh hung in the air. For a long moment, the only sound was someone gagging somewhere. Everyone froze in the grip of icy fear, all eyes on the wizard and the lordling.

      William’s arm was still extended from his spellcasting. He turned, bringing the open palm in line with Thad Kravit’s face.

      Thad trembled, eyes still wide and wild. “Demon,” he muttered, hands up to ward off whatever was coming. “From the realm of fire.”

      “He’s not in his right mind, sir,” pleaded the other bodyguard.

      “Oh? Perhaps the gods have blessed him with special sight?” William said acidly. “Perhaps I am a demon. Perhaps I want to see your master burn.”

      William could not, of course, cast fire again until he rememorized the spell from his book. Casting erased the magical words from his mind. But there were a number of other unpleasant things the wizard could inflict on the man. He flexed his hand and wiggled his fingers in front of the lordling’s nose.

      Whatever blood remained in Thad’s face drained away, his complexion going white as a fish’s belly. He sank to the ground, whimpering, arms over his head.

      Red William itched to unleash another deadly spell, to erase this smug upstart from the world. Red William knew he wasn’t what was expected from a wizard, no stooped graybeard leaning on a gnarled staff. People like this often didn’t take him seriously. The lordling took him seriously now. They all would. The whole world would.

      “William, don’t.”

      William’s eyes slid to the person suddenly at his side. Luizen.

      “He’s right about one thing.” Luizan seemed alert now, tense. “I doubt anyone would miss this quivering whelp, but his father’s an important man.”

      William considered. Count Tazar might feel the repercussions of whatever William did to this young idiot. No, he couldn’t murder the man. Not in front of a common room full of witnesses anyway.

      “You are banished from this establishment,” Red William said. “You are banished from this entire village. If ever you see me anywhere at any time in any land, you are to turn immediately and walk away. Your life depends on following these edicts exactly.”

      Thad quivered and sobbed. He probably didn’t even know William was talking to him. He’d leave it to the remaining bodyguard to convey the message.

      The bodyguard tried to help Thad to his feet, but the lordling went limp, eyes rolling back, drooling at both corners of his mouth. Finally, the bodyguard simply picked the man up, heaved him across his shoulders, and left.

      One could have heard a pin drop in the common room, except that no pin would dare.

      William looked at the still smoking corpse and sighed. A pall hung over the den, the festive mood he’d created with the first spell completely undone by the second. Everything had gone sour.

      “You’re in charge of the bowl and the cork,” William told Rugger. “Keep it safe. If you spill it and I have to work the spell over again, I won’t be pleased.”

      Rugger nodded.

      Luizen put a tentative hand on the wizard’s arm. “William.”

      William sighed, turned the pipe over and tapped the ashes out onto the table, only half-aware of Luizen’s presence. “Well. That’s good kwali spoiled.”
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      The Martyr’s Shrine was located above Madman’s Pass, high in the Arrowhead Mountains. Nobody went there by accident. It was a long, uncomfortable journey, which was part of the point. Faith expressed too easily wasn’t really faith at all as the prophet once said. Even though full winter was still six weeks away, the wind blew bitterly cold. Even the most intrepid pilgrim often paused to consider if such a display of piety was really necessary.

      Not that Archbishop Axen Fenwigg was just any other ordinary pilgrim. They’d set out from Five Rivers three days ago with a caravan nearly a quarter mile long, guards and servants and various clerks and lesser priests, all looking splendid in holy robes or armor – in some cases, both. A pavilion was set up every night for the comfort of the archbishop and his deputies and struck again in the morning. They ate and slept quite well, considering they were in the empty wilds approaching the foot of the mountain range.

      A safe road led up into the mountains, through the pass, and down the other side. Trade caravans used it, although not as frequently as they used to. The road narrowed halfway up, switchbacks twisting more sharply, and the larger wagons had to be left behind to be picked up again on the return trip. Fenwigg took to the saddle, and they rode the rest of the way, horses in a long, single line.

      The road widened and opened into a broad, flat area: Madman’s Pass. Centuries ago, it had been named Captain Kenning’s Pass for the officer who, with only a handful of men, held off an entire invading army coming across the mountains to conquer Greymond. In one highly dubious version of the story, Kenning held off five thousand troops with only a dozen. Something only a madman would attempt.

      Not that the specific facts actually mattered, and there was no Greymond anymore anyway.

      They dismounted near the crumbling remains of the wall that once guarded the pass. There was a stone circle about four feet high, which had once formed the base of a watchtower. Some of the men built a fire.

      Fenwigg craned his neck, squinting at the narrow footpath that wound its way to the peak above them. He sighed, not relishing the hike.

      Pilgrimages of faith such as the hike up to the Martyr’s Shrine were meant to be the great levelers within the church. In such places, the lowliest novice and the most powerful bishop were the same. There were only the worshippers and their relationship with the almighty Dumo. Souls held no rank in Dumo’s eyes. At least that was the theory.

      When Archbishop Fenwigg set foot on the path to the shrine, two heavily armed and armored guards followed at a respectful distance. Letting the head of the sacred church’s western archdiocese wander about a lonely mountainside on his own simply wasn’t done.

      The steep path reminded him he was no longer a young man, and he was panting by the time he reached the top.

      When Fenwigg spotted the shrine at last, he was relieved to see the other priest already kneeling there. Even with her back to him, he could tell it was Arlane Voss, his old friend from the novice’s temple so many years ago. The bony frame and big ears were a dead giveaway. As archbishop, Fenwigg’s heavy velvet robes were of the deepest blue, with golden piping and scrollwork that even Fenwigg found egregious. As bishop, Voss’s robes were a paler blue, piping modest and tasteful.

      “Wait here,” he told the two guards.

      They saluted, and Fenwigg approached the shrine.

      Four fluted columns, each eight feet high, had been carved from the native stone. They supported a flat stone roof atop which stood a life-size statue of Captain Kenning, head bowed as if in prayer, right hand over his heart. In his other fist, he held a sword with a broken blade. The shrine was dedicated to the men who’d fallen defending the pass, the blessings and power of Dumo making the victory possible.

      The statue of Kenning was magnificent and heroic, hair like a lion’s mane, shoulders broad, muscles bulging beneath his armor. As a novice, Fenwigg’s history master had taught him that Kenning was actually bald and on the short side, with a big nose and a weak chin. Such inconvenient facts never made for good statues.

      He climbed the three steps up to the shrine and knelt with a grunt in front of a simple stone altar.

      “Good trip?” asked the priest next to him.

      “Long and cold and boring,” Fenwigg said.

      Voss laughed softly, her pale blue eyes active and alert. “It was your idea to meet here.”

      “The best way to talk without raising suspicion,” Fenwigg reminded his friend. “Even bishops and archbishops are obliged to undertake a yearly pilgrimage. Keeps us humble or something. You’re here alone? Is that wise?”

      “I’ve a squad of good men fifty yards down the other slope,” Voss said. “They’ll come running if I scream.”

      “Were you able to get away without trouble?”

      “We still come and go as we please,” Voss reported. “But they’re getting around to us. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Tell me everything.”

      Voss started by reminding Fenwigg of what he already knew about her territory on the other side of the mountain range, the Kingdom of Haddelon. Five years ago, mutterings of discontent had begun to spread among the peasantry. A blind and lazy aristocracy had let it grow out of control, resulting in violent upheaval. None of it had been by accident, obviously. Instigators had stirred the pot, intensified discontent to hatred, widening the division between the Haves and the Have-Nots. For two long months, blood ran in the streets.

      And the bluer the blood, the better.

      For a while, there’d been chaos.

      Voss and her priests had shut themselves inside their walled abbey and waited for the smoke to clear.

      “And no one has stepped in to claim the crown?” Fenwigg asked.

      “There is no crown,” Voss said. “There is no king.”

      “Ah.” Fenwigg nodded. “Then it’s all fallen apart in Haddelon as it did in Greymond centuries ago. I suppose upstart nobles have stepped in to replace their slaughtered betters. Every ill wind blows good for somebody, as the prophet says. Was the revolt put down, or did all parties reach some accommodation?”

      Voss sighed. “Axen, my old friend, I’m afraid you don’t understand the situation at all.”

      Fenwigg squashed a surge of impatience. He realized he’d been hoping Voss would report that everything was under control. Archbishops already had enough to worry about. Of course, a courier could have told him if all were well. That she’d made the trek to the shrine was already proof that things had gone awry.

      “Then who is in charge?”

      Voss grinned. She was a woman well known for her gallows humor. “Would you like the long version or the short?”

      “Short,” Fenwigg told her. “We’ll see if I can stomach more after that.”

      “Ostensibly, there is no single person in charge,” Voss explained. “They have a sort of ruling council, part of which is made up of delegates from every city and township with a sufficient population.”

      Fenwigg snorted. “How can they possibly get anything done without decisive leadership?”

      “The council is largely a sham,” Voss said. “The bulk of power rests with a very small handful of people. The leader is a man named Sarasin Martz.”

      “Never heard of him.” Or rather, Fenwigg had, just not specifically by name.

      “He worked for the Duke of Ullingham, tutoring his three children,” Voss said.

      “A tutor?” Fenwigg looked at the bishop, eyes wide. “Am I to understand Haddelon is currently being run by a children’s tutor?”

      “It’s not called Haddelon anymore,” Voss told him. “They’re calling it the Union of Territories. They’ve taken down all the old flags and coats of arms.”

      Fenwigg had already heard this but hoped it was some mistake.

      “I’ve created a list of all those on the council and an organizational chart of their bureaucracy.” Voss produced a leather-bound packet and passed it over to Fenwigg, who made it disappear into his robes.

      “And don’t underestimate this tutor,” Voss went on. “He murdered the duke with his own dagger and had his children put to the sword. His youngest daughter was nine.”

      The news chilled Fenwigg, but he understood the message. The new order wanted to make it clear there would be no going back to the old ways.

      “What about you and your people?” Fenwigg asked.

      “I’m going to start sending my priests out a few at a time under the guise of making the shrine pilgrimage,” Voss said. “There have been rumblings about the Church poisoning the minds of the people. If Martz sees us as a threat to his power, he won’t hesitate to concoct an excuse to be rid of us. I’ll stay behind as long as possible with a small contingent to keep an eye on things and gather what information I can. Also, we have informants placed deeply in their ranks. I would not lightly abandon them.”

      Fenwigg caught her eye. “Don’t put your head in a noose, Arlane.”

      “I serve Dumo in life and in death.” Another of Voss’s grins. “Although I feel He can get more out of me if I’m alive.”

      “Anything else?”

      A pause.

      “Out with it, Arlane.”

      “There is something deeply disturbing about these Union people,” Voss said.

      “I would imagine so. They murdered an entire aristocracy to gain power.”

      Voss shook his head. “Yes, but it’s not that. They’ve made changes that work.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’ll give you an example,” Voss offered. “There was hunger in Carvel’s barony – what they call the far western territory now. Martz appointed a Minister of Farming. This new minister made the farming decisions for every territory from the capitol.”

      “Why would he presume to know the needs of every village and hamlet more than those living there?”

      “Because he’s thinking of the Union as a whole,” Voss said. “Wheat is being grown where the climate is ideal for it. Grapes where the soil is appropriate. And so on. Distribution is centralized, making sure each community gets what it needs. It’s all very efficient with little waste. They’ve also centralized the army. Instead of barons and dukes sending men when the king calls, troops are trained and armed under a single commander and his deputies.”

      “Even murderers and usurpers can be efficient. I fail to see—”

      “Please, indulge me, old friend,” Voss said. “Let me try another example. Another of Martz’s ministers decided wool, cotton, and leather were not being used efficiently. There was a wonderful tailor down in the lake country. She used to make the most amazing summer tunics with an intricate floral pattern. Many people in the region wore her work, and you could always tell a man or a woman from the lake country by the clothing. Now she can’t get the materials she needs. It all goes to a centralized effort. It’s a small thing, I suppose, flowered clothing. When not everyone has enough to eat, or someone needs a warm coat in the winter. One thing cannot be denied. The Union takes care of its people. It’s just … well … all a bit too sanitary. I think there is something being erased that can never be found again. In a generation, no one will remember the lake country people or who they used to be.”

      Fenwigg let Voss’s words sink in. A moment later, he asked, “Do you think this is coming across the Arrowheads?” The archbishop already knew the answer, but perhaps Voss would surprise him.

      “Without a doubt,” Voss said. “If not this year, then the next. Their army grows daily, but I can guarantee there are already spies, probably even somebody at your abbey in Five Rivers. Be careful who you trust, Axen.”

      Fenwigg considered. Suddenly, time seemed very short.

      “The way things stand now, can we resist them?”

      “The way things stand now?” Voss shook her head. “Not a chance. Greymond hasn’t been unified in centuries. With every baron and duke defending his own, the Union will sweep through like a brush fire.”

      Again, Fenwigg already knew what Voss was getting at but asked the question anyway. “Then how?”

      “We have to be united,” Voss said. “And the Church can’t do it. But if the Scattered Kingdom remains scattered, then the Union will pick off one barony and one duchy at a time until they own it all.”

      Fenwigg sighed. No, the Church couldn’t do it. Every petty noble would see it as a power grab. A kingdom had risen and fallen all while the Church had endured, and had remained the only ongoing, stable institution, providing the only continuity in the Scattered Kingdom. How? Because they’d never let themselves be seen as a threat to the authority of the nobles who ruled their little patch of a fallen realm.

      Voss cleared her throat.

      “You don’t need permission,” Fenwigg said. “If you’ve got something unpleasant to tell me, then get on with it.”

      “There’s always your old mentor’s plan.”

      “I do so often despise you, Arlane.”

      Voss’s grin returned, and Fenwigg found it a comfort. If his old friend were still scheming, then it meant she had some hope.

      “He gave up power and banished himself long ago,” Fenwigg said. “But perhaps you’re right. Something must be done, and time grows short. Farfetched as it seems, it bears consideration.”

      In fact, Fenwigg had already given the order, and had put things into motion nearly a year ago when the Union started rising. It would have to be handled delicately. The nobles could not ever be allowed to suspect that the scheme came from the Church, or they’d resist it on general principles. They needed a convoluted scheme, wheels turning within wheels, just the sort of thing, in fact, for which the archbishop had some modicum of talent.

      Fenwigg felt a sudden urge to tell Voss that the plan was already well underway, and felt a mild pang of guilt for not including her. But if his old friend were privy to all of his machination and then happened to be captured …

      “Naturally, for such a plan to work, you’d need just the right sort of person,” Voss said. “A patsy.”

      A patsy. Yes, indeed, and they’d picked just the right man for the job.

      Fenwigg frowned. Now if we can just figure where the damn fool’s gotten off to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Beware of priests and moneylenders, the voice whispered. They always take more than they give.

      Merrik rolled over on the pallet of straw, ignoring the dream. Or trying to. He hadn’t quite blamed Effingham for his current predicament, but the notion was beginning to appeal.

      Moneylender, moneylender, I need coppers for wine.

      I’ll repay you in silver if you give me the time.

      Priest, darling priest, please put bread in my bowl.

      I’m all out of coin, but I’m not using my soul.

      Cackling laughter echoed in some distant corner of Merrik’s mind, and he sat up, rubbing his eyes, opened them, and remembered with a groan where he was. Dim torchlight flickered from down the hallway, not offering much in the way of light, or warmth, or hope.

      Merrik crawled forward, feeling cramped in the small, stone cell with the low ceiling and a scattering of straw on the floor, flickering torchlight from down the hall providing barely enough light to see. He put his face against the cell’s cold, iron bars. “Effingham,” he called in a stage whisper. “Are you awake?”

      “Yes,” replied the priest from the next cell.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Praying.”

      “I thought you said they would have come for us by now.”

      “I thought they would after they finished questioning Lee,” Effingham said. “Something’s happened.”

      “We came in through a supposedly secret tunnel right up the baron’s backside is what happened,” Merrik said. “He thinks we’re spies.”

      A long pause.

      Then the priest whispered, “It’s the scepter.”

      Merrik had thought the same thing but didn’t want to say it out loud, hoping it wasn’t true. They’d been let into the keep with a seemingly friendly reception after Lee had vouched for them with the guards, but someone of higher authority had ordered their possessions confiscated. They were escorted by a dozen dour-looking men in chainmail to a dark and cramped dungeon.

      “The baron is a pious man,” Effingham said. “It is one of the reasons I advocated for using the tunnel.”

      “Yes, that’s worked out wonderfully.”

      “We must have patience.”

      Merrik expressed himself with a grunt, turned, and leaned his back against the bars. He rather doubted the baron’s religious conviction extended to giving up such a fabulous object of wealth as the scepter. He was probably trying to decide between leaving him and the priest to rot in the dungeons and digging a nice, unmarked grave for them in some out-of-the-way location.

      It would seem, Merrik thought, that after all of his efforts and all of his scheming, he would not end up with the scepter after all. Visions of a seaside manor house filled with beautiful maids to attend his every whim vanished in a puff of the baron’s piety.

      “It never was yours anyway,” Effingham said as if reading Merrik’s mind. “There are higher powers at work, my son. Anyway, the sacred scriptures say you can never really own possessions. Rather, they own you.”

      “What about finders keepers?” Merrik asked. “Anything in the sacred writings about that?”

      “How did you come across such a map anyway?” Effingham asked. “Not honestly.”

      “Sorry if I’m not as pious as the baron.”

      “Dumo finds work for dirty hands as well as for clean ones. Tell me.”

      Merrik sighed. “I was hired to steal it.”

      “You’re a professional thief?” Effingham’s tone indicated he found it doubtful. “An odd trade for a marquis.”

      “I’m not,” Merrik replied. “By happenstance, I found myself in a situation advantageous for putting my hands on the map.”

      “And what such situation might that be?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “You have some other engagement?”

      “Taken out of context, it doesn’t really show me in the best light.”

      “Perfect,” Effingham said. “Consider it a confession then. It will do your soul some good to unburden yourself.”

      “Okay, fine … there was … uh, where to start? There was this woman …”

      “I can already predict a stiff bit of penance coming your way.”

      Merrik frowned. “Do you want to hear this story or not?”

      And then he told him.

      

      MERRIK’S STORY …

      One of her legs on the ground to brace herself, balancing, the other leg wrapped around Merrik, her ankle resting at the small of his back. He ran a hand up her smooth thigh, marveling at her relative lack of undergarments, and cupped a fleshy buttock. He had her up against the wall in the narrow alley between the stable and the inn where her uncle’s entourage had spent the evening. The uncle himself was an important man and had stayed with the local duke, as had she.

      She bit his lower lip, and he winced.

      “Right now,” she said. “Take me right now.”

      Her hand slid between them, below his belly, until she found what she wanted and squeezed.

      “See? You’re ready,” she panted. “Come on. Now.”

      Merrik was, in fact, ready.

      Very ready.

      But the sound of her uncle’s grooms readying the carriage and his armed guards saddling their horses in the stable next door definitely hindered his willpower to act on the designs of his libido.

      She’d caught his eye at the embassy reception for some foreign so-n-so’s, and he’d immediately recognized her interest. He still wasn’t sure if he’d caught her eye, or she’d caught his. They’d danced. He’d been relentlessly charming. It had all gone exactly according to plan.

      Not that he’d been specifically looking to meet … wait. What was her name again?

      Zarabelle. That was it.

      Not that he’d specifically had Zarabelle in his sights. Rather someone like her. Merrik was on the hunt for a … situation.

      An opportunity.

      Zarabelle’s uncle had called her away several times to meet various important noblemen … and their sons. But always she returned to Merrik’s arms, the wild and lusty grin of youth on her face. As they danced, she’d held him as tightly as decorum would allow in a ballroom filled with the most important members of the aristocracy for two hundred miles in every direction. Finagling an invitation to the reception on the basis of his marquis credentials hadn’t been easy, but surprisingly hadn’t been as hard as he’d thought it would be either.

      As the evening neared its conclusion, her uncle had called her away one last time to meet the foreigners for whom the reception had been held. Merrik observed the three men from a distance, an ambassador, Merrik presumed, along with a brace of deputies. They were the least regal trio in attendance, choosing to eschew any outward opulence.

      Although they did look smart, Merrik admitted. Olive-green doublets and black breeches with red lines down the sides. High boots brightly polished. Black cloaks with red piping hanging off the shoulder. What they lacked in flash, they made up for with a sort of military severity. No jewelry or other adornments. Only the ambassador wore a small badge of authority over his heart, a silver sword crossed with a quill.

      Zarabelle and her uncle approached him, arm in arm, heading for the exit, Merrik realized, and he fretted he wouldn’t have a last moment with her and that the evening might all be for nothing.

      But she paused where Merrik stood, lusty grin replaced by the familiar look of aloof superiority favored by most of the aristocracy, and offered her hand. “Pleasant passing some time with you this evening, Marquis,” she said, sounding almost bored.

      “The pleasure was all mine, milady.” He took the hand and bowed over it, not actually kissing it, as that had gone out of fashion everywhere except the extreme backwaters of the Scattered Kingdom.

      In taking her hand, he realized she was slipping him a small, folded piece of parchment.

      Merrik released her, bowing again as he stepped away. Zarabelle’s uncle led her past a throng of well-wishers and out through the exit. Merrik turned away, his back to any prying eyes as he unfolded the note and read. As he’d hoped, it was a request they should meet again.

      Which was how he ended up in the narrow alley, Zarabelle threatening to ravish him, regardless of who might happen by, and while that might end up being embarrassing for the young lady, it would be lethal for Merrik.

      “We must restrain ourselves, my love,” Merrik said. “This is not an opportune time or place.”

      “If you wait for the changing of the guard after the final prayer bell, you can slip the guard a coin,” she said, then bit his earlobe. She liked to bite. “His name is Gorin. He owes me a favor. My chambers are in an entirely different part of the tower than my uncle’s. We’ll have all the privacy we need.”

      “Then wait for me. I will come to you.”

      “If only you knew how I burned for you.” Her breath was hot on his ear. “My uncle keeps me locked away like some porcelain doll, not to be touched. He guards my virtue as if it were the forgotten king’s own crown.”

      Well, what did she expect? After all, her uncle was the archbishop.
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        * * *

      

      From his comfortable spot at the inn’s front window, Merrik watched the Archbishop Fenwigg’s carriage pull away down the narrow cobblestone street, a dozen mounted guards in the archbishop’s red livery clopping along after him, banners streaming, the morning sun glinting off polished helms.

      Merrik rubbed his hands together. The hook was in the fish’s mouth. All he had to do was reel her in. He was banking Zarabelle had access to her uncle’s money … or at least to some of it. Such spoiled girls generally had some kind of allowance, and money was what Merrik needed very badly. Once he’d made Zarabelle weak in the knees, he’d spill out the story he’d concocted.

      He was still working on the story actually.

      Maybe something to do with a ransom? Perhaps some roadblock to his getting married that could only be removed with a fat coin purse. That might motivate her best if she were really taken with him. He would couch it in terms of a loan, of course, to be paid back when he’d liquidated his summer home in … well, he’d need to consult a map. Someplace far away she was unlikely to visit.

      Anyway, the details would work themselves out as he went along.

      He stood and headed for the front door with a spring in his step. He would saddle his horse and follow the archbishop and his entourage at a safe distance, and when they reached Five Rivers, he could—

      Merrik suddenly found himself being propelled back into the inn, his feet hovering two inches off the ground. There was nothing supernatural about this. It was simply the enormous monster that had grabbed him by the shoulders, lifted him, and carried him back inside. Merrik supposed the monster had once been a man, seven feet tall with square shoulders, thick hands holding him like iron vises.

      But the thing holding him was hairless, flesh gone a strange hue, leathery and white as a corpse. It wore a plain brown tunic and pants and made no facial expression or noise. Not that it could make a noise with its mouth sewn shut, rough stitching crisscrossing the lips. The monster’s eyes were glassy and vacant.

      Merrik made a high-pitched, panicked sound he wasn’t especially proud of.

      Two men followed the monstrosity into the inn. Both wore black from head to toe, and there the resemblance ended. One was short and fat, face florid. He held a handkerchief in one hand and constantly dabbed at himself. His eyes were like two small black stones set deep in his puffy face. The other one was leaner, although not especially skinny, face gaunt, black widow’s peak adding to his menacing appearance, eyes a bland shade of brown.

      The fat one sighed, wiped the back of his neck with the handkerchief, and looked around the room. There were no other patrons. “Over there, Irwin, that first table.”

      The monster called Irwin carried Merrik to the first table and set him in a chair. He let go of Merrik but loomed over him.

      “Whatever it is, you’ve got the wrong man,” Merrik said.

      “You’re Merrik Niles?” asked the fat one.

      “I … am not sure I should answer that.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said. “You owe the Skull & Dagger five hundred silver pieces.”

      Shit.

      “Ah.” Merrik fidgeted in his seat. “You see, it’s actually kind of a funny story.”

      “You probably should stop talking right now.”

      Merrik shut up.

      The fat one turned to the other. “The ledger if you please, Master Hinkle.”

      The one called Hinkle sniffed, pulled his satchel into his lap and opened it. He fished around inside, came out with a thin leather-bound book tied up with twine. He handed it to the fat one. “Master Hobbins.”

      “Thank you, Master Hinkle.”

      Hobbins set the book on the table in front of him, delicately pulled the bow loose on the twine then opened the pages. He licked the tips of thumb and forefinger before turning each page. He slowly ran his finger down columns of information, turned the page again, and repeated the process. Neither man seemed in a particular hurry.

      An old barkeep limped over to the table wiping his hands with a rag. Worried eyes slid to the pale behemoth then back to the men at the table. “Drinks, good sirs? Something to eat?”

      “Nothing for me,” Hinkle said.

      Hobbins sighed. “The man is running a business after all.”

      Hinkle frowned. “Something to drink that’s not too heavy.”

      “New barrel of ale just come in. Only just tapped it last night. Very light. Goes down easy.”

      “That’s fine,” Hinkle said.

      “And one for me,” Hobbins said.

      “I’ll have a goblet of red wine,” Merrik told him.

      “You will have nothing,” Hobbins corrected.

      “Nothing for me, thank you,” Merrik said.

      The old man’s eyes went back to the monster. “And for this … uh … gentleman?”

      “No drink for him.” A hint of a smile at the corner of Hobbins’ mouth. “He needs to keep his wits about him.”

      The old man nodded and scurried away to fetch the ale.

      Hobbins resumed his examination of the ledger, fat finger slowly trailing down the page.

      Merrik was beginning to feel a bit warm, sweat under his arms and behind his ears. He suspected the Skull & Dagger man was proceeding slowly on purpose, making Merrik wait to build tension. He stole a glance at the inn’s front door and considered leaping to his feet and making a run for it. He doubted the thing standing behind him would allow that. Irwin didn’t look especially fast, but Merrik still didn’t like the odds.

      “Ah.” Hobbins leaned in, squinting at the page. “Here we go. Five hundred silver pieces to bet on a pit fight in Bumwich. Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “But your fighter lost.”

      “See, here’s the thing—”

      “For now, let’s just answer the question.”

      “He lost,” Merrik admitted reluctantly.

      “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      Merrik tugged at his collar. “Uh … no. However, I’m already in the process of getting the money to repay the five hundred silvers. If you just give me a bit of time—”

      “The Skull & Dagger League is not a money lending enterprise,” Hobbins said. “Nor are we interested in gambling. We are a criminal organization. This fight was supposed to be fixed, yes?”

      “Now, that’s a point I was going to actually bring up myself,” Merrik said. “I mean, if you can’t trust a fixed fight, then what’s the point of—”

      “Fixing the fight makes it a criminal enterprise. Skull & Dagger expected a return on our investment in this enterprise. Specifically—” Hobbins consulted the ledger again. “—a five-hundred-silver bet at five-to-one odds, yielding twenty-five hundred silver coins. Half to you for bringing us the opportunity, and half to the Skull & Dagger League for funding the enterprise.”

      Merrik swallowed hard. He’d never had that much money all at one time in his entire life. “It’s Bonecrusher Brak you’re angry with. He was told specifically to throw the fight. Evidently, he was too proud for that. Imagine that great stupid lummox crossing the Skull & Dagger. You know what we should do? The three of us and your pet monster Irwin should find Brak and teach him the lesson of his life. That’ll be the last time he dares to—”

      “Merrik Niles.”

      Merrik blinked. “Yes?”

      “Do you have one thousand two hundred and fifty silver pieces or not?”

      “Not … on me … per se.”

      The monster’s meaty hand fell on his shoulder. A squeeze. Merrik winced.

      “But I can get it!” Merrik squeaked.

      “I rather doubt that,” Hobbins said. “I think your broken and dead body would be more useful as an example. We do have a reputation to maintain, you know.”

      “But I can get it,” pleaded Merrik. “I have a scheme going right now. I swear, I can get it!”

      Hobbins sighed. “Very well. For amusement’s sake, let’s hear your scheme.”

      Merrik explained. It was the first time he’d said his plan out loud to anyone, and he couldn’t decide if he sounded ridiculous or clever. He finished and waited for their reaction.

      Hobbins scratched his chin, considering.

      Then he shook his head. “No, I think not. Under normal circumstances, I could see such a scheme turning a modest profit, but I doubt it would produce the sum you owe us. Sorry. We’ll start with the breaking of the bones as soon as we can round up a few witnesses to spread the word.”

      Merrik tried to dash for the door.

      The hand on his shoulder squeezed harder and shoved him back down into the chair. Merrik yelped with pain.

      “Irwin will begin with the fingers,” Hobbins said. “Then he’ll work his way up to the bigger bones. If you pass out, we’ll bring you around again before continuing. For whatever reason, we’ve found that a quick death doesn’t work well as a deterrent; whereas, a slow, agonizing—”

      Hinkle cleared his throat.

      Hobbins turned to his compatriot. “Yes? Something to add, Master Hinkle?”

      Hinkle turned a few pages in the ledger, tapped a line toward the bottom.

      Hobbins looked at it, brow furrowed, confused. Then slowly, he understood.

      He looked up at Merrik, bloodless lips stretching into a smile. “The archbishop, you say?”
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        * * *

      

      NOW …

      “In spite of your many obvious failings,” Effingham said from his cell, “I still think you’re a decent person. Deep down. Very deep.”

      “That comforts me to no end,” Merrik said.

      “Still, it troubles me that you would exploit an innocent young woman for your own personal gain.”

      “Exploit is an unnecessarily judgmental word,” Merrik said. “And Zarabelle’s innocence is a dubious notion, trust me. I rather think if anyone’s been wronged here, it’s me.”

      “It bothers me most that you might even believe that,” Effingham said. “Can we get back to the map, please?”

      “Once Hinkle and Hobbins saw I was in a position to get the map, they told me I could do the job and would erase my debt to the Skull & Dagger League,” Merrik explained. “I was sent to a crossroads south of Five Rivers to meet with a couple of ruffians. They worked for the party who wanted the map. No idea who or why. We rode together to the abbey at Five Rivers.”

      “The workings of the cosmos are strange indeed,” Effingham said. “Dumo has turned even your libidinous scheming to his purpose. So you’re in Five Rivers with these so-called ruffians. Go on, then.”

      And Merrik continued.
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        * * *

      

      MERRIK’S STORY …

      Merrik sipped wine, watching the one called Rugger. He’s not as stupid as he looks. Merrik would need to be careful when crossing him. His eyes slid to the other one. It was impossible for Blumpt to be as stupid as he looked, but he was definitely not the brains of the outfit. Merrik suspected the man was still smart enough to know when he was being screwed, and if he let Blumpt get those meaty hands on him, it would all be over for Merrik before he’d even had the chance to say please don’t break me into a hundred little pieces.

      In short, he needed to be shed of these two bruisers as quickly as possible.

      The final prayer bell rang, the note hanging long and clear as it floated over Five Rivers, and Merrik stood.

      Rugger said some predictable things about not getting lost, and Merrik made the usual assurances. He crossed the street and knocked. Nothing happened at first, but then a minute later, he heard the jangle of keys and the lock turning on the other side.

      The door opened a crack. A guard in chainmail on the other side, sparse beard, dull eyes.

      “Nobody in after final prayers,” the guard said. “If there’s an emergency message, give it to me. Otherwise, come back tomorrow.”

      “I’m here on a personal matter,” Merrik said. “Not abbey business. You’re Gorin?”

      Gorin’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe.”

      “I’m Zarabelle’s … cousin.”

      The man nodded and smirked. “Right. Cousin.”

      Merrik got the feeling this wasn’t Gorin’s first experience with this scenario.

      “Always nice to visit family.” Gorin held out an open palm. “Still, it is after hours.”

      Merrik dropped a coin into the man’s hand.

      Gorin looked at the coin without closing his palm. “All visitors are supposed to sign in. They like to keep track of who comes and goes.”

      Merrik reluctantly added a second coin to the first.

      Gorin’s fist closed, and he stepped back, opening the door wide enough for Merrik to slip inside. The guard looked up and down the street before shutting the door again. He motioned for Merrik to follow him down the arched tunnel through the abbey’s outer wall. They shortly reached another door. Gorin opened it and led them out into a wide open area, the moon revealing nobody else in sight.

      “I’ll take you across the bailey,” Gorin whispered. “I’m not supposed to leave the door, but bad for both of us if you get lost.”

      They crossed the bailey to a small door at the base of the tower.

      “Servants’ entrance,” Gorin explained as he took the keys from his belt again.

      “What if a servant sees me?”

      “Ignore ‘em like you would any servant,” Gorin said. “They’ll think you’re supposed to be there. Go to the top. Stay on the southeast side. Them’s her ladyship’s rooms. Third door on the left, I think you’ll be wanting. Go exploring and you might run into his eminence, and like I said, that’s bad for you and me. Mostly for you. Get back out again the same way before the first breakfast bell. Otherwise, I’ll be off duty, and you’ll just have to take your chances. Okay, have a nice visit with your cousin, milord.”

      “Seems a bit easy to get in here,” Merrik said. “Doesn’t it occur to you I might be an assassin or something?”

      “Don’t be daft. Who’d bother?” Gorin said. “Anyway, Lady Zarabelle gave me your name and description.”

      Merrik was now more certain than ever that this was not an uncommon situation for the guard. It bruised Merrik’s ego slightly to know it, but he soldiered on with manly determination. “Thank you, Gorin. I guess I’ll take it from here.”

      Gorin flicked him a casual salute. “You have a good evening, milord.”

      Merrik entered the tower, pulling the door closed behind him with a dull click.

      A spiral stone staircase. A lantern hung on a hook, casting a dim glow. He took the lantern and headed upward, passing the landings for the second and third floors before reaching the fourth. He paused, listening.

      When he heard nothing, he turned left and counted three doors. He lifted his hand to knock, paused, held his breath and listened again. Nothing.

      He was, apparently, getting away with this.

      Merrik knocked timidly, anxious that even such soft a sound might rouse someone elsewhere within the tower. He thought he heard a whisper of movement from the other side of the door then leaned in to listen.

      “Zarabelle?”

      No response. Merrik was beginning to think he had the wrong room or, more alarmingly, the entire wrong side of the tower. The idea that he might actually be knocking on the archbishop’s bedroom door sent a shiver of panic through him. It struck him that he could just turn around and leave right now.

      But what would he tell Hinkle and Hobbins? Facing Irwin seemed a far worse option than being arrested by the archbishop’s men. How had Merrik gotten himself into this mess? If only that idiot Bonecrusher Brak had taken the fall as he’d been told. He’d be showered in silver right now instead of skulking about –

      The door swung inward. Merrik’s lantern bathed Zarabelle’s nude body in warm light.

      All thoughts of the archbishop or Irwin or the Skull & Dagger were obliterated by the shock of lust that jolted through Merrik’s body.

      “My darling marquis,” she said breathlessly, grabbing fistfuls of his doublet, pulling him inside, and kicking the door closed again.

      She took the lantern out of his hands, blew it out and set it aside, then immediately began tugging at his clothes like an animal. She unlaced his breeches, yanked them down to his knees.

      “There’s no need to rush,” Merrik told her. “There’s plenty of time to—”

      Her mouth covered his, tongue darting frantically. A soft, warm hand went below, tugging roughly. Merrik went a little dizzy.

      She turned her backside to him, bracing her hands against the bed. “I’ve been waiting all night. I want to feel my teeth rattle. Make my knees buckle.”

      He obliged her.

      Barely three minutes later, they both lay entangled, panting and slick with sweat, Merrik still half-clothed.

      The next hour and a half passed more leisurely and was quite inventive.
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        * * *

      

      Merrik’s eyes popped open, and he realized he’d been dozing.

      He sat up abruptly and went to the window. The cool night air on his skin chased the fog from his mind. He rubbed his eyes and squinted at the moon, judging he hadn’t slept long. He glanced back at Zarabelle. She lay on her belly, deep in exhausted slumber, lips parted slightly, sheet pulled up to her chin. One slender foot sticking out from under the covers and hanging over the side of the bed. If he’d done a proper job of it, she should sleep for hours.

      From the window, he could see a courtyard below, not the bailey he’d crossed earlier, but a slightly smaller space filled with stacks of barrels. At the extreme far side of the courtyard, part of the Zeel had been diverted to flow through a portcullis, along the abbey’s westward wall and out again through another portcullis. Obviously, this was the loading and unloading area for the abbey’s wine and brandy.

      Merrik made a note of it.

      He dressed quietly and slipped from the room.

      A dim glow at the far end of the hall drew his attention, and he went toward it, stepping lightly. He turned the corner and saw the candle in one of the sconces that lined the hall. Only every third candle was lit. Just enough light for those up with insomnia, Merrik supposed.

      He skulked along the hall with only a vague notion of where he was going.

      He paused at a door, put his ear to it. Not a sound.

      Which meant little.

      So get on with it, idiot. The longer you linger, the more likely something bad happens.

      He held his breath, turned the knob, and eased the door inward.

      In the gloom, he made out a desk, shelves. Some kind of office. This looks promising. He took one of the candles from a wall sconce, entered, and shut the door quietly. He lit a brace of candles on the desk and began to scan stacks of parchments there. Nothing interesting, mostly abbey business, the costs of feeding and housing monks and priests and novices and guards. A monthly shipping report for wine and brandy. Personal correspondence of the dullest variety.

      Merrik sat in the high-backed chair and shuffled through the parchments for a moment before deciding there was nothing of interest. Certainly nothing like what he’d been sent to find. He sighed, sat back in the chair, glanced around the room.

      And then he saw it.

      In a handsome wood-carved frame between two windows, the map he was looking for hung on the wall. He rose from the chair, squinting at it as he approached slowly, as if afraid it would not really be the map but some other irrelevant sketch, but it was indeed as Hinkle and Hobbins had described, a map of some unknown place in the barren lands to the north on the edge of the frozen tundra. Merrik leaned in, looking over every inch of it. It was faded and creased, much of it was clearly marked, but some of the handwritten scribblings were in a language he didn’t recognize.

      He took it down from the wall and set it on the desk, careful not to make a sound or to knock off any of the parchments. He removed the map from the frame, folded it, and stashed it in his doublet.

      He moved to replace the frame but paused.

      Someone would notice the missing map sooner or later, but an empty frame would surely draw more immediate attention. Merrik crossed the room and stashed the frame behind a floor to ceiling tapestry hanging on the opposite wall.

      Merrik took a good look at the enormous tapestry for the first time now that he was no longer concerned with hiding the frame. It was old and faded but remarkably detailed, depicting some ancient king standing before the gates of a huge, forbidding black castle. He was a huge man, a wild beard giving him a barbaric look. He held aloft some kind of mace, golden light radiating from it as if the king radiated some divine power. Shadows swirled around him, faded figures like ghosts, a terrible host threatening to overwhelm the lonely figure of the king.

      There was something both magnificent and dreadful about the scene, but Merrik tore his gaze away. It struck him acutely that he’d found what he’d come for and that there was no point in standing around. He blew out the candles and left the archbishop’s office. He reached the stairwell at the end of the hall. As he descended in darkness, he realized he’d taken a wrong turn and was on the wrong side of the tower. If he kept going, he’d come out on the opposite side of the courtyard and finding his way back to Gorin could be problematic.

      But the idea of going back up seemed too much like tempting fate. Out of the tower first. Figure the rest out after.

      Merrik opened the door at the bottom of the stairs and stepped out into the moonlight. It took him a moment to get his bearings and decide where to go. The canal he had seen from Zarabelle’s window was still filled with barrels, all bundled together. A twelve-foot pole lay across the makeshift deck. This hadn’t quite been Merrik’s plan, but the opportunity was too good to resist.

      He hopped aboard the barrels and tossed off the tether lines. One push with the pole and he was off. The current took him toward the portcullis, which led back to the main flow of the river.

      But the portcullis was down, the river flowing through the narrow bars.

      Well, it was a good plan while it lasted.

      Merrik waited to hear the cry of alarm or the hot sting of a crossbow bolt between his shoulder blades.

      Instead, he spotted the guard in chainmail leaning against the stone wall near the portcullis, head down as if dozing. Every second, the current brought him closer. His eyes darted between the closed portcullis and the sleeping guard. There were limited courses of action available to Merrik from here.

      He elected to go with bluster.

      “Hey!” he shouted. “Are you out of your mind? Get that gate up!”

      The guard started so violently, he almost tripped over his own spear and into the Zeel. Perhaps it was the embarrassment of being caught sleeping on duty, or maybe it was just the natural tone of command in Merrik’s voice, Merrik liked to think the latter, but the guard leapt on the crank wheel and began to turn it without question. The portcullis rose slowly. The clink-clank of the chain echoed off the courtyard walls, but there was no help for it now. All Merrik could do was stand tall and act like he knew what he was doing.

      “This shipment has to go all the way down to the lake,” he insisted. “First boat south. A special order for” – Merrik tried to remember somebody important down there among all the new duchies and baronies that had sprung up in the last fifty years – “for Duke Belaroosh. You want him on your ass if he doesn’t get his brandy?”

      The guard said nothing, turned the wheel faster.

      By the time Merrik and the barrels reached the portcullis, it was just high enough for Merrik to pass through if he ducked his head a few inches. He was close enough to see the guard’s face. The lad had a worried expression. If he was any older than seventeen, Merrik would eat his hat.

      Not that he currently owned a hat.

      “Don’t worry, boy,” Merrik shouted back as he passed through the archway. “You tell them I made it away on time.”

      The current took the barrels back into the main flow of the Zeel, and Merrik grinned to himself. It had all gone more smoothly than he could have possibly imagined. He did lament leaving his horse behind, and his few meager possessions, but it was only a temporary setback until –

      “Oi!” An angry shout from the left bank. “Get back here!”

      Merrik’s head jerked around, eyes popping wide. That giant slab of meat thundered toward the edge of the river like a charging bull, face twisted with anger. The way Rugger was running, it was almost as if he meant to … could he really …?

      It’s too far to jump. He’ll never make it.

      And yet Merrik found himself frantically poling, inching toward the opposite bank, desperate to put distance between himself and the enraged bruiser.

      Rugger hit the edge and leapt. It was almost as if the man took flight.

      Merrik poled faster.

      Rugger hit the water with a stinging splash.

      Merrik looked back, half-hoping the man would stay under, but he popped up again sputtering and gasping for air before awkwardly paddling back to the landing at the river’s edge. Merrik didn’t watch for long, looking ahead instead, the current taking him steadily downstream.

      It was at that moment, Merrik decided what to do. He’d follow the map himself to find whatever was at the end of it. Because Merrik Niles had dreams. He was somebody. The world and its rules would not crush him as it had his father, a better and wiser man than so many others who’d had it so much better than they deserved. Merrik intended to arrange the life he wanted for himself, to make it happen, not to simply wait and let fate roll over him in its own time and fashion.

      He wanted nothing to do with what he actually deserved.
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      “You are either exceedingly stupid,” Effingham said. “Or you think the Skull & Dagger is. In which case, you are exceedingly stupid.”

      “I’m not afraid of the Skull & Dagger,” Merrik said. “As you can see, I’ve cleverly ensconced myself in this protective dungeon cell.”

      “Joke if you want, but the Skull & Dagger won’t be laughing. They’ll make an example of you. Why didn’t you just give the map to those two ruffians?”

      “Hinkle and Hobbins instructed me to bring the map to them,” Merrik said. “I was never going to give it to Rugger.”

      “What?”

      Merrik heard the old man scooting around in his cell and imagined the priest moving closer to the bars.

      “That doesn’t seem right,” the priest said. “Skull & Dagger doesn’t break contracts.”

      “I’d been led to believe the same.”

      “Are you sure you have your facts straight?”

      “They were quite clear I should bring them the map,” Merrik insisted. “And equally clear what would happen to me if I didn’t.” Merrik briefly reminded the priest about the monster called Irwin.

      “Huh. Then you probably should have given them the map.”

      “I was trying to take them the bloody map, but instead, we got chased down a tunnel and shoved into a dungeon,” Merrik said. “I wanted to get whatever was in the tomb first. Although, it wasn’t a tomb, I guess.”

      “Who translated the map for you?” Genuine curiosity.

      “A troubadour. I met him on the road.”

      “Ah. There’s your problem. You should have consulted a bard instead,” Effingham said.

      “What’s the difference? He told me he was educated.”

      “A troubadour’s education is a scattered piecemeal thing,” Effingham explained. “He probably washed out of some university. A bard has completed his education after a long apprenticeship.”

      “You’re making this up.”

      “Certainly not,” Effingham said. “The Bard’s Guild is almost as strict as the Skull & Dagger League. Go around calling yourself a bard without the proper credentials, and you’re likely to find yourself garroted by a lute string.”

      “Anyway.” Merrik cleared his throat. “I planned to take them the map after I recovered the treasure, whatever it was. If I took them the map, I’d technically be doing as I’d been told.”

      “Technically,” Effingham repeated dryly. “I’m sure if you explained it like that, they wouldn’t murder you at all. You don’t think they’d put two and two together and eventually come after you? Your schemes don’t seem to be fully baked, my dear marquis.”

      “It’s a work in progress,” Merrik said. “The plan sort of evolves as I go along.”

      A long silence. Then the priest said, “We need to get out of here.”

      “Really? You don’t like it here?” Merrik asked. “Believe me, if there was a way to get out of … wait. What’s this?”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s … some sort of lever in the wall,” Merrik said excitedly. “I think I’ve found a secret door.”

      “What? Are you serious?”

      “No.”

      “You—” Effingham took a deep breath. “Your sense of humor leaves much to be desired.”

      The jingle of keys, a lock turning, the creak of hinges as the door at the far end of the cell block opened. Footsteps.

      “We may not need a secret door after all,” Merrik said.

      A guard appeared, the one who’d met them coming out of the tunnel. Lem.

      He paused at Merrik’s cell door, unlocked it. “Come on, then.”

      “We’re free to go?”

      “Not quite,” Lem said. “Anyway, with them pale barbarians out there, there’s no place to go.”

      “Then where are you taking us?”

      “Baron wants to see you,” Lem said. “He’ll decide what to do with you.”

      They were taken to a comfortable anteroom with chairs and a table. Servants brought basins of clean water and fresh towels. Merrik and the priest splashed their faces and necks, washed their hands. Another servant brought in a pitcher of light wine, fruity and pink, and two goblets. Merrik downed the first goblet in a single go and then took the pitcher out of the servant’s hands.

      “I’ll take charge of this, thank you.” Merrik refilled his own goblet.

      The servant bowed and left.

      “This bodes well, don’t you think?” The priest sipped his wine more slowly. “The baron wouldn’t offer us refreshment and then execute us as spies, would he?”

      “I hope not,” Merrik said. “Or at least not until he feeds us.”

      Merrik froze with the goblet halfway to his mouth when the door opened. He’d hoped to finish the pitcher before facing the baron.

      But it wasn’t the baron.

      Lee entered, a wide smile splitting his face upon seeing Merrik and the priest, perfect teeth white and straight.

      “I’m sorry for your time in the dungeon,” Lee said. “The baron is a good man, but I suppose we took him by surprise. I’ve been speaking for you. Looks like he finally listened.”

      Effingham offered an informal bow. “In that case, we thank you, sir.”

      “He can stick us back in our cells as quickly as he lets us out if the whim hits him,” Merrik said. “Are we prisoners or guests?”

      Lee looked apologetic. “You’ll have to discuss that with the baron, I’m afraid.”

      “Never mind then,” Effingham said. “How’s your wound?”

      “Tender,” Lee admitted. “But I’m managing.”

      The priest turned to one of the servants who was just entering the room. “Can you bring me fresh water and clean bandages? My friend here needs attention.”

      “I wouldn’t want you to trouble yourself, Father,” Lee said. “Really, I’m fine.”

      “Nonsense.” Effingham turned back to the servant. “You have someone who dyes wool in residence, yes?”

      The woman blinked. “Dyes wool, Father?”

      “You have sheep, so you must have wool,” Effingham insisted. “Go find where the dyes are kept. Something wine-colored, more red than purple. And a brush.”

      Merrik’s eyes narrowed. “Do I even want to know?”

      “An old folk remedy,” Effingham said. “Trust me.”

      “About as far as I can throw you.” Merrik refilled his goblet and drank.

      The servant returned with the water and bandages. She also handed him a small earthen jar of dye and the brush he requested.

      “Off with your tunic, then,” Effingham told Lee. “Sit on this stool with your back to me.”

      Lee did as he was told, and the priest began the task of cleaning the wound and changing the bandage.

      The wine had eased the tension in Merrik’s muscles and was now working its everyday miracle on his attitude as well. He was beginning to feel talkative and friendly.

      “Tell me more of your service to the baron, Lee,” Merrik said. “You seem to be held in very high esteem around here for a commoner.” He stressed the word commoner only slightly. He didn’t want to rub it in too much. Still, best these boys knew their places.

      If Lee noticed, he didn’t let on. “They sent me along with the rest of the village boys to the captain of the guard when I was about ten. He tried us out with wooden swords. The boys with keen eyes and good reflexes were kept to apprentice for the guard. The rest – which was most of the boys in the village – were sent out to the fields or to the stables. Or sent to herd sheep. I was one of the lucky few.” He looked embarrassed, as if he’d been caught bragging.

      “There must be more to the story than that,” Merrik said. “Good with a wooden sword doesn’t get a peasant boy a full set of plate armor.”

      “I suppose you’re right about that,” Lee said. “All I know is that I seemed to be good at whatever weapon they put in my hand – sword, pike, bow, axe. And I could ride as well, good with a lance. I guess the baron just thought I’d put the armor to good use.”

      The fact that Lee was obviously not trying to brag irked Merrik the most. When it came to soldiering, the boy could apparently do anything, yet nothing like boastfulness was in his voice. Merrik chased the irritation away with another sip of wine. The pitcher was almost empty.

      Effingham dabbed at Lee’s upper back with the dye brush.

      “The wound is lower, Father,” Lee reminded the priest.

      “Ah. Well, yes,” Effingham said. “This is an old folk remedy, as I’ve explained. I’ve added my own secret ingredient. The blade which cut you could have been fouled with anything. I’m …uh … attempting to prevent the spread of infection throughout the rest of your skin.”

      “I see. That’s very kind of you, Father.”

      Merrik ignored the priest’s prattle, still focusing on Lee. “With such skills, I’m surprised they haven’t made you captain of the guard by now.”

      Lee shook his head. “Not me. That takes real leadership. Men have to trust you completely to follow you into battle. I’m happy just to contribute in whatever small way I can.”

      “Yes, leadership can be a burden for many of us,” Merrik said. “Don’t feel bad about it. Be glad you don’t have such a responsibility to weigh you down.”

      “Perhaps the marquis would be willing to regale us with a story of his remarkable leadership.” Effingham said this without looking up from Lee’s back, still dabbing with the brush. “A tale from one of his many glorious battles.”

      Lee looked up expectantly.

      Merrik shot the priest a murderous glance before turning to Lee. “One must remember that sometimes avoiding a battle demonstrates more leadership than charging into one.” He lifted his chin in an attempt to look dignified and wise. “Men of action often find restraint a difficult commodity to come by. Your lesson for today.”

      Lee nodded, eyes wide as if at the feet of some aged guru.

      “Finished,” the priest announced. “Give it a moment to dry then you can put your tunic back on.”

      Lee stood, tunic in hand. “I’m in your debt, Father.”

      “Not a word of it.” Effingham waved a dismissive hand. “If I recall correctly, you arrived just in time to save me and the marquis from certain doom at the hands of some particularly ill-tempered plainsmen. If anything, I owe you, my son.”

      “Let’s call it even then and clasp hands in friendship.” Lee offered his hand. “Friends  help each other without keeping a tally of the debt.”

      “It is heartening to hear wise words from the mouth of one so young,” Effingham said.

      They clasped hands, both grinning.

      Merrik rolled his eyes. “Gods in heaven, stop. Any more and I’ll heave up all this wine. Which would be a terrible waste.”

      Effingham frowned, but Lee laughed good-naturedly.

      “Listen to me, the both of you,” Merrik said. “I’m going to say this once and once only. It’s for your own good. You want to get along in this world? Then remember this. Never –”

      The anteroom door opened suddenly, and all three heads turned to look.

      The woman who entered was regal, handsome and at least fifty. Rich brown hair streaked with gray. Smooth white skin with only the beginnings of laugh lines and crow’s feet. Nose turned up slightly. A dress of heavy burgundy velvet dragging the floor. High collar, stiff and formal, the three interlocked circles of the Star Goddess hanging from a gold chain around her delicate neck. Merrik raised an eyebrow at the religious symbol. He’d been given to understand the baron was a devout follower of Dumo, and he presumed the woman in front of him was the baroness. Perhaps the priest didn’t know the baron’s religious leanings as well as he thought.

      The baroness was flanked by two young women, ladies in waiting, Merrik guessed. The first had blonde hair and eyes like pale ice. White skin, flawless and clear. She seemed to be trying to match the baroness’s aloof expression, but it came off more like a sneer.

      The other had brown hair leaning toward red in a long braid down her back and a light spray of freckles across the bridge of her nose.

      The priest bowed. “I am Effingham, Baroness. A priest from the Forest Abbey to the south.” He gestured to Merrik. “Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk.”

      Merrik bowed with a flourish.

      The baroness bowed, little more than a nod really, as if she were uncertain who outranked whom in this situation.

      “I hope you’ll accept our belated hospitality,” she said. “I am Mirelda Harkun. Lee, you have duties, yes? And get dressed. Remember where you are.”

      Lee bowed, slipping on his tunic as he headed for the door. “Of course, Baroness. If you’ll all excuse me.”

      The baroness turned back to them. “Please forgive our shabby treatment of you. You’ll understand if we blame it on the times. You are both invited to dine with us tonight. I think you’ll find that even under siege, we set a fine table.”

      Effingham bowed again. “An honor, Baroness, and our gratitude.”

      “I’ve endured much worse than a night in a dungeon cell, your ladyship. I’m made of sterner stuff than that.” Merrik’s eyes shifted briefly to the woman with the freckles. He hoped he sounded like one of those rugged types women always seemed drawn to. “But I’m afraid I might not be fit for your table.” He sniffed himself comically and wrinkled his nose.

      The freckled one smiled but tried to hide it.

      “We have rooms for you, and baths can be arranged,” the baroness told them. “Our maids will launder and mend your clothing. In the meantime, I’m sure my ladies-in-waiting can find something appropriate for you to wear. Mira, be a dear and attend to that, will you?”

      Mira, the one with freckles. Her eyes briefly met Merrik’s.

      “The baron would like to speak with you now,” Mirelda said. “He’s waiting for you in the chapel. If you’ll follow me, please.”

      They walked down a dim hallway, torches in sconces at irregular intervals lighting the way. She paused abruptly and gestured to a large wooden door at the end of the hall.

      “The baron awaits you within,” the baroness told them.

      Merrik and the priest exchanged curious looks. Apparently, the baroness did not intend to accompany them. They bowed respectfully to her before turning and entering.

      The chapel was small and sparsely furnished. The single window on the far wall stretched nearly floor to ceiling and was barely a foot wide. Merrik didn’t figure its purpose was to offer a view. Rather, the sun poured in through the rose-colored stained glass, bathing the room in a warm glow. A simple wooden altar. On the altar’s surface, there was a narrow strip of purple velvet with a bowl carved out of solid gold on top.

      Merrik knew little of the popular religions – and didn’t go out of his way to educate himself – but knew the golden bowl to be the traditional symbol of Dumo, something about the bowl filling as a sign of prosperity or some blessing or some other nonsense he couldn’t quite remember. Merrik wondered if the baroness refrained from entering the chapel out of respect for her husband’s faith

      The man standing with his back to them had to be the baron. His head was bowed as if in prayer, and Merrik and Effingham were both hesitant to disturb him.

      At last, Effingham cleared his throat awkwardly. “Effingham of the forest abbey and Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk. We’re at your service, my lord.”

      “At my service, you say.” His voice sounded old and weary.

      When Harkun turned to face them, Merrik’s eyes were drawn to the heavy object in the baron’s hands. The rose-colored light gave the golden scepter a strange, unearthly glow.

      “Then perhaps,” the baron said, “you can tell me something of this.”
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      The baron had once been a tall and formidable man, but age had shrunk him, thinned his white hair, and hunched his posture. White beard but no moustache. A bent and previously broken nose, skin sagging and speckled.

      But Baron Harkun’s eyes still gleamed with a bright and piercing authority. Those eyes now met Merrik’s as the old man cradled the heavy scepter as if it were something fragile.

      This one we can use, the voice in Merrik’s head said. The priest is right. This one is a believer.

      Merrik’s back stiffened, eyes slowly widening. He had already convinced himself he’d imagined the voice. It sounded like a whisper just over his left shoulder. He almost turned to look but stopped himself. He knew nobody was there. It was in his head.

      He was going mad.

      The thought surprised him. Surely those going mad were not aware of it. Perhaps he was cleverer than the average lunatic.

      “I’d thought you might be spies,” the baron said. “But then I couldn’t imagine why spies would have this.” He turned the scepter over in his hands, gold glinting in the warm light.

      The covenant.

      “What?” Merrik realized he’d said the word out loud and winced.

      The baron frowned at him. “You deny having this in your possession? It was found when we searched your things.”

      The covenant. Ask him about it.

      Shut up, stupid voice.

      “My pardon, your lordship,” Merrik said. “I realized I’d been about to speak without permission. I’d meant to ask … uh … what can we do to allay your suspicions?”

      “You can tell me what this is and where it came from,” the baron said. “If that allays my suspicions or gives rise to new ones, remains to be seen.” He indicated the carving at the bottom of the handle. “The two-headed dragon.”

      “Well spotted, your lordship,” Effingham said. “The mark of the old king.”

      “As I know well enough,” the baron said. “Why bring it here? Why bring it to me?”

      The covenant. Say it. Ask him about the covenant. Do it now, you fool. Open your idiot mouth!

      “The covenant,” Merrik said abruptly.

      The baron’s eyes narrowed and shot to Merrik, expression wavering between anger, alarm, and curiosity. The priest seemed surprised Merrik had spoken, eyebrow arching.

      “That promise wasn’t made by me,” the baron snapped. “Ancient history best forgotten.”

      He’s lying.

      Merrik tried to will the voice away. Shut up!

      “The marquis meant no offense,” Effingham said.

      “Let him speak for himself.”

      The priest opened his mouth to say more, thought better of it, and closed it again.

      His obligation. Remind him of his obligation! The voice pushed back against Merrik’s will, insistent, filling his head.

      I can’t tell him that. He’s a baron.

      SAY IT!

      “Your obligation,” Merrik blurted, “is … uh … how some might see it. Not me necessarily.”

      Coward.

      Anger flared in the baron’s eyes.

      And then the tension just as rapidly drained away.

      “It has been years since I’ve even thought about such a thing,” the baron admitted. “It’s all very confusing, and I ask your gentlemen’s pardon if I let my temper get the best of me. I must think. There is much for me to ponder.”

      Effingham spared Merrik a curious glance before stepping forward to address the baron. “Trying times are upon us all, my lord. Strange portents and dire whisperings have reached my ears. Who among us can tell exactly what is truth and what is fancy? Let us contemplate, and pray together, and ask for guidance.”

      The baron nodded, still holding the scepter to his breast like some infant child. “Marquis, if you will allow me some time with the good father, I promise you’ll find my demeanor more hospitable when we dine together tonight.”

      “Of course, your lordship.”

      Merrik bowed and left the chapel, slightly irritated that Effingham had contrived to be alone with the baron. The priest was probably even now filling the baron’s head with fairy stories about fate and dark times and other nonsense. Likely the baron would be more receptive to such tales than Merrik had been.

      He had no idea what all that business about the covenant could mean, and the voice seemed to have disappeared again, no trace of even the distant, mocking laughter he’d heard back in the tunnel.

      A servant waited for him outside the chapel and told Merrik he’d been tasked with showing the marquis to his room. He led Merrik up a twisting set of stairs to the third level of the keep. The room was simple but comfortable. A soft bed. A table and chairs. An empty bathtub. Dull, midmorning sunlight streamed in through the windows.

      Merrik paced the room, not quite sure what to do with himself.

      A few minutes later, more servants arrived and began filling the tub with buckets of hot water. When filled, Merrik kicked off his boots and stripped and eased himself into the tub. The hot water eased aches Merrik didn’t even know he had. For the time being, at least, he put all thoughts of barons and priests and plainsmen and scepters out of his mind. He leaned back and closed his eyes, letting the hot water work its magic.

      His eyes popped open again when he heard the creak of hinges. Someone was entering the room. It occurred to him suddenly that his sword had not been returned to him.

      He twisted, looking back over his shoulder.

      It was the baroness’s lady-in-waiting, the one with the freckles. She carried a stack of clean clothes with her.

      “I found you something suitable to wear, milord.” A tentative smile flickered across her lips. “I think the fit will be good.”

      Merrik sank lower into the water. “Thank you … but, uh, I’m sort of in the middle of this bath actually.”

      “That’s why I’m here, milord.” She hooked a thumb into the collar of her dress and slid it off her shoulder, wiggled, and the garment fell to the floor, revealing her in full flesh. “For those hard-to-reach places.”
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      They lay tangled in the sheets. She propped herself up on one elbow, twirling her fingers in his chest hair, sluggish in the lazy afterglow of sex. “Where is Munsk anyway?”

      Merrik stretched and yawned. “One of those little places away south.”

      “You have a large holding there?”

      He hesitated. “Nothing so large as the baron’s keep.”

      She tried to read him. Was he being honest or modest? Her parents had a couple of fat lords picked out for her. They were hopelessly old-fashioned, and as far as they were concerned, she was overdue to wed, part of the reason they’d dumped her off on Baroness Harkun. It was a chance to hobnob with other nobility.

      Although this far north, she’d mostly hobnobbed with sheep and, as of late, a murderous horde of shaggy plainsmen. She’d decided recently she was better off taking matters into her own hands, and thus hadfound her way into the marquis’s bed. He’d been the first likely candidate to come along that might suit her.

      Reasonably handsome. Charming in an obvious sort of way. And best of all … a marquis.

      A far better choice than the old men her parents had sent around to look her over. At least at first blush. Merrik hardly seemed the type to hit her or neglect her. Chase other women around behind her back, almost certainly, but nothing abusive.

      “Were you on your way back to Munsk? A shame you’re trapped here with us,” she said. “Your return home might be delayed for some time. Is there … uh … anyone waiting for you? Perhaps we could get out a message somehow.”

      Directly asking are you rich and married? would be a dead giveaway. It was hard to work fast and be subtle at the same time. She supposed the siege would actually work to her advantage in this respect. Nowhere to go, and plenty of time to kill.

      “Nobody waiting.” Merrik ran a hand over her bare shoulder and down her arm, detouring to cup a breast. “But I don’t think I’ll mind a prolonged siege with you to keep me company … uh … um …”

      “Mira.” She hadn’t minded reminding him what her name was the first time but found it irritating now. She fought valiantly to keep her smile in place.

      “Mira, of course. A lovely name.”

      Yes, you said that last time, ass.

      Was this really what she wanted? A semi-handsome, self-involved, opportunistic lothario? There was the title also, and the opportunity to finally escape the barren north. Still …

      And then she remembered Lord Fremmik, the most recent of the suitors her Father had selected. How could one man grow so much hair in his ears? No, her opportunity was here and now in the shape of Merrik Niles the Marquis of Munsk, and Mira set her mind to seizing it. She wasn’t even all that concerned about long-term prospects, not really. She just wanted out of this damn, frozen place at the ass-end of nowhere. At the very least, she could hitch a ride with the marquis when he departed.

      Merrik’s hand left her breast and found its way around to her backside, squeezing and pulling her closer as he turned to her. Mira wasn’t quite sure if she were up for another round. Although the first time hadn’t been unpleasant. She was trying to decide if she’d go along with it or make up some excuse, when the voices from the window drew Merrik’s attention.

      “What’s that? Something going on down there.” He rolled away from her and climbed out of bed, going toward the window. He looked out and down. “There’s something going on. What’s down there?”

      Mira closed her eyes and pictured what was on this side of the keep. “The stables are between the keep and the curtain wall. A corral for breaking horses.”

      “The baron’s down there.” Merrik grunted impatiently, eyes riveted below. “And that insufferable priest.”

      “Oh?” Mira wondered what the baron would be doing at the stables. There was nowhere to ride, not with the keep surrounded by plainsmen.

      “They’re with some other men, all standing in a circle like they’re waiting for somebody,” Merrik said. “Oh, it’s that Lee fellow. Here he comes.”

      Mira rose quickly and went to the window next to him, and looked down into the stable yard. Even from three floors up, Lee stood out like a beacon, blonde hair shimmering in the late afternoon sun. The baron and his men stood in a semicircle, facing him. The priest took a step forward and gestured that Lee should turn around. Lee complied, and a moment later was slipping off his tunic. The baron and his men crowded in to look at Lee’s back.

      Mira sighed. Now there was a properly put together man. Boy really, Mira was slightly embarrassed to admit to herself, but she didn’t care. She liked that he was young and … what was the word she was looking for?

      Untainted.

      Broad shoulders, chiseled features, well-defined muscles. She sighed again and realized Merrik had noticed.

      “It’s just that I have to go soon.” Mira sighed again to illustrate what a shame it was. “The baroness is probably already wondering where I am. A pity. We were just getting started.”

      That seemed to mollify him. He said, “Fortunately, the plainsmen have arranged it so we have ample opportunities to meet again.”

      One of Mira’s many talents was her ability to blush on demand.

      His smile faded, and he turned back to the window. Something about the men gathered below troubled him.

      “Never trust priests or moneylenders,” Merrik muttered.

      “My lord?”

      He turned back to her and chuckled. “Just something I heard once.”

      She didn’t bother pursuing it further, kissed him on the cheek, and grabbed her dress off the floor, slipping it easily over her head, turning her back to Merrik. “Do the buttons, will you?”

      He obliged her.

      “Until we meet again, my lord.” She kissed him on the cheek again and left, looking up and down the hall outside his room to make sure she wasn’t seen. The baroness would definitely not approve of Mira making her services so readily available to the keep’s guests, but the northern region was boring in the best of times, and the siege had made it doubly so. Mira would pass the time in whatever way pleased her. With whomever she chose.

      She would need to find out more about Merrik Niles in order to determine if he was a good candidate. Her father wanted her married. Truth be told, Mira wanted the same thing. As a child, she had imagined herself wed to someone handsome and important, two brilliant children, one boy and one girl. But in none of these childhood fantasies had her father picked her husband for her in order to make a so-called good match.

      In fairness, her father had so far not actually forced her to do anything, but he’d been so relentless on the subject that Mira wanted to pull her hair out.

      Merrik was handsome and charming. Fine. That wasn’t a terrible place to start. In the long run, it really didn’t matter if he was husband material or not. Eventually, he’d leave to head back south to Munsk, and Mira liked to have options. Soon it would be full winter, and the thought of dreary gray skies and freezing snow made her stomach twist.

      And Munsk sounded very, very warm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “Milord, they’re all waiting in the dining hall.” The page stood nervously in the doorway, shifting from one foot to the other.

      “Don’t rush me, boy.” One boot up on a chair, Merrik wiped away the last of the road mud with a cloth.

      “Sorry, milord.” The page was ten or eleven, a tooth missing on the left side of his smile, a sloppy mop of red hair. He wore an ill-fitting jerkin in the baron’s colors of green and gold over tatty homespun. Merrik had the feeling the boy had been plucked from the refugees who’d come within the curtain wall upon the plainsmen’s arrival and pressed into service.

      “Never rush while grooming.” He ran his fingers through his hair. He rubbed his jaw and wished he’d had a razor. “How you present yourself to the world is of critical importance. Today’s free lesson.”

      “Thank you, milord.” The page scratched behind the ears. Probably had fleas.

      Merrik looked down, inspecting himself. Mira had done well bringing him the new clothes. The breeches were black, well-made but without piping or other adornment. A beige tunic with a laced V-neck. The jerkin was fashioned of soft lamb’s hide lined on the interior with wool. Nothing flashy, but there was something sharp in the outfit’s simplicity.

      Merrik turned to the page. “Well?”

      “Very presentable, milord.”

      “Good enough. Lead on, then.”

      The page took him down a different set of stairs, and immediately Merrik was lost within the keep. The boy seemed confident about his path, and Merrik followed.

      “What’s your name, lad?”

      “Padraig, milord.”

      “Are you afraid, Padraig?” Merrik asked. “With barbarians at the gate?”

      A shrug. “Dunno, milord. Everyone in Tent Town has been afraid ever since we got here.”

      “Tent Town?”

      “That’s what they call it, milord,” Padraig said. “All of us camped out in the bailey between the keep and the big wall, from villages all over. My village was up north near the border, Shepherd’s Creek. They burned it. We could look back and see the smoke when coming down the trail. Everyone was afraid at first, but not so much now.”

      “Oh?”

      “A new leader’s coming,” Padraig said.

      Merrik stopped walking. The boy stopped too, looking back at him.

      “Who said that?” Merrik demanded.

      “Nobody, milord. I mean, everybody.” Another of Padraig’s shrugs. “It’s just some talk going around Tent Town, if you take my meaning. Like somebody saying snow’s coming. Maybe it is, but when? Or maybe it’s not. But enough talk and people start expecting it.”

      Merrik put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Put your faith in your baron, lad. And thick stone walls.”

      “Yes, milord. But the priest said—”

      “The priest?”

      “Yes, milord, he came to offer blessings and visit the sick.”

      Merrik groaned. “Lead on, lad. Dinner’s getting cold.”

      Padraig took him down a level and to a large double wooden door. He bowed deep, indicating they’d arrived. Merrik thanked the boy and went through the doors.

      Heads turned as he entered a long, narrow dining hall. A wooden table lit by candles stood in its center. Merrik’s eyes adjusted, and he appraised the men and women sitting on either side.

      The baron sat at the far end, Effingham immediately to his left. Across from the priest and to the baron’s right sat a prim-looking man in perhaps his early sixties. A plush velvet doublet trimmed in silver stretched over his broad frame. His white hair and beard were well-trimmed against his angled face. His dark eyes were suspicious and piercing. Merrik took the man sitting next to Effingham to be the baron’s son. He looked exactly like a younger version of his father, early forties, hair and beard more black than gray, back straighter, face unlined. The baroness’s blond lady-in-waiting sat across from him with Mira next to her, smiling warmly upon seeing Merrik.

      The baroness sat at the end of the table closest to him, the vacant seat to her left obviously meant for him. Merrik was momentarily put off by the seating arrangement. He was pretty sure a marquis outranked a tattered hedge priest and rather thought he should have been the one seated next to the baron.

      Although Merrik had to admit the priest didn’t look so tattered now. He’d bathed, and someone had found a robe for him in the pale blue color of his order, hood thrown back, cuffs embroidered with a bright yellow thread.

      Merrik noticed the dishes in front of everyone were empty. They’d been waiting for him, and he suddenly felt self-conscious. He cleared his throat. “My sincere apologies. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”

      “Not at all.” The baroness inclined her head toward the empty chair, and Merrik sat.

      Merrik’s arrival was the signal the servants had been waiting for, and soon the table filled with food, roast goose, boiled potatoes and onions, a rich black bread still steaming from the oven. There was no sign of anything leafy and green, and Merrik figured such perishables had been first to go at some point during the siege. The wine was middling, but there was plenty of it, and soon the small talk among the dinner guests grew lively.

      Several times, Merrik noticed Effingham and the baron’s heads together as if they were exchanging important secrets. Merrik was glad not to be involved and yet simultaneously irked to be left out. At his end of the table, the baroness bludgeoned him with questions about Munsk. He tried to keep it vague since he’d never been within a hundred miles of the place. Yes, it was much warmer there being in the south. Humid? Yes, but not too much. Why, yes, the food is somewhat spicier in the south. It’s an acquired taste. He cobbled together scraps of information he’d heard from other travelers.

      Merrik did his best to steer the conversation in other directions.

      “The keep seems quite secure. Have the plainsmen made any attempts at the walls?” Merrik asked.

      “No, they just sit out there,” Mirelda said. “Not like them at all. Sieges, I mean. I’m given to understand they’re not the patient sort.”

      “I’ve heard the same,” Merrik said. “What about men? Enough to man the walls?”

      “About a hundred proper men at arms,” she said. “Properly trained and equipped and so on, I mean. I’m told we can conscript the peasants into a sort of militia if need be, but what that adds up to I couldn’t guess. You’ll have to ask my husband about such things if you’re hunting for details of the keep’s defense. I’m in charge of the household and the servants. If you asked my husband where the kitchens were, he couldn’t guess if you gave him a hundred tries. Go on and ask him.” She laughed.

      Merrik chuckled politely. “I’ll do that.” He had no intention of doing that.

      He smiled at the icy blonde across from him. She’d been introduced as Tabba. He asked, “And where are you from, milady?”

      “Port Lomwell,” she said curtly.

      “I’m not familiar with it,” Merrik admitted. “Whereabouts is it?”

      “East.”

      Mirelda cleared her throat. She was looking down at her plate, but the message was clear.

      A warm smile abruptly bloomed across Tabba’s face. “If one takes the road east through the northern tip of the Great Forest and comes out the other side, a pleasant week’s ride will bring you to the coast. Take the coast road another day south, and you’ll find Port Lomwell, named for the founder of the city. It’s a deep water port, servicing both long-distance traders from across the sea, as well as towns down and around our own coast. Perhaps you’ll visit one day, milord, and experience some of the many cultural offerings.”

      The smile vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and Tabba turned back to her food.

      “Yes,” Merrik said coolly. “Perhaps.”

      Mira smirked, leaning into the conversation. “Your father must have great faith in you, Tabba, to send you here to Harkun. Where did he send your sister? Down south to Mondo’s Key? The warm beaches and crystal-clear water is hardly a worthy test of her stamina. Your father must know you’re made of sterner stuff.”

      Tabba shot Mira an icy look.

      “Enough.”

      Mirelda said it calmly, but both Mira and Tabba returned to their plates of food, eyes downcast.

      The baroness turned back to Merrik, her smile unruffled. “It has ever been the duty of noblewomen of stature to take in our young ladies for a time that they may learn the ways of court even in distant lands. It’s more than that, of course. I feel almost a second mother to them, teaching them so many things: needlepoint, how to properly instruct the servants.” Her eyes slid sharply back to the girls. “Manners.”

      Both girls had the good sense not to look up from their plates.

      Small talk continued between Merrik and the baroness for what seemed an eternity.

      At last, Baron Harkun stood at his end of the table, and all conversation fell silent.

      “Esteemed guests and friends,” Harkun said. “Let us take the air on the balcony. I’ve tapped a cask of fine brandy which I believe will aid in digestion.”

      Balcony was perhaps an overly genteel way of putting it. As far as Merrik could tell, the parapet circled the whole keep around the second floor, affording defenders a vantage from where invaders might be more easily repelled should they get over or through the curtain wall. But for tonight, it was a balcony in service of a dinner party. A colorfully dressed musician sat on a stool at a respectful distance, plucking a lute. A light melody, loud enough to be heard but not so loud as to hinder conversation. Merrik wondered idly if the young man were a bard or a troubadour.

      He leaned against the parapet, gazing out over the multitude of plainsmen cook fires.

      Harkun approached, a large pewter goblet in each hand. “I believe I promised you some brandy.”

      “Obliged.” As Merrik took the goblet, his eyes slid to the group standing several feet away. Effingham and the other two men who’d been at the banquet table approached the baroness and her ladies-in-waiting, apparently to engage them in polite conversation. Merrik had been given to understand this sort of socializing was common in the north. Guests who hadn’t had a chance to converse at dinner made up for lost time during the after drinks. The practice made sure everyone had a chance to visit with everyone else while avoiding the need to shout up and down the length of a long table.

      “I’ve been remiss in my attentions and apologize.” Harkun stood next to Merrik at the rampart. “As you can imagine, I much needed to speak to Effingham. He’s made me aware of your mission. Rest assured, you have my complete cooperation.”

      Merrik nodded gravely. “That’s good to know, my lord.” No idea what you’re talking about. In his peripheral vision, he saw the nobleman with the extravagant moustache break away from the priest and the ladies to approach him and the baron.

      Harkun pitched his voice low and said, “Mention nothing of the Covenant to the count. He’s a sharp mind but limited to what he sees with his own eyes and hears with his own ears. Not a man of faith as are we.”

      Merrik winced inwardly.  He’d managed to put the voice out of his mind.  I don’t know what the Covenant is.  I don’t want to know.

      “Mum’s the word, my lord.” Merrik drank half the brandy in a gulp. He’d completely put all the covenant nonsense out of his mind but now wondered if the voice would return to explain itself. If so, it would probably pop into his head at the most inconvenient time possible.

      The count bowed, nothing too deep, not insincere but bordering on perfunctory. “We didn’t have a chance to be properly introduced at dinner. I understand you’re from the south.”

      Merrik returned the bow. “Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk.”

      “Count Tazio Bettin. When I last saw Munsk, it was a swamp crawling with barrow rats.”

      Shit.

      “I take it then that it has been some time since you’ve been down our way,” Merrik said.

      “Sixteen years this summer.”

      A kitchen girl arrived with a pitcher to refill all the brandy goblets, and Merrik silently thanked all the gods he didn’t believe in for a moment to think.

      “Much has been done since you’ve last visited, Count Bettin,” Merrik said lightly after a gulp of brandy. “Munsk is currently being transformed into a modern paradise. A new manor house rises. Crops are being planted, the groves being rehabilitated. It will soon be known as the jewel of the south.” Merrik sipped more brandy. “Young boys hunt the barrow rats for sport and festival prizes, so we feel that situation will soon be brought under control.”

      “Indeed?” The count drank, raising an eyebrow. “It must have been onerous to leave your paradise to come to this barren region. Soon winter will make a hard place doubly hard. It must have been something important to bring you this far.”

      “Of course it was,” the baron cut in. “Just as something important brought you here as well, Tazio. I can’t think it a coincidence that we should all come together in the same place at the same time. Forces are at work, I tell you, forces greater than any of us can know.”

      Merrik looked longingly into the bottom of his goblet. He cast about with his eyes, wondering where the girl with the pitcher had gone.

      Count Bettin snorted, half-amused, half-dismissive. “Don’t start in again with your superstitions, Harkun. My reasons for being here are fairly pragmatic, although I must admit my timing is poor. I didn’t expect those northern savages to arrive and trap me here. I suppose in another couple of weeks, my people will come looking for me.”

      The girl returned and refilled Effingham’s goblet. Merrik tried to catch her eye while still pretending to follow the conversation. He didn’t want to be rude, but on the other hand, it would be annoying for the girl to scamper away again without bringing him more brandy. She happened to look, and he raised his goblet. To Merrik’s great relief, she scurried over to offer everyone a refill.

      Merrik drank deeply. The brandy burned a pleasant warmth down his throat, spread to his limbs, fingers, and toes. And there it was. That perfect state of being where he felt light and floating and satisfied, the rest of the world around him not mattering. There were no problems, no demands on him, just a hazy warmth folding him into its ethereal bosom.

      Except that some damn asshole was trying to ask him a question.

      Merrik blinked, reality penetrating the hazy warmth. “I’m sorry. What was that?”

      “I said, don’t you agree, Marquis, that the two of us together would be the wiser approach?”

      “Ah.” Merrik was faced with either admitting he hadn’t been listening or coming up with some general, noncommittal comment to fake his way.

      And then these words came out of his mouth. “You can’t fix a one-legged stool by adding one more leg.”

      Merrik startled himself saying it. He’d never heard that expression before in his life. He realized it was the voice in his head, the sense of strings being pulled, briefly taking control of his mouth as if he were a marionette. The sensation was the same as earlier when the word covenant had popped out of his mouth unbidden. Now it was some nonsense about a stool.

      A distant laughter. Merrik shivered.

      Bettin chuckled and nudged Harkun. Perhaps he felt the brandy also. “The marquis is right. It’s not just repairing the gate. Nobody’s used the fort at Whiteout Pass in years. There hasn’t been a need in a century, but there is now. We’ll have to rebuild the garrison house. We’ll need to stock it as well. The fort is even more to the north than you are, Harkun. Then there’s men to put in it. Bearing the burden three ways is better than two.”

      “And a four-legged stool is even better than three.” Harkun laughed, slapping the count on the shoulder. “But where shall we find two more legs?”

      Merrik had set the men on some line of thought with his stool gibberish, and now he wished he’d been paying attention to the earlier conversation.

      “Perhaps the marquis himself,” Harkun suggested. “It was his idea after all.”

      A surge of panic welled up inside Merrik, his mind racing. He wasn’t sure what he’d gotten himself into but was certain he wanted to get himself out.

      Fortunately, Count Bettin jumped in to save him. “A worthy idea, but time isn’t on our side. To bring troops and supplies up in time from Munsk. No, it’s not workable.”

      Merrik made a great effort to keep the relief off his face. “Sadly, I think the count may have the right of it.”

      “In any case, it needs to be somebody local,” Bettin said. “Somebody with a stake in sending the problem farther south.”

      Baron Harkun sighed. “That just postpones the problem.”

      “Yes, until we can get more stools with more legs to recognize the problem,” Bettin said. “If we repair the fort at Whiteout Pass, if it’s just enough to make crossing too much a bother, then they’ll have no choice but to try Madman’s. They’ll come out at Five Rivers and that whole bunch will have to admit there’s a problem to be sorted right quick. It’s the only way to make them sit up and pay attention.”

      Harkun sighed and drained his brandy. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “I’ve been saying it for a year,” Bettin said. “That lot west won’t be satisfied with what they’ve made of themselves. They’ll cross the Arrowheads sooner rather than later.”

      Merrik cleared his throat. “Uh … that lot out west?”

      “I know, I know,” the count said. “It’s not the first revolt in the history of the world. Uprisings happen. Some are put down. Others become something else. But this … this thing on the other side of the mountains. It’s something unheard of. I’ve kin on the other side, and they’ve told me the stories. I don’t claim to understand them all, but they give me the shivers.”

      Merrik swallowed more brandy. It didn’t seem so warm anymore, not as pleasant. “What do you mean? Was it particularly bloody?”

      “Oh, yes, I suppose,” Count Bettin said. “But that’s not it, not what I mean, not really. It’s hard to put into words.”

      Merrik watched Bettin. A strange, faraway look came to the count’s eyes. The man had seemed so sure of himself just a moment before, cool and logical. Now something haunted him. “Try,” Merrik said. “Try to put it into words.”

      Bettin sighed. “The lion consumes until its belly is full then stops. At least for a while. Fire consumes simply because it’s fire and is never satisfied. The fire that’s coming might consume the world.” He tossed down the rest of his brandy. “I’ll take my leave. I turn in early these days. Good to make your acquaintance, Marquis. Harkun, in the morning, we’ll discuss stool legs.”

      “Rest well, my friend,” the baron said.

      Merrik watched the count leave, a small seed of anxiety in his belly threatening to grow into dread. He tilted his goblet, hoping to drown the feeling, but found it empty. The girl with the pitcher was nowhere in sight. He was drifting, and the brandy was only partly to blame. All of his schemes were ash. Trapped in a keep surrounded by plainsmen. The scepter he’d worked so hard to steal, now in the hands of another. And what if he escaped the siege, somehow made it past the hairy brutes outside? Then what? Merrik Niles had labored most of his life to bring himself up from nothing, and nothing was all he had. The harder he worked, the more nothing he had.

      Not entirely true. I’m a marquis now. At least on paper.

      By habit, he brought the goblet to his lips again. Still empty. He bit back a curse.

      The laughter again, echoing in his head. Merrik felt a chill no amount of brandy could banish.
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      Merrik disrobed, thoughtlessly scattering his clothes on the floor, and fell into bed naked, pulling the covers up to his chin. The brandy had a solid grip on him, but his thoughts jumbled and rattled between his ears, and sleep wouldn’t come.

      The door to his room opened and closed again, and Merrik froze. He hoped it wasn’t an assassin. He didn’t have the energy to rise and stumble about in the dark for his sword.

      The muffled sound of cloth hitting the floor, then a new weight making the bed sink, covers raised and lowered again as a soft naked body curled up next to his.

      He whispered, “Mira?”

      “Who else?”

      She reached for him, hand groping, but he’d had too much brandy.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “We can just talk.”

      Ugh.

      “I don’t really know so much about you, do I?” Mira said. “We should learn more about one another. I have two brothers and no sisters. Do you have brothers and sisters?”

      “No.”

      “My father loves to take my brothers hunting,” Mira said. “They’re all quite good with the bow. I suppose you’re lucky in a way, not to have to compete for your father’s attention.”

      A noncommittal grunt muffled by Merrik’s pillow.

      “Is your father in Munsk now? Your mother?”

      “They’re … dead. Dead for a long time.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      Merrik feigned sleep to escape the conversation and steadied his breathing, not responding when Mira kissed his neck, and so in pretending did Merrik slip into actual, deep slumber.

      And then he dreamed.
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        * * *

      

      On some level, Merrik knew he was dreaming, but it was such a vague and distant knowledge as to be nearly irrelevant.

      He was looking at his father’s office. They rented an apartment above the butcher’s shop in the town square. It was only two rooms, the larger for sleeping and sitting, a stone fireplace for cooking and warmth in the winter. The smaller room was tiny, and Father used it for his work. A small table with an inkwell and a quill and a stack of blank parchment stood in the center of the room, a plain but comfortable chair tucked underneath it. There was a stool in one corner and a rough wooden chest in another. Warm sunlight poured through the single window, dust moats floating in the air.

      There was a strange stillness about everything, as if Merrik was living in a single ponderous moment, time paused, waiting for something.

      “Get out the chessboard and set it up for us, Merrik.” His father’s voice. Merrik knew his father was in the other room, stoking the fire under an iron pot of brown stew, but the voice seemed to come from all around him.

      His father’s voice triggered some shift, and Merrik seemed to hover out of himself. The ten-year-old boy he used to be took a marble chess set out of the wooden chest and carried it to the table. It was the most expensive thing Father owned, a gift from some nobleman his father had tutored.

      Memory. This was a memory, and yet something new as well, something that was happening in the here and now.

      “I’ll take black this time.”

      Ten-year-old Merrik turned toward the voice. An enormous raven perched on the windowsill, head cocked, looking at him. “Set it up,” the raven said. “And then we’ll have a game.”

      The boy didn’t think it strange for the raven to speak. He dutifully set up the pieces on the board, pawns in the front row, the rest behind, the black pieces toward the chair. The boy dragged the stool to the opposite side of the table and perched on it, much like the raven on the windowsill.

      Then the raven spread its wings and flapped into the room, the wings becoming a black cloak fastened with a thin silver chain, and the raven transformed into a man who took the chair behind the black pieces. The man was short and round-faced, hunched. The alternating black and silver checkered pattern on his tunic wasn’t unlike the chessboard. Black shoes, with the toes curled up. A black and silver cap and bells on his head

      “You’re a jester,” Merrik said.

      “A fool, some would say.” The jester grinned, showing a gap between his two front teeth, simultaneously giving him the look of a simpleton but also an air of low cunning. His eyes glinted like dark river pebbles set deep in a soft face, pale and sickly.

      “I know you.” Not a question.

      “We’ve spoken,” the jester said. “I’m Ponder.”

      Merrik looked down at his chess pieces then cocked an eye back up at Ponder. “White goes first?” He knew it did but was asking permission.

      “Of course.”

      Merrik thought about it, then moved out one of his pawns on the left side. He liked to bring the left side out first and sweep it out across the board as cover for the right side that would come underneath and circle around back. It was a gambit Merrik had developed himself, not one of the strategies his father had taught him.

      Ponder selected the pawn in front of his king and moved it forward. “Your father teaches you?”

      “Yes.” Merrik moved out another left side pawn.

      “He is a learned man,” Ponder said with respect.

      Or perhaps it was mockery. It was difficult to tell with the jester. His face looked like he was thinking something different than what his mouth was saying.

      “An astute observation for a ten-year-old,” Ponder said.

      “My father teaches lesser men to appear greater,” Merrik said. “He is learned and poor, while the stupid are rich.”

      Merrik realized this was something he would come to understand later as an adult but was now reaching back in time to put the words into his ten-year-old mouth. The nobles of the day had found it fashionable to learn their letters. Men who’d earned their reputations knee-deep in blood now wanted to write letters and poetry. They were pretenders, dancing bears in colorful vests.

      And then Merrik’s father had died and left him blank paper and empty inkwells and tattered quills.

      “And a sharp mind,” Ponder said. “Is that worth so little?”

      Merrik shrugged.

      “Can I have some of your carrot?”

      Merrik looked down and saw a carrot in his hand, impossibly straight and orange. It seemed garish and out of place in his father’s quiet office.

      He broke the carrot in half and handed the fat end to Ponder.

      Instead of eating it, the jester pulled out a small folding blade and began to carve.

      They took turns moving pieces. Ponder seemed very careless, advancing one pawn after another with no apparent strategy. The jester would send them forward, and Merrik would take them with a knight or rook.

      “You’ve lost all your pawns,” the boy said.

      “That’s what pawns are for,” Ponder said. “To be slaughtered. We can always get more. The world supplies them endlessly.”

      “But not your king. You’ve only one of him.” He considered his bishop and his queen. Either could do the job. Merrik moved a bishop diagonally across the board. “Checkmate. I win.”

      “Oh?”

      “You’ve nowhere to move.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to move,” Ponder said. “What if I don’t accept your checkmate?”

      Merrik frowned. “You’re supposed to topple him over. You’ve lost.”

      “I’ve only lost if everyone sees I’ve lost. If the king still stands, his subjects don’t know any different.”

      Merrik reached across the table and snatched away the black king in a fit of anger. The stupid jester wasn’t playing by the rules. He turned and placed the king among the pawns he’d captured.

      And when Merrik turned back, there was a new king.

      Not polished black stone like the old king. The jester had carved a new king from the stub of the carrot, the face a smirking, grotesque mockery, crown spikey and uneven. The king looked like some squat, orange imp with a lopsided crown.

      “That’s a cheat!” Merrik said heatedly.

      “See how glad the other pieces are to have their king back?”

      “No, they’re not,” Merrik said. “They’ve lost. Their king is dead.”

      “No, he’s not. He’s right there.” The jester pointed at the orange king.

      “That king is a lie.”

      Ponder grinned. “Then you should have sent the queen. The bishop will always see just what he wants.”

      Merrik grabbed the bishop to take it back. It was stuck to the board. His fingers came away sticky, strings of white on his fingertips as if the marble bishop were marshmallow. The Jester laughed, and Merrik felt himself grow hot with fury.

      The false king glowed orange, until the light filled the entire room like a furnace. Panic gripped Merrik, Ponder’s laughter growing louder and louder and –
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        * * *

      

      His eyes popped open, heart hammering against his chest, a thin layer of cold sweat on his skin.

      “My lord.” A soft hand on his shoulder. “Merrik.”

      He was wide awake now, the dream images fading, even the sharp sense of panic giving way to a general sort of anxiety.

      Mira draped an arm over him. “A nightmare.”

      “Yes.”

      She put a gentle hand on his forehead. Her touch was cool and calming. Merrik rolled over and pulled her against him, kissing her hard, tongues darting. He climbed on top of her, a raw desperation taking over, and she wrapped him up, arms around his neck, ankles crossing at his lower back, head tossed back, eyes squeezed closed, and together they banished the dream.
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      A knock at the door.

      You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. It seemed she’d only just closed her eyes.

      “Go away,” she shouted.

      The knock again, more insistent.

      Gods damn your eyes!

      Jeen Derelith rolled out of bed, reaching for the woolen robe hanging on the bedpost. She shrugged into it, cinched it around her waist and exited the bedchamber. She crossed the sitting room and opened the door to her suite. Most of the higher-ranking officers had rooms in the royal palace, now called the People’s Palace, a combination of administrative offices, military headquarters and Union Council residence. In other words, the living heart of the new centralized government. It still looked like writhing bureaucratic chaos to Jeen, but governing wasn’t her concern.

      Making war was.

      The man on the other side of the door wore the gray uniform of the palace guard, simple leather armor, and a short sword hanging from his belt. He saw Jeen in the robe and said, “My pardon for disturbing you, captain. Councilman Martz requests your presence immediately.”

      Jeen pushed down a stab of panic. She hadn’t done anything wrong, but people fell in and out of favor so quickly these days that it was a justifiable concern.

      Just do your job. You can’t control anything else.

      “Is he in the field or upstairs?” she asked.

      “Councilman Martz awaits you in the main council chamber.”

      So. No armor then. Just her uniform. She hoped she had a clean one. “I’ll dress and report as quickly as possible.”

      The soldier saluted again then left.

      Jeen returned to the bedroom, flung off the robe and began sorting through the scattered garments on the floor for her uniform. She found the breeches and tugged them on. They were clean. Mostly. She’d changed out of her battle-stained gear before arriving at the People’s Palace, but she’d been on the road for weeks, and everything was wrinkled from being jammed into a saddle bag.

      Still, they were the only garments she owned that were not bloody and torn. She’d be presentable enough.

      Jeen buttoned her tunic. Lots of buttons, brass, arranged in a bib pattern. The uniform was olive green and her rank and unit called for a dark purple trim. She belted on her rapier. She left the helm and breast plate and the rest of the armor. It was considered gauche to go fully armored within the palace.

      She took a deep breath, let it out. What’s to worry? It’s only the leader of the entire Union of Territories.

      She lifted her chin and exited the suite.

      Enlisted men saluted her as she went, and she acknowledged them with only the slightest of nods. I’m a cooper’s daughter. What am I doing here?

      The answer was simple. She’d planned and led the attack against Lord Vallum and his men in the backwaters of the northernmost province. It would not go down in history as the grandest of battles. Bards weren’t tripping over themselves to write songs about it, but she’d shown herself to have a gift for strategy and tactics and leadership. Twenty-three of her fellow townspeople had been killed taking Vallum’s fortified villa, but nobody blamed her for it. They’d considered the sacrifice well worth it. They’d considered it a victory.

      And in those very early days of the Union, the army had needed people with her skills. There had been chaos and uncertainty.

      But also, opportunity.

      The guards at the entrance to the council chamber waved her through, and she entered.

      What the enormous room might have been at one time, she couldn’t guess. The way of lords and kings was beyond Jeen’s ken. Perhaps a banquet hall or a throne room. It was a hundred feet long and half that as wide. Windows cut into the stone walls along the sides let in the natural light, narrow, but stretching from floor to ceiling, giving the illusion of exaggerated height. It was a grand space meant to impress.

      Which was perhaps why Sarasin Martz had chosen it for his council chamber. A simple, round, wooden table with six plain chairs around it. The setup seemed insignificant, swallowed by the immensity of its surroundings. Some kind of symbolism, Jeen was sure. Martz was big on such things, but Jeen was too anxious to give it much thought.

      And if the simple table and chairs seemed insignificant, Martz himself, even more insignificantly, sat alone, hunched over a plate of bread and cheese. He looked up and waved Jeen over.

      She took a deep breath and approached, bracing herself for whatever might come.

      In appearance, there was nothing about Sarasin Martz to cause alarm. Bland and short, in his mid-forties, sandy hair receding, eyes a medium and unremarkable brown, lips pale and thin. He could only have been less interesting-looking if he were invisible. He was about as intimidating to look at as a field mouse.

      And yet thousands upon thousands of men, women and children had been slaughtered because this man had deemed it necessary. She remembered how casually he’d ordered the boy and girl executed by his crossbowmen.

      And am I any better? Jeen wondered. Lord Vallum’s youngest son had been fifteen. Yes, he’d come at her with a sword, but that fact couldn’t erase from Jeen’s mind the wide-eyed look of disbelief on his face when she’d put the spear through him. Was it necessary for her to kill a mere boy?

      Yes. To show there’s no going back. There will be no more barons, no more lords simply because you’re born with the right blood.

      Martz popped a piece of cheese into his mouth, then gestured at one of the chairs across the table. “Please. Sit.”

      She sat.

      “Some cheese?”

      “No thank you, Councilman Martz.”

      “Don’t be so formal. It’s just us.”

      She nodded but wasn’t put at ease. Martz could do that, put people at ease with a casual demeanor. That was when he’d pounce. Not that Jeen had ever seen it. But she’d heard.

      “You are enjoying life in the palace?” Martz asked. “An officer’s life isn’t all bad.”

      “My quarters are far better than the small room I had over my father’s workshop,” she said. “I thank you for the promotion.”

      “You earned it,” Martz assured her. “That business with the upstart lords at Rock Garden was handled swiftly and decisively. You’re to thank for that. And your victory more recently in the Southern Territory. More fine work. I think Overseer Ohre was impressed. I know I was.”

      She nodded, replaying the incident in her head. It was the first time Jeen had led trained uniformed troops instead of militia rabble, villagers with pitchforks. They’d been well armed and disciplined and had made quick, bloody work of the fledgling insurrection.

      “I was fortunate,” she said. “I had good troops with me.”

      “Of course.” Martz bit off a chunk of tough black bread and began to chew. “I’m raising you to commander.”

      Jeen blinked. “I … oh. Thank you, sir.”

      “You object?”

      “Not at all,” Jeen said quickly. “My apologies if I seem ungrateful. It’s just that I’ve been a captain for barely two months.”

      Martz chuckled. “We rise until we fall.”

      “Sir?”

      “The philosopher Timeon. You know him?”

      Jeen shook her head. “I’ve no education.”

      “Never mind that,” Martz said. “Timeon tells us there is nothing static in the universe, everything – rock, tree, ocean, human being – is in a constant state of motion, perhaps too slowly for the eye to see in some cases, but in motion nonetheless. We each of us live and grow right up until the very second we begin to wither and die.”

      “I understand.” Although she wasn’t really sure she did.

      “You’re from the north?”

      “Yes.”

      “I imagine you’ve been through some harsh winters,” Martz said.

      “Yes.” A particularly harsh winter had, in part, fueled the uprising she’d led. Lord Vallum had refused to open the grain stores after a disastrous harvest.

      “You’re not stupid,” Martz said. “I’m not raising you to commander without reason. I’ve a job for you as I’m sure you’ve guessed.”

      “I will serve the Union in whatever way you think best, of course,” Jeen said.

      “You know Whiteout Pass?”

      “Heard of it, yes. I’ve never been.”

      “There’s a fortress there, abandoned and in ill-repair, but still a fortress,” Martz said. “I’m sending you to seize it and hold it.”

      “The snows are coming,” Jeen said. “Holding the fort against soldiers is one thing. Holding it against winter is another.”

      Martz laughed, his voice echoing in their plain surroundings. “I like you. You speak plainly instead of boasting. I have a good sergeant for you from Whalebone Hollow. You know where that is?”

      “About as far north as you can get.”

      “Exactly,” Martz said. “A hard man from a hard place. He’s rounding up a company of cold weather types like you, more hard folk. You’ll take them to Whiteout pass. You’ll hold until relieved.”

      “With a company? I’m not sure …”

      “Speak freely, commander.”

      Jeen cleared her throat. “There are holdings on the other side. At least one keep.”

      “Baron Harkun,” Martz confirmed. “And some of his neighbors are only a few days’ ride.”

      “They’ll come dig us out as soon as they hear,” Jeen said. “With only a company—”

      Martz broke off another piece of bread. “What’s the best way to take a bridge, commander?”

      “I’ve never taken a bridge, Councilman.”

      “That’s not what I asked you.”

      She thought about it. “Both ends at once.”

      Martz smiled brightly. He might not have been much to look at, but he had good teeth.

      “Smart,” he said. “And a pass is like a bridge across the mountains. Under-General Uban is already making arrangements to bottle up Harkun in his keep. My only concern is some minor, ambitious lord sending a handful of men to take the fort. I don’t want to send the army up that narrow road only to find the gate’s closed.”

      “I understand,” Jeen said. “When do you want me to leave?”

      “As soon as the troops are gathered and equipped.”

      Jeen nodded and shifted in her chair, ready to stand.

      “One last thing.”

      “Sir?”

      “I want to be totally honest with you,” Martz explained. “There’s a reason you were promoted ahead of many more experienced officers. There are numerous political considerations.”

      “I’m afraid I know very little about such things,” Jeen admitted.

      “Precisely. Your loyalties are not in question,” Martz said. “The Union is still a very fragile thing. It might not seem that way to the average citizen, but trust me, only constant vigilance holds us together. Don’t trouble yourself with the details. Just do your job and all will be well. It’s simplicity itself. Do your job and be rewarded.”

      What Martz left unsaid was fail to do your job at your own peril.

      The words of the philosopher Timeon rang in Jeen’s ears. We rise until we fall.
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        * * *

      

      Under-General Svad Uban sat astride a serviceable but meek gelding at the edge of the great forest, looking out over the bleak landscape beyond. It was an ugly land, and his mission had afforded him little comfort in this forsaken place. He tried to bolster himself with thoughts of reward after a job well done, but at that moment, he’d have settled for a good meal by a warm fire and a long, undisturbed night in a feather bed.

      Instead, he slept on the ground, far from home, and consorted with barbarians.

      Fifty yards behind him into the forest, his men camped and waited and shivered. They didn’t like it here any more than he did. Not an army. Twenty heavily armed men as his personal guard. Under General was a political rank. Should Uban ever lead troops in combat – and if he survived – he might be promoted.

      Uban had no intention of pursuing such a promotion. He was no warrior, had no head for battle strategy.

      Svad Uban had been mayor of the small lakeside town of Black Sand for twenty-two years. The town was small enough that he didn’t need to be a noble for the local baron to appoint him to the position, but large enough that his administrative experience meant something. He was skilled at walking the tightrope between opposing factions, finding compromises sometimes and strictly enforcing laws or his baron’s will other times. Through good times and bad, Uban had endured.

      And in the roiling chaos after the revolution, the Union knew it desperately needed such men. Where anger and discontent lived hand in hand, men were easily stirred to outrage. It was far more difficult to rein them in again, to redirect that angry energy in service of the new order. A nation could not eternally live in the eye of a storm. Men must be governed – more justly and fairly than before, certainly – but governed nonetheless.

      Uban had risen rapidly to Chief Inspector of the Union, traveling from town to town and village to village to make sure every citizen adhered to the new ways. There was a basic goodness in his mission. Every man and woman must face the same direction, eyes turned toward the future where all lived and shared equally in the bounty of the land and the labors of their fellows. To turn away for one’s own purpose, to selfishly cling to some private ambition was a slap in the face to every man and woman who worked for the common good.

      That Uban had been awarded a large lakeside villa and a generous monthly stipend in silver for his efforts was beside the point.

      He saw them at last on the horizon, maybe a dozen on horseback, enormous hairy lumps bouncing in the saddle. The plainsmen were huge men already, made larger with a layer of armor, and then larger again wrapped in thick furs.

      Uban pulled his military cloak around him, thick and woolen, from one of the new factories. The garment was more dignified in his opinion than the plainsmen’s garb, but he thought he might be warmer with the fur of a great white bear around him. The plainsmen lived day in and day out in the bitter cold and knew how to do it.

      The riders reined in their horses twenty yards away. They conferred briefly in their harsh language, then three of them broke away from the group and approached Uban, halting a few feet away. All three were cut from the same brutish cloth, but the one in the middle was clearly the leader, beard longer and bushier, shoulders wider, grimace just a bit surlier.

      “You are Uban?” he asked. A thick, rough accent. Uban came out like oo-bahhhn.

      “I am,” Uban replied. “Greetings from the united peoples of the Union.”

      The plainsman pounded his chest with a fist, the muffled clunk of an iron breastplate beneath heavy furs. “I am called Varrag. I am Uch-choocha.”

      Uban raised an eyebrow. “Oh?” He didn’t speak the language.

      “I am choocha of Wolf Tribe.” Varrag pointed at the man to his left. “Choocha of Snow Cat Tribe.” Then the man to his right. “Eagle Tribe choocha.” He gestured to the group behind him. “All are choocha. I am Uch-choocha now.” He made a grand gesture to include all of the plainsmen.

      Uban nodded. So choocha probably meant something like chief, and Uch-choocha was maybe over-chief or top-chief. Not that he really cared about the specifics. He just needed to make sure he was talking to the man in charge. “Congratulations. The other choochas elected you their leader?”

      Varrag frowned. “What is … elected?”

      “They all voted for you. They chose you.”

      Varrag conferred with the other two, and they started laughing.

      “Choocha of Black Bear Tribe voted when I cut his belly open and his innards spilt on the rocks,” Varrag said. “Fox choocha voted when I took his head from his shoulders with an axe. No others want to vote after that.”

      The plainsmen laughed again.

      “Only Varrag has been such a powerful Uch-choocha in all history,” he bragged. “Thirty-one tribes have I under my banner, all fighting for Varrag. All obey Varrag. Thirty-one. A thousand times this many fighting men.” Varrag held up four fingers. “Never has there been such an army in the north.”

      Uban made a half-bow in the saddle, acknowledging the plainsman’s accomplishment. “You are certainly the mightiest of warriors. Does this mean you will be rooting Baron Harkun from his keep soon? You’ve been sitting outside his walls long enough, and the Union doesn’t have time for a siege. We’ve discussed this.”

      “You will keep your word?” Varrag asked. “We kill all those within the great stone house, then the stone house belongs to Varrag, yes?”

      “Yes. You can take charge of the keep.”

      “Not enough.”

      Uban frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Kill the baron in the stone house, then Varrag is baron, yes?”

      “What?”

      “With the stone house, Varrag is a baron, a proper lord. His sons and their sons will be the baron of the stone house also in their time. We will wear gold chains around our necks, and our names will live as long as the stone house stands.”

      “Of course.” Until somebody throws you out the way you plan to throw out Harkun. “The Union is happy to grant you the title.” What did it matter what the dumb savage called himself? “But how do you plan to do it? Even with four thousand men, you still need to get over the walls.”

      Varrag put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, high and shrill.

      Slowly, dozens of plainsmen emerged from the tree line behind Uban. No, not dozens.

      Hundreds.

      Uban started at the sight of them. Where in blazes did they come from?

      The majority of the plainsmen emerging from the forest were on foot. Two at a time, they carried long, roughly hewn wooden ladders between them. Then the towers, tall log-built things on huge wooden wheels.

      Siege machines, Uban realized.

      “Not so much wood near the stone house,” Varrag said. “My men marched far. Cut the wood. Built the ladders and towers. We take these back to the stone house. We climb the walls and kill all inside. Then Baron Varrag is master of the stone house.”

      The Uch-choocha drew a great broadsword from its sheath and thrust it into the air, shouting something in his own language.

      The plainsmen coming from the forest replied with a deafening roar.

      Uban flinched. To him, it sounded like the giddy voice of destruction, eager and thirsty for blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Harsh morning light streamed into Merrik’s window and slapped him awake. He rolled over and found the other side of the bed empty. Had he dreamed Mira?

      No, she’d come to him late after the feast had ended to share his bed. He’d been full of brandy. She must have slipped out again while he slept. She was at the beck and call of the lady of the keep after all and likely had some lady-in-waiting duties to attend to.

      Ponder, he remembered suddenly. The voice’s name is Ponder. And suddenly, the image of the jester’s gap-toothed grin came unbidden.

      He rolled back over and closed his eyes, wondering what, if anything, to do with the information. He drifted off again and slept until he was hungry, then rose, dressed, and went in search of breakfast.

      Padraig intercepted him on the way to the kitchen.

      “Father Effingham asks for your presence, milord,” the boy said breathlessly.

      “Well, Father Effingham can piss off until I’ve eaten,” Merrik said.

      “He seemed right urgent about it, milord.”

      “Is he bleeding? Does he have a sword through his head?”

      “No, milord.”

      “Then it’s not urgent.”

      Merrik found the kitchen and harassed a pair of flustered servants into getting him a biscuit and a plate of cold pork. He ate it quickly and with little relish, but at least the growl in his stomach had been silenced.

      Padraig lay in wait for him as Merrik exited the kitchen.

      “Milord, you shouldn’t keep a priest waiting. Father Effingham is a great man.”

      “What? Listen to me, Padraig, I’m a marquis. Do you know what that is?”

      “No, milord.”

      “It outranks some wrinkled hedge priest,” Merrik said.

      “He waits on the outer wall, milord.” Padraig gestured down the hallway, trying to urge Merrik along.

      “What’s he doing out there?”

      “Dunno, milord.”

      “Well, I’m not curious.”

      “As you say, milord.”

      “Fine. Lead me to him, then.”

      Padraig led Merrik out of the keep and through the camp of the refugees he’d called Tent Town. With the page’s sash across his chest, peasants cleared out of the boy’s way as if he were a knight on a warhorse. Merrik kept pace, doing his best to look lordly. The eyes that followed him ranged in emotions – afraid, stubborn, weary, resigned.

      They reached the main gate, sturdily built of thick wooden planks, banded in iron, barred with a length of oaken tree trunk. There wasn’t much to the gatehouse, a squat stone building just big enough for two or three guards to step in out of the rain. Narrow stone steps had been carved into the right side, leading steeply up to the ramparts.

      “Father Effingham awaits you on the wall, milord.”

      Merrik bent down to look Padraig in the eye. “Listen, boy, you need to watch out for yourself, okay? Effingham is a nice man. But even nice men can say crackpot things. Vague prophecies won’t protect you when arrows fly. You trust Effingham and his god? Then use what Dumo gave you between the ears and think for yourself.”

      “Yes, milord.” But the look on the boy’s face was clearly dubious.

      Merrik sighed and climbed the steps to the top of the wall, feeling last night’s brandy in his legs.

      A chain-mailed guard stood every twenty feet or so, leaning on a spear and lazily watched the plainsmen camps just beyond bow range.

      In the daylight, the enemy looked even more numerous. Their horses were tethered all the way on the south side of their camp. Merrik wondered if the average plainsman found it onerous just sitting there, waiting. They were natural raiders, swooping fast into some unsuspecting village, horse hooves falling like thunder, war cries ringing in the air, grabbing whatever they considered treasure – food, silver, women – and carrying them back to the frozen wastes.

      This time, the chiefs had something else in mind, Merrik supposed. The thought disturbed him. What scheme could bring so many tribes together? Of all the places along the northern border, why Harkun’s Keep? Why now?

      “My dear Marquis!”

      Merrik turned his head to see Effingham at the far end of the wall, shouting to be heard above the wind and gesturing Merrik should join him near the corner tower where the southern and western walls met.

      He met Effingham, who beckoned they should walk together along the wall and take in the view.

      “I don’t want to be within earshot of any of the guards,” the priest explained. “We need to talk.”

      “Do we? I noticed you and Harkun doing quite a bit of talking last night while I was stuck making chit-chat with the baroness. Did you know she made her own dress for the harvest festival?”

      Effingham lips formed an exaggerated pout. “Oh, were you bored? A shame. I spent all evening pretending to know what the Covenant was and it was a bit awkward. I’m supposed to be a wise and learned scholar, priest and holy adviser. One can only smile and nod and utter pious euphemisms for so long.”

      Merrik lifted his chin, back straight, and adopted a haughty expression. “Do my ears deceive me? Does the idiot Marquis of Munsk actually know something the genius priest doesn’t?”

      “Don’t be childish,” Effingham scolded. “And you’re hardly a marquis.”

      Merrik jabbed a finger in the old man’s face. “That title is legal and binding.”

      “This is no time to be churlish.”

      “Admit that you don’t know everything.”

      The priest shook his head. “Of course I don’t know everything. Dumo frowns on the prideful. In this instance, I freely admit you know more than I. Please, your lordship, explain to me what this Covenant is. It’s obviously important to Baron Harkun and pertinent to our current situation. I defer to your greater knowledge on this subject.” Effingham crossed his arms and waited.

      “Well, good, then,” Merrik said. “I appreciate your admitting that those other than yourself might have something to contribute to … uh … a situation. A situation such as this.”

      Effingham waited. Stone-faced.

      “Okay then. I’ll educate you.”

      Okay, you stupid voice. You got me into this. Let’s hear it. The Covenant. Let’s put this old man in his place. Come on, Ponder.

      Merrik waited.

      Nothing.

      Oh, fuck you.

      “It’s complicated,” Merrik said.

      “You don’t know, do you?”

      “How dare you—”

      “You haven’t a clue,” Effingham said. “Somehow this tidbit of information about the Covenant fell into your lap, and you’ve been faking it this whole time.”

      “I’m faking? What about your little scheme, old man?” Merrik said righteously. “I know what you’re up to. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

      “Please. Don’t change the subject.”

      “This is the subject,” Merrik insisted. “I know what you’ve been whispering in the ears of these peasants. It’s one thing to fool them, but do you really think you’ll fool the dukes and the barons and all of those stuck-up lords in the east? Do you expect them to believe you’ve found a king?”

      The priest hushed him. “Keep your voice down.”

      “You’re lying to everyone.”

      Lee looks the part with his blonde hair and square jaw and wide shoulders. Something right out of a story book. But this priest is insane. You can’t just invent a king. This isn’t how prophecies work.

      “Look who’s the paragon of honesty all of a sudden,” Effingham shot back. “How do you know what the truth is anyway? What makes truth? Truth is what everyone says it is. You know nothing, and you have no idea what’s at stake. You’re a trumped-up confidence trickster in a marquis’ clothing. You steal maps and exploit women for silver. At least my dishonesty is for the greater good.”

      Merrik went red with fury. “Damn you, priest, for half a copper, I’d slap that smug, superior expression right off your face, and let your stupid god do his worst. Do you think Dumo guides your hand? That the whole world is just—”

      The priest’s gaze shifted. He looked at something over Merrik’s shoulder.

      “You could at least do me the courtesy of looking at me while I’m talking to you,” Merrik insisted.

      “Huh.” Effingham scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I wonder where they got those.”

      Merrik frowned. “If I turn my head and look, I’m going to be upset, aren’t I?”

      The priest shrugged. “That all depends on how you feel about a savage and untimely death.”

      Merrik did not feel enthusiastic about it but turned to look anyway.

      “Shit.”

      The plainsman camp was an uproar of enormous, hairy men grabbing weapons and strapping on armor. The reason was all too obvious to Merrik.

      “Can those be anything but siege towers?” he asked.

      “They are surprisingly well-constructed,” Effingham said. “They must have gone all the way to the great forest for the timber. I count six. And ladders.”

      “Six. Dumo save us,” Merrik said.

      “I’m going to count that as a prayer.”

      Somewhere a bell began to ring.

      “The baroness told me there are barely a hundred fighting men here.” Merrik’s hand went to his waist. “Damn it, I’m not even wearing my sword.”

      He left at a run back the way he’d come, the priest calling after him. Merrik ignored him. He flew down the gatehouse steps and back toward the keep.

      Merrik paused on his way through Tent Town to watch a pair of the baron’s men handing out spears and simple wooden shields to the able-bodied. The men ranged from age twelve to sixty and all looked terrified. Fodder, Merrik realized. These men will be slaughtered to cover the retreat back to the keep. They don’t have a chance. This is the most hopeless thing that’s ever –

      “Padraig!”

      The boy looked up, eyes wide as dinner plates. He held a short sword, an oversized dagger really, and didn’t seem eager to use it.

      “Come here, boy.”

      Padraig obeyed.

      Merrik grabbed the boy’s sash and pulled him close. “This is the most important thing you’re ever going to hear. Are you listening?”

      “Yes, milord.”

      “Those hairy sons of bitches get over that wall, you run,” Merrik said. “You run and you hide, and you stay hidden until you don’t hear any more screaming and dying.”

      Padraig looked down at the blade in his hand.

      “You hang on to that,” Merrik told him. “One of the plainsmen grabs you, you swing and hack and chop until he lets you go, and then you run. It’s not your job to win the battle. Say you understand.”

      “I understand, milord.”

      A tide of men swept past them, moving en masse toward the curtain wall, and Padraig was swept away from him. Merrik watched them go, a brace of Baron Harkun’s soldiers herding them toward the gate.

      Merrik took a halting step after them then stopped himself.

      No. Go get your sword. Find some armor.

      Merrik ran to the keep.

      Inside, servants ran in every direction. Two soldiers carried a pair of thick logs and placed them on either side of the keep’s front door, which looked like a smaller version of the front gate, thick wood almost as hard as metal. If the plainsmen made it over the wall in overwhelming numbers, the door would be slammed shut and barred, strong men bracing it against a battering ram. Anyone left outside would simply be written off.

      He headed up the steps two at a time, and almost ran straight into the baroness with her two ladies in waiting in tow. He noticed a handful of the female servants were with them.

      “We’re heading to the top floor to be out of the way,” she said. “There’s another heavy door, and we plan to put ourselves behind it until this is over.”

      When it’s over, we’ll all be dead, but Merrik said, “Good to hear, my lady. You’ll be safe in the keep.”

      “Good luck to you, Marquis.” The baroness led the woman away.

      But Mira hung back, latched onto Merrik’s wrist, and pulled him close. “The tunnel,” she whispered.

      Whatever loyalty Mira might have felt toward Baroness Harkun, it did not extend to dying with her. Merrik considered. The tunnel was tempting, but they’d come out in an open place, easily caught if there were plainsmen about. Harkun’s walls were still their best bet.

      The baroness paused at the far end of the hall. “Mira, we should all stay together.”

      The look in Mira’s eyes made it clear she needed something from Merrik. He couldn’t simply send her away without some reassurance.

      “Go where it’s safe,” Merrik said. “I’ll come for you.” If I can.

      She nodded, the slightest look of relief creeping into her expression, then turned and ran after the baroness. Merrik knew the relief was based on a lie. Even if he could come back for her, what were the odds they could get away? Thousands of barbarians were at the door. That she’d put her hopes into Merrik Niles to save her was the very definition of folly.

      In his bed chamber, he found his rapier and strapped it on. He paused to look around the room, and it sank in how very little Merrik had to his name. No horse. No possessions. Even the clothes in which he’d arrived hadn’t returned from being laundered.

      Merrik Niles had come north for treasure. He’d be lucky to leave with his life.

      He stepped back into the hall and stood a moment. Empty and quiet, the earlier chaos evaporated. Soldiers were already at their posts. Anyone else had already found a hiding place. Distantly, the bell still rang.

      Mira was right. We should have taken the tunnel. He considered running to fetch her. They could get away during the battle.

      And leave the scepter? You worked awfully hard for it.

      Merrik frowned. Ponder. Where have you been?

      Inside your head as always. There’s nowhere else to go.

      What’s the Covenant?

      Time for that later if you aren’t killed. The keep is empty of fighting men. They’ve gone to the wall. The women are hiding upstairs. Get the scepter.

      Ponder was right. This might be his only chance. Where is it?

      Do I know? I can only see through your eyes. If you don’t know, then how can I? But use your brain.

      Merrik stood on the second-floor landing and looked up the stairs. Where would the baron keep it? His private study? He headed up the stairs fast.

      And stopped abruptly as he met the baron coming down the steps toward him. Count Bettin came behind him. Both men were fastening straps on their armor, breastplates and greaves, shoulder plates and shin guards. Long swords with broad blades hung from their belts, the weapons making Merrik’s rapier look like a child’s toy by comparison. Simple helms without faceguards.

      “Marquis, where are you going?” Harkun asked.

      “I … uh … none of the men had seen you,” Merrik said. “I was concerned.”

      Harkun clapped Merrik on the shoulder. “Good man. But you needn’t worry about me. You’re practically naked. We need to dig up some armor for you.”

      Merrik swallowed hard. “There are thousands of them. With siege towers –”

      “Nonsense,” Harkun said. “We’ll throw them back. As long as we control the walls, we’ll control the battle. We’ll burn their siege engines to the ground. Their dead will pile up against the outer gate. What say you, Count? Ready to show these plainsmen a thing or two?”

      “We’ll make a good showing, never fear.” The count spoke confidently, but stress edged his words. “I have a brigade of saber men who are the best riders in the north. And they can travel fast. I wish I could have gotten word out to them.”

      “To the wall, then,” Harkun said.

      “A moment, Baron?” Merrik asked. “I’d like a word.”

      “I’ll see you both on the wall,” the count said, then hurried down the stairs.

      “Forgive me, Baron Harkun, I know the defense of your keep is foremost in your mind. But I must ask about the scepter. If the plainsmen were to loot the keep …”

      “Dumo is on our side,” Harkun insisted. “We won’t fail.”

      “I know,” Merrik said. “But just to be safe, perhaps someone should spirit the scepter to safety, just to take it out of harm’s way. Naturally, I’d hate to leave the battle, but I’d be willing to take on this dangerous mission myself in order to—”

      “I understand that you and Effingham are on a holy mission, but never fear.” He took a thin, silver chain around his neck between thumb and forefinger and tugged it out from beneath his breastplate. A single key hung there. “It is safely locked away in my personal study. Nobody will get to it.”

      “That’s a comfort, my lord.” Ponder, can you pick a lock?

      Nothing.

      Stupid jester.

      “Come, Merrik, let us get you properly outfitted,” the baron said. “Soon we shall be knee-deep in blood for the glory of Dumo, a song of righteous rage in our hearts.”

      “Great.” Merrik swallowed hard. “Looking forward to it.”
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      The bell fell silent. And then, for a moment, there was only the cold wind blowing, one of Harkun’s banners flapping over the gatehouse.

      Then the creak of wheels. A slow thump thump thump.

      The peasants inside the gate shifted nervously, knuckles white on spear shafts and the hilts of swords. The noise grew in volume, and fear became something thick and palpable behind the curtain wall.

      “What is that?” Merrik asked.

      “Swords and axes slapping against shields, milord.” The lanky soldier tugged on the back straps of Merrik’s leather armor. “They did that when they first arrived too. Makes a right bloody racket.”

      The soldier tugged the last strap tight and buckled it. There were no breastplates available and not a scrap of chainmail was to be had. The armory had been picked clean by those making ready to receive the plainsmen’s assault. Finally, a set of old leathers had been produced, a thick chest-to-back wraparound piece with heavy buckles, heavy bracers, and a heavy leather kilt that hung down almost to the knees. The outfit didn’t offer as much protection as plate, but it was surprisingly heavy, and Merrik was glad not to have a bunch of metal weighing him down.

      “The baron is atop the wall just above the gatehouse if you’d like to join him,” the soldier said.

      Merrik couldn’t think of anything he’d like less. “Thanks.” His mouth felt so dry.

      He mounted the steps to the side of the gatehouse, feet leaden. Last night’s brandy had slowed him the last time he’d climbed up to the top of the wall. This time, it was fear. The thump thump thump of weapon on shield pulsed in time with his heartbeat.

      At the top of the wall, he saw them and almost lost his nerve. The plainsmen had lined up in mass just out of bow range, thousands of them all beating weapons against shields. Merrik could feel the racket in his feet.

      I should have gone to the tunnel. I should have run for it. Even now, the thought of escape pulled at him.

      And then he heard a voice. It spoke confidently, carrying over the howl of the wind and the drumbeat on the plainsmen’s shields.

      Baron Harkun had gone to one knee, head lifted proudly, eyes gleaming with an eagerness for battle. Effingham stood before him, sword held aloft in a two-handed grip, sunlight glinting off the blade. The count stood respectfully nearby, observing, as did a handful of the baron’s officers.

      The priest’s words rang out clear and strong. “Dumo, we ask your blessing on Baron Harkun and all who follow him. Let your prophet lend him wisdom in leadership and let your power strengthen his sword arm. Let us withstand and overcome these godless barbarians in your name and for your glory. Let it be so.”

      “Let it be so,” echoed Harkun.

      “Let it be so,” chimed in the count and all the men within earshot.

      The baron stood and took his sword back from the priest. “Obliged, Father.”

      Effingham bowed and stepped back.

      Harkun spotted Merrik. “The leathers are better than nothing, I suppose. Sorry we couldn’t do better for you.”

      “If you’re concerned about my safety, I can go back to the keep and guard the women. I don’t mind,” Merrik said.

      Harkun threw back his head and laughed. “I like this man,” he told Effingham. “Any man who can joke on the edge of battle will always have a place at my banquet table.”

      “Yes.” Merrik smiled weakly. “A joke.”

      “The marquis is an inexhaustible source of mirth.” The priest shot Merrik a sideways look of disapproval.

      “Count, may I request you take charge of the southwest tower?” Harkun asked. “You’ll have a good vantage of both the south and west walls from there.”

      The count bowed. “Of course.”

      “The rest of you know your positions,” the baron told the officers. “Take heart. Dumo is with us.”

      They saluted and hurried to their posts.

      “Stay near me if you don’t mind, Marquis,” Harkun said. “Fighting alongside you will lift my spirits. Father Effingham, as a non-combatant, no one will think it ill if you choose to retire.”

      “I must bear witness,” Effingham said.

      “I might not be able to spare men for your defense, Father.”

      “I am in Dumo’s hands.”

      “Very well,” Harkun said. “You’re made of sterner stuff than other priests I’ve known.”

      “Baron,” called one of the soldiers at the ramparts. “I think it’s time.”

      “Come,” Harkun said. “Let’s see what these hairy bastards have in store.”

      They lined up at the rampart, Merrik on one side of the baron, Effingham on the other, and gazed out across the field before the gate. The thumping of weapons against shields increased in pace, and the plainsmen stirred, whoops and mocking calls rising from the furred throng. They were working themselves into a frenzy.

      “It won’t be long now.” The baron raised his voice. “Prepare to loose!”

      The officers passed the word up and down the wall. Men raised bows and crossbows. Some looked like simple hunting bows, others great recursive things with enormous power and range. Crossbowmen cranked their weapons into the ready position, slotting bolts.

      The plainsmen roared, a deafening, wild animal rage. Merrik saw no signal, heard no command.

      But as one, the plainsmen surged forward.

      The ground rumbled. The curtain wall shook.

      Merrik’s blood turned to water.

      The baron raised his hand and shouted, “Loose!”

      Arrows and bolts sped across the gap and slammed into bodies. Some broke against breastplates and shields. Others found flesh, an eye or a throat or an armpit, where there was a gap in the armor. Screams of pain blended with war cries as scores of men in the front line went down, the plainsmen behind tripping over the corpses.

      “Pour it on them,” Harkun shouted.

      Bowstrings twanged as arrows continued to fall among the plainsmen, the crossbows raining bolts less rapidly as they were slower to reload.

      The plainsmen’s forward press waned for just a moment, the rain of arrows giving them pause, but chiefs moved among the men, shouting orders and rallying the advance.

      “Light the braziers,” Harkun ordered. “I want fire arrows ready for those towers. And wait for my signal!”

      All along the wall, men struck flint and steel, lighting the straw and kindling in each brazier. The nearest fire was close to Merrik, and it made him sweat inside his leathers.

      It’s not just the heat making you sweat, Ponder said. It’s fear. You’re petrified, and you should be.

      And if I go, what happens to you, fool?

      That mad laughter again.

      The screaming plainsmen made it to the wall and up came the ladders, a score of them all along the south wall. Determined warriors climbed doggedly, heedless of the arrows and bolts. Occasionally, one would find its mark, and a barbarian would fall, crying in pain, and landing among the mass of men pushing forward. Harkun’s men threw rocks down on them, and Merrik heard the metallic crunch of helm and skull beneath. The plainsmen dead were piled against the wall. The baron had yet to lose a single soldier.

      This could work, Merrik thought. They outnumber us like crazy, but it won’t matter if we keep them on their side of the wall. I might just live through this.

      Ponder laughed. Now who’s the fool?

      Oh, shut up.

      A half dozen of Harkun’s men ran up and down the wall with poles specially fashioned to repel the ladders. Like spears, but instead of spearheads, there were crescent-shaped cross-pieces. Soldiers caught the top crossbar of the ladder and pushed. The ladder would fall back, often with a dozen plainsmen clinging to it, smashing into their brethren below. Shrieks filled the air, broken bones and dented skulls, men bleeding from arrow wounds.

      “They can spare them,” Harkun muttered.

      Merrik raised an eyebrow at the baron. “My lord?”

      “They can fling themselves at the wall like this, and what would it matter?” Harkun said. “If they lost five hundred or a thousand men, yet still gained the wall …”

      Merrik nodded. The baron didn’t need to finish that thought.

      “The towers are close enough.” Harkun raised his voice. “Fire arrows!”

      A barrage of flaming arrows rose in an upward arc and then fell, most finding the siege towers rolling slowly but steadily toward the wall. The plainsmen had obviously anticipated the move, and immediately men with wooden buckets swarmed around the towers, tossing water to douse the flames.

      “The wood’s green anyways,” Effingham said. “Unlikely to catch unless you could really bring a good blaze to bear.”

      “Yes.” Harkun sighed. “I thought it worth a try. I wish we had a better supply of oil.”

      The baron passed the word to forget the fire arrows and to target the men instead.

      The towers lurched forward, wheels creaking, daunting and inevitable.

      Three feet from Merrik, the top of a ladder clacked against the rampart.

      Merrik pointed at it. “Hey! Right here!” He was ashamed how his voice cracked with fear. He drew his rapier.

      You have to be alive to feel ashamed.

      Shut your fucking gob, fool.

      One of the soldiers with the special poles rushed to the spot to repel the ladder. Just as the soldier extended, an enormous plainsman appeared at the top. He grabbed the pole in a meaty hand, yanked it hard, and the soldier stumbled forward. The plainsman released the pole and grabbed him by the throat, hauling him over the wall as if he were a ragdoll. The soldier fell screaming into the mass of men below.

      Merrik rushed forward, swinging the rapier. The blade bounced off the plainsman’s helm with a metallic clang.

      The barbarian bellowed rage, like some angry bear, awkwardly fumbling for his own sword as he clung to the ladder at the same time.

      Merrik lunged, focusing this time to make a precision strike. He aimed for a spot just above the plainsman’s leather collar and right below his chin. The tip of the blade sank into soft flesh. Merrik drove the steel in another six inches, blood spurting bright. The plainsman let out a strangled, gurgling sound, blood spilling over his bottom lip and staining his teeth red.

      More of the plainsmen crowded up the ladder behind him.

      Merrik leapt atop the rampart, braced a boot against the barbarian’s chest, and yanked his sword free. In the process, he shoved the ladder back. For a long moment, it stood balanced, the plainsman’s hand pawing at his throat, trying to staunch the blood, his other hand grabbing at the air, desperate to reach the rampart.

      And then slowly, the ladder tumbled backward, the plainsman’s eyes going wide, others screaming, the men toward the bottom leaping from the lower rungs. The ladder crashed into the other plainsmen below, making a heap of them, bruised and blooded with broken bones.

      Merrik looked up. The siege towers were almost upon them now. The fire arrows had done nothing. Harkun’s soldiers were still pushing back the ladders all along the south wall. Men in groups of five bunched up with spears, awaiting the siege towers. If the plainsmen made it onto the wall in significant numbers, there would be no choice but to fall back to the keep where they’d be trapped like rats.

      No. The tunnel. Some of us could still get out that way. Mira was right all along.

      “Over there!” Effingham pointed. “They’re circling around.”

      Harkun and Merrik looked where the priest pointed. About a hundred of the plainsmen had broken off to push one of the siege towers toward the southeast corner of the fortification. To Merrik’s eyes, it looked as if they meant to come around for an assault on the east side. They must have known they’d be spotted, but they were so far away from the core of the battle, they must have hoped for a head start before being noticed.

      Not that it mattered. Sending more men to the east wall would spread Harkun’s men even thinner than they already were … as the plainsmen obviously intended.

      Get out of here. Take the tunnel!

      “Marquis!”

      Merrik flinched and blinked, realizing the baron was shouting at him.

      “You’ve got to keep them off the wall,” Harkun shouted. “Take three men.”

      “Three men?”

      “That’s all I can spare, damn you! Now go!” Fear had broken the baron’s calm façade at last. He drew his sword, a white-knuckled grip on the hilt.

      Merrik turned to the first three soldiers in earshot and caught their eyes. They nodded, not needing to be told what to do, and fell in line as Merrik jogged away toward the east wall, dodging soldiers who were still pushing away assault ladders.

      Merrik and his squad were almost to the southeast tower when eight ladders at once slapped against the outer fortifications. Harkun’s men rushed forward with the poles and managed to push back five of them, but plainsmen reached the top of the other three and boiled over the ramparts.

      Soldiers came from both directions to engage the barbarians, and Merrik found himself in a sudden press of bodies. A plainsman swung his axe at a soldier right in front of him. The axe blade cut through chainmail, the soldier screaming as he went down. Merrik jabbed with his rapier, the thin blade getting lost in furs and armor. He was jostled again, bodies all around him, and the rapier was wrenched away.

      Screams and blood and the ring of steel and the stink of bowels loosened in the throes of death all around him.

      The crowd parted just enough for Merrik to see the same huge plainsman coming at him, axe lifted two-handed over his head, ready to deal murder. Merrik flinched back, eyes popping wide, hands coming up uselessly to fend off the attack.

      Spears suddenly appeared on either side of Merrik, thrusting, the heads sinking into the plainsman’s belly. A squad of Harkun’s men had come up behind them to reinforce the defense. The plainsman dropped his axe and melted to the ground, war cries dwindling to a tepid agonized mewling, hands going to his shredded gut.

      Merrik stepped aside to let Harkun’s men advance. The spearman pinned the plainsman to the ramparts, driving the spears home. The plainsman grimaced agony and crumpled. Swordsmen swarmed in to hack down the barbarians still streaming up the ladders.

      Merrik spotted his rapier, Harkun’s soldiers standing right on top of the blade. He wasn’t keen to wade back into the fray for it.

      Cullen, we need you!

      Merrik frowned. Not now, Ponder.

      And yet Merrik knew the jester hadn’t been talking to him.

      A light and sudden dizziness. Merrik stumbled back, blinking, a dazzle of strange lights going off in front of his eyes, only for a moment, but disorienting nonetheless. The clamor of battle seemed to fade into the soft cottony background, muffled and distant. The sensation of a door opening and someone entering, simultaneously as vague as a wisp of cool air and yet as solid as boot heels on a marble floor.

      I need a sword.

      The thought was Merrik’s, but there was a knowledge there superimposed over his words.

      His eyes went back to his rapier.

      No.

      Had Merrik thought that, or … ?

      It didn’t matter. The rapier was too light a weapon for this battle. He should have thought of that sooner. The plainsmen’s furs were thick enough, and many of them had chainmail or breastplates underneath. He’d need something with heft. A sturdy broadsword lay on the stone floor nearby, its previous owner lying wide-eyed next to it, left half of his face a bloody ruin where a plainsman’s weapon had done its work.

      Merrik bent, reached for the blade, his hand closing around the hilt and –

      Something jolted through him, half raw energy, half sharp awareness.

      A plainsman came up the ladder, topped the rampart. He roared, swinging his axe one-handed, biting deep into the back of a spearman’s neck, blood spraying. The man screamed and went down.

      Merrik was already moving, bringing the broadsword down hard, the blade biting deep at the wrist. The plainsman’s hand and axe tumbled away. Blood spurted rhythmically from the stump, in time with the plainsman’s heartbeat. The barbarian gawked at it in disbelief, eyes shooting wide. His mouth fell open for a scream, but Merrik thrust the sword into the man’s open mouth, the tip emerging from the base of his skull. He gurgled blood and fell back, taking the ladder with him.

      He almost took the sword too, but Merrik held on with both hands, pulling it free.

      The siege tower. The baron gave you a task.

      The voice wasn’t Ponder’s, but Merrik didn’t have time to wonder about it. The approaching siege tower spurred him. He turned and sprinted to where the south and east walls met, ducked under a low, stone archway and entered it. The tower was empty of defenders, and Merrik realized this was where the spearmen had come from to repel the ladders. Nobody was left to support the east wall.

      He ran through the opposite archway just in time to see the forward wall of the siege tower fall open, becoming a bridge, the green wood slamming against the stone rampart.

      And for a single moment frozen in time, they stood there, a half dozen of them bunched together inside the siege tower, steam rising from the massed heat of them in furs and armor, muscles tight, all of them like one ferocious animal coiled to spring. Hard eyes glared from beneath the shadows of their helms. Hairy knuckled hands clutched weapons.

      Then the moment unfroze itself, and the plainsmen screamed forward, spilling over the rampart to take the wall.

      And Merrik threw himself at them.

      This, Merrik thought fleetingly, is atypical behavior for me.

      He realized with a stab of concern that Harkun’s soldiers were no longer with him. They’d stopped to fight the barbarians coming over the wall. Merrik was alone.

      Don’t think. Fight! The force in the voice commanding, not panicked.

      And then Merrik was among them, sword biting into fur and armor and flesh. Merrik slashed a plainsman across the face, brought the sword hard on the back swing, and hacked deeply into another’s neck, blood splattering hot across his own face.

      A barbarian crowded him from the left. Merrik clawed his face with his free hand, a thumb finding an eye socket, Merrik squeezed, jabbing the thumb deep with all his strength. The plainsman screamed and stumbled back, pawing at his bloody eye socket.

      Merrik batted aside blades with his sword, parried a sloppy thrust and took one of the plainsmen in the armpit. The man grunted and dropped his sword with a clatter, stepping aside. Merrik killed another and thought he might actually be able to do this. He could throw them back. They’d made it to the wall, but he’d dispatched nearly all of them.

      And then another group came across from the tower. They’d been climbing up while Merrik had fought the first batch.

      He swung his sword wildly, some of his thrusts blocked, others finding flesh, but there were too many. They were all around him now, and hands grabbed him from behind. He kicked one in the balls. The man grunted and fell back.

      An enormous plainsman with hair and beard like copper raised a short sword with a wide, flat blade, face a mask of rage and insanity. He bellowed a terrifying war cry and then abruptly, the war cry …

      … ceased.

      For a fraction of an instant, Merrik thought he’d gone deaf, but that was impossible; the racket of battle was still loud in his ears.

      Then the red-haired plainsman’s head fell from his shoulders.

      Another flash of steel, and the barbarian next to him lost an arm.

      Abruptly aware something was amiss, the plainsmen turned to see the towering, fully armored man wading into them. Only Lee’s helm was missing, a red smudge at his left temple, and a thin dribble of blood down his jawline to his chin.

      The nearest plainsman lunged for him, another of the barbarians coming up fast from behind.

      The first plainsman overreached with a lunge. Lee sidestepped and caught the attacker on the side of the head with an armored elbow, knocking the man into the nearby brazier, his head going into the flames. He howled pain, flesh sizzling.

      Lee squared off against the next man, lifted his two-handed sword, and brought it down hard, cleaving the plainsman’s helm and through his skull down to the nose. He wrenched the blade free, gore and bits of bone and brain flying. The plainsmen were momentarily stunned at the sudden, savage assault.

      In that split second, Lee turned to Merrik. “Fight, my lord! Fight for your life!”

      A barbarian held Merrik from behind, wrapped up his sword arm. His other hand fell to his belt, and he drew his dagger, thrusting blindly, down and behind him as hard as he could. He connected with something, and there was a high-pitched scream. He pulled the dagger back and jabbed again.

      The man released him, and Merrik heard a heavy thud. He turned, and saw the plainsman pulling himself along with one hand, the other between his legs, uselessly trying to staunch the gush of blood. He ignored the man and stood next to Lee, readying himself to face the new surge of brutes coming up the siege tower.

      “Glad you’re still with us, my lord,” Lee said.

      “Thanks to you.” Merrik braced himself, lifted both blades, broadsword in one hand, dagger in the other.

      The plainsmen growled and charged.

      “Have at them,” bellowed Lee.

      Merrik charged forward too, and suddenly, he was among a mass of bodies, yelling and jostling, blade rising and falling, screams of agony and rage all mixed into a dark song. Battle lust surged in his veins. He knew it was strange and wrong but didn’t care. Something bloomed hot and wet and stinging along his ribs, but Merrik paid it no mind. He batted aside a thrusting blade and stepped in with the dagger, slicing open the back of the plainsman’s hand.

      The gash seemed only to enrage the man, and he snarled and lifted his sword for a strike but was immediately swept away as the melee shifted again, bodies colliding and shoving. Lee all by himself constituted half the crowd as he swung the great two-handed blade to and fro, screams and agony and death following wherever the sword fell.

      Merrik was jostled again and slipped and went down. On his hands and knees, he saw that the entire area was covered with blood.

      Of course there’s blood. It’s a battle.

      Cullen?

      Not now. Fight!

      Merrik swung the broadsword, the blade slashing deeply across a shin and hitting bone. A yell of pain, the plainsman jumping back, shifting the mob again. Somebody kicked him. And then a knee to Merrik’s head. He was surprised nobody had fallen on top of him. With all the muscle he could muster, Merrik brought the dagger down hard, stabbing through the top of a plainsman’s foot and pinning it to the floor. The shriek of agony that followed was the worst sound Merrik had ever heard a human make.

      A hard metal hand under his arm, and Merrik was heaved to his feet.

      “Stand tall, my lord.” Lee’s armor dripped with the blood of his enemies, dots of it speckling his face.

      Together they attacked the plainsmen coming off the tower with renewed ferocity. Blades flashed and slashed and hacked, and then suddenly, there were no more plainsmen coming at them. The bodies lay around them, most dead, others groaning and near death, blood thick as syrup beneath Merrik’s feet.

      He should not have been able to do that. Merrik was no warrior. He’d had some basic sword training as a young man – stance, grip, basic thrusts and parries.

      But this …

      There was little time to dwell on it. The plainsmen stirred at the bottom of the siege tower. The next wave of them would be coming any moment.

      Merrik rushed to the rampart where the smoking brazier sat atop a three-foot pedestal. He kicked it forward, and the brazier spilled its hot coals across the floor inside the siege tower. The wood was green, but with so many glowing coals, the timber began to smoke and then soon caught fire. The plainsmen coming up the ladder were forced back down again.

      In the next minute, the entire top of the tower was aflame, the rising heat and choking smoke forcing Merrik and Lee to back away. Merrik stood panting, watching the flames. The remaining plainsmen fled.

      They’d done it. They’d stopped the enemy from gaining the wall.

      “Well done, my lord.” Lee held out a hand. “I’d fight at your side anytime.”

      Merrik clasped his hand, and Lee grinned, teeth looking impossibly straight and white in his grime and blood-spattered face.

      Dumo help me, he does look like a king. Men would follow this boy.

      Shouts and screams and the clang of sword on sword drew their attention. Plainsmen poured over the south wall by the score. The men surrounding Baron Harkun and his son atop the gatehouse fought a ragged withdrawal toward the steps back down to the bailey, where the armed peasants waited to cover their retreat to the keep.

      Merrik had only to look for a moment to realize the obvious. The plainsmen owned the wall and would soon open the gate, and then their kin would flow through by the thousands and eventually penetrate the keep.

      While he and Lee had stood congratulating themselves, they’d lost the battle.

      Merrik spat and threw down his sword. “Son of a bitch.”
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      Mira was pretty sure she couldn’t count on Merrik.

      And she wasn’t keen on being abused and murdered by the plainsmen when they inevitably broke into the keep. Their blood would be up after slaughtering the baron and all of his men. She supposed that meant Merrik too … and Lee. A slight flutter in her chest as she pictured his face and smile and broad chest and –

      Stop. Focus. I’ve got to get out of here, and nobody’s coming to rescue me.

      Not Merrik. Not Lee. It’s just you, old girl.

      She broke off from the group of women the baroness was leading to her rooms at the top of the keep. She cut down a hallway, walking fast, and found her own chamber, entered and shut the door behind her.

      Mira paused, thinking what she needed. The room wasn’t much. A narrow bed with a rough wooden bench at the foot of it, a window not much more than an arrow slit. A fragile wooden chair at least as old as she was in the corner. A chest with her meager belongings. Had this been what her father thought she’d wanted? There had to be more, something better.

      It all started with not dying.

      She kicked off her slippers. Escaping meant proper footwear. She knelt in front of the chest and threw it open. The boots were scuffed and well-worn but comfortable, and she could walk for miles in them. She pulled them on. They just covered the ankle, and she buckled them tight.

      She went back into the chest and came out with a tattered backpack. She rolled up a small size pair of men’s breeches and shoved them in, then a heavy woolen blouse and a light bland, brown cloak, all sturdy traveling clothes.

      She pulled out the stiletto and scabbard and paused to consider it. The blade was thin, eight inches long, hilt and scabbard decorated with blue glass meant to resemble sapphires. Her father had handed it to her before her departure from home. To defend your virtue, he’d said with a chuckle and a wink. A sudden feeling of affection for her father welled up inside her. She was desperately homesick, she realized, and could almost make herself believe she might’ve run away even without the threat of the plainsmen.

      Mira shoved the stiletto into her backpack. Anyway, she didn’t even know how to use it.

      What’s so difficult? Stick the pointy end into whatever you want to die.

      She grabbed a final few items. A ball of yarn. A simple silver necklace. A comb. A cake of perfumed soap the baroness had given her upon arrival as a welcome gift. None of these items seemed especially useful for being adrift in the wilderness, but she owned precious little, she realized, and was loath to leave anything behind.

      She stood and slung the backpack over her shoulder. She’d change once she was out of the keep and away. No reason to draw unwanted attention until then. Mira took a last look at her room and tried to stir up some feeling, nostalgia maybe, but couldn’t quite manage it. She hadn’t wanted to come here in the first place, and there was no good reason to stay.

      In the next moment, she was back out in the hall and headed for the stairs. When Merrik and the priest had first arrived and word had spread through the keep that two men had come through the tunnel – a tunnel hardly anyone had heard of before – she’d set out the very next day to find it for herself. Even then, the seed of escape had been planted, her mind shuffling and considering scenarios and contingencies. A bored guard had stood there, but Mira was known throughout the keep, and all she’d had to do was express curiosity at where the strangers had come from, and the guard had been glad to show her.

      She’d have to pass the kitchens on the way to the cellar with the tunnel entrance, and she intended to grab whatever foodstuffs were available for her journey. A water skin would be a good idea too.

      As she padded down the hall, she couldn’t help but notice how eerily quiet it was, not even servants scurrying to their duties. Mira could almost imagine the entire keep empty and that she was the lone occupant, deserted by everyone else.

      The illusion vanished as she approached the main stairway going down when she heard the clank of armor and weapons and heavy boots coming up the stairs toward her. She froze.

      Two of Harkun’s soldiers came up the stairs and were startled at the sight of her.

      “Milady,” said one of them, coming forward to take her by the elbow. “You mustn’t be here.”

      “Oh, well … I …” Mira couldn’t think of a single legitimate excuse.

      They ushered her back down the hall, the soldier still holding her elbow, not roughly, but insistently. He had a battle to go die in and didn’t have time for a woman randomly wandering the keep.

      “We need to take you back with the others. Please hurry, milady.”

      Mira let the man lead her. “Oh, uh, yes. Of course.” Shit.

      They arrived at the baroness’s door, a suite of rooms on the other side. Mira had spent a lot of time here attending her ladyship, and it looked like she was about to spend more time here now. The soldier knocked, then opened the door when a voice said, “Come.”

      They entered, and the women within looked up at them. The baroness sat in her high-backed chair in the corner, face outwardly calm, but fingers nervously working the needlepoint in her lap. Tabba sat cross-legged on a divan against the opposite wall, eyes nervous. A half-dozen other women sat around the room, the wives of prominent merchants, favorite maids and high-level servants.

      “Mira. Good,” the baroness said. “I’d begun to worry.”

      Mira offered a perfunctory curtsy and entered the room. No one seemed to notice her backpack or traveling boots.

      “Your ladyship,” said the soldier. “Your husband has made it clear these rooms are to be made secure. Do you need anything before I go?”

      “Thank you, no,” the baroness said. “Good luck to you and your brothers in arms. Dumo keep you. Or the Star Goddess if you prefer.”

      Mira watched as the heavy door closed with an ominous thunk. The jangle of keys, and then the click-clack as the tumblers shifted into place, the door locked from the other side.

      Mira’s heart hammered in her chest. There would be no tunnel, no escape. Whatever the outcome of the battle, whatever fate befell the keep, she’d be here for it.
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        * * *

      

      The lanky sergeant trudged toward her, face dour, his boots making a sucking sound in the mud with each step. Jeen Derelith sat astride the black mare and waited patiently. She was saddle sore, and the breast plate and chainmail were uncomfortable. She hung her helm by the strap from her saddle horn. They’d barely started, and already she was tired and irritated.

      The sergeant kept coming along the line of stalled soldiers, horses and wagons. The company was a hundred and thirty strong if one counted fighting men along with grooms, fletchers, cooks, and so on.

      The sergeant stopped when he reached her, squinting up where she sat in the saddle and belatedly offered a salute.

      Jeen sighed. “Well?”

      “About as expected.” The sergeant was an old hand named Higg, his face weathered and deeply lined, his jaw square, and bags drooping under his eyes. “And it’ll be worse when we hit the switchbacks.”

      Jeen made a dissatisfied but noncommittal grunt as she considered. The road up to Whiteout Pass was narrow and difficult enough under the best circumstances, but the sudden odd weather had made it nearly impassable. A heavy, early snowfall had jammed the road waist deep. The storm was immediately followed by freakishly warm weather, which had melted the snow and turned the road to mud. The lead wagons slid back precariously when encountering the steeper inclines. Finally, she’d ordered the entire column to halt while scouts were sent ahead to ascertain the severity of the situation.

      “Can you get them up or not?” she asked.

      “I think,” Higgs said. “But not easy and not fast. Might be we should come up with some alternate course of action.”

      Jeen could see Higgs wanted her to ask his opinion, so she purposely didn’t.

      The problem with the grizzled sergeant was that he was a true believer. He was a lifer as a man of arms, and all of his previous officers had been from the aristocracy, men of nobler blood but lesser abilities. Higgs had spent his life taking orders from the stupidest and the least experienced. He’d been first in line to rid the land of such men when the revolution had come. And when they’d been wiped from the world, doubtlessly, men like Higgs had expected to move up and take their places.

      But instead, Higgs had found himself subordinate to some green officer without even a tenth of his military experience. It would have been of little use to explain to him there was a political component at work, and he’d have only seen it as weakness. Higgs’ one saving grace was that he was a professional. He followed orders even if he didn’t like them. He probably even thought he kept his contempt well hidden.

      He didn’t, but Jeen pretended he did to make the situation work.

      “How many mounted soldiers can we field?” She already knew the answer but figured it best to make Higgs feel part of the process.

      Higgs scratched the salt and pepper stubble on his jaw. “Most of the company’s infantry. Two dozen mounted, including both the junior officers. But we can do you another fifty if we take the horses from the wagons.”

      Twenty-five wagons, two horses each. She absently chewed her bottom lip as she thought. They couldn’t take the horses from the wagons. The wagons were full of crossbow bolts, foodstuffs and oil to pour on anyone assaulting the walls as well as tools and materials to repair the neglected fortifications. In short, everything they’d need to hold the fort for a long period of time against whatever was thrown at them.

      Getting the wagons up the road would already be difficult enough. Without horses, it wouldn’t happen at all.

      “I’ll take twenty mounted soldiers, and we’ll secure the fortress,” Jeen said. “We can move fast enough if we don’t have to wait on the wagons. I’ll need you to make sure the rest of the column follows as quickly as possible.”

      Higgs’ withering expression told the whole story. He obviously thought someone of his experience should be in the first group to reach the fortress. He opened his mouth, but Jeen jumped in first.

      “Unless you think the wagons will make it up the mountain without you here to light a fire under everyone’s ass,” Jeen said.

      The look on Higgs’ face made it clear he thought he should be everywhere at once and didn’t trust anyone else to get things done.

      “I’ll need to leave one of the other officers in charge here with you,” Jeen said. “If you have a recommendation, I’m all ears.”

      Higgs’ eyes narrowed. The man realized what he was being offered. Higgs would be stuck with one of the green, snot-nosed officers, but at least he could choose which one.

      “Captain Bormann would seem the best choice, commander,” Higgs said. “He’s more … uh … open to suggestions.”

      Meaning, he’ll stay out of your way, Jeen thought.

      “Good. Then pass the word,” she told him. “I want my twenty riders within the hour with all the supplies they can carry on their backs.”

      “Yes, commander,” Higgs said. “I’ll supervise it myself.”

      “And, Higgs?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Commander?”

      “We’ll be twisting in the wind up there,” Jeen said. “I’m counting on you to bring the rest of the column as quickly as possible.”

      Higgs straightened and saluted. “If we’re not there, we’re dead.”
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        * * *

      

      The cork arrow floating in the bowl took them almost due north, nudging them only slightly to the east. Rugger suspected this enterprise had not been completely thought through. For starters, the going was slow. Red William’s magical tracking arrow had to float in the bowl of wine, which couldn’t be spilled without spoiling the spell. Keeping the bowl stable in a rocking, bouncing wagon was a challenge.

      Rugger and Blumpt took turns. One guarding the bowl in the back of the big box wagon, the other sitting up front to drive, two enormous draft horses pulling the wagon with ease. When they’d reach a patch of rough, rutted road, the driver would slow the already slow progress to a crawl. The bruisers’ lives would be ruled by a bit of bobbing cork until they finally found Merrik Niles. The bowl with the cork nested in a wooden box filled with hay.

      At first, Rugger had marveled at the magic, but there had to be a more efficient way to track their prey.

      The next problem was Red William himself. Rugger had encountered his share of unpleasant people, had worked for a number of them, grudgingly, but pay was pay. It was a hazard of the business. Rugger and Blumpt were the men who did the dirty work, so it stood to reason that employers would be self-important men who looked down on them. Rugger and Blumpt got messy so their employers could carry on with their clean, soft lives.

      But these were the men with the silver. It is what it is, he often told Blumpt. These days, he told it to himself just as much.

      But Red William was something else. If there were a more arrogant, spoiled, rude, pretentious fop of a man anywhere in the Scattered Kingdom, Rugger didn’t want to meet him. The back of the wagon was outfitted with plush bedding, and the wizard alternated between drinking, sleeping and complaining. He berated Rugger and Blumpt for driving the wagon too fast and griped when progress seemed too slow.

      When they stopped at an inn for the night, William would leave the men to tend to the horses and the wagon. If he didn’t like the service at the inn, he was rude and sarcastic about it. When the service was good, he failed to be grateful.

      Rugger fantasized about punching the wizard square in the face, but then remembered the smell of the sizzled man writhing in agony on the floor of the Hallucinating Hog. If Red William were spoiled and arrogant, it was simply because power had made him so. There were good, brave men in the world who knew how to handle power, and saw it as a responsibility rather than a plaything.

      But there were many more like William.

      They’d come far enough north for it to be cold now, and Rugger sat hunched inside a heavy woolen cloak and sat on the wagon’s front bench, reins in his hands. The road stretched ahead smooth and flat for a change, and the horses clopped forward without incident.

      They emerged from a shallow valley nestled among low hills, and a nameless village of decent size sprang up in the distance, wide, barren fields stretching east and west, the grain harvest already past.

      The horse clopped into the village, dutifully pulling the big, creaking box. Rugger eased back on the reins as they entered the square and halted in front of the well. The village was typically arranged, huts and houses clustered around the local water source, mostly thatched roofs, and occasionally a larger cottage with wooden shingles. There was a blacksmith’s shop across the square, the clang of hammer on anvil ringing across the village. Merchant stalls and tradesmen’s storefronts lined all sides. Men and women quietly hawked their wares but not with the manic energy that Rugger had seen in big city markets. A sleepy little place, but peaceful and content to all outward appearances. .

      Rugger twisted on the driver’s bench at the head of the wagon to face the little window behind him. He slid the wooden shutter to the side, so he could talk to those in back of the wagon. “Gonna water the horses. Maybe a chance to stretch your legs.”

      He slid the window shut again on the vague grumbles within. He heard the wagon’s back door open.

      Rugger groaned as he climbed down from the driver’s bench, stretching and rubbing his lower back. How many more jobs like this until he settled down on some small patch of land in the country to rest and run out his days?

      And do what? Raise goats? Sit on a stump and whittle like old men? Rugger didn’t know what he wanted to do, but there was a growing understanding of what he didn’t want to do. Fatigue was part of it, yes. He wasn’t an old man, but he wasn’t as spry as he used to be either. But there was something more. A realization of a simple and basic dissatisfaction, and it had become all the more noticeable after a few days in Red William’s company.

      This is my life? Taking orders from some prat?

      He lowered the bucket into the well, and by the time he brought it back up full, Blumpt stood next to him.

      “How’s it back there riding with the wizard? Good conversationalist, is he?” Rugger poured the water into the trough in front of the horses.

      Blumpt rolled his eyes. “Let me drive the wagon for a while.”

      Rugger chuckled, rubbing one of the horses along the neck as it dipped its head to drink from the trough. “Not on your life. Your turn’s tomorrow and not a second sooner.”

      An unhappy grunt from Blumpt.

      Rugger lowered the bucket into the well again. Might as well refill the water barrel inside the wagon. There were villages and tiny hamlets all through this region, but it never hurt to be prepared.

      A young girl approached, a yoke across her shoulders, buckets swinging from ropes on either side. She stopped at the well and set the yoke and buckets on the ground.

      “I won’t be a minute,” Rugger told her.

      “Don’t hurry for me, milord,” she said. “You were here first.”

      “Don’t milord me, girl. I’m decent common folk.”

      She didn’t say anything but smiled, her face brightening. She had red hair pulled into a loose ponytail, a spray of freckles across the bridge of her nose.

      “What are you, fifteen?”

      “Thirteen, milor – uh – sir.”

      Rugger shook his head. Ugh. He was glad he wasn’t a father; glad he didn’t have daughters.

      When Rugger was a lad, there was a girl in his neighborhood who developed before all the others. Even as a child, Rugger had been more observant than average, had a natural intuition about things, and to him, the girl’s situation was more curse than advantage. She’d been taller, which made her seem older, breasts blooming too soon. Rugger had gawked along with the rest of the boys but was too shy to try anything, and he was glad for that now. The other boys were pigs, wanted only one thing, and the other girls hated her for getting all the attention. Her life turned ugly when older men started to notice.

      It bothered Rugger that he couldn’t remember her name.

      “What do they call you, girl?”

      “Becka.”

      “What a perfectly lovely name.” William stepped around the wagon and approached the well. “A lovely name for a lovely young lady.”

      Red William had chosen his outfit from the darker side of his wardrobe. Doublet a deep scarlet with a line of the same color running down black breeches. Black boots just covering his ankles. A matching cloak hung jauntily off one shoulder, clasped in place by a silver brooch cast in the shape of a grinning skull. A gleaming dagger with a ruby-encrusted scabbard hung from his belt.

      “Milord.” Becka managed a reasonable curtsy. She’d used the word with Rugger out of simple politeness, but the splendidly dressed man before her now was clearly one of her betters.

      William casually reached behind her and pulled her ponytail loose, letting her red curls cascade down over her shoulders.

      “There, that’s better,” William said. “One should never conceal such striking beauty.”

      Rugger and Blumpt exchanged looks.

      “Are you a farm girl?” William asked.

      Becka shook her head. “I serve and clean at the Thirsty Cousin, milord. My mum’s a cook there.” She gestured to a point behind them.

      The men turned and saw it, the biggest building in the village – which still wasn’t saying much – and the only one with a second floor. Mud and logs and a shabby roof of faded wooden shingles.

      “Is that a proper inn or just a tavern?” asked the wizard.

      “Four rooms upstairs,” Becka said. “All empty right now.”

      “Then that’s for us,” William decided. “What do they call the proprietor?”

      “Demmon, milord.”

      “I shall seek him out and arrange for the night’s accommodation.”

      Rugger cleared his throat. “Still plenty of daylight, my lord.”

      “I’m not spending another minute in that wretched wagon,” William said. “We’ll begin again in the morning.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Rugger said. “I’ll take the wagon around back and unhitch the team.”

      “I’m sure the Thirsty Cousin will have everything we need to pass a comfortable and enjoyable evening.” Red William winked at the girl before turning to casually stroll toward the inn.

      Becka watched him a moment then turned to the business of drawing water from the well.

      “Don’t like it,” muttered Blumpt.

      Rugger waved a hand at William’s back. “There he goes if you’d like to lodge a complaint. Be my guest.”

      Blumpt shook his head. “Nope.”

      “Then shut up and help me with the horses,” Rugger said. “And for the record, I don’t much like it either.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      In an attempt to push back the plainsmen, the peasants formed two lines of spears, pressing forward at the urging of the uniformed soldiers. In some cases, the spears found their marks, but the peasants were untrained and terrified, and mostly screamed and died, falling bloody to the turf where plainsmen trampled over them to hack down their kinfolk.

      Merrik’s anger at seeing the plainsmen top the curtain wall lasted all of two seconds. Then fear took hold again. He retrieved his sword and found a narrow stair going down the east wall. He reached the bottom and sprinted full speed across the bailey toward the keep. His only chance was to get inside before they shut and barred the door. He glanced at the plainsmen pushing through the ragged line of peasant militia. It was all happening too fast. The line would be overrun any moment now.

      A clamorous, clanking racket came up fast behind him, and Merrik glanced over his shoulder, marveling that Lee was keeping pace in full plate armor. Merrik felt exhausted just looking at him.

      An uproar at the gate. The plainsmen had opened it from the inside, and more of them crowded through, but the peasants’ spears and a handful of the baron’s men kept them back. That wouldn’t last long.

      Merrik and Lee reached the keep’s door just as the baron, his son Kurran, and Count Bettin came crashing through the melee with a squad of men guarding them. The baron clutched himself, bleeding from several places, and tumbled to the ground.

      “Father!” Kurran went to one knee next to him, cradling his father’s head. Bettin, Lee, and Merrik made a circle around them. Baron Harkun coughed once, flecks of blood on his lower lip.

      “We’ve got to get him inside,” Kurran said urgently.

      Bettin shook his head. “That only postpones the inevitable.”

      “We’ll talk about it inside,” Kurran barked. “Somebody lift him!”

      “Marquis, help me.” Lee took the baron under the arms. “Follow Lord Kurran!”

      Merrik grabbed one of the baron’s legs and lifted, and out of nowhere, Effingham was there lifting the other leg, and all three men carried the baron into the keep.

      “Where in the bloody blue blazes have you been?” Merrik asked the priest.

      “Dodging plainsmen axes,” Effingham said.

      They set the baron down just inside the foyer with a grunt of pain.

      “Okay, now we have a moment.” Kurran panted, looking like he was about to fall over. “What now?”

      “The tunnel,” Merrik said.

      The count thought about it and shook his head. “That’s fine for a handful trying to flee, but too many of us will go too slowly, and if they come at us from both ends, we’ll be slaughtered like rats. I’d rather chance it in the open.”

      “What do you mean?” Kurran asked.

      “There’s nearly a hundred horses in the stables,” Bettin said. “We mount up and ride out hard.”

      “They’ll cut us down.”

      “Not all of us,” Bettin insisted. “The plainsmen are on foot. We’ll push through them and keep going for open ground. By the time they get to their horses – if they even bother – we’ll have a good start. Some will fall, yes, but others will make it. I’d rather die trying to fight past them, than get trapped down in some hole.”

      “We’ll need a rallying point.”

      “M-Mykle.” Harkun coughed more blood, then repeated, “Mykle.”

      “The beggar baron?” asked the count.

      “But a good man,” Kurran said.

      “It’s decided, then. I’ll order the grooms to saddle the horses.” The count looked at Baron Harkun then back to his son. “I’m sorry, Kurran, but there’s not a moment to spare. Take command of the troops holding the gate or we’ll never have enough time. I’ll bring your horse.” Bettin didn’t wait for a reply. He turned and ran from the keep.

      Kurran looked stricken as he met his father’s eyes, fear so plain in the old man’s expression. “The keep is lost, Father. I’m sorry.”

      “Y-your … m-mother,” Harkun sputtered.

      “I can fetch her, my lord,” Lee said. “While you lead the defense. The marquis can assist me.”

      I can? But Merrik nodded grimly.

      The baron and his son clasped hands. “D-dumo … save you,” said the old man.

      Kurran started to say something then clenched his jaw. All he could do was bow his head once and then he was out the door and away back to the battle.

      “M-Merrik. Come here.” Harkun’s voice was weak.

      Merrik went to the baron, leaned in close to the old man’s face.

      “The … Covenant. You m-must ... redeem me. R-redeem House Harkun. P-please …”

      Merrik had no idea what the baron was talking about, but that wasn’t what one said to a dying man. “It shall be done.”

      With a trembling hand, Harkun pulled at the chain around his neck. He pulled it until the iron key emerged from the top of his breastplate. “Take … t-take it.”

      As gently as possible, he unclasped the chain and slipped off the key. It felt cold and heavy in his hand.

      With sudden speed and strength, Harkun latched onto Merrik’s forearm. “Promise. Promise … m-me.”

      Merrik met the man’s eyes. “I promise.”

      “My lord, the baron’s wife,” Lee said.

      Merrik looked through the open door at the battle beyond. The plainsmen would break through any second. Merrik was shocked they hadn’t already. He’d underestimated the peasants’ ability to fight.

      They don’t want to die. It’s as simple as that.

      “You’ve got to hold that door,” he told Lee. “Wait as long as you can to close it … but close it when you have to. No matter who’s left out there, you’ll have to close it.” Had the count and the baron’s son made it to the horses? They were probably dead already.

      “I’ll do it,” Lee said gravely.

      Merrik rose and headed for the stairs, the baron’s key clutched in one hand. He flew up the steps, but when he reached the third floor, he realized he didn’t know where he was going. He wanted to find the baron’s private rooms and retrieve the scepter. The keep was doomed. There was nothing he could do if he stayed except die. If he could get hold of the scepter and make it back out through the tunnel, he’d have a chance. He’d be out in the open, no horse, but a slim chance was better than none.

      He tried the first door. Locked. He opened his hand and looked at the key there. The baron had called it a skeleton key. Merrik inferred that meant it could open any lock in the keep. Time to put it to the test.

      He inserted the key and turned it, the lock clunking. He opened the door.

      The room was empty.

      The next room was empty too, and so was the one after that. Had they gone or moved? Merrik ran down the hall, throwing open random doors, some locked, others not. Fear rose in him, his imagination taking over. Plainsmen had broken into the keep through some back way. Or the women had fled on their own and were now somewhere unprotected. He unlocked the next door and threw it open.

      All the women in the room turned toward him, gasping as one.

      Relief flooded Merrik.

      Mira stood, face brightening, and it was clear she thought he’d come for her and his heart broke a little. And, just slightly, maybe he was ashamed. He hadn’t been trying to find her. The women, yes, and the baroness, but not her specifically.

      And the scepter. He’d been searching for his treasure.

      His eyes shifted to the baroness sitting in the corner, back straight, chin up, jaw tight as she braced herself for whatever Merrik was going to say.

      “Your pardon, my lady,” Merrik said. “Your husband.”

      She stood slowly, her eyes never leaving his. “Is he alive?”

      “Barely,” Merrik said. “His injuries are—”

      But she was already moving, and Merrik had to stand aside to let her sweep past.

      “He’s in the foyer,” he called after her.

      He made to leave, but two hands grabbed his arm and turned him around to face Mira’s alarmed face.

      “What’s happening? Where are you going?”

      “I’ve got to get something.” Merrik gestured after the baroness. “Attend to her ladyship.”

      He was out the door fast, not bothering to look and see if Mira had done as told.

      Merrik moved rapidly from door to door. The next three were unlocked – bed chambers, some kind of sitting room, all abandoned. This place is too damn big.

      The door at the very end of the hall was locked. Merrik opened it with the key and entered.

      This sitting room looked much like any other one except better furnished. Rich tapestries hung on the wall. The fireplace was cold, the Harkun coat of arms displayed prominently over the mantel. Two doors led to other rooms, and an archway led out to a wide balcony.

      Merrik went out to the balcony.

      The bailey below roiled with chaos. The defenders no longer held the attackers at the bottleneck of the gate, and Harkun’s men fought in knots of three or four, plainsmen closing in on them from all sides.

      Merrik quickly turned back inside to avoid seeing the inevitable. He didn’t have time to waste. Moreover, he didn’t have the stomach for it. The screams of the dying chased him back inside.

      The first room was a spacious bed chamber. Nothing useful there.

      The next room was obviously the baron’s private study, a desk with scrolls, quill, and inkwell. There was a small glass flask on the desk, half filled with amber liquid. Merrik pulled the cork and sniffed. Something like brandy. He took a large swallow, then put the flask back, and glanced around the rest of the room.

      A low wooden chest under the window had a sturdy-looking iron lock with a large keyhole. He knelt, inserted the key, and turned it. The lock clicked open.

      The scepter waited at the bottom of the chest in a nest of red velvet. He lifted it. Merrik had forgotten the heft of it. He’d need something to carry it in. As he stood, he glanced into the chest again and paused. The small leather pouch in the corner of the chest had the unmistakable look of a coin purse.

      If he were fortunate enough to escape with his life, there would eventually be expenses.

      And Dumo bless him, but the baron’s not going to need it now, is he?

      He snatched up the purse and frantically tugged it open. He spilled the coins onto the red velvet and began counting them out of old habit.

      He blinked. All of the coins were gold. A single gold coin was worth many silvers. The conversion rates were set monthly by the moneylenders in Five Rivers and Port Ossen. He tried to remember the last rate he’d seen, but the blood-curdling sound of battle floating in from the window undermined his arithmetic.

      A quick count. Forty-four gold coins.

      It was a fortune.

      He stood, leaving the coins in the chest. This was likely the sum total of the Harkun legacy. He couldn’t. Merrik turned and left it.

      Then immediately turned back again, scooping the coins back into the purse and yanking it closed. He cinched the bag to his belt.

      A short search of the baron’s rooms turned up a backpack. He wrapped the scepter in a cloth and shoved it in the pack. He grabbed the flask off the desk and put that in too.

      This is all taking too long. The plainsmen could be in the keep by now. They  could be murdering everyone on the third floor while I’m plundering a dead man’s possessions.

      Which would put the barbarians between Merrik and the escape tunnel. He muttered a quick appeal to Dumo that the door would hold. The damn priest is right. We all pray sooner or later.

      He slung the pack over one shoulder and headed for the stairs. A sense of renewed urgency gripped him, and he went down quickly, but came up short near the foyer landing. The baroness sobbed across the baron’s chest. Lee, Mira, and Tabba looked on mournfully from a respectful distance.

      A dismal handful of the baron’s men-at-arms stood scattered around the foyer, leaning on spears or against the wall, bloodied and battered and defeated. These were obviously the only ones who’d made it inside before Lee shut and barred the door. Count Bettin and the baron’s son Kurran were not among them.

      The rhythmic slam against the door from the outside echoed through the keep, each blow straining the thick wood and iron hinges. Nobody even spared the door a glance. They knew it was merely a matter of time.

      Mirelda Harkun caressed her husband’s face, her tears falling into his beard.

      Merrik cast about, looking for Effingham, but the priest was nowhere to be seen.

      Damn the man. Well, if he thinks, I’m going to wait for him …

      Mira must have had a similar thought. She latched on to him, trying to tug him away from the others. “Come on,” she whispered. “We’ve got to go now.”

      The plainsmen redoubled their efforts to smash themselves into the keep. The soldiers frantically carried in furnishings from adjacent rooms to barricade the door. It all seemed so feeble to Merrik. The soldiers’ efforts might keep the barbarians out an extra few seconds, but everything they did reeked of futility.

      Mira was right. They needed to slip away now. Any further delay would –

      Effingham suddenly appeared out of nowhere, disheveled and breathless. The priest made a habit of showing up in the nick of time. He had a handful of frightened women in tow. Merrik recognized the women from the room where Mira and the baroness had been hiding.

      “There’s no one else in the keep,” Effingham said. “These ladies are the last.”

      “Why bring them here?” Merrik demanded. “They’ll break through any second.”

      Effingham frowned. “You know why. We can all escape through the tunnel. It’ll give us a chance.”

      Merrik and Mira exchanged looks. He suspected they were both thinking the same thing. Two people might flee the keep via the tunnel and could perhaps slip away across the barren plain unnoticed. But twenty might draw attention.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we must acknowledge the keep is lost,” Effingham said loudly.

      All heads turned toward the priest.

      “No one denies your bravery,” Effingham continued. “But now you must think of your lives.”

      The soldiers looked at each other and then to Lee.

      Lee set his jaw. “My place is here.”

      The baroness wiped her tears and said, “Go. We’re finished here. Save yourselves.”

      “Then let us be away, my lady,” Lee said gently.

      She shook her head. “I’m staying with my husband.”

      “But, my lady—”

      “Go!” There was a sudden heat in her voice. “Leave me.”

      “It is decided then,” Effingham said. “To the cellars.” He turned and the others followed, the soldiers leaving the door,

      Lee hadn’t moved. He stood staring down at his dead lord.

      “Lee.” When he didn’t reply, Merrik raised his voice. “Lee.”

      The man looked up, sorrow raw in his eyes.

      “Think of the women,” Merrik said. “Who better to protect them than you?”

      That seemed to get through, and Lee looked up, seeing Mira’s anxious face. “Yes. Of course.” To the baroness, he said, “My lady, are you sure … I mean … will you reconsider …”

      “It’s okay. Go,” she said, barely above a whisper. She lay down, resting her cheek on the baron’s chest. “It’s okay.”

      Lee stepped back, let out a long sigh, then hurried after Effingham as if rushing made his decision final. Thank Dumo. They’d tarried long enough. He hurried after Lee.

      And then stopped when he saw Mira wasn’t following.
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        * * *

      

      For Dumo’s sake, it looked like they were going, finally. Mira couldn’t remember ever seeing so many people who seemed determined to hang around and die. She was about to follow after Merrik when something caught her eye, and she stopped.

      Tabba sat against the wall, legs pulled up, hugging her knees as she rocked back and forth, flinching each time the plainsmen battered the door.

      “Tabba.”

      She didn’t respond.

      Mira took three steps toward her. “Tabba, look at me.”

      Her head jerked up, eyes haunted and moist at the edges.

      Mira reached out a hand. “You know what happens if you stay.”

      Tabba sat there trembling in the grip of indecision, a single tear rolling down her check.

      The plainsmen slammed the door again. Hard. A hinge popped off and tumbled through the air and struck the stone floor with a harsh clang. Tabba screamed and leapt to her feet, latching on to Mira’s hand. The two women ran, flashing past Merrik.

      “Hey!” Merrik rushed to catch up.

      The stairs to the cellar spiraled down and down and down. The hallway below branched one way to the dungeons and the other way to the storage cellars.

      Mira and Tabba held each other’s hands so tightly it hurt, neither woman willing to let go.

      They entered the cellar to find the rest already there, searching along the walls for the entrance to the tunnel. To the casual observer, the cellar seemed simply to be a place for storage, barrels and crates, and various other items kept out of harm’s way. When Mira had come down to see the tunnel for herself, she’d needed the guard to show her the entrance since it was disguised as an ordinary stretch of wall.

      “Not there, Father.” Mira pointed to a row of barrels lined against the wall twenty feet to the priest’s right.

      “Thank you, my daughter,” Effingham said. “When I came through the first time, I must admit I wasn’t paying as close attention as I should have.”

      They all worked together to move the barrels. Merrik and Lee put their shoulders against a spot and shoved. It didn’t move easily. It wouldn’t do to have somebody casually lean against it and then fall through into the secret passage.

      The men grunted and shoved, and then the coarse grinding of stone on stone reverberated around them. One side of the wall swung inward and the other side out. The wall had been mounted and balanced on some mechanism. Mira knew nothing of the engineering that went into it and didn’t care.

      They all crowded through the opening and then shoved the wall back into place. Lee slid back the heavy bolt securing the next door then opened it, the tunnel beyond yawning dark and ominous. Two of the soldiers had thought to grab torches.

      “Lee, take one of the torches and lead the way,” Merrik said. “I’ll bring up the rear with the other torch.”

      Lee and one of the soldiers entered, then the women and the priest, and then Merrik last. He shut the door again with a final clunk.

      “Move quickly and stay quiet,” Merrik said. “The door doesn’t lock from this side, but the plainsmen probably don’t even know the tunnel’s down here. They’ll loot the keep. That should keep them busy. Let’s make the most of the time and cover as much ground as possible. It’s a long walk. Lee, move us out. Single file.

      And they marched.

      Mira fell into a rhythm, arms swinging, one foot in front of the other, Tabba ahead of her and Effingham behind. Her mind wandered. She’d packed no food or water and had no money. It was a long walk home. Fleeing the bloodthirsty barbarians was her immediate concern, but there would need to be a more elaborate plan sooner or later.

      And then her mind went numb as she walked and walked and walked, time blurring into an endless sameness. No one talked. There was only the sound of footfalls and the dull clink of armor and weapons.

      At last, they came to a halt, and Mira almost bumped into Tabba ahead of her. Some activity at the head of the column and then hushed conversation, which rippled back person to person, and Tabba turned and whispered, “We’ve reached the exit. Lee’s going up to have a look around.”

      Mira turned to the priest and passed along the message.

      The next message was that it looked clear. They started moving forward again, and suddenly, Mira was frightened. They’d be out in the open, no protection. If mounted men spotted them, there would be no hope for escape.

      In the next instant, she was at a ladder. She climbed, heart thumping in her chest, looking up into a square of light. She made it through the hatch and found herself within a cluster of boulders.

      Lee held out a hand. “I’ll help you,”

      Mira took it and she climbed out into the open, where the other women stood. The priest and the others came out behind her.

      She made a full turn, looking in every direction. The land here was just as barren as it was around the keep, but not as flat. They were in a low area between rolling hills. The notion that the landscape might help hide them, lifted her spirits.

      Slightly.

      “And now what?” Merrik asked nobody in particular.

      Mira heard an accusation in Merrik’s tone. Look what you got me into. Or maybe that was just her imagination. Nerves were on edge. All of them seemed scared. Except Lee.

      “We must choose a destination,” Effingham said.

      “The rallying point,” Merrik said. “Kurran mentioned somebody called the beggar baron. Who’s that?”

      “Baron Mykle,” Lee said. “His holding is south along the edge of the great forest, but it’s all open country between here and there.”

      “Only if we take the direct route. We should cut east toward the forest directly,” suggested Effingham. “Once hidden among the trees, we can turn south.”

      “It’s the long way round, but maybe the safest choice,” Lee said.

      Mira had been hanging at the edge of the conversation and now stepped forward. “Then what are we waiting for? It will be dark in a few hours. Let’s go. Now!”

      “You heard the lady,” Merrik said. “Let’s get moving.”

      They marched west as a group, walking fast, tension and fear spurring them on. They walked faster, then faster still and then in silent agreement, they all started running. It was lunacy. They could not possibly keep up this pace all the way to the forest, and yet nobody cared. They knew what was behind them. They had hope. They were safe. And yet they knew that safety could be snatched away at any moment.

      And Mira ran from something else too. She ran from the memory of the baroness crying over her dead husband, ran from the guilt of leaving her behind.

      I’ll run all the way, she thought. I’ll run to the end of the world.
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      Kitimar Denning cinched her saddle tight and checked the saddle bags. All packed. The two-handed sword was in its saddle sheath where she could reach it. Yes, she could have had one of the grooms do it, but as her father had been fond of saying, It’s your ass up there in the saddle. At a full gallop is a piss-poor time to discover your gear wasn’t secured properly.

      She smiled at the memory of him.

      Kitimar mounted the enormous white stallion and rode out of the stable.

      Her little sister Jin waited for her in the courtyard, hands on hips, not trying to hide a mocking grin. “Are you posing for an oil painting?”

      Kitimar looked down at herself. She wore a gleaming breastplate that had been fitted for her, the starburst symbol of the Goddess over her heart, the three circles underneath. Shoulder plates squared her frame, but light chainmail sleeves enabled better movement, light bracers, a split chainmail skirt and greaves completed the lot. Her father had employed the best blacksmiths and armorers available to make her a set of full plate, but she found it too heavy and preferred some plate pieces augmented by chain. In addition to the two-handed sword, a short sword and two daggers hung from her belt.

      On top of the enormous warhorse, she must have been a sight.

      Kitimar lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes. “I think I look rather grand, thank you very much.”

      A hint of a smile stretched on Jin’s lips, but her face turned somber. “What’s all this about you going off by yourself?”

      “What? I need to be more of a spectacle?” Kitimar said. “I’m not dragging around an entourage a mile long. Anyway, I want some time to think.”

      Kitimar’s conversation with the priestess had left her with a lingering anxiety. She still wasn’t completely sure what was required of her, but fumbling blindly toward whatever it might be seemed somehow better than sitting around and waiting.

      “Still, going alone seems like a bad idea. You should take somebody with you,” Jin insisted. “To watch your back.”

      “You’re not going.”

      “Kit, please. Chamberlain Roogan can handle the daily business of—”

      “Jin.”

      Jin opened her mouth to protest further but closed it again instead. They’d been over this a dozen times.

      “I’ll be fine,” Kitimar assured her.

      “What are you even supposed to do?”

      Ah, yes. The big question that kept coming back again and again. “I guess that’s what I’m going to find out.”

      “I don’t like this.”

      “You don’t like being left behind.”

      “There’s plenty not to like,” Jin said.

      “I don’t want you pacing around wringing your hands with worry about me. You’re the youngest. You’re supposed to be carefree. And please, please remember—”

      “To keep an eye on the twins,” Jin said. “You told me five hundred times.”

      “See you later, brat.”

      Kitimar clicked her tongue, and the stallion plodded toward the open gate. The guards saluted as she passed.

      She’d been too restless to wait, and yet she was also reluctant to go. She took the road at a slow walk down the hill, passing the family tombs. She saw that someone had placed fresh flowers at the tomb’s entrance, and smiled. Father had been popular with the people, and this would probably go on for the rest of the month, somebody looking to honor the man with roses from their personal garden or even ordinary field daisies.

      Eventually, people would forget, and the flowers would stop. As a child, she would walk among the tombs and run her small pink hands over the face of the statues, dukes and duchesses and relations from centuries ago. It only occurred to her when she was much older to wonder about the names and the people the statues represented. Someday some child would look at her father the same way, although the statue was still to be carved by a local artisan and would not be ready for several more weeks.

      It occurred to Kitimar she should have commissioned the statue well ahead of time. After all, her father’s death wasn’t sudden. Such things seemed like giving up, she supposed, or not wanting to face the truth. The wise always lauded the truth as something good, something to be sought, but Kitimar’s experience was that people spent most of their time avoiding it, or bending it, or squinting their eyes in hopes of seeing something else.

      She reached the bottom of the hill and rode through the village. Few walked the cobblestone streets, most people at their jobs or in the fields. Those who saw her nodded in respect, and she returned the nod.

      The domed roof of the Star Goddess temple on the next street rose above the storefronts to her left. It would have been only a short detour to go and talk again with the priestess, but there was no point in disturbing the woman. If anything had changed, Kitimar would have been told.

      Kitimar rode out of town, passing men and women working in the fields, and about a quarter mile from the stone bridge, she saw her.

      The priestess stood in the tall grass next to the road. As Kitimar approached, the priestess turned and smiled, although she could not possibly have seen who the rider was. A slight breeze tugged at the light material of her dress.

      Kitimar looked around but didn’t see the priestess’ attendants.

      “You’re not the only one who feels the need to get out on her own now and then, your grace,” the priestess said.

      “I won’t bother to ask how you knew it was me.” Kitimar dismounted. “But I will ask what you’re doing here.”

      “You wanted to see me, didn’t you?”

      “I … in a way. I guess I wanted you to tell me something that would make me feel …”

      “Less afraid.”

      That was not how Kitimar was going to put it, but she realized in that moment that it was true.

      “I’ll walk with you a ways.”

      Kitimar led the horse as they walked side by side.

      “Part of a priestess’s mission is to provide comfort when needed,” she told Kitimar. “It would be comforting, I suppose, to give you some guarantee. To tell you that your task will present itself in some obvious way, that it will be easily accomplished, that you’ll return safely. I can’t do that. My sight is blurred by fog in this case, the end too distant to see.”

      A wan smile from Kitimar. “Still waiting on that comfort, Mother.”

      “I can tell you this, and I know it’s true. I don’t know how I know, but I do.” The priestess paused. “It’s worth it.”

      “Mother?”

      “There’s going to be a new king,” the priestess said. “My vision wavers between two dimly glimpsed possibilities, but in both outcomes, someone rises to wear the crown. You have a part to play. I’m sure of it, although how this unfolds is a mystery. And it’s worth it. You’re not wasting your time. You are needed, and I think there is some comfort in that.”

      Kitimar considered the priestess’s words. If they offered any comfort, it was slow in coming.

      They arrived at the stone bridge that crossed Hunter’s Creek, and the priestess stopped. “Your journey begins. I will pray for you each night with the rising of the Second Sister.

      Kitimar tried to remember which one was the second. Zeel? I should probably go to temple more often.

      Kitimar mounted the horse, looked back and waved as she crossed the bridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The wizard was drunk.

      Rugger and Blumpt sat at a table with him inside the inn. The place had looked ramshackle from the outside, but was reasonably cozy within, the far wall taken up with a huge stone fireplace, a blaze roaring, a scattering of tables and a half dozen patrons. The door to the kitchen swung open and closed constantly as a harried trio of women brought a constant supply of food and drink.

      William, Rugger and Blumpt shared a good leg of lamb with little red potatoes and farm greens. Rugger downed a tankard of mead, thought it too sweet and didn’t bother with another. Blumpt nursed his second.

      Red William had been working hard to drink the inn out of its supply of red wine.

      And he’d specifically requested the young girl Becka wait on them. Whenever she arrived at their table to refill his goblet, William contrived to touch her on the hand or the arm or the hip. Becka said nothing but was clearly growing anxious.

      “Might be we should think about turning in, milord,” Blumpt suggested. “We’ve a long way to go. Best to make an early start.”

      Rugger tensed, knowing the wizard wouldn’t go for it but hoping he would.

      William turned his glassy eyes on Blumpt, smile sloppy, words slurred. “Don’t be absurd. We’re all having such a good time. Ah, here comes the lovely Becka.”

      The girl leaned in to refill William’s goblet, purposely not making eye contact with the wizard. It didn’t save her. One of William’s hands snaked around Becka’s waist, and he pulled her into his lap, where she sat stiffly, clutching the wine pitcher to her chest. Patrons at other tables turned their heads, noticing, but turned back to their drinks without much interest. Men getting fresh with barmaids in a tavern was nothing new.

      William ran a finger down Becka’s cheek. “Such wonderful skin. So white and clean.”

      Becka swallowed hard. “Thank you, milord.”

      Blumpt stirred.

      “Don’t,” Rugger said just loud enough for Blumpt to hear.

      Blumpt grunted and settled.

      William rubbed the girl’s back. “I would love for us to get to know each other, Becka. I find you simply fascinating.”

      “You’re very nice, milord. I do have work. The kitchen—”

      “Never mind the kitchen,” William told her. “You’re attending to me right now.”

      “Milord,” Blumpt said. “If the girl has work—”

      “She’s working now,” William said sharply, his eyes flaring. “I’m a customer and her job is to please me.”

      Rugger could feel the tension radiating off Blumpt, muscles bunched and tight like some animal coiled to strike. He willed his friend to calm, but knew it was useless.

      “Now, where were we?” William asked, turning back to Becka. “Ah, yes, your wonderfully unblemished skin. I take it you’re just as lovely all over. Let’s have a peek.”

      William took her woolen skirt between a thumb and forefinger and eased it up her leg.

      “Milord.”

      Don’t do it, Blumpt.

      Becka’s eyes went wide. She still clutched the pitcher with one hand. With the other, she tried to push the wizard’s hand away.

      But William insisted. “Darling, please. Don’t be shy. You’re too pretty not to share what you have.”

      “Milord,” Blumpt said again.

      William ignored him.

      The wizard bunched Becka’s skirt up above her knees but not quite to her waist, exposing a length of white thigh. He dragged his fingers along her thigh, and she began to tremble. If he noticed, he didn’t let on. William began to massage the thigh. “So soft.”

      A single tear broke loose from Becka’s watery eyes and trailed down her cheek.

      Blumpt began to stand.

      Rugger put a hand on his forearm. “Easy. How about another mead?”

      Blumpt shook him off.

      William noticed what was happening. “Leaving so soon, Blumpt? We’re all having such a good time.”

      “The girl needs to get back to the kitchen, milord.” Blumpt glared down at the wizard.

      “Never mind her. Go to bed if you’re tired.” William turned back to Becka, arms going around her. He pulled her close and nuzzled her ear.

      “She’s very young, milord,” Blumpt insisted.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Now stop harassing me.”

      “Milord.”

      “Sod off.”

      Blumpt reached for the wizard.

      Rugger tried to think of anything to say to forestall what he knew was going to happen next, but also knew it wouldn’t matter. He sat frozen, mesmerized by the unfolding calamity.

      Blumpt grabbed Red William’s arm.

      The wizard’s head snapped around, fury in his eyes. “What do you think you’re doing, oaf?”

      “Let her go, milord.” Blumpt didn’t raise his voice. Outwardly, he was the picture of calm. “You’ve had a bit to drink.”

      “How dare you!” William tried to jerk his arm away, but he might as well have been trying to pull free from the jaws of a crocodile.

      “Simmer down, milord. There’s a good gentleman. Let the girl be on her way.”

      William tried to pull away again, and when Blumpt pulled back, Becka spilled from the wizard’s lap with a startled yelp. The pitcher flew from her hands, clattered on the floor, wine splashing. Heads turned again, expressions more alarmed this time.

      “This is outrageous!” Spit flew from the wizard’s mouth as he shouted.

      “A good sleep will do you right,” Blumpt said. “Let’s get you upstairs and—”

      With his free hand, Red William dug his fingernails into the back of the hand holding him. Blumpt grunted but didn’t let go of the wizard. It would take more than a scratch to deter a man of Blumpt’s size and strength.

      Jumbled words flew from William’s mouth.

      Momentarily, Rugger’s ears felt as if they were stuffed up, the sound of the entire world muffled and distant. His ears cleared just in time to hear Blumpt howl pain.

      The big man flinched, body spasming. He tried to pull away from the wizard, but now it was his turn to be held fast, William digging his nails deeper into Blumpt’s flesh. Blumpt went rigid, mouth working soundlessly.

      Jagged black lines radiated beneath the skin where William’s fingernails cut into the meat of Blumpt’s hand. They traveled up his arm to his neck, spider-webbing across his face. His skin boiled, popping bloody in places. Somewhere inside Blumpt there must have been a scream trying to get out, but it couldn’t.

      The hurried shuffle of feet, the sound of chairs shoved back. Rugger tore his eyes away from Blumpt’s demise to see the rest of the inn’s patrons hastily heading for the back door, others escaping through the kitchen. Becka rapidly crawled away on all fours.

      Blumpt started twitching and didn’t stop. Blood leaked from the corners of his eyes, and a moment later from his ears. Foam spilled over his bottom lip. His face had gone tomato red and swollen, the rigid black lines criss crossing and pulsing like veins about to explode.

      Blumpt twisted with one final violent spasm, and William released him, stepping back. Blumpt froze there for a long moment and then toppled forward. Rugger only just managed to scurry out of the way. Blumpt hit the table with an ear splitting crack of splintering wood, his enormous bulk smashing it to kindling. They all stood that way a long second, the silence stark and sudden after the racket, Blumpt’s corpse utterly still.

      The scrape of cloth across the wooden floor caught Rugger’s attention, and from the corner of his eye, he saw Becka still crawling and disappearing through the kitchen door. A brief flutter of relief loosened his chest, but it didn’t last.

      Red William stood aquiver with rage, indignant fury wild in his eyes. “Insolent idiot! What could have possessed him to put his hands on me? Let it be known that any man who dares—”

      Rugger’s fist came up so fast that he didn’t even know what he was doing until it struck. Everything shifted into slow-motion. Rugger’s knuckles slammed into the side of William’s face, snapping his head around. Rugger heard and felt a pop crunch as things went loose inside the wizard, blood and saliva and a single tooth flying from William’s mouth, his eyes crossing, limbs going limp. Rugger might as well have been punching a child.

      Rugger heard Red William’s body hit the floor with a thud but didn’t see it. He’d already turned, fast walking toward the inn’s front door. His shoulders bunched as he braced for the wizard’s retribution, but he reached the door without magical fire lashing his body.

      Rugger made it outside to the wagon and horses without a lightning bolt or some other spell ending him.

      He hitched the team to the wagon faster than he ever had before, expecting to die at any moment. When he didn’t, he climbed aboard the wagon, took the reins. clucked his tongue, and the wagon lurched forward. Rugger turned it north. The road was smooth, and Rugger hoped the bowl with the cork arrow wouldn’t spill.

      The village lights faded behind him, and it was several miles later, he sighed and realized he’d escaped, even knowing at the same time his safety was certainly only temporary.

      I should have killed him, he realized belatedly. I should have made sure. Finished it.

      He’d hit Red William with all the strength he’d had in him. If the wizard got up again, there would be nowhere Rugger could go he’d be safe.
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      When they couldn’t run anymore, they jogged, and when they grew too tired for that, they walked. When walking became impossible, and their muscles groaned, and any sane person would simply have collapsed on the spot, they trudged. The moon glared down at them, providing barely enough light for them to keep track of one another.

      They walked through the night until the hazy pink of dawn rimmed the horizon. They found a low area hidden by gentle hills, as good a place as any to finally collapse. They slept in a loose group, not bothering to keep watch. If the plainsmen found them, there wouldn’t be anything they could do about it.

      Mira slept up against Merrik on one side, Tabba on the other. There was nothing lewd in this arrangement. They were all freezing. Tabba especially hadn’t dressed warmly at all, not expecting a sudden escape into the wilderness. At least the rising sun would warm them, if only slightly.

      It seemed to Merrik he’d just closed his eyes when he looked up to see Lee shaking him awake. The sun burned high in the sky. Merrik sat up, every muscle protesting.

      “I sent one of the men to the top of that low hill,” Lee said. “No sign of pursuit. We should go while we have the chance.”

      Merrik groaned to his feet. “Okay. Let’s get moving.”

      They all began walking again, a dogged methodical march instead of yesterday’s panicked sprint when they’d emerged from the tunnel. They walked the rest of the day without pause. Due east. As dusk approached, the tree line of the great forest came into view, and hopes rose. They all found some hidden store of determination and picked up the pace.

      Within the supposed safety of the tree line, they collapsed again, panting and sore. The towering evergreens weren’t exactly fortress walls, but they at least provided concealment. Merrik felt a palpable sense of relief at no longer being out in the open.

      “I’m too old for this.” Effingham sprawled on the ground in the tall grass and closed his eyes. In scant seconds, he snored lightly.

      “My lord, I think we’re safe for the moment, but I’ve stationed men as sentries,” Lee said. “We have no food or water. I think while there’s daylight left, a few of us should fan out and look around. Maybe there’s a stream.”

      Merrik didn’t want to move but nodded and followed Lee into the forest. He veered one way, Lee another.

      The dying light filtered through the trees, brightening dust motes in the air. The forest was utterly still and quiet, and Merrik suddenly found himself acutely alone. It was not an entirely unpleasant sensation. He found himself strolling, relieved that the frantic flight from Harkun’s Keep was over … at least for now.

      You’re headed east. Why not keep going?

      Merrik frowned. Ponder?

      Ponder laughed his mad cackle.

      Where have you been?

      Hiding in the back of your mind, Ponder said.

      Where’s Cullen?

      Cullen comes when he’s needed. He isn’t as chatty as I am. I’m the social one.

      I’m honored.

      I honor even the dishonorable. I bow to the beggar and scoff at kings.

      What do you want?

      Me? Oh, nothing for myself. I’m here to help you. Didn’t you know?

      Merrik rolled his eyes.

      Keep walking. Come through the forest and head for the coast. Far away from plainsmen.

      And then what?

      And then whatever you like. You’re a wealthy man. Don’t you remember?

      Merrik’s hand fell to the fat purse tied to his belt. He’d forgotten about the gold he’d rescued from Harkun’s Keep.

      Rescued is a much more palatable word than stolen, isn’t it?

      Better than leaving it to the barbarians, Merrik shot back.

      Oh, of course. So take it and enjoy yourself. You’ve earned it. Why shouldn’t you have the soft life you’ve always wanted? You owe nothing to those others. Brave Lee who fought on the wall at your side? I’m sure he’ll understand. And Mira? She seems rather taken with you. She’ll wonder where you went, but I’m sure someone will have something comforting to tell her. And let’s not even get started on the dullard old priest. A nuisance you’re eager to be shed of, I’m sure.

      An inexplicable anger rose up in Merrik.

      Ponder laughed again. No, you won’t, will you? Could it be that deep down in that greedy, self-serving lump you call a heart, you’re actually … a good person? How inconvenient.

      Why don’t you just tell me straight out what you want?

      There’s an old saying. You can lead a horse to water, but –

      “Shut up.”

      Silence.

      Merrik cocked his head and listened. Full dark would be upon him soon, and hearing would serve him better than sight. He stood frozen and held his breath.

      A babble … a trickle.

      He stepped carefully in the failing light, putting one boot in front of the other, angling slightly to the south. It didn’t take him long to come upon the ravine. He slid five feet down the gentle slope, then moved along the shallow stream to a wide area where the water pooled. He went to his knees and scooped water into his mouth. It was biting cold but a relief to his parched throat.

      He didn’t have a water skin. The rest would need to come to the stream to drink. He remembered the baron’s flask. He pulled it out and yanked the cork free with his teeth. There was a swallow of the harsh brown liquor left, and Merrik downed it with relish, a brief warmth coursing through his limbs. Then a fleeting regret the flask was empty.

      Merrik dipped the flask into the pool, filled it a third of the way, sloshed the water around and then drained it. He went to fill the flask again with fresh water when a gleam of light caught his eye.

      At first, Merrik thought it was the last of the daylight glimmering on the surface of the rippling stream. It wasn’t. A group of fish, each no longer than Merrik’s forefinger, darted through the shallows. Merrik’s father had told him about fish like these. They provided their own illumination. They were usually found deep in caves where there was no light, and Merrik wondered if the stream flowed from or fed into some nearby cavern. As a child, his father had told him this wasn’t magic but rather a wonder of nature. As an adult, Merrik remained dubious.

      He thought about his father’s penchant for esoteric information and frowned. Merrik had watched ignorant men flaunt their wealth and privilege while his father’s accumulation of knowledge had left him a pauper, and had done nothing to advance his place in the world. His father had cherished knowledge for its own sake. He’d seemed a happier man for it but had left Merrik nothing when he’d died.

      The fish swam little circles in front of him, their golden glow the only illumination now that the sun had dipped below the horizon. The forest around him was utterly dark. Merrik hoped he could find his way back to –

      A strange feeling, not altogether unfamiliar. The world shimmered and blurred, and a chill tingled down his spine.

      “Ponder?”

      No answer.

      Another strange sensation within him, part familiar and part new, the feeling of something inside him shrinking in fear before an ominous, looming presence. Like terrified mice scattering when the big tom cat enters the barn.

      Talk to me, Ponder. What is it?

      Ponder felt like some memory, vague and distant.

      Merrik’s mouth went dry. His body hummed with a queasy uneasiness.

      Take it.

      Ponder?

      But he knew it wasn’t Ponder. A grim, new voice like dry leaves whispering across cold stone.

      Take the light.

      Merrik didn’t need to be told the voice meant the glow from the fish. Take the light? How was he supposed to do that?

      And yet his hands seemed to move of their own accord. They knew what to do, even if Merrik didn’t. He watched his hands dip the flask into the water. The fish darted little circles around it, seemingly unafraid. He filled the flask, lifted it from the pool, cold beads dripping down the glass. Merrik squinted at it, the same golden light turning the flask into a beacon.

      Cork it. Capture the essence.

      But the voice didn’t wait for Merrik to obey. He watched his own hands at work, as if they belonged to somebody else, thumbing in the cork, smacking it home with the palm of his hand.

      When it was accomplished, his muscles loosened as if released from some tight grip. He broke out in a cold sweat, tried to stand. His knees went out from under him, and he went down hard against the slope of the ravine. Merrik lay there a moment, shivering.

      Something inside him had taken control, worked his hands as if he were a carnival marionette on strings. Could this happen at any time? Was there a way to defend against it? Fatigue overwhelmed him, and he blew out an exhausted sigh, refusing to budge from the spot where he’d fallen.

      Merrik held up the flask to look at it again, wondering at the importance of the water. Slowly, the golden glow faded, plunging the world into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Merrik stumbled his way back, tripping and bumbling, but eventually found the others. A few of the soldiers had empty water skins. They were filled, and everyone drank.

      With morning, they all rose to their feet like the living dead and headed south, staying just inside the tree line for cover. They marched steadily without sight of the enemy.

      Slowly, tentatively, they all began to feel they’d escaped. They were going to live.

      There was an earnest debate that night about building a fire. Some felt it was still a risk. Others felt they’d put enough distance between themselves and the plainsmen. Merrik’s eyes shifted to Tabba. She sat on a fallen log, hugging herself, teeth chattering. Her slippers were nearly in tatters, barely clinging to her feet, shoes made for padding around a palace, not hiking cross country.

      “Build the fire – a small one,” Merrik ordered. “But farther into the forest. That will hide us better.”

      All were agreeable to this compromise, and soon they made a circle around a small fire, its feeble warmth seeming grand compared to the last two freezing nights. Merrik curled on the ground, a growling stomach keeping him from sleep. He could not remember the last thing he’d eaten. They were all at the ends of their ropes and couldn’t keep going like this.

      Merrik lay awake, dwelling on the incident with the glowing fish. He’d come to accept Ponder – well, almost – and the one known as Cullen could be useful in a scrap. The new voice bothered him. After a few minutes of consideration, he realized why. Ponder was often annoying, but at least he talked directly to Merrik. Cullen was far less communicative, but both he and Merrik seemed satisfied with the arrangement. The new voice spoke little and so wasn’t really a voice at all but rather some entity, a presence that simply took control and did as it pleased.

      Merrik shivered at the thought he might be a prisoner in his own body, that he could only watch helplessly as some other consciousness took him over.

      He shifted on the cold ground, his mind refusing to quiet. Questions without answers.

      Merciful sleep finally took him into a deep exhausted nothingness.

      About midmorning the next day, they crossed a narrow game trail veering slightly west and turned to follow it. At first, they’d been obliged to take an indirect route in their flight to the beggar baron’s hold, hoping to avoid pursuit. Now they took dead aim at their destination and marched doggedly. A few hours later, it widened into a path, and in the late afternoon widened again into what a generous person might call a road, mud-packed and rutted with cartwheels.

      They followed the road until the trees thinned into a field where a village humped up from the long grass, tendrils of smoke rising from stone chimneys. The road went through the center of the village and out the other side, leading to a shabby keep a few hundred yards beyond.

      “Baron Mykle’s holding,” Lee said. “The one they call the beggar baron.”

      “You’ve met him?” Merrik asked.

      “No, my lord, but he’s well thought of,” Lee said. “Has always been good friends with the Harkuns.”

      “Then it’s sorry news we’re bringing him,” Effingham said. “I hope he takes us in. I could eat my belt.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t all go at once.” Merrik looked back at the half-dozen soldiers and women who’d escaped with them. Not exactly an army, but the men were haggard and blood-spattered and might alarm the villagers if they arrived unannounced. “We should send someone ahead.”

      “You’re the ranking member of our party,” Lee pointed out.

      “I’ll go with you,” Effingham offered. “Seeing a priest might strike the right tone.”

      “Fine,” Merrik agreed. “Lee, find a comfortable spot and wait with the others. If all goes well, we’ll be enjoying the baron’s hospitality by dinner time. Let’s get on with it.”

      Merrik and the priest walked side by side toward the village. They passed a man tending a herd of goats, a small white dog darting around the animals to help keep them in line. The goatherd gave them a friendly nod then went back about his business.

      “Do you think they even know?” Effingham asked.

      “It’s hard to believe we’ve traveled faster than the news,” Merrik said, “but it’s an isolated village. Anyway, they’ll know as soon as we tell them.”

      A stone wall about five feet high surrounded the village. Merrik had seen such stone walls often, built from rocks cleared from fields before planting, useful for penning in animals. The same stone had been used to build the cottages within the village, wooden roof shingles and window shutters. The road led through a gap in the wall large enough for a cart to pass. Posts on either side of the gap suggested a gate. The village went about the business of being a village. A dirty child fed chickens. The clang of a blacksmith’s hammer hung in the air. An old woman draped wet laundry on a line. The aroma of someone cooking something hit Merrik’s nose, and instantly, his mouth watered. Like the goatherd, a few of the villagers offered nods of greeting, but generally, Merrik and the priest drew little attention.

      Which was just what Merrik wanted.

      They exited the village on the other side, the road winding through unplanted fields. Whatever they grew here was evidently not in season.

      Merrik paused as they approached the keep.

      Effingham looked at him. “What?”

      “Are you sure this is the right place?”

      Merrik and the priest both took a hard look at the castle.

      It didn’t look good. Made from the same native stone, the keep looked solid enough generally speaking. A thin span connected it to a crumbling watchtower. A wooden platform had been fashioned at the top to replace the stones that had fallen away. The wall had probably been an earnest fortification once upon a time, but like the watchtower, it had crumbled over the decades, leaving gaps any invading force could exploit with ease. The gate had been propped open, tall grass at the edges evidence they’d not been closed in years.

      “Not very inviting, is it?” Effingham said.

      “Still better than sleeping in the forest,” Merrik replied. “Come on.”

      No one hailed them as they walked through the gate. They stood a moment looking around. Grass had grown between the courtyard cobblestones.

      “It’s deserted,” Merrik said.

      “No. Look.” Effingham pointed.

      Along the inside of the wall, a man knelt in a patch of dirt, digging potatoes from the ground with a small, flat-bladed tool, putting them into a wicker basket. It was dirty work, so the man was dirty too, gaunt face smudged, curly brown hair greasy with sweat. A powdering of white stubble on square jaws, face deeply lined. The man looked up, as if sensing Merrik’s and the priest’s stares.

      “Can I help you?”

      Merrik stepped forward. “You can tell your master he has visitors. Hurry, please, we’ve come a long way, and it’s rather important.”

      The man tossed another potato into the basket. “And who might you be?”

      Merrik frowned. “I might be Merrik Niles the Marquis of Munsk. In fact, I happen to know that I am.”

      The man sat back on his feet, wiping his hands on his brown homespun shirt. “Munsk. Huh. Haven’t heard of it.”

      “Haven’t heard—” Merrik’s cheeks went red. “I don’t give a damn if you’ve heard of it. Go and tell the baron.”

      “No need.” The man stood, dusting himself off. “You’ve told him.”

      “What do you mean, I’ve – oh.”

      “He means that he’s the baron,” the priest said from the side of his mouth.

      “Yes, thank you, Effingham, I figured it out,” Merrik said testily.

      Baron Mykle moved toward Merrik, offering his hand. “Don’t beat yourself up about it. They do call me the beggar baron after all. Easy to see why.”

      Merrik shook the man’s dirty hand. “Please accept my apology, my lord. I’ve never met a baron who digs his own potatoes.”

      “Call me Lonny. We all pitch in here. It may not be as grand as some holdings, but nobody starves. And anyway, most of my friends use beggar baron as a term of endearment. I’ve never been offended.”

      “It’s us who are the beggars today,” Merrik said. “The priest is called Effingham. It’s worth putting food in his mouth just to keep him from talking.”

      Lonny Mykle laughed and shook Effingham’s hand.

      “We’ve come from Harkun,” Merrik said. “We’ve walked a long way with nothing to eat.”

      “We’re not so poor that we can’t fit two more around the dinner table,” Mykle said.

      “Our thanks,” Merrik said, “but it’s a few more than two. We have ladies with us and seven of Baron Harkun’s fighting men.”

      “Women and men at arms wandering the great forest,” Mykle mused. “I smell a story. Harkun and I have long been friends. His men are welcome here.”

      Merrik considered a moment, then said, “Forgive me, my lord – Lonny – but if you’re such good friends, may I ask why you and your men didn’t ride to help Harkun against the plainsmen?”

      Effingham shifted nervously and cleared his throat. “Forgive Merrik, my lord, he’s been through a lot and has come a long way and is likely at his wit’s end. He didn’t mean that to sound like an accusation.”

      Mykle turned his head and called back over his shoulder, “Alan!”

      A head and shoulders emerged from a small window halfway up the dilapidated tower. A few years older than the baron, bald head, and extravagant red moustaches drooping down from his upper lip. “Milord?”

      “How many men do we have in the army this week?” Mykle asked.

      “Five,” Alan answered. “Six if you count my brother Trent, but he’s been up the village all day working them busted plows at the smithy.”

      “Thank you, Alan.” To Merrik, Mykle said, “I know the plainsmen have been raiding again, but as you can see, I’m in no position to help anyone, not by force of arms anyway. Harkun’s made of strong stuff. He doesn’t need me.”

      Merrik and Effingham exchanged grim looks.

      Mykle noticed. “Something’s happened.”

      “It’s my bad luck that bringing you this news falls to me, I guess, and I’m sorry,” Merrik began. “But Harkun is dead. His keep has fallen, overrun by northern savages. We only just escaped with our lives.”

      Mykle blanched, eyes slowly widening. To his credit, he recovered quickly, composing himself, and said, “Father Effingham, can I presume upon you to go and fetch the others? My guess is a hot meal and a comfortable fire will do them a world of good. Marquis, you and I need to talk. I need to know. I need you to tell me everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The weather had turned cold early this year. At least, that was Count Tazar’s observation, sitting at the window sipping morning tea and eating a pair of boiled eggs with tomato slices for breakfast. His thoughts were constantly of the north recently: the weather, the winter, the snow. An early winter might bugger up the whole plan.

      The Union delegates had kept Tazar up late. When it became clear that the count’s hospitality included a limitless supply of wine, the delegates had thrown themselves without reservation into the revelry. There was something almost desperate about their zeal, as if they were prisoners on parole, the condemned trying to enjoy every crumb of a last meal.

      Tazar had excused himself as early as decorum would allow, but he still found himself wrestling with a modest headache.

      The sacrifices I make for the realm. He chuckled to himself and winced.

      He relished this quiet time before he’d need to return to hosting duties. If all went as expected, he’d send the delegates back to the Union brimming with confidence that all was in good hands.

      But Winter. The snow. It could throw the timing off completely.

      Later. For now, there was peace and quiet and tea.

      A rapid knock at the door.

      Tazar rolled his eyes. Of course.

      “Come in.”

      Baltman, Count Tazar’s personal servant, entered. Ostensibly, he was the count’s valet, but as a trusted servant for over twenty years, Tazar often used the man to pass sensitive messages or to act as his eyes and ears. A valet might go unnoticed where lords and ladies would draw attention. Usually a dapper fellow, perfectly combed black hair streaked with white, beard neatly trimmed, clothes spotless and pressed, Baltman now looked harried and disheveled, cheeks flushed and slightly out of breath.

      “Pardon for disturbing you, my lord,” Baltman said.

      “Have you been running? Is there an emergency?” He set his tea cup down.

      “I came as quickly as I could,” Baltman said. “There is a message or … or perhaps you have a visitor …?”

      “You’re not making sense,” Tazar said flatly.

      “Showing you might work better than explaining, my lord.”

      Tazar’s eyes fell on his tea. He sighed and stood. “Lead on, then.”

      The count refused to be hurried. If it truly wasn’t an emergency, then he intended to maintain his composure. On the other hand, Baltman wasn’t easily flustered, so something was going on. He found himself fast walking down the spiraled servants’ stairs, his valet leading him into one of the castle kitchens.

      Three kitchen servants in aprons huddled in the far corner, clearly uneasy by whatever was transpiring.

      “This way, my lord.”

      Baltman led him to a large wooden tub filled with dirty dishes.

      “Dumo, help us, Baltman,” Tazar said dryly. “Dirty dishes. Who can save us now?”

      “My lord.” Baltman gestured to the tub. “Please. Look.”

      Tazar leaned in and looked into the tub. At first, he thought he was looking at his own reflection in the water.

      “Your lordship, it’s me,” said the head and shoulders in the washtub.

      Tazar gasped and stepped back.

      “Come back, my lord,” the voice called from the tub. “It’s William.”

      Tazar moved closer, tentatively standing over the tub again. “Red William?”

      “Yes.”

      The count looked hard at the wizard’s face. It appeared he had an ugly purple bruise on one side, but it was difficult to tell for sure with William’s ghostly image blurring and shifting in the soapy water.

      “Why are you in a tub of dishwater?” Tazar asked.

      “It was the quickest spell that would allow me to speak with you,” William said. “I need two pools of water, one on each end. Your face is in a watering trough for horses, if you’d like to know.”

      Tazar ignored that and said, “I take it there’s been a problem.”

      “There most certainly has been,” William said bitterly. “Those two oafs you saddled me with attacked me for no reason whatsoever and then stole my wagon.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I think they must be in league with this Merrik Niles fellow,” William said. “They likely intended to cheat you all along.”

      “That makes no sense,” Tazar said. “Why wouldn’t the three of them just run off together in the first place? What’s the point of coming back to me to confess that Niles escaped?”

      “To allay suspicion, of course,” William insisted. “If they simply ran off, you’d put out the word, put a bounty on their heads.”

      The wizard was talking rot, and Tazar was certain he wasn’t getting the whole story. The important thing now was getting William back on track. He was obviously outraged by whatever had happened and not thinking clearly. “What do you need?”

      “Men,” William said. “And not mouth-breathing louts. Proper fighters. At least a hundred.”

      “I’ll give you a dozen,” Tazar said.

      “But that’s hardly—”

      “It isn’t a bloody invasion,” Tazar said. “I’m sending you to track somebody who has stolen my property and to get it back. I’d prefer you keep a low profile, so those I am sending won’t be in my livery. Now can you handle this errand or not?”

      William seemed to have a moment of self-awareness, drew a deep breath, and let it out. “I’ve had a setback, but I shall rise above it. You can depend on me.”

      “I hope so,” the count said grimly. “Now get out of my kitchen. You’re frightening the help.”
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        * * *

      

      The wagon rolled over a bump, and Rugger snorted awake. He’d been dozing, the horses dutifully plodding along the road without prompting. He squinted at the rising sun. Still early. He spotted a flat, even patch of ground. He pulled the wagon off the road and went into the back.

      The bowl still rested in its nest, the cork arrow bobbing on the wine. Rugger sat and watched and waited for it to settle. At last, it did, and Rugger saw the arrow nudge slightly to the east. Wherever Merrik Niles used to be, he was somewhere else now.

      Rugger sat back and rubbed his eyes. For the first time, he let himself think about Blumpt. They had worked together for many years. They’d been friends. Rugger tried to think of another friend and couldn’t. He had no family.

      And now he had no work. Red William would tell the count, and Rugger’s name would be shit. He couldn’t go back to his old stomping grounds, the Catfish Piers ghetto of Geltmore. Tazar would find him and make an example of him. The count couldn’t afford it known his hired men could go rogue without paying a price.

      And Red William. Ugh. What had possessed Rugger to assault a wizard? William was both powerful and petty, the worst combination. He would make it a point to find Rugger and make him suffer.

      All of these musings led up to the obvious question.

      What now?

      He looked at the cork again. Merrik Niles wouldn’t have crossed both Rugger and The Skull & Dagger unless he smelled money. And not just money, but fuck you money, enough to flee to the farthest end of the world and set up shop. All at the expense of Rugger’s gainful employment.

      At the cost of Blumpt’s life.

      Whatever Merrik Niles had going, Rugger rather thought he was due a piece of it. Niles hadn’t seemed the generous type and obviously would balk at the idea.

      But Rugger could be very persuasive in such matters.
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        * * *

      

      If his satchel with his spell book and a good portion of his ingredients had still been in the back of the wagon when Rugger had fled, Red William would have been well and truly fucked. The wizard thought of himself as a formidable being, and it shook him to realize how helpless he was without his accoutrements. He had no skill with a sword, certainly none with his fists. He made a promise to himself to devise some sort of protection should he ever find himself without his spell book.

      But here, at this moment, Red William did have his book, and already spells were in motion, actions which would visit terrible justice upon Rugger for his audacity. William explored the hole in his smile with his tongue. The gap where Rugger had knocked out a tooth was sensitive and served to fuel William’s anger. Rugger would deeply regret ever putting hands on him.

      Don’t let your mind wander. Focus.

      William sat cross-legged on a clean patch of grass. He’d found a meadow a quarter mile behind the inn where trees hid him from any prying eyes in the village. He juggled a combination of two spells, the first being a summoning. William had been tempted to summon something rare and deadly, but whatever he summoned would have to travel from wherever it dwelled, so there simply wasn’t time to wait around for anything exotic.

      And anyway, he needed a tracker.

      He sat quietly, maintaining his focus, basically turning himself into a sort of beacon.

      A moment later, the object of his summoning appeared, nosing its way through the underbrush across the small clearing. The wolf was big, its fur a blend of black and gray. There was no trace of hostility in the animal’s face, and it might as well have been a big friendly sheep dog. William wasn’t surprised. The wolf wasn’t on the hunt. It obeyed the summoning. The creature would be vicious enough when it hunted down Rugger, and William imagined the beast snapping and snarling. His next spell would assure the wolf would be a creature that would make Rugger piss his pants.

      The wizard crawled forward to the center of the clearing where he’d earlier placed the tankard. The vessel had been held by Rugger, his lips touching it when he drank. It was tainted with Rugger’s scent. Next to the tankard, William set the wooden bowl filled with thick red liquid. The spell required a blood sacrifice.

      He sat back again and uttered the words to the spell, arcane syllables flying from his mouth, eager to escape into the world.

      The wolf padded forward and lapped the blood from the bowl, staining his snout red.

      As William finished chanting the spell, the animal stumbled, tossing its head, confused and whimpering. It fell over with a thud, body twitching. William watched, mesmerized, as the wolf began to transform, limbs elongating, body twisting.

      William’s eyes shifted briefly to the corpse in the tall grass several feet away. For some reason, whenever life left a body, what remained seemed somehow artificial, eyes open to the sky, glassy, skin waxen, the garish gash across her throat seeming bright as red paint.

      Thank you, Becka. Your blood made the spell possible. A shame. Such a pretty little thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Mira and Tabba walked hand in hand, following Effingham up to the castle, the other women and Lee and Harkun’s men-at-arms coming up behind. Mira held on tightly to Tabba.  She actually might be the only thing keeping Tabba on her feet. They were all freezing, starved, and exhausted, but their trek through the wilderness seemed to have hit Tabba the hardest. Mira wanted to think it was because Tabba was soft and spoiled, but that was their old antagonism talking. Circumstances had suddenly made them comrades.

      When they reached Baron Mykle’s keep, Mira gawked and momentarily lost hope. The place was a wreck. Then she laughed. I’ve spent the last three nights on the ground. Am I really suddenly so fussy? If they’d offered her a hay barn and a crust of bread, she’d call it a palace and a feast and kiss the feet of whomever gave it to her.

      “What?” Tabba asked, meaning Mira’s laughter.

      “I’m just lightheaded, I think,” Mira said. “I’m giddy for no reason.”

      A man introduced himself as Alan, told them they were expected and to follow him to a warm fire and a meal.

      You don’t have to ask me twice.

      Alan led them into the keep, through a foyer and into what must have been a magnificent hall a long time ago. No furnishings. The ceiling arched overhead, the sky visible through several holes. Piles of rubble were stacked against both walls, windows with neither glass nor shutters. Vines crisscrossed the stonework. The once grand fireplace, crumbled and cold.

      Alan led them across the hall to a small side door, and once on the other side, Mira felt better. In a different time or place, she might have found the windowless room dim and cheerless. At the moment, it seemed like paradise. Tables and chairs. A smaller fireplace, but in good repair, and glowing embers warming the room. A large iron pot hung from a tripod over the embers. To the side of the fireplace, there was a small table with wooden bowls and spoons.

      Mira didn’t know what was cooking in the pot, but the savory aroma hit her and she almost wept.

      “I’ve got to get back up the watchtower,” Alan said. “We’re pretty informal here. Grab a bowl and help yourself. Clean water in the barrel.”

      Mira grabbed a bowl and ladled it full, took a spoon and seated herself at the closest table. It was too hot to eat, but she couldn’t stop herself from shoveling it into her mouth. Chunks of potatoes in brown gravy. Carrots. A couple of mushrooms. The meat was … goat?

      It didn’t matter. She’d emptied the bowl by the time Tabba sat down next to her. Mira scraped the last bit of gravy from the bottom of her bowl as Tabba hunched over her own, spooning stew into her mouth with the same fervor as Mira had moments ago.

      An old woman approached them, face pinched, bony fingers laced in front of her. “I’m Amabeth. I run Baron Mykle’s household. We don’t get many women here.”

      “Oh?” Was Mira being accused of something?

      “The two of you will have to double up,” Amabeth said. “We’re already crowded as it is. Find me when you’ve eaten, and I’ll show you the way.” She turned abruptly and left.

      “I don’t think she likes us,” Tabba whispered, not looking up from her bowl.

      “I don’t give a rat’s fat ass,” Mira said.

      Tabba snorted a laugh.

      Mira resisted going back for another bowl and paused to look around. The men-at-arms and other ladies had filled a long table against the far wall. At a much smaller corner table, Merrik sat across from a man she hadn’t met yet, and guessed it was the local baron. Effingham moved to join them.

      Lee headed for the table with the other soldiers, a bowl of stew in one hand, but came up short when he saw all the seats were taken. Mira brightened when she saw him.

      “Lee, sit with us.” Mira gestured at the seat across from her.

      Lee froze, then looked all about, but no other seats were to be had. He lowered himself into the chair across from Mira, head down, eyes firmly fixed on his stew. He sat stiffly and spooned stew into his mouth.

      Mira cleared her throat. “I want to thank you. I know it was hard for you, that you wanted to stay with the baron and baroness, and that you felt you had a duty, but we needed you. I can tell you I felt a lot safer having you along.”

      Lee’s eyes flitted up to hers then immediately dropped back to his stew. “Uh … yes. I mean, no, of course, I’m at your service, milady.” He hurriedly shoveled more food into his mouth.

      Mira reached across the table and covered one of his hands with hers. His skin was rough and warm, her fingers cool and soft.

      “I mean it,” she said. “You’re very brave. And you’ll always have my gratitude.”

      He stood abruptly, pulling his hand away, cheeks flushing pink. “You’re most kind, milady. If you’ll excuse me, I’m needed elsewhere.” He tilted the remaining contents of his stew bowl into his mouth as he made his hasty departure.

      Mira sighed. In all her time at Harkun’s Keep, she’d never had a proper conversation with Lee. His duties always took him away, or at least that was what he’d claimed. “I guess he just never warmed up to me.”

      Tabba snickered.

      Mira narrowed her eyes. “What?”

      “You don’t know, do you?”

      “Tabba.”

      “He can’t talk to women.”

      “What ?”

      “Girls,” Tabba said. “He can’t talk to them … or anything else with them, I expect.”

      “Are you telling me he’s shy?”

      “I mean he’s petrified,” Tabba said. “He stammers and blushes and makes some excuse every time.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “You don’t think I’ve taken a run at him?”

      “Tabba!”

      “What? I’m lonely and far away from home too, you know. And there’s not a lot to do in the keep. And I have eyes. Lee might be the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.”

      “Maybe … he misunderstood?”

      “I was not subtle.”

      “Afraid of girls.” Mira tsked. “Dumo help the man.”

      “He could square off against a hundred plainsmen mounted on dragons and not blink,” Tabba said. “Women send him packing.”

      “What a terrible waste.”

      “Anyway, I thought you had a different plan in the works.” Tabba’s eyes slid to the table in the corner where Merrik appeared to be in the middle of an important conversation with Effingham and the beggar baron.

      “He’s a work in progress,” Mira said.

      “Uh-huh. What do you think they’re talking about over there?”

      Mira shrugged. “What do important folk ever talk about? Horses. This season’s harvest. The fate of the world.”
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        * * *

      

      “And no less than the fate of the world is at stake,” insisted Effingham.

      He was leaning forward, eyes anchored on the baron as if to make a point.

      “Please stop saying that,” Merrik told the priest. “The situation doesn’t need to be any more dramatic than it already is.”

      “With respect, Father, let’s just deal with what’s right in front of us,” Baron Mykle requested. “Harkun dead and his keep fallen is more than enough to get my mind around. He was my friend, and I’ll make time to mourn when appropriate. But for now, I need to think of the safety of my people and what happens next.”

      “I understand, my lord,” Effingham said, “but great matters never fall on our shoulders at convenient times. Tides and sunsets wait for no one.”

      Merrik rolled his eyes. “He loves to talk like that. Just ignore him.”

      “The plainsmen have raided for years,” Mykle said. “I can’t believe so many tribes banded together like that. They’re usually not so organized.”

      “The question is, will they be satisfied looting the keep and then go home, carrying away whatever they can pack on their horses?” Merrik mused.

      “I rather doubt it,” Effingham said. “As already noted, the plainsmen are acting very unplainsmenlike. Some scheme is in motion.”

      “I don’t know about schemes,” Mykle said, a frown creasing his eyebrow, “but with the keep fallen, the whole countryside is open and easy pickings. As is painfully obvious, there’s nothing I can do to stop a horde that size. Count Bettin’s holding is the next closest, but he’s likely been killed along with everyone else. Troops would have to come up from … where? Five Rivers? By the time that happens, the plainsmen could have burned every village from here to the northern border.”

      Merrik rubbed his eyes. Now that his belly was full, he was acutely aware how exhausted he was. “Perhaps we should come at this from a different angle. Is there any good news?”

      “Those of us here are alive and safe and fed,” Effingham said. “That’s no small thing, and we have the baron to thank.”

      “My hospitality is poor, but it’s sincere. You’re all welcome,” Mykle said. “Perhaps I can offer some more good news. My holding isn’t on or even near any of the main roads. Whatever the plainsmen are doing now, they might never find us. If our luck holds.”

      “I’d rather be lucky than good, as my father used to say,” offered Merrik.

      “Gentlemen, I’m forced to repeat the obvious,” Effingham told them. “We’ve found an heir. We have a king. This can unite all the peoples of the Scattered Kingdom in a way that has not been possible in centuries. I’m forced to think this qualifies as good news.”

      Mykle’s eyes went to Merrik.

      A light shrug. Merrik was used to the priest’s relentless piety, and suspected Mykle was too polite to say bullshit to a priest. Others in the small dining hall were now finishing their meals. Eyes turned to the small table in the corner. Now that these people were fed, they wanted leadership. They wanted to know what was going to happen next.

      Mykle stood and faced the rest of the room. “You’re all welcome here. I know you’ve been through a lot. It’s going to be okay. Rest now. My people will find a place for each of you.”

      Chatter rose among the gathered. They seemed mollified, and Merrik wondered how long it would last.

      Mykle returned to his seat and lowered his voice. “We should finish our conversation in private. Follow me. I know a good spot.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m not about to put a crown on a man just because he has a blotch on his back that looks vaguely like a two-headed dragon.” Mykle wasn’t trying to be argumentative, but he was clearly not in the mood to swallow a fairy story either.

      I knew that blasted priest was up to something. Merrik clung to the single piece of remaining stonework at the top of the damaged tower. I just knew it. The recently constructed wooden platform was sturdy enough but without a wall or railing. Merrik didn’t have a particular fear of heights, but he did have a vivid imagination and didn’t like the image of himself tumbling over the side.

      Merrik recalled what the young lad Padraig had said back at Harkun’s Keep. There’s a leader coming. The boy had mentioned it almost casually, repeating a story he’d heard among the refugees. Even then, Effingham’s whisperings were planting seeds, weaving stories to mesmerize simple folk. It was foolish to give people false hope.

      Merrik had confronted the priest on the curtain wall back at Harkun’s Keep but had put it out of his mind since. He didn’t want to be bothered with such things. He should have known better. What was it Effingham had said when Merrik had first met him? Do you believe in destiny, my son? When Merrik said he didn’t, the priest had replied, Excellent. Then you are already on the right path. People think of destiny as something that happens, regardless of will. That is too passive a thing. Destiny can be shaped if one has but the vision and the will.

      Merrik had thought the priest was simply pontificating at the time. Destiny’s too big for you to shape, old man.

      “I’m forced to agree with the baron,” Merrik said. “We need real answers to immediate problems. There’s no king. Just a rumor. And a rumor can be poison if it gets out of hand.” Merrik shot the priest a meaningful look. I’ll expose you and your schemes, old man. Just try me.

      Merrik regretted the thought in the next instant. The priest was a constant irritant, but he wished him no harm, and had come, in fact, to have some grudging affection for him as one might have for a peculiar old uncle. The feeling surprised Merrik.

      Effingham paced the platform. The height seemed to bother the priest not at all. He spun a slow circle as he talked, taking in the view from every direction. “I understand all of the objections, my lords. I know there have been pretenders before. This is different. I understand you might not take my word for that. I guess, I don’t blame you. But the boy is different. And we’re about to have more problems than plainsmen. The barbarians are merely a symptom of the change coming to the world, a tide that will sweep each barony and duchy into darkness one at a time. The Scattered Kingdom must be united, and the boy is the best bet. Baron Harkun knew this. Alas, he met his fate before he could do anything about it.” Effingham shot Merrik his meaningful look.

      Merrik stifled a groan. He’s not going to let this go.

      “Does he even know? Lee, I mean.” Merrik held the stone tightly as he leaned out to look straight down into the courtyard. He imagined hitting the cobblestones with a bloody splat and leaned back again. “Maybe he doesn’t want to be a king.”

      “What he wants is irrelevant.” Effingham said. “He is a slave to destiny. Lee understands duty.”

      “The marquis asked you if he knew,” Mykle said.

      The priest shrugged. “I haven’t told him.”

      “And you shouldn’t.” Merrik glared.

      Mykle shook his head. “This is madness. And if you told him and if he believed you, then what? Does he simply say, Hello everyone, I’m the new king? If you’d hoped to make a grand introduction, you came to the wrong place.”

      “Huh.” Effingham scratched his chin. “You’re not wrong.”

      “I don’t enjoy raining on your parade, Father,” Mykle said. “But I need to put my time and energy into problems I can do something about. And I’m certainly not going to say anything about this to my people. It would only serve to make me look foolish. My apologies for that, Father, but I’m sure you can see this from my point of view.”

      “Perhaps …” Effingham looked thoughtful, talking to himself now more than the others. “Maybe … some sort of …. demonstration.”

      A gust of wind sent Merrik swaying. “Can we get down now?” Merrik asked. “Are we done talking about this?”

      Mykle ignored Merrik and spoke directly to Effingham. “I must ask you not to spread this talk of heirs and kings. My people are good-hearted, normal folk. I don’t want them distracted by nonsense when there’s real worries on the horizon.”

      Merrik fixed the old priest with his hardest gaze. Let it go.

      Effingham’s eyes shifted to Merrik for a moment then back to the baron. “I understand your concerns, my lord. Please don’t be troubled.”

      Merrik let out a relieved breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

      Mykle frowned. “Your word, Father. I need to hear—”

      “Baron Mykle!” Alan’s head and shoulders appeared at the top of the ladder that led to the platform. “Your pardon, my lord, but riders from the north.”

      All three heads snapped around. Evening was coming, and they squinted into the dwindling light. The riders emerged from the tree line at almost the exact spot where Merrik and his companions had come earlier.

      Merrik felt a stab of fear. “Plainsmen?”

      The baron shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      Effingham used both hands to shade his eyes. “They’re riding double.”

      “Alan, get the men down to the front gate with torches,” Mykle said. “It will be full dark soon. And tell the groom to saddle the horses. If they stop at the village, we’ll need to go see who they are.”

      The riders didn’t stop at the village. Merrik stood between Baron Mykle and Effingham, a semi-circle of soldiers with torches behind them, and listened to the hoof beats grow louder as the riders approached. They didn’t talk. There was nothing to do but stand and wait to see what came out of the darkness.

      They burst into the circle of torchlight, reining in their horses abruptly, the animals snorting and lathered with sweat from a hard ride.

      The first face Merrik recognized was Kurran Harkun’s. The man looked like he’d aged ten years since Merrik had last seen him. His armor and clothing were caked with dried blood. His left ear had been smashed bloody, swollen and bruised. All the men with him looked similarly haggard and battered.

      Kurran didn’t quite fall out of his saddle, but Merrik had seen more graceful dismounts. The man who’d been riding behind him looked to be a random peasant. All of the riders rode double.

      Kurran stumbled toward Baron Mykle and extended a hand. “Lonny! Apologies for arriving unannounced and in such a dramatic fashion.”

      Mykle clasped hands with the man. “Your friend Merrik already brought word. I’m sorry, my friend. But it’s good to see you. I wasn’t sure I would.”

      Kurran’s eyes shifted to Merrik. “I’m afraid we took the long way round, plainsmen on our heels most of the way. Don’t worry. We shook them off before coming here.”

      “There’s a story I want to hear, but first let’s take care of your people.” Mykle raised his voice for all to hear. “There’s food and a roof. You’ve been through fire and blood. You’re welcome here.”

      They didn’t seem to have the energy for a cheer, but a general rumble of gratitude rippled through the crowd.

      Merrik scanned them for more familiar faces. Count Bettin didn’t appear to be among them. He spotted Lem, the soldier he met coming out of the tunnel in Harkun’s Keep. The rider behind him looked much shorter than everyone else and Merrik wondered if –

      “Padraig!”

      Lem helped the boy down from the horse and set him in front of Merrik, who clasped his shoulder.

      “I knew you were a survivor the moment I laid eyes on you, my boy,” Merrik said. “Did you run and hide like I told you?”

      “I started running, milord, then someone grabbed my jerkin from behind,” Padraig said. “Next thing I know, I’m riding behind Master Lem.”

      “Lord Kurran’s orders, milord,” Lem said. “Grab somebody on the way out. Almost ended up killing us and all.”

      “Oh?”

      “Them plainsmen got to their horses eventually and gave chase,” Lem explained. “Twice the rider slows a horse a good jot.”

      “Well, the important thing is you’re here now.” To Padraig, Merrik said, “Your mum and dad will be glad to see you.”

      Padraig’s face twisted, eyes filling. “Mum and Dad … they …”

      The boy put his face in his hands, sobbing uncontrollably, shoulders bobbing.

      Damn me and my big mouth.

      Merrik put his arms around the boy, gathered him in. “Never mind. It’s okay. Never mind.”

      Padraig cried against Merrik’s chest, face a ruin of tears and snot. And then, suddenly, something was wrong with Merrik’s eyes, a hot ache turning wet, and he realized he was crying too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      At the top floor of the People’s Palace in the heart of the Union of Territories, Sarasin Martz slept peacefully in a plush canopied bed in a large and ornate chamber that once belonged to the king. He snored lightly. The embers in the fireplace across the room had burned low, but the room was still warm and comfortable. Nothing disturbed him.

      But his eyes popped open anyway.

      Something’s happened.

      There was no logical reason to think this. No evidence. He was simply wide awake and didn’t know why, but some instinct gnawed at him. He turned over to find the other side of the bed empty. In recent weeks, Sereen had stayed with him most nights, and when she couldn’t, she’d always kissed him awake to say goodbye before slipping out.

      This isn’t right.

      He threw the covers back and swung his legs over the bed, bare feet landing on an impossibly thick and luxuriant rug. The opulence of the palace still bewildered him. It had been child’s play to convince the peasantry they’d been mistreated by their so-called betters for all their lives. Tapping into a man’s sense of unfairness was a powerful weapon. Tying his betterment to justice was another.

      The king had been publicly beheaded in front of a cheering crowd of thousands. His wealth and privilege hadn’t saved him. Never mind that Martz now enjoyed that same wealth and privilege.

      Martz sat quietly, listening. Nothing. He’d been mistaken perhaps or dreaming. Sereen may have only slipped out to relieve herself, or maybe –

      A shout, muffled and distant.

      Something was happening somewhere. Something bad.

      Martz stepped into his slippers and shrugged into a dressing gown, mind racing. What should he do now? There were guards, of course, but how many were loyal?

      He belted on his sword, knowing that if it came down to defending himself with the blade, then it was already over. He was no warrior.

      He crossed the room and opened a cabinet. He took out a light crossbow, slotted a bolt and cranked it into position. At close range, Martz could get far more use out of this weapon than he could with the short, broad-bladed sword hanging at his side.

      He stood at the door a moment, clutching the crossbow, and listened. He didn’t think anyone waited directly outside. He opened the door and went out into the hall.

      Oil lamps at regular intervals had been turned low, casting the hallway in dim orange light. Martz looked one way and then the other. The thought occurred to him that he probably could have no effect whatsoever on whatever was happening, that it might, in fact, already be over. The only thing he could do was try to save his own skin. If his men put down the coup – if that in fact was what was happening – then he simply needed to stay alive long enough to get through the aftermath. If the coup had succeeded, then he’d have a much tougher road ahead of him. He’d need to get out of the palace and then … what? Get a horse? He’d need money. Probably all futile. They’d hunt him no matter where he fled, and then it was just a matter of –

      Shouts. The clash of steel. Not very close, but not as far away as Martz would have liked.

      He turned and walked in the other direction, reached the end of the hall and turned the corner, almost tripping over the body.

      A man in a palace guard’s uniform, face down on the floor, hand outstretched, his sword lying a few feet beyond. A pool of blood spread from beneath him. Martz stepped over the body and around the blood and kept going.

      More shouts from the right. Martz turned left.

      And ran into another pair of palace guards, who screamed and charged him. As he brought up the crossbow, he absently noticed each man had a yellow strip of cloth tied around his left arm.

      Martz loosed the bolt.

      It missed the first attacker’s ear by an inch and struck the man behind him in the throat. He made a horrible gurgling sound as he went down, hit the floor hard, sword clattering away. He pawed at the blood pouring from his throat, twitched and writhed.

      The other attacker brought his sword down hard, and Martz got the crossbow up barely in time to block it. The blade got caught in the bowstring, both Martz and the man went down, tangled, struggling and grappling. The one with the crossbow bolt in his throat thrashed next to them, his strangled cries echoing down the hall.

      The other attacker knocked aside Martz’s crossbow and managed to get on top. He raised the sword high, gripping it tightly in both hands, murderous fury etched across his face. Martz squeezed his eyes shut tightly, threw his arms over his face, and braced himself for death.

      A thunderstorm of boots and shouts and the sharp ring of steel on steel. A strangled cry, and abruptly, the weight of the man on top of him lifted. Martz opened his eyes.

      A squad of men stood around him. One pulled a sword from his attacker’s belly. The body slid off the blade and landed with a wet, bloody plop.

      Another man stood over him and offered Martz a hand. Martz recognized the man as Klegg, the young captain of the palace guard. Klegg was tall, broad shoulders, dark brown skin and a closely shaven head of black hair. A precise man, his movements sharp and particular. Martz usually thought him a bit too prim.

      At the moment, he could have kissed the man.

      Martz took Klegg’s hand and allowed the man to help him up.

      “Councilman Martz, are you okay?” Klegg asked.

      “It was a close thing. What’s happening?”

      “An unknown number of our guards are traitors,” Klegg said. “They allowed insurgents into the palace where they are currently running amok. I’ve organized a counterattack.”

      “The ones with the yellow strips on their arms?” Martz asked.

      Klegg nodded confirmation. “Yes. I don’t think even they knew which of them were traitors. I suppose if they were interrogated, it would keep them from revealing one another.”

      “What now?”

      “We need to get you to a secure location and then clear the palace of traitors.”

      Martz didn’t argue. In a battle, he’d only be in the way.

      They took him up a hidden set of stairs to the top floor and escorted him into a small room with a heavy door. Once inside, four soldiers stood facing it, swords in hand. Infiltrators would have to get through them to get to Martz.

      “You’ll be safe here, Councilman,” Klegg said. “I need to get back to the fight.”

      And in the next second, he was gone.

      Martz sighed and looked around the room. He could not remember ever being here before. A table. Chairs. A sideboard with a decanter and several goblets. A cold fireplace. The room seemed fit for small, informal meetings. Or perhaps it was some sort of waiting room. It didn’t matter. Klegg would either come to tell him the coup had been put down, or the traitors would break into the room, overpower his guards and kill him. His fate was, for the moment, out of his hands.

      Odd how unprepared he was, considering he’d been expecting this sort of thing all along.

      He went to the sideboard, uncorked the decanter and sniffed. The wine seemed of adequate quality. Tutoring the children of the wealthy, living among the nobility, had given him the opportunity to develop a taste for things he could never have afforded himself. Strange how the familiarity had only increased his contempt for the very people who’d offered him such things.

      Martz poured the wine, the decanter rattling against the rim of the goblet. His hands shook, and he laughed. Here he was musing about his knowledge of fine wine, and all the time he was a nervous wreck. He’d have guzzled home mash to calm his nerves if it had been all that was available. Martz had become so good at presenting a façade to the world, he could now even fool himself.

      Except his trembling hand had given him away. Martz was afraid. In the next few minutes, he would live or die. He guzzled the wine, filled the goblet again, and drank half. He blew out a sigh and took one of the chairs.

      An eternity passed, although maybe it was really only half an hour. Once, there was a distant commotion, shouts and confusion, and Martz braced himself. But then the sounds faded, and his own breathing was the loudest thing in the room. He filled the wine goblet again, paced instead of sitting.

      Then footsteps. A single pair of boots echoing along the hallway beyond the door growing closer and closer.

      Then a pause.

      The guards lifted their swords.

      The door slowly creaked inward.

      Klegg entered, and Martz let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding.

      The man’s sword arm hung limp, the fabric of his uniform at the shoulder torn and bloody. His helmet was missing, a red smudge on his forehead. One lip purple and swollen.

      “Councilman Martz … I’m … pleased to report the palace is … secure.” Klegg stumbled and almost fell.

      “Get him a chair!” ordered Martz.

      The soldiers rushed to obey, and Klegg collapsed into the seat.

      “I just need a moment,” Klegg said. “Your pardon, Councilman.”

      “Never mind. You’ve done well,” Martz said. “How many went over?”

      “Maybe a third of the guard,” Klegg said.

      So many? It surprised him. He hadn’t let himself think the problem was so bad. “Officers? It could never have gotten so far with just rank and file. They’d need at least one officer.”

      “Demmer,” Klegg said. “And Morrel.”

      Martz shook his head. Demmer wasn’t a surprise really, but it was a blow to hear Captain Morrel’s name. The man was one of the best, and Martz had him pegged for promotion. The news made Martz wonder who else he needed to reappraise.

      Later. Now was the time for decisive action. Martz had hoped a night like this wouldn’t happen, but suspected it was coming. Now that it was here, he needed to make use of it.

      He pointed at one of the other guards. “You. Do you know where the palace chamberlain’s room is?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Tell him to gather the generals and their adjutants. He’ll know which ones,” Martz said. “Hopefully, they’re still alive. Once you’ve roused the chamberlain and given him my orders, run – don’t walk, run – to Evris Koy’s rooms and bring him to me immediately. Break the door down if he doesn’t answer. And when I say immediately, I don’t mean after he’s dressed and groomed. Drag him here in his dressing gown and nightcap if you have to … stark naked if he sleeps that way.”

      “Sir?”

      “Oh, very well. Let him grab a robe but hurry.”

      “Sir!” The man turned and sprinted from the room.

      Martz put a hand on Klegg’s shoulder – the one that wasn’t wounded – and gave it a squeeze. “The Union owes you, Klegg. We won’t forget.”
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        * * *

      

      The soldier had obeyed his orders exactly. Evris Koy walked down the hall side-by-side with Martz in his dressing gown. He was barefoot, the soldier who’d been sent to fetch him not even allowing the man to search for his slippers.

      “Apologies, Evris,” Martz said. “But you know we have to move quickly.”

      “I have already sent the preliminary orders,” Koy said.

      Martz wasn’t sure how that was possible, since he’d only just sent for the man, but he knew better than to underestimate Koy.

      Evris Koy’s official title was Secretary of Union Information, meaning he was Martz’s spymaster. Before the revolution, Koy had been master of the city’s criminal underground. His skills had translated well to keep watch on those who might undermine the Union from within. Short, thinning black hair, nose pushed in from youthful fisticuffs, eyes a deep, impenetrable brown. Somehow, he seemed unassuming and formidable at the same time.

      “How far do you want to take this?” Koy asked.

      “All the way,” Martz told him. “Eliminate anyone we’re sure of. Those we suspect round up and toss into the dungeon. We’ll question them one at a time as we see fit. Bring in anyone with even a whiff of suspicion. If a few innocents are caught in the sweep, then so be it, but this is our chance to cut away all the rot at once.”

      Koy raised an eyebrow. “Even that lot at the abbey?”

      Martz hesitated then said, “Yes. We would have needed to deal with them sooner or later anyway.”

      “I’ll need troops.”

      “Use my name,” Martz said. “You know who to talk to.”

      “It will be a long night,” Koy said. “And bloody. By dawn, I expect it shall have been accomplished.”

      “Then get to work.”

      “By your leave, Councilman.” Koy turned and left back the way he’d come.

      Martz kept walking until he reached the council hall. The guards on either side of the door saluted. Martz ignored them and entered.

      The generals and their aides were already present, seated around the large, round table. Some were dressed as Koy. Others had managed to jump into uniform before reporting. A pot of strong tea made the rounds. Some of the men looked more awake than others. They began to rise when Martz entered.

      “Please remain seated,” Martz said.

      They sank back into their seats.

      “As you know, we’ve been dithering between launching our invasion and waiting until spring,” Martz said. “As of tonight, that decision has been made. We launch immediately.”

      Murmuring around the table.

      “We were hesitant to commit troops until our internal situation was stable,” Martz continued. “Earlier tonight, traitors attempted a coup. Our sources tell us with confidence that this was an all-out effort, an effort that failed. The traitors have been smashed, and we need no longer fear trouble from within, leaving us free to carry out our campaign across the mountains. It was a risk to let the coup unfold, but this risk has paid off, I’m happy to say. By letting the traitors commit their forces, we have effectively outed and destroyed them. Even now, the last remnants of resistance are being scrubbed from the Union.”

      Another murmur, a mix of triumph and concern.

      “General Ortaz.”

      A man with a ruddy complexion and a full red beard looked up. “Sir.”

      “You shall have the honor of remaining in the city. In spite of our recent victory over the traitors, prudence demands some reasonable force remain to keep us secure.” Ortaz’s efficiency and attention to detail, coupled with his utter lack of ambition, made him the perfect choice. If he were not afforded the opportunity to win glory in battle, then so be it.

      Ortaz nodded, face impassive. “Yes, sir.”

      “The rest of you know what to do. We’ve been planning for months,” Martz said. “Troops and supply trains have been held in a state of readiness. The logistics have been worked out and rechecked. You will give your troops the order to march at first light. They make for Whiteout Pass. I’ve already sent a force to secure the fortress there. With Harkun’s Keep neutralized, there’s nothing to keep your armies from sweeping south. By deep winter, we should own everything west of the great forest.”

      These announcements had the desired effect. This time, the chatter around the table was palpably more optimistic. The generals at last would be putting into motion plans that had been months in the making.

      And yet something had been nagging at Martz, and in just that moment, he realized what it was. He made a mental note to get a message to Evris Koy. The man would be very busy in the next few hours, and yet Martz needed one more task out of him. The woman Sereen who’d been sharing Martz’s bed for nearly a year was still nowhere to be seen, and Martz wanted to know why.
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      As she stole toward the abbey in the dead of night, it began to rain. She arrived cold and shivering and bedraggled. The guard in abbey livery had looked her over dubiously when she’d asked for the bishop, but she knew the proper passwords and so was allowed to warm herself near a fireplace in an anteroom while she waited.

      She didn’t have to wait long. Five minutes later, she stood dripping in front of Bishop Arlane Voss’ desk. The bishop was dressed and alert. She’d probably been up for hours. It would be a very long night for many in the city.

      “Get her a towel, for Dumo’s sake,” Voss said to the man who’d escorted her in. “And something dry to wear.”

      The man bowed and left.

      “You’ve come directly from there, I take it,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      Sereen Bowmont had been sharing Sarasin Martz’s bed for months, keeping her ears and eyes open the whole time. That Voss had picked her for the job proved the bishop knew something about the man. If Voss had simply thrown big tits and long legs in front of Martz, she would have failed. Men – at least some men – were more complex creatures than others gave them credit for. No, Sereen was poor bait for the typical male, but evidently perfect for Martz. Brown hair, short like a boy’s. Face and figure unremarkable, bordering on androgynous. Her hands, at least, were feminine, fingers long and delicate.

      So, when Councilman Martz commissioned a mural for the grand entrance hall of the People’s Palace, Voss had thought of Sereen immediately and contrived to have her appointed to the job. She was a good artist, educated, yes, but also possessing a natural gift.

      Sereen lost herself in her work, even to the point of forgetting why she was there in the first place. And that was how Martz had found her, standing on a stepladder, reaching for a spot with one of the smaller brushes, dabbing intricate details. She wore men’s clothing for work, specks of paint across her face.

      She’d caught him watching her. Voss had been right. No buxom barmaids for Sarasin Martz. He’d watched her for nearly an hour as she held the thin brush in those delicate hands, painting long, straight lines, adding detail, returning to create texture. He’d asked her to join him for a drink, and since one does not refuse the leader of the Union, she’d accepted. They talked about art. He asked her with whom she’d studied. He came three more times to watch her paint, and they fell into bed together by the end of the week.

      She honestly didn’t mind it. Sereen had never been a prude, and her circle of friends – thinkers and students and other artists mostly – were fairly open-minded about such things. She felt no particular attraction for the man, but there was nothing especially off-putting about him, in terms of sex at least.

      Still, all of that was over now, and she found herself happy about it.

      Although she wasn’t sure what happened next, and that made her nervous.

      Voss took a clean piece of parchment from a stack and set it on the desk. She dipped a quill in ink and wrote as she spoke to Sereen. “You’ll be given a horse and some money. I’ll want you to take this message to the abbey in Five Rivers. You’re tired and it’s late and it’s raining, so I apologize, but you should get on the road tonight.”

      “Oh? I … I hadn’t thought …” But of course Martz was not a forgiving man, and he would leave no stone unturned looking for her. Of course she’d have to leave. Foolish of her not to think of it.

      Then another thought occurred to her. “But if the coup is successful—”

      “It has already failed.” Voss rose from her desk, went to the window and opened the shutters. She gestured for Sereen to come see.

      She heard more than she saw. Voices muted by the light rain. Distantly a scream. Shouts. An orange glow somewhere near the city center. “Something’s burning.” Even in the rain, something had been torched and was ablaze.

      “It will get worse before it gets better.” Voss returned to the desk and began writing again. “I’m trying to get as much down as possible. It will probably be the last time Fenwigg hears from me.”

      “They’ll come for you?” Sereen wrapped her arms around herself, a shudder running through her.

      “I expect so.”

      “But you didn’t have anything to do with the coup.”

      “Not directly, no, but I aided in my own small ways,” Voss told her. “Not that it matters. They’ve been waiting for an excuse.”

      Voss picked up the parchment, read it over, then blew on the ink to dry it. When satisfied, she folded it neatly, took the candle from her desk and dripped wax on paper. She took off her ring, stamped the soft wax with the bishop’s seal then put the ring back on.

      The servant arrived with dry clothes for Sereen.

      “Might as well pack those in a saddlebag. She’s going out again,” Voss said. “And make sure she has food and a water skin. And a good traveling cloak.”

      The servant nodded and sped away.

      “Sorry,” Voss said. “It’s all happening rather fast, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re smart and resourceful,” Voss said. “Fenwigg will find some use for you.”

      Sereen didn’t want anyone finding a use for her. She’d been useful enough. She’d figure her own way.

      Voss handed her the parchment. “Ride fast. The church thanks you, and I thank you.”

      Sereen took the parchment and tried to make Voss’ gratitude mean something. She’d undertaken the mission to get close to Martz not for Voss’ church but because she knew what would happen to art and literature and philosophy under the thumb of men like Martz. She thought about the mural she’d been painting in the People’s Palace. Soldiers in uniform, looking glorious and triumphant, swords raised.

      All of them facing the same direction.

      For months, she’d slept with Martz, faithfully reporting everything the man did or said. For what? A failed coup.

      She thought about the fire in the city center, and hoped it would spread.

      Let it all burn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      “What’s a squire do actually?” Padraig asked.

      Good question. Merrik had never had a squire before, had not ever anticipated the need.

      “You do more or less whatever I tell you,” Merrik said. “Then when you grow up and you’re ready, you can be a knight.”

      “Like Lee?”

      “No, like me.”

      “Oh.”

      “Although I’m not sure I’m technically a knight,” Merrik admitted. “I’m a marquis … which is better anyway.”

      “Is that more important than a baron or a count?” Padraig asked. “Count Bettin always seemed very important. He had the best clothes.”

      “I doubt his clothes are helping him wherever he is now.” Bettin had ridden out with Kurran and the others in their desperate attempt to flee the keep, but the man hadn’t been seen since, separated in the confusion like so many others. Dumo help him if the raiders had caught up with him. “Anyway, marquis, baron, count … it’s all a bit muddled. Duke and Duchess are above all of them. And King is obviously the highest, although we don’t have one of those anymore.”

      “Don’t think I can be any of those things, milord,” Padraig said. “Got to be noble, don’t you?”

      They walked together in the early morning light between Mykle’s keep and the outer wall. It was cold and would only get colder in the days to come. He put a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

      “Don’t ever let anyone tell you what you can or can’t be, Padraig. You’ve only got one life to live.”

      “But you’re either born noble or you’re not, milord.”

      “Nobody said there wouldn’t be obstacles.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t get hung up on technicalities, boy.”

      “Yes, milord.”

      “Go into the village and see if they have a tavern,” Merrik said.

      “This is squire training for being a knight, milord?”

      “Don’t walk. Run.”

      Padraig ran.

      Merrik entered the keep and found the men who’d arrived last night eating porridge. They all still looked ragged but a little better than they had the night before. He would have liked some fried eggs and a bit of pork, but porridge seemed to be the extent of what the beggar baron had to offer. The man didn’t have much, but Merrik had to admit that what he did have, he was more than willing to share.

      Kurran entered the room. He was the only man that didn’t look better after a night’s sleep. Merrik supposed there was plenty to occupy the man’s thoughts and keep him tossing and turning. With old Harkun gone, the son was the baron now, but baron of what? Barbarians owned his keep, and hordes of them roamed the countryside.

      Kurran saw Merrik and aimed for him.

      And suddenly, Lee was standing next to Merrik. “He’s been looking for you.”

      “You don’t make it sound like a good thing,” Merrik said.

      “Just keep in mind the baron has been … stressed.”

      The baron, Lee had said. So at least some of the men were already thinking about him that way.

      In the next instant, Kurran stood in front of him, a mixture of anger, fatigue, and defeat in his expression.

      Merrik nodded to the man. “Good morning, my lord.”

      “Marquis Niles.” An edge of hostility in his voice. “Where is my mother?”

      Merrik blinked, taken aback by the question. He cleared his throat and said, “My lord, it is with deep regret that—”

      “Was she alive when you left her?”

      “She was, my lord, but the circumstances—”

      Merrik didn’t even see the fist. There was a smack and an explosion of pain under his right eye, and then he was on the floor. He blinked away the stars and looked up to see Kurran standing over him. Heads came up from bowls of porridge. All eyes in the room were pinned to the unfolding scene.

      “You left her!” Kurran raged.

      “It’s not that simple,” Merrik said, holding his face.

      “You brought out the other women,” snapped Kurran. “Even that mouthy priest.”

      “She wouldn’t come,” Merrik insisted. “She wouldn’t leave your father.”

      “He speaks the truth, my lord,” Lee said. “Your mother insisted.”

      Kurran spun, got in the man’s face, his nose two inches from Lee’s. “Nobody asked your opinion, golden boy. Father’s not here anymore to fawn over you and gift you with expensive armor. I’ll not be bending a knee to you, boy, whatever nonsense the priest is spreading.”

      Lee’s mouth tightened, jaw clenched. His face went red. For the first time, it occurred to Merrik that Lee had in fact heard the stories and had simply been ignoring them.

      Kurran turned back to Merrik. “She was grieving for her husband. Do you really think she was in her right mind? You should have thrown her over your shoulder and carried her away. Her blood is on your hands. Don’t think I’ll forget this. Don’t think I’ll ever forget.”

      Kurran turned and stormed from the room.

      Silence hung in the air for a long moment, then slowly, the murmur of conversation resumed as men turned back to their breakfasts.

      Lee held out a hand and helped Merrik to his feet.

      “He doesn’t understand,” Merrik said. “He wasn’t there.”

      “He was wrong,” Lee said. “But he was also right.”

      “Oh?”

      “He was right, we should have made her come with us,” Lee said. “But it’s me he should have punched in the face. I’ve served the Harkuns for years. It was my responsibility, and I failed.”

      “She’d never have forgiven you if you’d dragged her out of there, if you’d taken her away from her husband,” Merrik said. “She’d have been furious.”

      Lee sighed. “You have to be alive to be furious.”
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        * * *

      

      There had never really been a chance that a village so small would have a proper tavern, but to Padraig’s great credit, he ferreted out a man who sold a home brew at a table behind his cottage. A copper got you an earthen pitcher of the stuff and a wooden cup to drink it from, and after his unfortunate encounter with Kurran earlier, Merrik could use a drink.

      “I’m impressed,” Merrik told Padraig as the boy led him to a cottage more or less in the center of the village. “I knew as soon as I laid eyes on you that you were squire material.”

      “A bit early for a drink, isn’t it, milord?”

      “I’ve actually just recently been hit in the face by a baron, Padraig,” Merrik said. “Under the circumstances, I think we can bend the rules a tad.”

      “What rules, milord?”

      “That’s the spirit, Padraig.”

      They knocked on the cottage door, and a man in his late fifties or early sixties answered, white hair, white beard, a loose collection of yellow teeth and a limp.

      “Milord.” His voice sounded rusty and tired. “You’re the one be wanting the drink, is it?”

      Merrik bowed. “The Marquis of Munsk, Merrik Niles at your service. Well, not really. I’d rather hoped you’d be at my service.”

      The old man blinked.

      “Yes, I’d like a drink,” Merrik clarified.

      “This way, then.” The old man beckoned Merrik to follow as he limped around to the backside of the cottage. “Not anything fancy, milord. I hope the lad didn’t mislead you. Nothing for a proper lord like yourself.”

      “Fret not, my fine fellow,” Merrik said. “However, Padraig was somewhat vague on just exactly what we’d be drinking. Some kind of wine?”

      The old man cackled . “No, milord, ‘fraid not. Not sure what you’d call it. Not wine, not beer neither. Nor mead. Not nothing I ever heard of. I invented it as far as I know.”

      Merrik frowned. “Now look. Is this, in fact, safe to drink? Safe for humans to actually put into their bodies, I mean?”

      “Hasn’t killed me yet. Woke up in some unexpected places a few times.”

      “That sounds promising,” Merrik said. “Lead on.”

      The old man led them through a gate in a feeble fence constructed of sticks. The purpose of the fence was, apparently, to discourage a half-dozen scrawny chickens from wandering too far. A small, battered table with four wooden chairs around it sprang up from the center of the chicken yard, something between a shed and a barn to one side, a fallow plot of earth to the other.

      Merrik sat himself at the table. “This will do nicely. Bring forth this mysterious beverage.”

      “Back in a jiff.” The old man vanished back into the cottage.

      Merrik gestured to the seat across from him. “Have a seat, Padraig.”

      Padraig sat.

      “Why did the baron punch you in the face, milord?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “That means you don’t want to talk about it.”

      “That’s exactly what it means.”

      The old man returned and set a jug and a cup on the table in front of Merrik. “I never meant to sell it, but some of the other fellas ‘round the village heard about it. I usually get a copper for the jug … which I hope your lordship finds fair.”

      “Yes, quite fair,” Merrik said. “However, there might be a slight problem with payment.”

      The old man shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other, rubbing the back of his neck. “Seeing as how you’re a noble type, I suppose I could offer you credit. But if I’m being blunt, I don’t much like it. You’re not from around here … meaning no offense, milord.”

      “No offense taken. You’re being very sensible,” Merrik assured the man. “But the problem is not that I can’t pay, but rather how I can pay.”

      Merrik leaned forward and placed a gold coin in the center of the table.

      The old man looked at the coin. Then at Merrik. Then back at the coin.

      “Is that real, milord?”

      Merrik nodded to the coin. “By all means, examine it.”

      The old man picked it up, rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger. “I don’t rightly know what I expected it to feel like. Heavy.”

      “Yes.”

      “Next spring, I’ll have been alive sixty-six years,” the old man said, voice small with wonder. “This’s the first gold coin I ever held. I think, milord, that such a thing should be worth a pitcher, just letting an old man see such a thing.”

      “That’s generous,” Merrik said. “But I might want another pitcher tomorrow, and I don’t suppose you’d be satisfied to hold it again.”

      The old man laughed. “No, I guess you’ve the right of it there. Still, I can’t change it. You could take every drop and the chickens and the cottage to boot, and I’d still owe you back.”

      “Yes, I was afraid of this. What do you suggest?”

      The old man licked his lips, thinking. “I guess I can’t rightly charge you gold for what everyone else gives a copper.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      The old man tugged at his beard, thinking. No result was immediately forthcoming.

      “What’s your name?” Merrik asked.

      “Colton, Mundy’s son,” the old man said. “My wife passed three winters ago, and my two boys work the potato fields. With the bad leg, that leaves me at home tinkering with my invention.”

      “Your what?”

      “What I use to make the home brew, milord. Would you like to see it?”

      “Of course.”

      Colton led Merrik to the shed, Padraig trailing. They entered, and Merrik saw it immediately: a large metal barrel with a simmering fire beneath. Metal tubes led out of it to another metal container, and then another, smaller coiled tube stretched out six feet, held up by forked sticks. The end of the tube dripped clear liquid into a ceramic jug.

      As Merrik leaned in to examine it, a small metal lid flapped open, releasing a belch of steam then closed again.

      Merrik stepped back abruptly. “What in Dumo’s name was that?”

      “It releases a bit a’ pressure, milord,” Colton explained. “Took me a while to figure that one out. Otherwise, she sort of … uh … explodes.”

      Merrik turned back to the door. “And that concludes our tour of your invention.”

      Seated back at the table, Merrik said. “What I had in mind was a sort of partnership.”

      Colton raised an eyebrow. “Milord?”

      “If my gold buys half ownership of your invention, then I can drink as I like, yes?”

      A pause.

      The pause stretched.

      “You want to be in business together, milord?”

      “Put it any way you like.” All Merrik cared about was keeping himself in drink while here. He expected to enjoy Baron Mykle’s hospitality for the foreseeable future, but such hospitality had its limits. A pallet of straw in a drafty room. Porridge in the morning, and a bowl of stew at night. The Beggar Baron had no wine cellar. There were a couple of barrels of good beer set aside for special occasions, but nothing had been set aside for Merrik’s casual inebriation.

      Merrik could drink here every day for ten years and it still wouldn’t come to a full gold piece, but desperate times called for desperate measures.

      “Shall we make it official and proper, milord?”

      “Does that mean I get to drink?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Then by all means, I declare it official.” Merrik took the pitcher and filled the cup. The liquid was perfectly clear and might as well have been water.

      “It has something of a kick, milord.” Mild concern on Colton’s face. “More for sipping than guzzling if you take my meaning.”

      “Never fear, my good man,” Merrik assured him. “I’ve had some experience with spirits.”

      He tilted the cup back and took a large gulp.

      Then pitched forward again, coughing and gasping for breath.

      “Great Dumo in the sky!” Merrik said. “Are you trying to murder me?”

      But then Merrik felt the slow warmth spreading to his limbs. He tried a much smaller sip. A hint of green, like a pine forest on a crisp, cool morning. Subtle. It burned going down his throat but not unpleasantly.

      After two more sips, his head was swimming. A comfortable, floating feeling.

      “Colton, you might possibly be a genius. What’s it made from?”

      “Mostly potatoes,” Colton said. “And some berries that grow wild in the forest. Gives it a bit of lightness. Blunts the harsh edge.”

      “I’d hate to try it non-blunted.”

      “A moment, milord.”

      Colton went into the house, and to Merrik’s surprise, returned with a small bundle of parchment, an inkwell, and a quill. He pulled a chair up to the table and sat, dipped the quill into the ink.

      “You can read and write?” Merrik asked.

      If Colton took offense, he didn’t show it. “Only one in the village who can. I trade letter writing services in exchange for things.”

      Colton began to scribble.

      Merrik drank.

      “Can I try some, milord?” Padraig asked.

      “You’re too young.”

      “It’d kill you, lad.” Colton said it without looking up from his parchment.

      “Kill me more or less than a horde of plainsmen?”

      Now Colton did look up, eyes shifting to the boy. “You were there?”

      A shrug. Then a nod.

      Colton jerked his head toward Merrik. “He’s your master, not me.”

      Merrik slid the cup across the table to Padraig. “A small sip. Very small.”

      Padraig brought the cup up to his face. Sniffed.

      He set the cup down again.

      “Maybe later.”

      Merrik took the cup back. “Probably for the best.”

      “Milord, if we could just go over this contract,” Colton said.

      “Contract?”

      “All very proper,” Colton insisted. “Basically, says that I do all the work, and you provide the financing in gold – which you have – and any proceeds from the venture are split fifty-fifty.”

      “Fifty-fifty?”

      Colton hesitated. “Well … if it’s not presumptuous.”

      “And I drink free whenever I like?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Where do I sign?”

      Both men signed the document.

      Colton beamed. “It’s okay if I hang on to this, milord?”

      Merrik reached for the pitcher. “Frame it if you like.”

      Colton was suddenly excited. “There’s a tavern down in Bumwich, friend a’ mine runs it. I bet I can get him to take a barrel. I’ll need a wagon and that means a mule, although a horse would be better. I’ll need to see the cooper about more barrels, I guess. I wonder if I should do different sizes or—”

      “Colton.”

      “Milord.”

      “I’m going to leave all of that to you … whatever you’re talking about.”

      Colton grinned. “As you like, milord.” His eyes dropped to the gold coin still sitting on the table.

      “I’m sure you’ll put it to good use.”

      Colton snatched it up so quickly, Merrik wasn’t sure it had ever been there.

      “Back in a moment.” Colton, contract and gold disappeared into the cottage again.

      Part of Merrik knew it was money poorly spent. I’ll need to be more careful with my gold or it won’t last.

      Thinking of it as your gold so soon, the voice echoed in his head. It was Baron Harkun’s gold just a few short days ago.

      Merrik frowned. Ponder. You do come and go as you please, don’t you?

      This new drink addles your mind, loosens it, makes it easy for me to visit.

      Since when do you need an invitation?

      That laugh again. You still don’t have the first inkling how all of this works, do you?

      Go away. I’m drinking.

      What happened? Did you finally empty the baron’s flask?

      Merrik hadn’t thought about the flask since coming out of the forest. He took it out, looked at it. The water just looked like ordinary water. It’s for something, isn’t it? Ponder?

      A cold breeze through Merrik’s mind, like something quickly whisking through or being yanked away.

      Ponder, come back.

      Nothing.

      Merrik waited.

      Then slowly, a new sensation, like beads of rainwater trailing down his face. The inside of his face. A hundred little things being placed in his mind: words, images, sensation.

      Merrik was being told something, shown something. But what?

      His eyes darted to the pages of blank parchment Colton had left behind, the inkwell and quill. “Padraig, I’m going to start saying things, and I need you to write them down.”

      “I’m sorry, milord, but I can’t write.”

      “Of course.” Merrik placed a piece of the parchment in front of him, dipped the quill into the ink and began writing. It was some kind of list. Often, he wouldn’t know what he’d added to the list unless he’d stopped to read what he’d written. He was only partly in control of his writing hand, the sensation similar to when he’d filled the flask with the fish-glow water.

      His mind cleared, a strong wind blowing away fog. He looked down at the items on the list.

      The body of a dead spider. Cat’s teeth. Sulfur powder. Various kinds of dried herbs. All kinds of incongruent items.

      What the … ?

      He handed the list to Padraig. “I need you to gather these things.”

      “If I can’t write, then I can’t read neither, milord.”

      “Don’t be cheeky,” Merrik said. “But that’s a fair point. You know Lady Mira?”

      Padraig’s face brightened. “Yessir.”

      “Take her the list and ask her to help. Tell her it’s a favor for me.”

      Padraig took the list and stood up from the table. “You sure you don’t want me to stay with you, milord?”

      “I’ll see you later. Scoot along now.”

      Padraig left at a jog toward the castle.

      Merrik sat quietly and sipped. It was good to have a moment alone. Even Ponder seemed to have gone somewhere for the moment. He floated in a warm haze, let his eyes wander. Garden tools leaning against the cottage – pitchfork, hoe, shovel. The three circles of the Star Goddess carved into the lintel over the door. A rooster watched him from his perch on the stick fence.

      How in the world did I get here? Merrik wasn’t even sure where here was. He tried to picture Baron Mykle’s holding on a map and failed.

      Colton came out of the cottage with a fresh pitcher. “We should call it something.”

      “We should call what something?”

      “The drink, milord.”

      Merrik watched the liquid pour from pitcher to cup. “It’s clear and bright. It shines.”

      “Shines, milord?”

      “But a cold light. Like moonlight.”

      “Well, I suppose we could call it moon—”

      “No, starlight is better than moonlight. You worship the Star Goddess, yes?” Merrik nodded to the carvings over the door.

      “Well, not as such, milord. That was more for my wife’s benefit.”

      “Then in her honor, let’s call the drink starshine.”

      “I like it.” Colton finished refilling Merrik’s cup. “Enjoy your starshine, milord.”

      Colton returned to the cottage, and Merrik found himself alone again. He drank and wondered what he was going to do next. Perhaps he’d buy a horse and head south, but even if there were a horse for sale in the entire village, he’d have the same problem with the gold. He needed to find a money changer sooner or later, so he could trade one of the coins for more easily spendable silver and copper.

      For the moment, he was okay. He had a roof over his head and food to eat. No need to rush a decision, at least, not yet.

      A plodding thum … thum … thum reached his ears.

      A drum, Merrik realized, and coming closer. Thum … thum … thum.

      Curiosity took him. He stood and immediately felt the starshine in his legs. He steadied himself, grabbed his cup and circled around to the front of Colton’s dwelling.

      He saw them coming down the path between cottages. Merrik knew a funeral procession when he saw one. The leader wore all black, a simple drum hanging around his neck. The rest of the procession marched to the slow rhythm of the thum … thum … thum.

      The people behind the man in black might have been the family, a haggard middle-aged couple, in good health but clearly worn down by a life of hard work. Two daughters about Padraig’s age marched behind them, all with their heads down. An old graybeard followed next, leading a flatbed goat cart, a rough cloth thrown over the body lying there.

      Merrik took a step back and offered a respectful nod as the procession passed.

      Across the path, a young girl sat on a three-foot stone wall. She watched the procession too, face lost and sad. The dress she wore was typical peasant garb but surprisingly new and clean, a pretty dress of blue homespun, simple shoes of thin, rough leather.

      When the procession had rounded the bend out of sight, Merrik approached the girl and asked, “Do you know who it was?”

      Her head snapped around, eyes locking on Merrik’s. “You’re talking to me?”

      Merrik was taken aback. “I didn’t mean to alarm you. I thought you might have known the deceased.”

      She turned her head again, looking back down the empty path where the procession had been. “Me. It was me.”

      Merrik frowned. Somehow, she wasn’t understanding his simple question.

      She stood, took a step toward him. “You see me?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” He examined her more closely. Was there something unusual about the girl? She stood anxiously, hands clasped across her stomach. The cottage behind her… –

      He could see through her, the cottage behind her blurry but visible.

      Merrik gasped and stepped back, blinked and looked again. She shimmered as she moved, the background moving through her.

      “Please. You can see me?” she asked desperately, moving toward him again. “You can see me?”

      He backed away from her as quickly as he could, dropping the cup, starshine splashing on the path. He tried to work his mouth to scream, but he had no voice. He backed into the low hedge in front of Colton’s cottage, feet tangling. The world blurred as he went down, leaves scraping his arms and face.

      In the next moment, Colton stood over him. “Milord?”

      Merrik point. “Do you see her? Look, across the path. Do you?”

      Colton looked up then back down at Merrik. “I told you, milord, the drink packs a wallop.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Count Tazar reined in his horse a hundred yards from the small hunting cabin. “Wait here,” he told his two guards.

      The guards looked at each other. They were supposed to accompany the count at all times as a matter of course.

      “I don’t think I’m in any danger on my own estates, and I want to speak with him alone,” Tazar said. “In any case, his guards work for me.”

      They saluted, and he turned the horse toward the cabin and approached at a walk.

      As a young man of seventeen, Tazar had built the hunting cabin with his own two hands, or, at least, that was the way he liked to put it when telling people. As the count’s son, he’d been able to recruit whatever strong backs were available to cut timber, muscle the beams into place, whatever needed doing. He’d allowed a proper stone mason to build the fireplace, but he’d gone knee-deep into the cold river to pull out the stones. He’d swung an axe when felling the trees. He’d pegged in the hinges and hung the doors. Someone of his noble birth could have sat back and let others do the work.

      Tazar liked to tell anyone who asked that his sweat was in the place.

      As the son of a count, he’d wanted someplace of his own, a place to be alone, a place to bring girls, to read, to drink and sing loudly and off-key, and basically do whatever he damn well felt like without eyes and ears to observe and judge. The castle was his father’s domain and constantly buzzed with the activity of his father’s making.

      The world of the hunting cabin was small, but it was his. Three rooms and a fireplace. Tazar could barely remember or even understand the boy who needed or even wanted such a place. Now, Tazar wanted nothing more than to be part of the larger world, to be included in its bigness. Indeed, that he could alter the course of such a world, be a part of the force that controlled its ebb and flow was his only ambition. As the cabin was to the castle, so was the castle to the rest of the world. He would never be content to rule over the routine happenings of Sparrow’s Nest and the surrounding countryside.

      He would be a member of those that reshaped the world, and when others beheld it, all would see the sweat he’d put into its formation.

      That the hunchback would be so instrumental to his machinations was fate’s little joke on the count. Tazar didn’t mind. He appreciated the absurd as much as the next man.

      He dismounted, tied his horse to the post in front of the cabin, and entered.

      The main room was simply furnished. Large chairs covered in leather. Antlers from past hunts decorated the walls. The embers in the fireplace were cold. He heard the clack of wooden practice swords outside and crossed the room to the back door.

      Tazar stood on the back porch and watched them .

      Three guards circled the hunchback, each holding wooden practice swords weighted to approximate ordinary broadswords. They wore tunics and breeches and boots but no armor.

      The hunchback was a different sight altogether.

      I need to stop calling him the hunchback, Tazar thought. It’s a bad habit, and not something I want to say out loud by accident in front of others. Especially considering the use I have for him. The man’s name is Rodwik. I need to use it.

      But looking at him now, shirtless, it was hard to think of him as anything other than the hunchback. The hunch was on the left side, not so bad really but seemed worse because of his stooped over posture. He was hairy and well-muscled. Broad shoulders. He’d have been tall if he could have stood straight. Nose flat, ears crooked, lips wide and also flat as if they’d been smeared onto his face. Hair cropped short and greasy. Skin baby smooth liked he’d never grown a beard and never would.

      This is it. The key to all of my ambitions. He shook his head and laughed softly.

      They still hadn’t noticed him in the shadow of the overhanging roof. Tazar would announce himself in a moment.

      “Come on, then.” Rodwik’s voice sounded like metal chains being dragged over rough stone. “If I think any of you are holding back, it’ll only rile me up. You’ve been warned.”

      Two of the guards lunged at him. The third circled Rodwik, looking for an opening.

      Rodwik fought with a weapon in each hand, both wooden and weighted to approximate actual weapons he’d use in combat. He favored his left hand, wielding a longsword, not so different from the swords of his opponents, blade slightly thinner and a bit longer. He held a hand axe in his off hand, an ordinary axe blade on one side and two hooks sprouting from the other, one curved up and the hook below it curved downward. Tazar had seen the hunchback use the combination of weapons effectively.

      Tazar cursed himself. Not hunchback. Rodwik.

      Rodwik had worked long and hard to fashion his stooped posture into a fighting style that worked for him, flinging his long ropey arms to bring his blades up suddenly.

      Rodwik slung the axe at the first incoming blade, knocking it aside, and parried the second man’s thrust with his own sword. On the return swing with the axe, he caught the first sword with one of the hooks, twisted his shoulders, and jerked the weapon from the man’s hands. Disarmed, the guard fell back and allowed the last man to take his place.

      But Rodwik was already charging at him, growling, moving with surprising speed. The guard chopped down with his sword. Rodwik caught the blade with the axe, swiped with the sword and caught the man across the belly. If the wooden practice blade were steel instead, the man’s innards would be falling out to splatter hot across the ground. Instead, he simply grunted and stepped back, acknowledging he was out of the fray.

      Rodwik’s next move was pure instinct. He continued the motion of slicing across the guard’s belly and kept turning, bringing the sword around behind him. He’d sensed the guard moving in. Rodwik’s blade deflected the guard’s sword. Rodwik let his momentum carry him, the axe following right behind. It connected with a loud crack against the side of the guard’s head.

      The guard’s eyes crossed. He took one halting step back and went down.

      Rodwik stood panting and sweaty, surveying his work. The other two guards helped the one who’d been knocked for a loop.

      Rodwik looked up at the sound of tepid applause and saw Tazar emerge from the shadow of the cabin.

      “You need to send me better victims.” Rodwik lowered his weapons.

      “They’re supposed to be guarding you, not fighting you.”

      Rodwik snorted. “Guard me. You make me laugh. Send me bigger ones and faster. I must practice. And send me more books.”

      “You’ve already read the others?”

      “There is little to do out here apart from battering your guards,” Rodwik said. “In any case, I did not have a cushy boyhood filled with tutors. I’m playing catchup.”

      “You’ve come a long way very quickly,” Tazar said. “I’ll send more books.”

      “And there are things I cannot learn in books.”

      “Oh?”

      “Courtly manners and gentle speech,” Rodwik said. “If I’m to be who you need me to be, then I need to know etiquette. Your world is foreign to me, and I can’t learn everything from books. Send one of your gentle ladies from  court.”

      Tazar gave him a flat stare.

      “I won’t soil her, Tazar,” Rodwik assured him. “She shall teach me, and when she finds me inoffensive enough, then I’ll know I’m ready.”

      “I’ll send my chamberlain,” Tazar said. “He can show you these things and can answer questions about local politics. A far better choice.”

      “Is it so strange I might want to see a pretty face? You’ve had me cooped up with those three watchdogs for weeks.” Rodwik pointed to the guards behind him.

      Tazar sighed. “Very well. I’ll have my sister choose one of her ladies-in-waiting for the job.”

      “Good.” Rodwik nodded approval. “Now why are you here? Did you bring me my toy?”

      The count frowned. “On the contrary. I’m thinking we shouldn’t wait.”

      “I thought you wanted to proceed with all possible pomp,” Rodwik said. “I thought it was an important symbol.”

      “It is to some. This side of the great forest, not so much,” Tazar explained. “The old houses along the east coast will need the most convincing. They know the histories inside and out and will recognize the scepter, and will, in fact, demand to see it. By the time we approach them, we’ll have the west and the north in hand.”

      And it was even mostly true, Tazar thought. So much had to happen for his scheme to come together. The barons would need to be convinced, and they’d look to the bishops for guidance. Every scrap of evidence they could use to make their case would help. The most important people would recognize the scepter as an important symbol. It didn’t mean they’d automatically believe, but it was a start.

      Rodwik’s bloodline had been confirmed by his old wizard. Possibly Red William would need to confirm it again in front of the bishops, although Tazar wasn’t sure the arrogant spellcaster knew the right incantations. Never mind that Rodwik was a thief Tazar had pulled from the gutter. Blood didn’t lie. And the scepter would give them all something shiny to look at.

      Rodwik grunted. “You can’t put a lump like me on the Black Throne unless I can talk pretty. If you want a king, tell your sister to choose wisely.”
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        * * *

      

      A casual traveler might have thought the village deserted.

      News of Red William’s murderous tantrum in the inn’s common room had spread quickly, and all of the villagers hid inside their hovels. At the wizard’s insistence, the innkeeper had set up a table and chair in front of the inn, so William could watch the road as he drank wine.

      At last, he saw the short column coming up the road, riding two abreast. He looked them over as they came closer, formidable, hard-looking men, dripping weapons, mismatched leather and chain armor. Some wore simple bowl helms while others settled for hoods pulled up to cover their heads. As Tazar had promised, none wore the count’s livery. Whatever William and these men might accomplish next, Tazar didn’t want his name attached to it.

      The lead rider pulled even with William’s table and held up a hand, the rest of the column clopping to a halt. He looked like a rough customer, two deep scars criss crossing his face just below his left eye, a forked beard but no moustache, hair a sandy brown and cropped short. Thick leathers and a round shield on his back.

      He looked down at the wizard with a bored expression. “I’m Nurman. You Red William?”

      William tilted his goblet back, drained it of wine, and set it on the table next to him. He stood. “Did you bring a horse for me?”

      “Yeah, we got one for you.”

      William’s eyes narrowed.

      “Milord,” Nurman said belatedly.

      They brought a trim brown mare forward, and William mounted.

      “Where to … milord?”

      William considered. Recasting the locator spell with the cork in the bowl wasn’t possible. He no longer had anything of Merrik Niles’ possessions, a key component. There were other spells that would do the trick, but they were elaborate, expensive, and would require study.

      Instead, the wizard elected to rely on the wolf. The hunter spell gave him a bond with it, allowing him to sense the direction it traveled. For various reasons, William surmised that traitorous ruffian Rugger would keep following after Niles. It was only a guess, but William thought it a good guess. The hunter wolf would lead William to Rugger, and Niles would – in theory – be close by.

      Not that it mattered. Tazar had sent these men to attend to his business with Niles. Fine. But Red William had business with that upstart, thick-headed shit Rugger. If both causes were aligned, then fine. If not, then William had no problem with a slight detour, and Tazar’s men could complain at their own peril.

      He realized Nurman and the others were still looking at him, waiting.

      “North.” William kicked the horse into motion. “And into the great forest.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d called it the King’s Perch before the revolution.

      But all Sarasin Martz could think when he stood on the balcony with his chief advisors and highest ranking generals was this is a pretty good spot to watch a big fucking army.

      And it was a very good spot, a balcony at the top of the People’s Palace. The army marched ten abreast down the boulevard below. The constables had spent the morning clearing the way of vendors and peddlers, so the army would have a clear path. Merchants were relegated to appropriate market squares where they could be properly licensed and out of harm’s way.

      And it was a very big army indeed. The trod of their boots down the boulevard shook the palace. Spears on shoulders, helms gleaming, heavy woolen cloaks covering chainmail. Martz’s chest swelled with pride. Every man had a pair of boots as good as the next man’s, the same cloak, the same helm, the same short, wide-bladed sword, the same spear. The great central forges had produced the weapons. The textile mills had produced the cloaks and tunics. Instead of dozens of fiefs working independently, family blacksmiths beating out swords for lords, they were all working together. A single efficient machine with a single purpose. This is how it was meant to be, Martz thought. This is how we make the world one.

      “How many all told?” Martz asked, still watching the troops march by.

      The man standing next to him paused before answering, not because he didn’t know but because he was careful and never spoke without checking himself. If there were a man of more unassuming and meek appearance than Martz in all of the Union, it was Line General Burman Dorset. Bald, clean shaven. He looked like an unfinished doll. Not short, but not especially tall. In his uniform and cloak, he might have been any other soldier except for the gold sash with a single red stripe. Line general was a purely military designation without political consideration.

      “Thirty thousand fighters,” Dorset said. “Another ten thousand armorers, fletchers, cooks, and so on.”

      “And you know what to do?” Martz knew the answer but wanted to hear Dorset say it. Something in him needed the reassurance.

      “I know what I’m supposed to do.”

      Martz frowned. That was not what he’d expected Dorset to say.

      “Forty thousand men and horses and wagons,” Dorset said. “That’s a lot to get through a bottleneck like Whiteout Pass.”

      “I’ve sent a force ahead to secure the pass, and no, before you ask, I haven’t heard from them,” Martz said. “But I’m confident all has gone according to plan.”

      Dorset took in a deep breath then let it out slowly. “No problem then.”

      “And then?” Martz asked. “Once you’re through?”

      “With Harkun’s Keep neutralized, we sweep south.” Dorset said it like something he remembered from a meeting … which it was. “We secure everything west of the great forest. By the time the east coast reacts, we’re already entrenched.”

      A moment of awkward silence as the unending army marched past beneath them.

      “Go on,” Martz insisted. “Say what you want to say.”

      “I don’t like it,” Dorset said.

      “I know.”

      Another pause.

      Trumpets blared. Citizens cheered the passing army.

      “You agree that if the gambit works, we accomplish what we want in a tenth of the time?” Martz asked. “Yes?”

      “Yes,” Dorset said. “If it works. If we aren’t jammed up in the pass, if the weather favors us, if the plainsmen are trustworthy. If is a disagreeable word. The better a plan, the less if there is in it.”

      “You’d rather the southern strategy and all the extra months?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’ve heard the rumors. The longer we wait, the more they organize,” Martz said. “The more they unite. The harder it’ll be.”

      “I know,” Dorset said. “It’s the only reason I’m going along with such a piss poor plan.”

      Dorset’s frank admission startled Martz. It wasn’t quite insubordination, but it was pretty blunt. From anyone else, Martz would have taken it as a challenge. Dorset was simply being honest.

      “But if you don’t get jammed up in the pass,” Martz said. “If you do make it before the weather …”

      Dorset nodded. “Then we own the place.”

      “Then join your troops. And good luck.” Martz turned and went back into the palace.

      In the hallway of the floor below, he met Evris Koy who’d been waiting patiently

      “Any word of her?”

      “When we razed the abbey,” Koy said, “one of the monks said he saw a woman of her description. They put her on a horse, and she was seen riding for Madman’s Pass. She’s probably over the Arrowheads by now and into the Scattered Kingdom.”

      “You believe it? That it was her?”

      “Yes.”

      Martz felt foolish, played, but remained stoic. This was business. If he felt the need to throw some foolish tantrum, he could do it later in private.

      “Tell your men to stop looking,” Martz said. “We need their eyes and ears elsewhere.”

      “I’ll pass the word,” Koy said. “Is there anything else, sir?”

      “No. Go on about your business, then.”

      Koy left.

      Martz chastised himself. Sereen’s betrayal was the exact sort of thing he should have seen coming. Whoever had dangled her in front of him had known just what he was doing, had guessed keenly just the sort of woman who’d make him pause and notice. She would be found eventually, and made to talk, and whomever pulled her strings would suffer also. They would all be thrown into an unmarked hole and forgotten by history.

      History is something that is shaped, the philosopher Timeon had said. And anything shaped by one pair of hands, can be reshaped by another.

      Martz was no good with a sword. He could not mold clay into anything memorable. He couldn’t create works of art as Sereen had. What could he shape with two such unremarkable hands?

      I’ll just have to settle for the entire world.
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      The girl’s desperate face chased Merrik in and out of his dreams.

      He’d fled, stumbling back to the castle, had eaten a bowl of bland stew and then climbed the stone stairs to his room, where he’d collapsed onto the pallet of straw, pulling the thin blanket up to his chin. Let darkness take him. He’d had enough of the day.

      And while sleep came almost immediately, rest eluded him.

      Merrik sensed he wasn’t alone. Ponder?

      Yes.

      Fuck off. I want to sleep, and I’ve had too much starshine.

      Yes, but you’ve been waiting to ask me. Go on. Ask. You’re ready now.

      Merrik couldn’t deny it. He wanted to know, even though it was only just now, here in the dream, that he realized he wanted to know. “Tell me about the covenant.”

      Easier to show you.

      The sensation of someone grabbing the backs of his eyeballs. Ponder fell backward into a dark abyss, yanking Merrik along with him. He felt as if he were being pulled back into himself and down, turned inside out. Then he was falling, blind, a sensation so palpable and real that if anyone had been in his room with him, they would have heard him whimper, his sleeping form twitching beneath the blanket.

      He fell, and he fell. He didn’t bother screaming or flailing about. He curled into a plummeting stone, and simply let it happen. Where are we going, Ponder?

      Back. To the beginning.

      Falling became floating. Light squeezed in from the edges of Merrik’s vision, and a scene came into focus. An open field under a sea of black clouds. It was daytime, but the roiling clouds blotted the sun, casting the land in shadow. Thunder rolled in from the distance. Eight wagons made a tidy circle. They were big, blocky wooden things, painted with bright colors.

      People scurried within the circle, breaking camp, making ready for the coming storm. All except one. He was tall and impossibly thin, his garish costume of alternating red and black squares hanging awkwardly. He wore a pointed hat with a tin star at the top. He juggled four red balls, oblivious to the incoming storm.

      That’s Mindel the Harlequin, Ponder said, sensing Merrik’s curiosity.

      You know him?

      I knew all of them. This is the traveling carnival where my parents met. That’s their wagon, the yellow and black one.

      Merrik looked. One of the wagons had been whimsically painted in yellow and black stripes to resemble a bumble bee.

      And then Merrik flew forward, straight for the wagon. He hit the exterior, a blur of darkness and light, and then he was inside.

      Oil lamps hanging in the corners lit the cramped space. A pregnant woman lay on the narrow bed, thin pink nightgown bunched at her waist. A spindly old woman in a purple shawl sat cross-legged in front of her, waiting for the baby’s arrival.

      My mother, Ponder said. And the midwife.

      Where’s your father?

      That depends on what you mean. My mother’s husband you saw juggling outside.

      The harlequin?

      Yes. As for my father … Merrik couldn’t see Ponder. They were only disembodied voices. Not even voices, thoughts floating back and forth in the nothingness. But Merrik sensed a shrug from the jester.

      Then who is your father?

      A man passing through, perhaps a merchant who’d paused in his travels to see the show. Maybe a soldier. Perhaps he was handsome or charming or maybe he offered her money. But she knew instantly. She knew she was pregnant and without a husband and that Mindel had long wanted her. Maybe she even found a way to love him back.

      Did he know? About the merchant, I mean.

      He pretended not to. He wanted her that much.

      Merrik looked at the woman, tried to imagine her in some other context, not bloated, hair matted with sweat, face twisted with the pain of labor. He tried to see what might inspire Mindel’s willingness to raise a child not his own. It didn’t matter, Merrik supposed. Love, obviously, an emotion that molded itself to every man or woman who felt it. Merrik wondered if he’d ever feel something so strongly that he’d make such a sacrifice.

      Maybe Mindel doesn’t think it a sacrifice. Maybe he thinks it’s wonderful.

      Thunder clapped almost on top of them, and a moment later, hard rain lashed outside. Lightning flashed. Ponder’s mother screamed, and the midwife leaned forward.

      Thunder shook the wagon.

      “You need to push,” the midwife said.

      Another scream.

      “Push.”

      You told me we were going back to the beginning, Merrik said. I didn’t know you meant back to your beginning.

      Everything you see from here on is through me. It’s a technicality. Just watch.

      What are you talking about?

      How long do you want to be here?

      Never mind.

      Ponder’s mother shook her head side to side, little rhythmic whimpers coming out of her. “It hurts.”

      “That’s birth,” the midwife said. “Now push.”

      She panted, working up to it, then sucked in a deep breath. She clamped her mouth tight and pushed. Her face slowly went the color of a tomato. She pushed and kept pushing, holding her breath. Her face went from red to purple.

      Lightning. Thunder.

      Then the squall of the infant. Red and crying, covered in blood.

      We all come into the world the same way, Ponder said. And that’s how many go out again, kicking and screaming and bloody.

      The midwife sponged off infant Ponder with warm water and wrapped him in a clean blanket. The baby looked like any other. “Good. Ten fingers and ten toes.”

      “Can … I see … him?”

      Her voice was so weak, the midwife looked up, startled.

      Ponder’s mother looked into the unseen distance, eyes glassy. Her face grew pale. A cold sheen of sweat glistened all over her.

      “I’m … dizzy.”

      “It’s normal,” the midwife said. “Sometimes…” She looked down. “Oh.”

      Blood. Lots of it.

      The midwife set the infant aside in a prepared basket. “Bleeding can happen sometimes.”

      Ponder’s mother held her hands out for her baby. She could barely lift her arms, but she wanted her son.

      But the midwife didn’t have time for any of that. She pressed strips of white cloth against the bleeding. It soaked through with red, and the midwife put another cloth on top of it.

      Something’s wrong. Ponder?

      No answer.

      Ponder, does she live?

      Ponder’s mother’s face went from pale to ashen. Her arms dropped limply across her belly. The midwife kept shoving cloth between her legs. She was stained red to the wrists.

      The midwife raised her voice. “Mindel.” And then a shout. “Mindel!”

      Instead of an answer, there was a faint thrumming, dull at first, but it grew louder until it sounded like a heartbeat pounding in Merrik’s ears. A red mist crowded the edges of his vision, eating up the image of the world until everything was red, the heartbeat in his ears so loud –

      Merrik stood in the tall grass.

      He had feet. And legs attached to them. He was no longer a disembodied consciousness. He looked at his small, soft hands. He was ten years old again.

      “This way!” Ponder’s voice but lighter.

      Merrik looked up and saw the boy. Ponder’s round face but at ten years old, eyes bright and innocent. They were in a huge field of knee-high grass. The sky above was cloudy and black, as if the world had rotated a new scene into place beneath the same sky. Merrik looked over his shoulder, saw the carnival wagons in a line along a road.

      “Come on. This way,” ten-year-old Ponder said as he fled toward a black mountain across the plain.

      At first, Merrik thought the mountain only looked black because of the dark sky, but then a beam of sunlight broke loose from the clouds, bathing it. Two-thirds of it was simply gray stone dotted with evergreens, but the top third was black rock, smooth and glittering in the light, jagged outcroppings like the fingers of some long dead titan.

      “It’s onyx,” Ponder said with glee and wonder. “The most onyx anywhere in the world.”

      And then Merrik knew this place. He’d never been here, but his father’s stories had painted a picture for him. It fascinated him, a crossroads of history, religion, legend and superstition.

      The Black Mountain, it was called, an accurate name if not especially clever. Later, it would be called the Black Castle. The thought stirred another memory, a legitimate image rather than another of his father’s musings. Something he’d seen recently, but the memory raced away from him even as Ponder ran ahead, still calling for Merrik to follow.

      Merrik jogged after the jester, but almost immediately tripped over something hard. He picked himself up and looked down. An old, bleached skull sticking out of the ground, lower jaw missing. A jagged hole splintered the top of the skull where someone had bashed it once upon a time. A few feet away, grass grew through the bones of a rib cage. Merrik’s head turned slowly, taking in his surroundings. Another skull. A rusty and dented helm. The hilt of an ancient sword. The plain was littered with half-hidden remnants, but they were obvious if anyone took the time to look.

      Another memory, his father’s history lessons again. A great clash of armies in the shadow of the Black Mountain. People called it the Blood Plain and nothing grew there ever after except the tall, coarse-bladed grass.

      Ponder called again, and when Merrik looked up, the jester seemed a mile ahead of him, a dot splitting the tall grass as he ran. Merrik hurried to catch up, time and distance melting and warping, and then they were standing together, gawking up at the mountain.

      “This was the beginning of the end,” Ponder said.

      Merrik frowned at that. The ancient king had thrown down the usurpers, and had built the Black Castle to celebrate.

      Or something. Merrik hadn’t always paid complete attention to his father’s lectures.

      “Oh, he won the battle.” Ponder seemed to know what Merrik was thinking. “But he lost himself. He lost everything.”

      Merrik squinted at the mountain, and realized things were crawling all over the top like bugs. No, not bugs. Men. Merrik could make out scaffolding now too, carts and mules zig-zagging up the slope. Construction on the castle had already begun. The Last King’s great monument to himself, built of and into the black stone of the mountain.

      “You know what it was before it was a castle?” Ponder asked. “What it still is?”

      “A mountain.”

      Ponder laughed. “Yes, I suppose that’s true. But something else.”

      “A prison.” Merrik’s father said.

      Merrik looked up. His father stood by the window in his small study. Young Ponder was already fading into the yesterwhen. Merrik was now just a boy again, with his father.

      “A prison? Who for? Murderers?”

      His father laughed. “Murderers? Yes, murderers most certainly. But life givers also. Beings who don’t really see life or death in the same way we do, I expect.”

      Merrik scrunched his face into a question.

      “A prison for the gods,” Merrik’s father said.

      Merrik’s facial scrunch shifted from questioning to disbelief.

      “I’ve not really taught you this, have I?” Not really a question. His father knew he hadn’t. “Not really a favorite topic, actually.”

      “You don’t believe in gods, do you, Father?”

      “Not especially. I believe in what I can see and hear and touch,” his father said. “But many others believe, some fervently, and for that reason alone, you should know about them.”

      “Them? There’s more than Dumo?”

      His father rolled his eyes. “Come on, Merrik, you know this much at least.”

      “The Star Goddess?”

      “Yes, that’s another. You know the word pantheon?”

      “Yes.” And this time, Merrik did remember his lessons. “A lot of gods together.”

      “That’s correct.” His father nodded.

      “Then where are all the rest?”

      “Ah-ha!” His father thrust a finger into the air. “Bright boy. Where indeed, as you’ve so keenly queried, have the others gone? Do you know what sustains a god or goddess, Merrik?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, we are sustained by meat and potatoes. It’s what fuels us. A god is sustained by his followers.”

      “They eat followers?”

      His father laughed. “No. I mean, I wouldn’t be surprised if one or two did, but no. A follower has faith in his or her god or goddess, and this faith sustains the god or goddess. A deity grows stronger or weaker as the number of worshippers increases or decreases. I’m oversimplifying a bit, but we need to move on to arithmetic soon.”

      As arithmetic was Merrik’s least favorite subject of all, he scrambled for another question. “What other gods?”

      “Oh, I couldn’t say, really,” his father admitted. “Been a while since I’ve read the old mythologies. All kinds.” He approached his desk where the chess board had yet to be put away. All the pieces were lined up on either side. He plucked a knight from the line and placed it on the board. “Let’s see. Maybe there was a horse god.” Then a bishop. “And a pointy-headed god.” Then a rook. “And a goddess of stone fortifications.”

      “Those are made up.”

      “They’re all made up, Merrik.”

      “You know what I mean. What happened to them?”

      “Well, you tell me,” his father said. “Consider what we’ve been discussing.”

      Merrik considered.

      “Did people stop believing in them?”

      “Very good, Merrik.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll tell you why but briefly, because I know you’re avoiding arithmetic.”

      Merrik had the good grace to look sheepish.

      “It was a time of miracles,” his father said theatrically. “And the gods competed for humanity’s attention. A plague and a god would be blamed. A bountiful harvest and some other goddess would get credit. Some gods grew stronger, but others would grow weaker, and seeing their chances, the stronger gods preyed on the weaker and subdued them and imprisoned them in a mountain of black rock where no magic could work. And one by one …” His father casually pushed each chess piece off the board with his index finger. “ … they all fell, defeated and forgotten.”

      “Except two,” Merrik said.

      “Yes, except two. Dumo.” His father placed the black king on the chess board. “And the Star Goddess.” He placed the white queen next to the king. “All stories, obviously.”

      “Stories?”

      “Of course. You don’t expect people to worship gods and goddesses for no reason, do you? Stories bring people in. The story of Dumo and the Star Goddess is probably the greatest.”

      “But people believe the stories.”

      “Yes.” His father said. “That’s religion.”

      “Tell me the story.”

      “No. It’s time for arithmetic. Anyway, I don’t really know the story. It’s been years and years.”

      “Give me the gist. Please?”

      His father laughed. “With all of the other deities imprisoned. The last god and goddess found themselves evenly matched, each with an equal number of worshippers. And so one of them – I don’t know which – proposed a bet or an agreement. Each thought that his or her worshipers loved them the most, and to prove it, they would imprison themselves in the mountain. Neither would perform miracles nor shower their people with gifts. They would do nothing to influence the people of the world, letting mankind make up its own mind.”

      “And which did the people choose? What happened?”

      “Nothing, Merrik. Nothing happened. The contest goes on or so these religions would have you believe. It’s never over. There are never answers. Nothing is decided. It’s the longest of all long cons.”

      Merrik felt vaguely disappointed.

      “And both religions make as much hay as possible out of this covenant,” his father explained. “I mean, not to the average parishioner. The scholars and elders get endless delight from the debates.”

      Some mild twinge in his chest. “Covenant?”

      His father sighed. “Come now. Vocabulary is one of your better subjects.”

      Merrik knew what the word meant. “A sacred agreement.” But hearing the word yanked him back from the scene that played out in front of him. He looked around the room, at his father, down at his own ten-year-old hands and knew something was wrong. That there was something beyond the here and now of this seemingly innocent conversation.

      I’m not here. I’m visiting from somewhere else.

      “Now,” his father said flatly. “About the arithmetic.”

      Ponder?

      You wouldn’t have believed me. You needed to hear it from your father. From your own memory.

      His father started putting away the chess pieces.

      Merrik reached for him. Father!

      But Merrik was yanked away, as if the hand of a giant grabbed the belt at the small of his back and pulled him abruptly. His father’s study dwindled into the darkness and he was suddenly aware, understood that ten-year-old him was something far removed from the now … except the now was also not the now.

      

      Darkness. Implacable.

      And then it resolved, congealed into another scene. A scene as far removed from Merrik’s current life as his father’s study. A cold, underground place.

      Torchlight glinting off glistening black walls.

      And then Merrik saw him.

      The king of old.

      He almost looked like some god himself. Tall, broad shoulders. He was old but still stood straight, chin up, blue eyes blazing with the might of his crown. Hair and beard pure white. He wore black robes, trimmed in silver.

      In his right hand, he clutched a jeweled scepter as big as a mace.

      “Who are you to stand in the way of the king?”

      His voice echoed along the black walls of the cavern.

      Three men stood in a semi-circle, facing him, grim and determined.

      A cringing toady stood at the king’s side.

      Ponder?

      No reply.

      The jester lurked in the king’s shadow, eyes darting between his master and the three men facing him.

      Merrik knew a standoff when he saw one.

      “This is madness.”

      The man who spoke to the king was equally tall but gaunt and bent. Old without being aged. Purple robes. A satchel slung across his shoulders. Dark complexion with haunting grey eyes. Black hair with gray at the temples, and a long, braided black beard that came to the middle of his chest.

      Something in Merrik recognized the wizard.

      “Your enchantments will do you no good here, Arzumel,” the king said. “Not within these black walls. If you’ve come to intimidate me, you’ve failed.”

      “We are here as your friends and most trusted advisors,” Arzumel said. “Any sycophant can fawn over your every proclamation. Only true friends will tell you when you’re wrong.”

      Ponder snickered. “A king needs friends like a dog needs fleas, sire. These men live off you. You don’t owe them. They owe you. Loyalty and more.”

      The king nodded. “Well said, Ponder. And you, Cullen? I expected better obedience from the captain of my own guard.”

      “There is the narrowest of cracks between obedience and loyalty through which the whole world could slip,” Cullen said. “In the rarest of times, disobedience is the best loyalty. We are here to beg you to change course.”

      At first glance, there was nothing formidable-looking about Cullen. Not especially tall or well-muscled. Light brown hair cropped short. A soft leather jerkin over a beige tunic. Hard black boots up to his knees and leather breeches. A simple, unadorned longsword and dagger hung from his belt. But at second glance, there was a hard precision to the lines of his face. An ever-readiness to the way he stood, blue eyes vigilant. Even his voice had the quality of a wire pulled tight.

      The king’s eyes shifted to the third man. “And even you, Harkun?”

      Baron Harkun’s ancestor looked nothing like the man Merrik knew. Soft and gray, skin hanging loose on his old man frame, jowls, a slight paunch. He wore fine robes, but no different than any other nobleman.

      Harkun sighed. “What good are trusted advisors if you can’t trust them to advise, sire? What you’re doing is folly.”

      “And you mean to stop me?”

      “To help you see reason,” Arzumel said. “All magic works in concert with the laws of the cosmos. Not so with time. Magic of that kind is in direct conflict with all existence.”

      The king’s face hardened. “And if I refuse to see your reason?”

      Cullen’s fingers slowly closed around his sword hilt.

      A cold grin spread across the king’s face. “You’re the best swordsman in the kingdom, Cullen.” His grip tightened on the scepter. He lifted it. “But if you want to try your luck with me … with this … then I suggest you –”

      His breath caught suddenly, eyes going wide with disbelief.

      Ponder pulled the dagger from his master’s back.

      And plunged it in again.

      The king grimaced, went to one knee, and looked up into time to see Cullen already stepping forward, thrusting the sword through the king’s chest.

      Ponder pulled the dagger out, stepped back and looked down at the dripping blade. “I’m sorry, sire,” he whispered.

      “Betrayed.” The king coughed. Blood spilled from his mouth. He shuddered once then fell against the stone floor with a thud, the scepter rolling away from his open hand.

      Harkun looked ashen. “What have we done?”

      “What had to be done.” Arzumel’s expression remained impassive.

      Ponder wept.

      Cullen tossed down his sword. It clattered on stone, the sound echoing throughout the cavern. “We’re murderers.”

      “Stop it, all of you,” Arzumel said. “We’ve discussed this. Second guessing ourselves now is a maudlin indulgence.”

      The king seemed to shrink before their eyes, the pool of blood widening from his corpse.

      “You all know what he meant to do,” Arzumel said. “What he planned to unleash on the world.”

      And then Merrik was ripped away again, the scene before him blurring back into ancient history. He was pulled down through the rock, down into darkness.

      And then he felt it. A presence.

      Merrik had no eyes to see, no ears to hear, and yet his every sense was overwhelmed.

      A voice spoke.

      There were no words. What the voice said was too big to be encompassed by words, too immense to fit inside the insignificance of his understanding. Merrik felt afire, like every part of him was going to come apart. Nauseous … dizzy …

      A force of will washed over him like flame. He felt himself being stretched, pulled down and away until surely he had to snap, until nothing was left but –
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      Merrik sat up, screaming, drenched in his own cold sweat. He blinked, looked around at the room he was in, not recognizing it in the gray morning light coming through the window. Then he remembered. The beggar baron’s keep. Already the dream was fading, not what he’d learned, but the immediacy of it. The cloying dread.

      Gods? How did I get mixed up with gods?

      He trembled thinking about it. This was all too much. He hadn’t asked for any of this. His head swam with a million questions he didn’t want the answer to.

      “Merrik.”

      The voice again. Merrik looked up.

      Mira lingered in the shadows near the door. She clutched a canvas sack to her chest and looked at Merrik with concern. “You have a lot of bad dreams, don’t you?”

      Merrik ignored her, rubbing his temples. His head pounded. His whole body felt strange.

      He thought about standing then abandoned the idea as dizziness seeped in.

      “Can I help you?” she asked. “I knocked, but when you didn’t answer—”

      “I just … I need … I just need a moment.” Merrik closed his eyes, willing the dizziness away.

      “I could slip in next to you. It’s been a while since we’ve—”

      Ugh. Not now.

      Merrik took deep breaths. It helped a little. Not a lot. He might vomit.

      “Actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” Mira said. “Everything’s happened so fast, but it seems like we’re safe now, and I guess we can slow down and maybe, I don’t know, discuss a few things.”

      Merrik groaned. What in the blazes is she talking about?

      “What if we went away together?” Mira said. “That is, I mean, traveled together. You have to pass my father’s estate if you follow the coast south to Munsk, don’t you? You could stop at my father’s place on the way and—”

      Not this. Not now. “Stop.” He opened his eyes again.

      She blinked, startled. “I don’t mean … I just mean it would be a convenient place to—”

      “I’m not who you think,” Merrik said. “I’m not what you want.”

      “My lord?”

      “Even if I were the marrying kind, I’m not what your father would consider a good catch,” Merrik told her. “I have no money, and my holding consists of several acres of stinking swamp. You’re lovely and a lot of fun, but you’re fishing in the wrong pond.”

      She straightened, chin up, face going cool. “I see.”

      He was perhaps being more blunt than necessary, but he couldn’t summon the energy to say anything soothing.

      “I apologize for bothering you, Lord Niles.” Mira remembered the bag in her hands. “Your boy brought me a list. We weren’t able to find much.” She set the sack on the floor.

      Merrik groaned a couple of words that may or may not have been thank you.

      Mira went to the door, back stiff but her stride slow. She opened it, then stepped out. Then slammed it closed again.

      Hard.

      Merrik’s face suddenly felt hot. Something bubbled up inside him. He lurched to his feet, knees weak. He almost made it to the window before he threw up.
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        * * *

      

      Mira stood fuming outside Merrik’s door. Of the short list of things that angered her, the most infuriating was how easily Merrik Niles had seen through her. Was she really so obvious? She’d gotten used to thinking of men as easily duped. Until Merrik Niles, it had always been true, and frankly, Merrik didn’t strike her as especially intelligent or insightful. Mira was forced to consider she wasn’t as sly as she thought.

      Deciding what to do next was her second concern. She was far from home with no money and no ideas. She had the necklace she’d saved before fleeing Harkun’s Keep. Selling it might bring a few silver, but she couldn’t think of anyone to sell it to. It would have been different if she’d been in a large city, but somebody called the beggar baron wasn’t likely to have surplus funds to spend frivolously on jewelry. Even if he’d wanted to buy the necklace, what would he pay her with? Potatoes? Her only choice was to continue accepting Mykle’s hospitality until something better came along.

      And finally – possibly the most irksome of all – she felt sorry. Not sorry her machinations had fallen apart, but sorry that, much to her surprise, Mira actually felt bad that Merrik didn’t want her. Oh, she’d provided him with a pleasant diversion. He’d obviously enjoyed himself, but that he would utterly shut down the idea of anything long term between them was an unforeseen blow, not just to her ego, but also …

      What?

      What did it matter?

      She looked up at the sound of footfalls, clanking as if someone in armor.

      Lee walked past where one hall crossed another.

      Mira chewed her bottom lip, thought about it, then hiked up her skirts and ran after him. “Lee!”

      His head whipped around at the sound of his name, face looking concerned when he saw her, cheeks going pink. “Oh, it’s you, milady. I … uh … hello.”

      She continued running toward him.

      Dumo, forgive me for what I’m about to do.

      Mira took an awkward step and went down hard. “Oh!”

      “Milady!”

      Lee rushed to her just as Mira knew he would. The opportunity and need for direct action had obliterated the man’s shyness.

      He’s a real hero, she thought. Not someone who puffs up himself to impress people. He’s totally authentic.

      Which was exactly what she’d meant to exploit. Merrik Niles had shown her not all men were susceptible to such cheap tricks. Still, the law of averages was on her side.

      Lee knelt next to her, sincere concern on his face. “Are you okay?”

      “My ankle.” Mira faked a wince. “It hurts.”

      “Let me help you up.”

      He took her under one arm and gently began to lift.

      Mira hissed, letting all of her weight take her to the floor again. “I can’t. It hurts. I can’t walk.”

      She knew what would happen next, and Lee didn’t disappoint. He bent and scooped her up effortlessly into his arms. Mira was no waif of a girl like Tabba, but she might as well have been a bag of feathers as far as Lee was concerned.

      “You’re strong.”

      She hadn’t meant the comment as part of her ploy. It was simply an obvious thought that popped out of her mouth.

      But her words had the predictable effect, and Lee went red again.

      And as if the condition were contagious, she reddened also, remembering that this was what she’d wanted at one time, not because she needed an alternative plan after Merrik Niles but because she’d been lonely when living at Harkun’s Keep, and Lee was the handsomest thing for five hundred miles in any direction.

      Her arms went around him, fingers lacing behind his neck. She pretended to hang on but really just wanted to pull him close and fancied she could hear his heart hammering away beneath his armor.

      “Lee.”

      He opened his mouth to say something but shut it again. She thought he might start to hyperventilate.

      Mira pulled his head down, his lips to hers, and kissed him hard. At first, his face seemed frozen, unresponsive, and she knew this was it, this would be the moment that he either dropped her and fled or …

      And then he kissed her back, slowly, tentatively, unsure. Then with more confidence. And then their lips parted, tongues darting in passionately, and Mira was so lightheaded, she felt like she was floating, eyes closed, just floating away up through the roof and into the sky.

      He pulled away abruptly. “Milady, I … I don’t …”

      “Lee, where is your room?”

      His eyes darted back down the hall the way he’d come, then back to her. “Milady … Mira … I’d always hoped … I mean … I never thought.”

      She kissed him again, and this time, Lee didn’t hesitate, kissing her as if kissing itself had been invented for this very moment.

      They kept on kissing as Lee turned and carried her back down the hall the way he’d come.
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      “Maybe go a bit easier today, milord,” Colton suggested. “With respect, you look a bit gray.”

      Merrik sipped starshine. “I’ll take it under advisement. You are familiar with the saying hair of the dog?”

      “Don’t scratch the belly of the dog what bit you is another.”

      “I don’t know that one,” Merrik admitted. “Where’d you get the barrels?”

      Merrik had noticed three new barrels and two smaller casks on his way to Colton’s backyard-makeshift-tavern.

      “The village cooper lives in the next lane,” Colton said. “He knocked those up for me right quick.”

      “Wait, the local village cooper had change for a gold coin?”

      “Don’t be daft … uh … begging your pardon, milord,” Colton said. “But no, of course not.”

      “Then how?”

      “Well, I showed him the gold and he knew I was good for it,” Colton explained. “Bought old Bib Darden’s cart and mule off him the same way. It’s an old mule, so I got a deal, but if the poor animal lasts out the year, I’ll eat my hat. Already got an order from the inn at Bumwich for a cask. They want to try it and order more if it goes over.”

      “Will you make enough on the cask to pay for the barrels and the mule cart?”

      Colton scrunched up his face, lips moving as he silently did the arithmetic. “That it will, milord. Barely.”

      “So, you spent zero gold and are ahead barrels, cart, and mule?”

      “Huh. I suppose so, milord.”

      Another one of his father’s lessons itched in the back of his brain. He’d been trying to teach Merrik about banking. If one had enough gold, one didn’t need to spend it. The idea of the gold was enough. Merrik hadn’t really tried too hard to understand, but it had sounded like bunk. Only now, with the very simple and practical example of Colton’s barrels, did Merrik begin to glimpse what his father had been trying to teach him.

      And Merrik had forty-three more gold coins in his pouch. This would bear much thought.

      He drank and thought. Colton had built a fire in a shallow iron brazier a few feet away. It was a cozy setting. Soon it would be too cold to sit outside like this, even with the fire. Winter was always brutal in the north, but Merrik suspected it would be even worse this year. The air was too cold, too soon. He hoped to be south before the full bite of winter sank its teeth into him.

      Colton went about his business, recognizing Merrik was content to sit and drink. He went into the shed and did whatever alchemical insanity he did to make the starshine.

      Merrik didn’t think about gold and banking very long. Mostly because he hadn’t listened well to his father’s lesson on the topic and simply came to the conclusion he didn’t have a good understanding of finance and wouldn’t come to one sitting here in Colton’s backyard.

      Merrik’s thoughts drifted to the ghost girl.

      He couldn’t help feeling he’d failed her somehow. The look on her face was still clear in his mind, her surprise he could see her, the desperation to be recognized.

      Colton hadn’t seen her. Why me?

      He stood, walked around to the front of the cottage and stood in the lane where the funeral procession had passed the day before. He crossed to the stone wall where she’d been sitting. He touched the stone, rough and cold. He wasn’t sure what he was hoping to find out or what he thought he might accomplish. Proof of her maybe.

      No, he realized. He wanted the opposite. He wanted to think the starshine had addled his wits and he could forget about her, forget about ghosts altogether.

      And with it, forget everything Ponder had shown him in last night’s restless dreams.

      He laughed. Enough. He’d imagined the girl. He’d had a bad dream. Colton was right. Go easy on the starshine.

      And yet …

      Ponder had lived too long in his head to be a simple delusion. What Merrik had done at the battle of Harkun’s Keep had little to do with his own skill. Cullen had controlled his sword arm. Merrik had felt the wizard guide his hand. The flash of magic upon touching the scepter for the first time had done something to Merrik, something he didn’t understand, but whatever it was, it wasn’t insanity. It was real and it wasn’t going away.

      Merrik couldn’t simply dismiss the dream. The Covenant was important for some reason and not just an interesting tidbit from ancient lore. And Ponder had needed him to know. For whatever reason, fate had landed him in the middle of this.

      But why me? I’m no hero. Fate has made a terrible mistake.

      Shaking his head, Merrik went back around to the other side of the cottage. It would soon be too cold to sit outside, and he’d have to figure out some other quiet spot to drink his –

      Somebody was sitting there.

      There was an intimidating bulk to the man, which gave Merrik pause. Anxiety twisted within him, some instinct that he should be wary. There was something more. He knew this man from somewhere, recognized that face from –

      Merrik turned and ran.

      Rugger sprang from his seat with surprising speed for a big man, and in five steps, he’d caught up with Merrik, reached out and grabbed him by the collar. Merrik’s legs flew out from under him, and he fell. His back hit the ground hard, knocking the wind out of him. He lay there trying to suck air, looking up at the brute looming over him.

      Merrik’s attempt to breathe was inhibited further by Rugger’s boot on his chest.

      “Remember me?” The bruiser grinned without mirth, murder slowly simmering in the man’s eyes.

      “I was just making plans to come see you,” Merrik croaked.

      “I knew you would say that.” Rugger applied a bit more pressure to Merrik’s chest. “I’d have bet every silver coin I ever had you’d say just that.”

      Merrik’s face reddened. Then his eyes shot wide. “B-behind … you.”

      “I’m insulted,” Rugger said. “Do you really thing I’m stupid enough—”

      The snarling, snapping, hairy mass slammed into Rugger, sweeping him away. Merrik rolled on his side, gasping for breath. He staggered to his feet and saw Rugger grappling with –

      Merrik blinked at the monster, not sure if he understood what he was seeing. From his poor vantage flat on his back, Merrik had thought an enormous rogue wolf had come out of the forest looking for prey, but from the look of the creature, this wolf was partway to being a man. It was solid but lanky, and up on its hind legs, it was half a head taller than Rugger. Its back paws looked like any other wolf’s but larger, but its front paws were elongated almost like human hands, wickedly sharp claws curling from the tip of each finger.

      Rugger looked terrified, but he wasn’t going down without a fight. He jammed a forearm hard against the creature’s throat, keeping it back, the wolf monster’s drooling jaws snapping an inch from Rugger’s nose. Rugger was no weakling, but the wolf dominated him.

      A swiping claw drew three red lines down the left side of Rugger’s face, and the man screamed and tried to back away.

      A backhand from the wolf spun Rugger’s head around, and he went tripping and rolling past the table, knocking aside a chair on his way down.

      Merrik’s hand fell to his sword.

      It wasn’t there. He’d left it in his room at the keep. The weapon hadn’t seemed necessary in the peaceful village.

      The wolf howled and leapt at Rugger.

      Rugger grabbed the chair and held it in front of him to fend off the attack. The animal snarled, and its jaws clamped on a chair leg.

      Merrik grabbed the hoe leaning against the cottage and ran straight at the animal’s back.

      The wolf tossed its head, jerked the chair out of  Rugger’s hands and tossed it aside. Rugger backed away, digging his heels into the turf to push away. Merrik had seen the faces of men who knew they were going to die. Rugger knew, and he knew it was going to be messy.

      The wolf opened its mouth, razor-sharp teeth aimed at Rugger’s throat.

      Merrik gripped the hoe with both hands, raised it over his head, and brought it down with every ounce of strength he could muster.

      He wished he’d been wielding a battle axe. The garden hoe bit through fur and flesh and dug into the wolf’s skull.

      The wolf howled agony and fury, spinning on Merrik. The monster snatched the hoe from Merrik’s grip, placed the shaft in its mouth and clamped down hard. The wood splintered like dry twigs.

      Merrik was already reaching for another of Colton’s garden tools. He grabbed blindly, spun back to meet the wolf and saw he had the pitchfork in his hands. The wolf was five feet out of range, but Merrik thrust the pitchfork anyway to keep the animal back.

      The wound on the crown of the wolf’s head bled freely, running down between its eyes. It’d been stung and now approached Merrik with more caution, hunched over, circling, a low growl rumbling from his throat.

      Merrik shook the pitchfork at him. “Fuck off back to the forest, why don’t you?”

      The wolf snarled, and Merrik flinched, almost dropping the pitchfork.

      Rugger lurched to his feet, his face still dripping blood. He grabbed the pitcher of starshine by the handle, sweeping it from the table as he launched himself at the wolf. The animal sensed Rugger’s approach and turned.

      Just in time for Rugger to smash the pitcher into the beast’s face. Clay shards rained. The starshine soaked the wolf’s fur around its head and shoulders, across its chest. The animal howled, savage and furious before lunging at Rugger, who was already backpedaling.

      Colton emerged from the shed, gripping a wood axe, but stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the creature.

      The wolf forgot Rugger and ran at Colton. Colton gawked, eyes wide with terror, feet frozen to the ground.

      Merrik threw the pitchfork like a spear, aiming for the wolf’s back.

      He didn’t even come close. The pitchfork hit the ground between the wolf’s legs.

      The wolf’s foot caught on the shaft, tripping him, and the animal started to go down. He stumbled to the side, attempting to right himself, snarling with frustration as he failed to regain his balance.

      And tripped into the flaming brazier.

      The wolf burst into flames so bright, Merrik turned away, squeezing his eyes shut. When he looked back, the animal was on the ground, howling so loudly, Merrik put his hands over his ears.

      The wolf thrashed, knocking over the table, writhing so violently, Merrik thought it might snap its own bones.

      Colton threw down the axe and ran.

      Rugger stood back, mouth agape.

      The animal continued its wild flailing, a ten-foot circle burning black in the grass.

      At last, the creature stilled, twitched once more then didn’t move again. The thing was charred black utterly and nearly unrecognizable, smoke rising gently from the corpse. The stink of burned hair and cooked flesh hung in the air. Rugger and Merrik stood on opposite sides of it in the sudden strange silence, neither daring to move for long seconds for fear the thing would leap up again and slaughter them in its death throes.

      They watched. The corpse stayed a corpse.

      Rugger’s eyes shifted to Merrik. He cleared his throat. “Let’s start over.”
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        * * *

      

      Rugger winced at the touch of the wet cloth on the scratches in his face. The man Merrik had introduced as Colton had poured liquid from a new pitcher onto the cloth. It stung like blue blazes. He noticed Merrik Niles filled a cup from the same pitcher and drank it. They sat outside at the little wooden table.

      “That’s the same stuff that was on the creature?” Rugger asked, nodding at the wolf corpse.

      “Yes, sir,” Colton said. “Burns good and quick. Hot too. And cleans a wound as good as anything. I know it stings, but it’ll help ward off infection.”

      Merrik took another gulp of the stuff.

      “You’ve got more guts than I thought,” Rugger told him. “Or fewer brains.”

      A tight smile from Merrik. “That’s an odd way to thank me for saving you from that wolf.”

      “I’m not breaking your bones, am I?” But Merrik might have been right, Rugger thought. The thing had been about to murder him when Merrik had whacked its head with the garden hoe. “I don’t think it was a wolf, leastways not like one I ever saw.”

      Rugger winced again as Colton dabbed him with the cloth.

      “Well, the wound is clean anyway,” Colton said. “I don’t think you need a stitch job. Good thing he didn’t get too deep.”

      Rugger had three red lines from temple to chin. “I was never very pretty anyway. Can I get a cup?”

      Colton brought him a cup. Rugger filled it from the pitcher. He took a gulp. It burned going down. The fumes flared hot in his nose.

      “It’s sort of good and bad at the same time,” Rugger said.

      “Its fundamental charm,” Merrik told him. “We call it starshine.”

      “I call it a punch in the face.” But Rugger kept drinking.

      “Finish your story,” Merrik prompted.

      “That’s about all of it really,” Rugger said. “Red William’s coming for you. So was I, but I left his employment under a disagreement of circumstances.”

      “And what were the details of said circumstances?”

      “He killed my partner, so I punched him in his fucking face.”

      “Ah.”

      “I would have killed him, of course, but a wizard is a wizard,” Rugger said. “My sense of self-preservation kicked in after I landed one on him. Lit out fast and didn’t look back.”

      “If you’re no longer working for this Red fellow—”

      “Red William.”

      “If you’re no longer working for Red William, then what’s all this about knocking me down and putting a big, muddy, scuffed boot on my chest?” Merrik asked.

      “They’re relatively new boots.” Rugger leaned back against the wooden chair.

      “That’s not the point.”

      “The point is, you left me high and dry and with zero prospects,” Rugger said, finger pointed in Merrik’s direction. “You crossed the Skull & Dagger stealing that map. That’s a risk, and you don’t seem the type to risk your neck for cheap. I’m guessing whatever was at the end of that map is big. I want in.”

      “You’re asking me to cut you in on my scheme?”

      “I wouldn’t say asking.”

      “If you want the map back, I’m happy to give it to you.” Merrik emptied his cup and winced, refilled it from the pitcher.

      “All that means is you don’t need it anymore,” Rugger said. “What did you find?”

      “Find something?” Wide-eyed innocence. “Who said anyone found anything?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Okay. Let’s all take a step back.” Merrik took the pitcher and refilled his goblet. He held it up to Rugger and raised an eyebrow.

      Rugger pushed his cup toward Merrik. “Go on, then.” The first sip had been murder. After that, Rugger had to admit it wasn’t so bad.

      Merrik filled his cup. “Look, I get where you’re coming from. Honestly. But trust me. This isn’t anything you want any part of. It’s a headache and a half.”

      “Allow me to let you in on something,” Rugger said. “A guy in my line of work has met a thousand guys like you in your line of work, by which I mean trying to avoid any hint of honest work and get rich quick on the dodge.”

      “That does sound like me.”

      “And you all got the same lines,” Rugger continued. “It’s not what you think. Trust me. You wouldn’t like it. You don’t want any part of this. I’m doing you a favor by turning you away. Please don’t gouge my eyes out with your thumbs.”

      “I don’t remember saying that last one,” Merrik said.

      “It’s coming.”

      “Ah.”

      “You’re onto something,” Rugger said. “Share or I get cranky.”

      “Let me guess,” Merrik said. “I wouldn’t like you when you’re cranky.”

      “Nobody in the history of my being cranky has ever liked it,” Rugger said. “It’s time to make an effort to get on my good side. Now, enough banter. You stole a map, followed it to something. I want … to … I want to know …”

      Rugger’s eyes drifted to something in the distance. A dark plume of smoke rose from the forest. “What’s that, then?”

      Merrik turned in his seat and looked. “Smoke.”

      Rugger rolled his eyes. “Scholar, you are.”

      “Colton,” Merrik called.

      Colton appeared, and Merrik pointed in the direction of the smoke. “Is there a village over there?”

      Colton squinted in the direction Merrik had indicated. “We’re the only village for miles. Could be old Dobber’s fish camp, I guess.”

      Rugger stood up to get a better look at the smoke. “Fish camp?”

      “The Little Muddy runs through there,” Colton said. “Not much of a river but more than a stream. Dobber and his sons and their wives work the nets, trade trout and jumpers here in the village.”

      “I’m not from around here, so I’ll ask you,” Rugger said. “Is there any good reason we’d see so much smoke coming from that direction?”

      Colton scratched his beard, face scrunched up in thought. He shook his head. “Nope.”

      Merrik stood. “We’ve got to get to the castle and tell the baron.”

      Rugger frowned. “What castle ? Why?”

      “You wanted in on what I’m doing?” Merrik asked. “Congratulations. You’re in.”
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      Merrik entered the dining hall, Rugger behind him, and saw the crowd of men near the fireplace. More or less everyone appeared to be in attendance: Baron Mykle, Effingham, Lee, Kurran, even the baron’s man Alan. Others too. He didn’t know their names but had seen them around the keep.

      They crowded around the only man sitting. This man Merrik didn’t recognize.

      He looked as old as Colton and cut from the same cloth. He wore a fur cape over his homespun tunic and breeches, soft leather boots wrapped in fur from ankle to knee. Going by his outfit, he looked half plainsman, but was probably just dressed for the cold as any woodsman might. Bald head. Lined face. Beard cropped close but no moustache. The man looked haggard and defeated.

      Merrik moved to stand next to Effingham at the back of the crowd. “What happened?”

      “Plainsman raid,” Effingham whispered back. “Fish camp about seven miles from here.”

      “That’s Dobber, then.”

      Effingham nodded. “Yes.”

      “How many?” Baron Mykle asked the man.

      “Hard to tell, only glimpsing them through the trees, but I’d say a hundred,” Dobber reported. “All mounted. They came riding through like the end of the world, torching the huts, killing anyone in their paths. My wife—”

      He clamped his eyes and mouth shut tightly, turned his head away.

      Someone passed a mug through the crowd and handed it to Baron Mykle. The baron put a hand on Dobber’s shoulder and gave him the mug. “Here. You need it.”

      Dobber looked down into the mug for a long moment, everyone watching him silently. Then he tilted it back, began gulping and didn’t stop until it was empty.

      Effingham turned back to Merrik and whispered, “Now that the plainsmen’s big chief has secured the castle, we think a lot of his army has disbanded back into individual tribes, raiding all over the north. We don’t know if this is the same bunch that chased Kurran around or not.”

      Dobber wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Obliged. I’ll need ten more, but business first. They didn’t see me. You’ve got my word to Dumo on that. I didn’t lead them here. But they’ll see the trails soon enough. They’ll be here, might be down in the village already for all I know. But I ran all the way to tell you, a job of work for a man my age. Ran to tell you so we could get ready.”

      Mykle tugged on his ear, considering. “Damn. I’d hoped this wouldn’t happen, that we were secluded enough.”

      “How many horses do you have, Baron?” Kurran asked. “My men are already riding double.”

      Mykle raised an eyebrow. “Horses? Maybe three in the whole village. Plow nags.”

      “Then those with horses can ride,” Kurran said. “The rest can scatter. The plainsmen can’t chase down all of us.”

      Mykle frowned. “Chase?”

      “You can’t mean to fight,” Kurran said. “Our only chance is to run.”

      Mykle ran his hand through his hair and sighed. “I don’t like it, but you may be right.”

      “Shit on that,” Dobber said. “I didn’t run all that way just to give you a head start. My sons lie dead on the banks of the Little Muddy. They cut down my wife in the garden. I’m here to call you to battle. To avenge my kin and defend the rest of the village, women and children and all.”

      “Watch your tongue,” Alan said. “That’s your baron, man.”

      “No,” Mykle said. “It’s alright.”

      “Begging your pardon, milord,” Dobber said. “No disrespect. But I’ve got no more run left in me. I’ll stay and fight ‘em alone if that’s what Dumo hands me.”

      “Harkun’s Keep had high, thick walls,” Kurran said. “And the plainsmen still got in. We need to live and fight another day. Flee and some will make it.”

      “No. Not enough. Not anyone on foot.” All heads turned to look at the new voice.

      Lee had spoken up for the first time.

      Kurran glared daggers at the man, but Mykle motioned for him to continue.

      “Those on horses might make it, although maybe not if you’re riding double again.” Lee said it calmly. He was simply sharing information. “But the plainsmen aren’t fighting battles anymore. This isn’t the storming of Baron Harkun’s keep. This is their celebration. They want easy pickings. If armed soldiers flee on horseback, then the plainsmen will let them go. There are women in the village. And livestock to carry off after. The fighting men leaving will only make it that much more of a juicy target for the barbarians.”

      “Listen to the man.” Effingham raised his voice for all to hear. “Can anyone doubt the wisdom in his words? Can anyone doubt who he is?”

      “This isn’t the time for that, Father,” Mykle said in a low, warning voice, eyes narrowing.

      “Father, please,” Lee said. “I claim no special knowledge or authority. I only share my opinion.”

      “My apologies,” Effingham said. “To the both of you. Baron Mykle, this is your holding, your people. Ultimately, the decision is yours.”

      Mykle nodded slowly, letting out a heavy sigh. The room had fallen silent.

      He slowly walked to the fireplace, boot scrapes on the stone floor seeming loud in the reverence of the moment. The baron stood and looked down into the fire. Merrik watched the man, his face lit red from the flames, making him look like something from one of Ponder’s visions.

      Mykle looked up abruptly and caught Merrik’s eyes. Merrik didn’t know if it were by chance, or if Mykle had specifically sought him out. On some instinct, Merrik nodded. The baron nodded back.

      What’s that? What’s that supposed to mean? Merrik had meant only to acknowledge the man, to simply say, Tough decision, old boy. Good luck with that. But the baron was turning back to the rest of the men in the room, face set and grim. Had Merrik’s nod triggered some kind of decision? Had Merrik offered some kind of unintentional support?

      I take it back! I take it back!

      “These are my people. They can’t run, and I won’t leave them,” Mykle said. “We fight.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      The announcement sent a murmur rolling through the crowd, some approving, others concerned.

      Mykle pitched his voice low to address Kurran standing next to him, but Merrik was close enough to hear.

      “I ask nothing of you, Kurran,” Mykle said. “I know you have to see to your own people.”

      Kurran turned a hard expression onto the baron, and for a moment, Merrik thought hard words would follow. But a second later, Kurran’s face melted into a wry grin. “I know you, Lonny. You’ll contrive a way to survive and look like a hero, and I’ll look like a coward for running off and leaving you. No, I think I’ll stay. There’s enough glory to go around.”

      Baron Mykle returned the grin and the men clasped hands.

      When the baron spoke next, it was with enough authority to hush the murmur in the room.

      “Empty the keep,” Mykle said. “Everyone to the village. Defending that crumbling wall is no worse than defending this one, and there’s no time to bring them all here. It’s not like there’s anything here to loot anyway. They don’t call me the beggar baron for nothing.”

      The men laughed.

      “Alan, take our men-at-arms and go now,” Mykle said. “There’s no time to lose, and I want you getting the villagers organized. Tell every man to arm himself. And every lad who’s had his first shave. The barbarians want to loot. If we make it hard enough for them, they might just try their luck somewhere easier.”

      The baron began issuing orders to the others, but Merrik didn’t stick around to listen. He was already on his way out, taking the stairs to the keep’s upper level, and found his room. Time to gather his meager belongings and go. He’d need to be discreet about it. Fine. He could do that. But standing behind while plainsmen attacked was something he’d done already, and he’d barely escaped the first time.

      He strapped on his sword, then went to one knee to push aside the straw at the corner of his pallet where he’d hidden the sack with the scepter.

      It wasn’t there.

      He blinked at the empty spot.

      It still wasn’t there.

      He sat back on the floor, put his face in his hands. Are. You. Fucking. Kidding. Me?

      All the fucking time and effort, the distance he’d crossed, every which way he’d risked his neck for the thing, and now it was gone. He groaned.

      “What’s the matter?”

      The voice startled him. He looked up, saw Rugger standing in the doorway. “Blood and ashes, I’d forgotten about you.”

      Rugger’s face went deadpan. “That hurts my feelings. I usually leave more of an impression. You looking for something?”

      “A scepter.”

      “What’s that, then?”

      “A king holds one in his hand. It’s a symbol of his power.”

      “Oh, you mean a rod,” Rugger said. “We call ‘em rods.”

      “Rods?” Merrik frown.

      “A big gold stick.” Rugger mimed pointing a rod here and there. “I decree this. I command that.”

      “Yeah, that’s a scepter.”

      “What do you want a scepter for?”

      “Because it was covered all over with fabulously valuable jewels.”

      Rugger paused, thinking. “That’s what was at the end of the map.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you lost it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit.”

      “Welcome to my world,” Merrik said.
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        * * *

      

      The courtyard in front of the keep was frantic with activity.

      Men in chainmail or leather were being sent out the front gate on the path toward the village. Other men saddled horses. A servant carrying a huge bundle of arrows chased after the men marching toward the village. Merrik had heard Mykle give the order to clean out the stock of arrows for anyone in the village who had a hunting bow. Others loaded a pushcart with food.

      Perhaps in the organized chaos, Merrik could slip out unseen. The loss of the scepter was a blow – Dumo damn the man who’d stolen it – but he still had a bag of gold. It was time to head south. At least it would be warmer.

      He realized Rugger was still tagging along and spun on the man. “Why don’t you go? There’s nothing here for you anymore.”

      “There’s a fight,” Rugger said. “I’m handy in a scrape.”

      A withering look. “You’re some kind of hero now?”

      “Thought I’d give it a go,” Rugger said. “I’ll stop if I don’t like it.”

      Merrik didn’t understand the man at all. Not that he was trying very hard.

      The next moment, Mykle and Kurran were standing next to him, and for whatever reason, they included him in their battle plans. “Good to have you with us, Marquis. We need every man, and somebody with your experience is most welcome. Lee tells me you were magnificent at the battle of Harkun’s Keep.”

      Rugger snorted a laugh,  tried to play it off as a cough.

      “Not that it did us any good,” Merrik said. “I’d say Lee was being generous.”

      “Nevertheless, it’s good to be able to count on your sword.” Mykle looked at Rugger. “And who’s this? I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “An old friend,” Merrik said. “Handy in a scrape. Apparently.”

      “Rugger, milord.” Rugger’s bow wasn’t the deepest, but it was enough for courtesy. “Happened to be passing through and was glad to run into … an old friend.”

      “Well, that’s a lie. This isn’t the sort of place anyone just happens to pass through,” Mykle said. “But at the moment, I don’t much care. If you’re looking to kill plainsmen, you’ve come to the right place.”

      The baron turned to shout more orders at his men before Rugger had a chance to reply.

      And then without realizing it, they were moving. Merrik and Rugger were caught up in the mass of moving out of the gate. There was a palpable tension. Soon there would be blood and screaming and pain.

      I’ve got to get out of here. It wouldn’t be possible for him to slip away unseen now. He’d have to go along with everyone else to the village and keep his eyes open for the right opportunity. He wasn’t quite sure what to do with Rugger. Did the man intend to tag along wherever Merrik went? Now that Merrik had lost the scepter – and the payday Rugger was looking for – maybe the brute would lose interest and try his luck elsewhere.

      He looked left and right. Soldiers in mismatched armor. Peasants with farming implements for weapons. Not much of an army. The whole enterprise would be a smaller version of the slaughter at Harkun’s Keep. The plainsmen would overrun the terrified villagers and any fool who remained would only add their blood to the sea of it that would soak the soil. For centuries, bards – troubadours? – would sing about the feeblest stand in history. All of these people were destined to die.

      Merrik’s eyes fell on Mira standing alone across the courtyard. Guilt struck him. He’d been cross with her before, his words harsh. His manner had been uncalled for, and frankly, he did rather like her even if her naked ambition was a bit off-putting. She had a sense of self-preservation that rivaled his own, and he respected that.

      I should talk to her and apologize. Frankly, if we manage to get away, she’d be a better traveling companion than Rugger.

      Handy in a scrape didn’t compare to handy in the bed chamber.

      Merrik almost went to her but stopped when he saw Lee approach. Not a surprise really. Lee had only left Harkun’s Keep on the premise of looking after the women. He probably still felt responsible for her.

      Mira took his hands in hers, their fingers lacing.

      Merrik raised an eyebrow. What?

      She stood on tiptoes, lifted her face to the much taller man. Lee bent, and their lips met. Lee’s cheeks flushed pink, but he didn’t pull away.

      At last, they parted, and Lee fell in with the men marching to the village.

      “What’s the matter with you?” Rugger asked.

      Merrik’s expression must have given him away. “Never mind.”

      Rugger snorted. “What’s the matter? You lose something again?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Old women with small children bundled in their arms headed south out of the village. Whatever safety the beggar baron offered them, they didn’t believe in it. From his place atop the village wall, Merrik watched them go, wondering if he should follow now or bide his time for a better opportunity.

      The men of the village, on the other hand, either had more faith in their baron or stayed out of some sense of pride. Some of the stouter women were there too. All hardy folk from a life of dirt farming. Eager to defend their homes. Or perhaps they thought they could give those with the children a running start. They showed up, perhaps forty in all, with pitchforks and scythes or any other farming implement they thought might draw blood.

      Colton approached with his woodsman’s axe on his shoulder. “Looks like a good night for a scrap, eh, milord?”

      The sun was setting. That might provide Merrik some cover when he fled. “Maybe they won’t come at all.”

      “Suits me,” Colton said. “I was hoping to get the cask of starshine off to Bumwich. Don’t like the idea of those savages drinking it after they kill us all.”

      “I don’t suppose you brought any with you.”

      “Sorry, milord. You going to fight up there? Don’t seem like the best footing, and you’re just asking for an arrow.”

      Merrik carefully jumped down from the wall. “I just wanted to have a look. I was watching the old and infirm flee south with the children.”

      “This village wall ain’t much,” Rugger said, “but may be better than nothing. Aren’t they worried about being caught out in the open?”

      “The fish camp trails come in from the east and the north,” Colton told them. “So south’s a better chance.”

      “East or north then,” Rugger mused. “Would be nice to know which wall to man. We’re spread too thin otherwise.”

      “We’ll know,” Merrik said. “Mykle had the same thought but didn’t want to spare a fighting man as a lookout, so I sent Padraig up the tower. One lamp for north, and two for east.”

      Rugger grunted. “That’s something, then.”

      There was no sign of the plainsmen, and yet a sense of urgency held everyone in its grip. Arrows were hastily handed out to anyone with bows. Kurran and Mykle instructed groups of men what to do and where to stand. There was one set of instructions for if the plainsmen came from the north and another if from the east. The villagers looked frightened and bewildered, eyes haunted, many gripping their weapons awkwardly.

      I don’t blame them.

      Merrik kept glancing at the tower, a dark silhouette in the almost exhausted daylight. So far, no signal.

      Bonfires had been built at intervals along the north and east walls but not lit. There was still the vague hope the plainsmen didn’t even know the village existed. A fool’s hope maybe. But if the barbarians did attack, nobody wanted to fight in the dark. The bonfires were placed at the edge of effective bow range. With some luck, archers could thin out the enemy before they reached the walls.

      A commotion drew Merrik’s attention. A small group of men were gathered around –

      The damn priest. Effingham comes and goes at the oddest times. What’s the sneaky bastard up to now?

      Effingham seemed to be speaking intently with two of the men especially. A short, spindly man with a hooked nose and buck teeth and a beefy man with a sweaty face and a floppy hat the color of a plum. They nodded vigorously at the priest’s words.

      He’s hatching some plot again. Merrik walked toward him, determined to find out what he was doing.

      The priest clutched something to his chest. A canvas bag. It looked very much like the bag Merrik –

      “Hey!”

      The three men looked up, Effingham smiling weakly, the other two confused.

      “Oh, Marquis Niles.” Effingham said. “I hope you are bracing yourself for battle.”

      “Is that my bag?”

      The priest’s eyes widened innocently. “Is what your what?”

      “Is that.” Merrik pointed at the bag the priest clutched tightly to his chest. “My bag?”

      Effingham looked down at the bag and then back up at Merrik. “What? This?”

      “Give me my bag, you rotten thief!”

      “Now, hold on a moment, my son. One bag looks very much like another and—”

      “Give me that, damn you!” Merrik’s hands flew out and latched onto the bag.

      Effingham held on to it with a death grip, hunching over, trying to turn away. “Wait! I can explain!”

      “What’s to explain? You’re a damn sneaky thief.”

      The two men who’d been talking to Effingham backed away slowly, apparently wanting no part of the tug-o-war over the bag,

      “I expected better of a priest!” Merrik yelled.

      “It’s for a good cause,” Effingham insisted.

      Shouts went up from the men behind them, a buzzing panic filtered through the crowd.

      Merrik looked up. A single lamp glinted, its tiny orange flame a pinprick in the darkness. He waited a moment to see if Padraig would light another. He didn’t. One lamp. They’re coming from the north.

      Effingham took the moment of distraction to wrench away the bag and flee into the crowd.

      “Hey!” Merrik took two steps after him then halted abruptly.

      Something vibrated through the soles of his feet, a rumbling that grew louder and louder.

      “Horses,” said Rugger, drawing his sword.

      Merrik didn’t realize the big man had followed him when he’d gone after the priest. “How many?”

      “Too many.”

      “Light the fires!”

      The voice came from beyond the wall but sounded like the baron’s. Merrik craned his neck to see. Men darted out, torches in hands, lit the bonfires then came running back to the wall.

      “Positions! North wall!” The same voice.

      Men bumped into one another as they scrambled to find their assigned stretch of wall. Some seemed to know where to go. Others didn’t. Others ran toward the east wall until their fellows corrected them. A few of the baron’s men were trained soldiers, as were Kurran’s, men who’d survived the battle of Harkun’s Keep. But most of those manning the wall were simple villagers. They were scared, and Merrik would not have wagered if they’d hold their ground or flee.

      The ground shook, and the thundering rumble grew louder and louder.

      One of the villagers clutching a machete backed away from his spot at the wall, and when he thought no one was looking, turned and ran. Merrik was surprised others hadn’t done likewise. Frankly, he was alert for his own opportunity.

      Men with bows nocked arrows. They all faced the north, waiting to fight or die.

      The thundering of hooves was so loud now, Merrik couldn’t believe the plainsmen weren’t in sight. The darkness beyond the light of the bonfires overflowed with the din of the approaching horde. Not being able to see them was maddening.

      I waited too long, Merrik thought.

      His hand fell to the hilt of his sword. Not the rapier he’d carried for years. The heavy broadsword Cullen had insisted he use.

      The entire world seemed about to shake apart. Fear gripped villagers and soldiers alike, but bowmen held their aim and waited. Everyone else held tightly to weapons and waited for death.

      And then they hit the firelight all at once, a line of mounted plainsmen stretching from one side of Merrik’s vision to the other, appearing suddenly as if the darkness vomited all of them into the light at once. The whoops and war cries went up, the din of it filling the night.

      Merrik made a quick estimate and thought there were twice as many of them as Dobber’s estimate of a hundred.

      We’re all going to die.

      The villagers loosed their arrows and caught the plainsmen by surprise. Only a few fell from their saddles, but they obviously hadn’t expected organized resistance. They wheeled their horses around, passing in front of the village and back into the darkness.

      Lee stood in the gap where the narrow road passed through the wall and into the village. A handful of Kurran’s men stood on either side of him. Lee held his big two-handed sword in front of him, lifting his voice for all to hear. “They’re coming back around again! Brace yourselves. They know we mean to fight now.” He tried to sound confident, fill those around him with hope.

      Merrik glanced at the faces nearest him. Raw fear.

      He wondered where Mykle and Kurran had gotten to. Supervising the defense of other sections of the wall, Merrik guessed.

      The racket of pounding hooves faded then immediately began to grow again. Just as Lee had warned, the plainsmen were returning for another pass, surely more determined, and they’d overrun the wall easily.

      Some of the villagers took an unintentional step back, glancing at each other as if only now fully realizing the stupidity of what they were doing.

      “Courage!” Lee shouted. “Stand fast!”

      The pounding of hooves grew louder.

      Then suddenly, Effingham was at Lee’s side, thrusting the scepter toward him. “Use this, my son. Let them see you wield it, that they might take heart.”

      Merrik went cold. Something shifted around inside him. The sensation was not unfamiliar, but he’d never get used to it. It wasn’t Ponder. Merrik knew the feel of the jester too well.

      Cullen?

      Merrik would have taken some comfort if it had been the swordsman, to feel the ghost’s strength in his arm as he fought. Cullen, I need you.

      Merrik found that he was walking fast toward Effingham and Lee.

      “I know what you think I am, Father,” Lee said. “I want to help, but I won’t lie.”

      “You don’t know it’s a lie,” the priest insisted. “Take it. Give the people hope.”

      The pounding of hooves was almost upon them now.

      Merrik’s hand slipped into his pocket, closing around something cold and hard.

      It’s not Cullen. It’s the other one. What are you doing, wizard?

      Lee handed his sword to Effingham and took the scepter. The priest had to hold the enormous weapon with two hands, the tip dragging in the dirt.

      Lee hefted the scepter. “Like a mace. I’ve trained with a mace. Maybe if—”

      Effingham and Lee looked up abruptly. Merrik was there and pulled the item from his pocket.

      It was the flask Merrik had filled with water tainted by the glowing cave fish. Merrik pulled the cork,  upended the flask over the scepter, water spilling over the jewels and down the handle. Effingham raised an eyebrow and began to object.

      But Merrik suddenly began chanting a strange rhythm, unintelligible words tumbling from his mouth, echoing strangely in his ears. Lee and the priest flinched at the sound of them.

      Merrik came to the last word in the spell and abruptly clamped his mouth shut tight.

      Not yet! Wait for the exact moment!

      The plainsmen erupted from the darkness again, bellowing fury.

      Lee turned, readied himself with the scepter.

      Arrows fell among the barbarians, killing some. Not enough.

      The final word to the spell bounced around inside of Merrik’s mouth, feeling like a hard physical thing, like it might shatter his teeth trying to escape. His body trembled, and he stepped backward, knees feeling weak.

      Effingham tore his eyes away from the charging plainsmen to frown at Merrik. “What’s the matter with you? You’ve done something.”

      Merrik collapsed to the ground, curled in a fetal position. He slapped both hands over his mouth, squeezed his eyes tight. Not yet. Not … yet.

      “What?” Effingham knelt next to Merrik, shook him by the shoulder. “What is it, my son?”

      Colton appeared, clutching his axe to his chest. “What happened? Is he ill?”

      “I don’t know.” Effingham had to shout to be heard over the sound of the oncoming plainsmen.

      Fire filled the inside of Merrik’s head until he thought it would burst, but he kept his mouth shut, clamping down so hard, his jaw ached.

      Merrik opened his eyes.

      A feeble collection of men stood across the road in the plainsmen’s path, Lee in the middle of them. One of the great brutes rode astride an enormous black stallion straight for Lee. The plainsmen wore no helm, and his red hair spread around him in the wind like fire. Reins clutched in a gauntleted fist, his other hand holding aloft an enormous two-edged battle axe.

      Lee raised the scepter to meet him head on.

      Now.

      The final word of the spell exploded from Merrik’s mouth. Effingham and Colton fell back as if scorched by fire. For an instant, all sound was sucked from the world, and all Merrik could hear was the thump of his heart inside his own head.

      Then the scorching, tearing sound like the entire universe being ripped in half. Light exploded white-hot from the head of the scepter as if some new glorious star had been born into the night.

      The plainsmen horses whinnied and reared in a panic, eyes rolling with terror. Their riders tried to get their mounts under control, but the horses tossed their heads and bucked and refused to calm. Plainsmen were tossed to the turf by the score. Others still clung to their saddle horns as their steeds fled terrified back into the night.

      Merrik pushed himself up from the ground to one knee and realized the priest was shouting at him.

      “What?”

      “What did you do?” repeated Effingham.

      Merrik ignored him and staggered to his feet. His legs were wobbly, and he was drenched in sweat. He drew his sword but could barely lift it.

      What happened? Did I do that?

      The scepter, which had flared so bright, now settled down to a golden, unearthly glow, still brilliant but no longer blindingly so. The thrown plainsmen scrambled to their feet and lifted weapons. Hesitation.

      Then they doggedly began to advance, drawn to the light even as they were terrified by it, insane battle-thirsty moths determined to kill or be killed.

      Colton took Merrik by the elbow. “You okay, milord?”

      “I … I don’t know.”

      “To the king,” came a shout from the crowd. “To the king!”

      Merrik blinked, turned his head and saw it was the beefy man in the floppy hat who’d been talking to Effingham earlier. Damn you, priest, you put him up to this.

      “To the king! It’s a sign from Dumo!” Another voice, and Merrik had no doubt it was the one with the buck teeth.

      Villagers and soldiers crowded forward. They still radiated fear , but it was no longer the hopeless terror as before.

      The plainsmen on foot broke into a trot, the red-haired one with the two-bladed axe leading the charge and heading straight for Lee. He lifted the axe, roared, and swung the weapon at Lee’s face as hard as he could.

      Lee swung the scepter, and the head of it smashed into the axe blade, shattering it, shards of metal flying in every direction. The red-haired plainsman had only a split-second to look surprised, eyes wide, mouth open, and then Lee brought the scepter hard in a backhanded swing, and connected with a crack, the crunch of skull loud enough for Merrik to hear even several yards away. The man fell over with a thud. More plainsmen leapt over the dead body to get at Lee.

      Lee screamed rage and waded into them, swinging the scepter back and forth like a gleaming mace, bones breaking, armor denting. In seconds, the bodies piled up around his feet. His comrades moved in around him as the plainsmen pressed forward, and soon both sides were meshed in a press of bodies, blades rising and falling, villagers swinging wildly with scythes or jabbing with pitchforks, howling plainsmen crowding in to slaughter them. The gateway into the village became a bottleneck of death. Many of the slain didn’t immediately fall, their corpses held up by the press of bodies.

      Everywhere Lee swung the scepter, another plainsman was obliterated. He swung the weapon overhanded and smashed one of the barbarians square in the face, nose flattening in a bloody mess, teeth shattering. The arc of the scepter’s swing momentarily left a trail of golden light in the air, the lines of Lee’s strikes crisscrossing above his head.

      Merrik watched all this as if not a part of it, as if he were floating outside of it like one of the ghosts in his head, as if he might simply drift away from the carnage unfolding before him.

      Colton tugged at him. “The battle, milord. You can’t just stand here.”

      True. Perhaps I could lie down and just close my eyes for a few moments. The spell had sapped him. Was this what it was like for a wizard, or was it the strain of the three intruders living within him?

      His eyes flicked right just in time to see a group of plainsmen coming through an eight-foot-wide gap in the wall, the stones only knee high. Merrik was surprised they hadn’t done this already. Evidently not all of the barbarians shared their brethren’s battle lust to charge screaming at Lee.

      Merrik watched them come, lifted his sword, arm weak and wavering. Damn you, Cullen, where are you?

      Colton tugged urgently at Merrik’s other arm. “Milord!”

      The plainsmen advanced.

      “Snap out of it, milord!”

      A dozen spearmen erupted from hiding and slammed into the line of plainsmen. Kurran led them, and Merrik guessed they’d been lying in wait for just such an occurrence. Plainsmen died screaming at the ends of spears.

      One of them broke through the melee and charged at Merrik, a tall lanky warrior in black furs and a dark forked beard. He was covered in blood and had somehow lost his weapon but nevertheless shouted bloody murder as he ran for Merrik, thick, gnarly hands reaching for Merrik’s throat.

      CULLEN!

      Colton swung his woodsman’s axe, and the head bit deeply into the plainsman’s neck. The barbarian screamed. Colton wrenched the axe free, blood spraying, swung again and planted it in the plainsman’s forehead. The barbarian twitched, eyes crossing. When he fell, he dragged Colton’s axe down with him. Colton grunted, working to yank it free.

      Suddenly, Colton paused and looked up. Merrik heard it too.

      A rolling, pounding sound. Hooves. A lot of them. Oh, no. The plainsmen had regained control of their panicked horses. Lee and the men at the gate were barely holding. If the rest of the plainsmen returned, they’d be too outnumbered. It was hopeless.

      Another handful of plainsmen leapt through the gap in the wall near Merrik. Kurran’s spearmen turned to repel them. Men screamed and fell on both sides.

      A horn sounded, loud and clear above the thunder of the approaching hooves.

      Plainsmen broke through Kurran’s spearmen.

      Merrik set his jaw, and with all the strength he could muster, he lifted his sword.

      His head swam, dizzy, he closed his eyes and shook his head. When Merrik opened his eyes again, one of the massive plainsmen was right on top of him. He held a metal buckler in one hand and a short, broad-bladed sword in the other. The plainsman bellowed rage and swung his sword at Merrik’s face. Merrik brought up his blade to block, steel ringing on steel. The impact sent him staggering back. He tripped and went down.

      The horn sounded again, much closer this time.

      The plainsman loomed over him, sword raised. Merrik waited to die.

      A horse leapt through the gap, an enormous, muscled white steed, mane streaming like white fire. Both Kurran’s men and the plainsmen scurried to get out of its path.

      The scene seemed to freeze for an instant as Merrik examined the rider atop the enormous horse. She wore a gold breast plate and a matching gold helm, fitting close to the skull, no plume or tail but chin guards coming down past the ears. Leather bracers trimmed in gold, and gold shin guards. She wore the gleaming armor over a black tunic and breeches, high, hard black boots up to the knee. The woman’s features were precise and hard, lips tight, blue eyes blazing with battle fury. She gripped the horse’s reins in one hand, the other hand wielding a sleek, curved saber with a basket hilt.

      She looked far too clean to engage in actual combat. Merrik thought she looked more like a figure from some old painting hanging in the foyer of a grand manor house.

      The plainsman turned to face the rider, trying to bring up the buckler, but he wasn’t fast enough. The woman in the golden armor leaned in the saddle, sweeping down with the saber. The blade slashed deeply across the plainsman’s face. He screamed agony, dropping sword and buckler as he stumbled away, hands coming up to his ruined face. Blood poured from between his fingers.

      The horn sounded again and another half-dozen horsemen came through the gap, hacking down plainsmen as they rode. They were outfitted exactly as the first rider except their armor was highly polished steel instead of gold.

      The horn sounded a third time and voices rose in triumph. “Bettin! Count Bettin is here!”

      Merrik managed a weak grin. Count Bettin. He finally got his saber crew into the fight.

      He struggled to his feet, took three steps and fell again. Bodies littered the ground all around him. He sank to his wrists in the churned earth, mud and blood.

      Light drew him. He began to crawl toward it, squinting into the brightness. The blurred shapes of men gelled into recognizable people as Merrik’s eyes focused. Lee stood in the center of a crowd of men, scepter held aloft, not to strike but in triumph, the glow of it bathing all of the onlookers.

      “Victory!” shouted someone. “Victory for the king!” Merrik didn’t recognize the voice, but others took up the chant. “Victory for the king!”

      Merrik crawled, hands and knees sinking into mud. Don’t. It’s a lie.

      Baron Mykle stepped into the glow, face stunned with awe. Slowly, he sank to one knee. Men all around him, soldiers and villagers alike, followed suit. An ever-widening circle of men took a knee in honor of the man they now recognized as the heir to the throne.

      “The king! The king!”

      Only Kurran still stood, his expression cross, eyes hard as he looked at the kneeling men all around him. Gradually, his face softened, the scepter’s glow washing his face in golden light. Finally, he took a knee also.

      “The king! The king!”

      Other than Lee, only one man remained on his feet. Effingham stood, arms spread, face turned to the sky. His lips moved, if in prayer or some blessing, Merrik couldn’t hear over the chanting crowd, but the old priest was obviously claiming Dumo’s endorsement of the victory and the proclamation of a new king.

      The priest. Always the damn priest.

      Merrik crawled, the strength leaking from his body.

      You … old … fraud.

      And then he collapsed into the mud.
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      Mira stuffed loaves of bread into a sack and then chunks of cheese. Nothing gourmet, but it would keep their bellies filled on the road.

      Tabba burst into the kitchen, breathless. She must have run all the way to the stables and back.

      “No horses,” she said.

      “Damn.” Mira shook her head in disgust. “Beggar baron indeed. Are we the only ones left in the keep?”

      “I haven’t seen anyone,” Tabba said. “They’ve all gone to the village to fight, or they’ve run away.”

      “Check the rooms. We might find something valuable, although I doubt it. Even a copper or two would help.”

      Tabba frowned. “Stealing?”

      “It’s not stealing if they’re dead.”

      “They’re coming!” A voice from elsewhere in the keep. “They’re coming!”

      Tabba’s eyes widened. “Who’s that?”

      “Padraig,” Mira said. “The boy who tags along after Merrik.”

      “I’d forgotten about him.” Tabba raised her voice. “In here! The kitchen!”

      Padraig burst into the kitchen, breathless as Tabba had been a moment before, cheeks flushed. “They’re coming! Up the road from the village right now.”

      Mira and Tabba exchanged frightened looks.

      “Out the back,” Tabba said. “We should go. Immediately. They haven’t seen us.”

      “On foot? If they do see us, we’re finished.”

      “Begging your pardon, milady,” Padraig said. “But what are you talking about?”

      “How to avoid being raped and murdered by plainsmen.” Mira narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “It’s not the plainsmen what’s coming. It’s Lee and Baron Mykle and Father Effingham and all,” the boy said. “We won!”

      Mira blinked. “What?”

      “The battle,” Padraig said. “I was watching from up the tower. Couldn’t really see much, being dark and all, but then a bunch of horsemen came in and—”

      Mira was already sweeping past him, out the kitchen, through the dining room and then the ruined great hall and out into the courtyard. They were almost to the keep’s outer wall when she got there. She stood and watched them come, bedraggled and bloody but with an odd gleam in their eyes.

      Baron Mykle led them, a torch in one hand lighting the way.

      “What’s happened?” Mira asked. “You’re back? You won?”

      “It’s a miracle,” the baron said. “There’s so much to tell you. So much to do. I don’t know where to start.”

      Kurran came up behind him. “If it’s a miracle, Mykle, then it’s Count Bettin’s miracle. There’s nothing supernatural about a battalion of saber men.”

      Baron Mykle frowned. “You and I both saw the same thing, Kurran. Don’t deny it. It’s a sign, just as the priest said.”

      Kurran bit back whatever he was about to say, indecision suddenly twisting his features.

      “Where’s Lee?”

      “His Majesty comes even now,” Effingham said as he passed through the gate.

      Lee entered carrying the front half of a stretcher. Alan carried the other end. Lying on the stretcher was the muddy, comatose form of –

      “Merrik!”

      Mira went to the stretcher, looking down at him, wringing her hands. The flutter in her chest upon seeing him this way was a surprise. She’d convinced herself she was happy to be shed of the self-centered son of a bitch. And yet …

      “What happened?”

      “We don’t know,” Lee said. “He’s unconscious, but there’s no wound. Not a mark on him.”

      Mira didn’t know if that was good or bad.

      Another soldier moved to take Lee’s end of the stretcher. “Please, your Majesty, you should let me.”

      “There’s no reason I shouldn’t help,” Lee said, and Mira thought she detected a hint of irritation in his voice.

      “Let him take it, your Majesty,” Mykle said. “We’ve much to discuss.”

      Lee frowned, embarrassed. “Please don’t call me ‘your Majesty’, my lord.”

      “We must all get used to some changes,” Effingham said diplomatically. “But there is hope. There is a path forward. Dumo has shown us his will.”

      Mira noticed Baron Mykle nodding along with Effingham’s words. If the baron had been skeptical before, he was sold now. There is no more fervent believer than a convert, her father often said. Kurran, on the other hand, looked conflicted, although he didn’t offer any objections.

      And then, without warning, the hairs stood up on her arms as realization hit her, some keen insight that the fate of the world was about to be decided in the barony of a man who could not afford to put horses in his stables or repair his walls, that they were about to put a crown on a man who had no parents, no name.

      She shivered, as if some part of her were attempting to shake off such delusions and return her to reality.

      Lee allowed the soldier to take his end of the stretcher, and Mira spared Merrik a sideways glance as the men carried his unconscious body into the keep.

      He’ll be okay. Right?

      “I will confer with you, my lord,” Lee said. “But I feel as stunned and bewildered by events as you. This honor you would thrust upon me is not a thing I claim for myself.”

      “Every pretender in history has demanded the throne as his birthright. Humility and a lack of naked ambition is refreshing,” Effingham said. “Can there be any better sign that Dumo has sent us the right man?”

      “Come. I’ve been hoarding a jug of wine, and I think now is finally the time for it.” Mykle turned, gesturing for the other men to follow.

      Mira took a halting step after them. “Lee?”

      He came back to her, took one of her hands in both of his. They were callused and strong and warm. She looked up into his eyes, and when he looked back at her, there was a confidence there that steadied her.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen,” Lee told her. “I just know about you. And me. Do you remember what I told you?”

      Mira blushed. It had been something she’d practiced for years, batting her eyes and blushing and selling the fantasy of bashful virginity. This time, the pink in her cheek had come unbidden. Yes, she remembered. He’d carried her to his room as if she weighed nothing at all, and they’d made love. Lee had been tentative and unsure but had then thrown himself into the act with the passion of a man who was only just realizing what he’d been waiting for all of his life. Within sixty seconds afterward, he’d blurted out they should be married.

      The idea was nonsense, of course, but she’d found the notion touching. There was no arrogance in him, only raw sincerity. Naïve, inexperienced Lee.

      Now the idea sent her head spinning.

      The king? I’m going to marry the king?

      She suddenly barked a laugh. For a second, Lee didn’t know what to think, then he laughed too. “This is all pretty ridiculous, isn’t it?”

      Before she could answer, he swept her abruptly into his arms and kissed her. She went lightheaded and let him, and then a moment later, laced her fingers together behind his neck and kissed back, hard.

      Lee broke away, breathless and smiling. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll come find you as soon as I can.”

      Mira stood and watched him go off with the priest and the barons to discuss the future shape of the world. She watched how he walked with those men and talked to them. There’s a new confidence there. He’s still humble, naïve Lee, but there’s … something.

      Was she responsible for that? Men were so simple. The least thing could put a swagger in their step. Was Mira really so full of herself that she imagined giving herself to the man was the missing puzzle piece to turn him into a king?

      She grinned. Yes. I am.

      “Your pardon, milady.”

      Mira turned, saw soldiers trying to move past her. The one who’d spoken had his arms around an injured man. They were attempting to limp past her into the keep. More wounded men followed them.

      She quickly scooted to one side. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “Not at all, milady.”

      A half dozen of them shuffled past, bloody and battered.

      The next two men carried another stretcher between them, and Mira gasped when she saw the man they carried was an unconscious Count Bettin. His face looked ashen, a bloody bruise at one temple. His right leg had an ugly gash down one side.

      “What happened?” Mira blurted.

      “He led the saber battalion charge against the plainsmen,” came a voice behind her.

      She turned and almost gasped again when she saw the woman. Her golden breastplate and the matching helm she carried under one arm looked garish amid the bloody, grime-covered men around her. She wasn’t so tall, slightly shorter than Mira, but she stood straight and had an air of command that made her seem larger. Her light brown hair was cropped short, skin clear and bright.

      “I did not mean to startle you, my lady. I’m Captain Wurletz.” She clicked her heels and bowed.

      Mira’s lips curled into a half-smile. “You’re from the coast, Captain Wurletz.”

      The captain raised an eyebrow and returned a smile similar to hers. “You’ve some clairvoyant powers, my lady?”

      “My father served Duke Lurman for a time, and his captain of the guard clicked his heels,” Mira said. “I’ve not seen soldiers west of the great forest do such.”

      “You’re from the coast as well?”

      “I’m Mira. My father is Nicholas Lychester.”

      “I’ve not met him,” Wurletz confessed. “But I know the family. It’s good to meet another civilized person here in the wilds.”

      Irrational offense welled up in Mira. She’d made similar comments herself numerous times, and yet she wanted to defend these people. Not civilized? Okay, but these people are tough. The lords and ladies in their beachfront manors could learn a thing or two from such hardy folk.

      “My father sent me to attend Lady Harkun,” Mira said. “I don’t think it’s quite worked out as he intended.”

      Wurletz raised a thin eyebrow. “A lady-in-waiting. That’s very … traditional.”

      “Old-fashioned, you mean.”

      “I meant no offense.”

      Mira smiled. “I’m not offended.”

      Mira’s eyes shifted to the men staggering single file into the keep, the wounded and those helping them. One man’s uniform appeared strange to her, olive drab, brass buttons in a bib configuration. His hands were bound in front of him with thin rope.

      “Who’s that?”

      “A prisoner we captured coming through the forest.”

      “He’s no plainsmen.”

      “From over the mountains. The place they call the Union now,” Wurletz explained. “Claims to be a general if you can believe that. Didn’t have much of an army with him. That’s about all I know. The count spent a good deal of time interrogating him.”

      Mira watched the soldier take the foreign general away. The man had a resigned look to him and appeared to have had a rough time, bruises and scuffs on his face, hair disheveled. Perhaps he was relieved to be captured, to be out of the fighting. Mira could only guess.

      “A pleasure speaking with you,” Wurletz said. “But if you’ll excuse me, I must see to my troops.”

      “Of course.”

      Wurletz clicked her heels again, and with a curt nod, she was on her way out of the courtyard, striding past the wounded still hobbling in.

      The next moment, Amabeth was next to Mira, glowering, pinched face looking even more put out than usual. “You’ve gawked long enough, girl. There’s work to be done. I’ve already put Tabba to boiling water. We’ll need bandages and splints. For some of these men, it will be a long night.”

      Amabeth was right. It was going to be a long night. And yet, Mira thought about Lee and found herself smiling.

      The king. I’m going to marry the king.

      She labored long into the night, tending to the wounded, and the smile never left her lips.
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      Sereen should not have been intimidated standing before Archbishop Fenwigg in his private office, but she was. She’d come through the night of murders, over the mountains through Madman’s Pass. In the last couple of days, she’d survived more danger than many hardened veterans had faced in a lifetime.

      Yet there was an air of gravitas about the archbishop, about this place, that made her nervous. She glanced at the tapestry on the wall. A king and a glowing mace before a black castle, battling thousands of ghosts. It was a simple work of art but drew the eye. She admired the work, although it wasn’t how she would have done it. She was unfamiliar with whatever event or story the image was meant to depict, but it was powerful nonetheless, ponderous with the weight of history.

      Her eyes shifted to the other side of the room, one of those three paneled screens people used for privacy while dressing, but this one was expensive, carved from a rich dark wood, figures of knights with spears doing battle with a two-headed dragon. The style of art was very old.

      The tapestry, the screen, the thick rugs, all of the art on the wall; everything not just expensive but so old, all of it adding to the bigness that seemed to swallow her smallness. Sereen didn’t like it here. She wanted to complete her errand and be on her way.

      Fenwigg sat at his desk, brow furrowed, reading the letter from Bishop Voss. He finished reading and sighed, looking up at Sereen. “Tell me all about it.”

      “Sir?”

      “You came from there, didn’t you?”

      “Bishop Voss’s letter, sir,” Sereen said. “She knows more about such things than—”

      “I’ve read the letter,” Fenwigg said. “I want to talk to someone who was there. Someone who knew him.”

      Ah.

      “Not a physically intimidating man,” Sereen said. “But everyone’s afraid of him.”

      “But not you?”

      She shrugged. “I guess I didn’t think about it. Or maybe he just never tried to scare me. There’d never been a reason.”

      “You managed to seduce him?” Fenwigg gestured to the letter on his desk. “Voss is vague on the subject.”

      Sereen snorted a laugh.

      The archbishop frowned.

      “Apologies.” Sereen didn’t need Fenwigg to explain his question. She was by no means ugly, but she was not anyone’s idea of a seductress. “If anyone seduced Sarasin Martz, it was Bishop Voss. The bishop dangled me in front of Martz and things just sort of unfolded on their own after that.”

      Fenwigg chuckled. “My friend Voss is a clever woman. Seems she read this Martz fellow just right. He’s no warrior and no general and seems to loathe politicians. And he’s not some religious fanatic. So what is he then?”

      “He’s worse than all those,” Sereen said. “He’s a true believer.”

      “Oh?”

      “He doesn’t want glory or a crown or anything like that,” Sereen explained. “He simply knows exactly how the world should be and has set out to make it so.”

      “Well. Food for thought. Thank you for bringing me Voss’s missive. We’ll find a place for you. Find you work if you like. I know you’re a stranger here.”

      “Thank you, archbishop, but no.” Sereen didn’t even have to think about it. “I’m an artist, and the coast is better for me. I can teach at one of the universities or do commissions for the lords there. A better chance there than here in Five Rivers.”

      “We’re perhaps not as provincial as you think, but you’re probably right. It’s a long journey to the coast. You have money?”

      “Enough.”

      “Then go with Dumo’s blessing, and my personal gratitude,” Fenwigg said. “I owe you a favor, and that’s no small thing from an archbishop. Fare you well.”

      She bowed and left. The guard in the hall escorted her out of the abbey, and her horse was brought to her. A few moments later, she found herself riding out of town in the dead of night. She was being silly, wanting to put even more distance between her and Martz. The Arrowhead Mountains were already between them, soon the entirety of the Scattered Kingdom and the great forest would be as well. Once on the coast, she could get a ship anywhere if she still felt the need.

      Some small part of her knew it would never be far enough.
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        * * *

      

      “Come out, then. You heard all of that?”

      “I heard.” Zarabelle came from behind the screen, a goblet of wine in one of her slender white hands.

      Fenwigg’s niece was one of the most stunning women he’d ever seen, and sexuality radiated off of her like heat. He preferred not to think of her that way, but the stakes were too high for Fenwigg to gloss over reality for his own comfort. The archbishop’s late brother – Dumo rest his soul – would not have been pleased to know the uses to which the church put his daughter, but Dumo found work for every man and woman according to their gifts. Zarabelle had gotten secrets out of men in ten minutes where all day on the rack with Church interrogators might have failed.

      Still, she doesn’t have to relish it quite so much. It’s unseemly.

      Even now, the dress she wore was just short of scandalous. Corset tight under the bosom, pushing her attributes up and almost out of a deep neckline. A good sneeze and she’d come out of the thing. Such garb might be all the rage in the cosmopolitan cities along the coast, but west of the great forest, tastes still leaned toward the modest.

      “If you’re thinking of sending me to take a crack at Martz, I wouldn’t bother,” Zarabelle said. “I’d be wasted on any man who’d prefer a mousy creature like that.”

      “I suspect Sereen has hidden charms, and she’s not unpleasant to look at,” Fenwigg said. “But I agree with you. It would be like throwing a raw steak down in front of a rabbit.”

      A half-smile quirked to Zarabelle’s lips. “That works out to some kind of compliment, I think. Don’t forget that this particular rabbit has murdered thousands of his own people to seize and hold power.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” Fenwigg said. “In any case, the time for espionage and backdoor diplomacy is over. Soon the fighting will start.”

      “Already?”

      The archbishop tapped Voss’s letter with a forefinger. “Troops are on the move, and supply trains are being put into position to support them.”

      He stood from his desk, went to a cabinet and took out several rolled-up sheets of parchment. He returned to his desk and shuffled through the parchments until he found the one he was looking for. He unrolled it on the desk in front of him, revealing a map of the north from Five Rivers up to the frozen plains.

      Zarabelle swung a leg over the corner of his desk and sat there. “Well, if that’s true, I might be out of a job. I’m certainly no good with a sword. Can’t you find something for me to do? I simply haven’t had any fun at all since that Niles fellow passed through.”

      Fenwigg sighed. “Oh, Zarabelle, honestly.”

      But he did fancy he could find a use for her. Archbishop Fenwigg had plans, alternate plans and backup plans. Machinations within machinations. Ever since his secret meeting with Bishop Voss at the shrine atop Madman’s Pass, Fenwigg had worked nonstop to develop options. No matter which path he followed, sooner or later, it would all come down to building a workable coalition, and that meant getting as many of the counts and barons and dukes on the same page as possible. Sending Zarabelle east to get her hooks into somebody important wasn’t the worst idea. Duke Edinbarrow’s hatred for his fat, ugly harpy of a wife was the worst kept secret on the coast. Zarabelle would have the man eating out of her hand in a fortnight.

      “Whatever became of him?” Zarabelle asked.

      “Him who?”

      “Merrik Niles,” Zarabelle said. “The Marquis of Munsk.”

      What a fantastic question, Fenwigg thought. There had been a number of disturbing rumors coming out of the north the past few days – the reason the archbishop now examined a map of the region – but almost none of the rumors could be confirmed by his spies. Niles seemed to have vanished off the face of the world.

      The archbishop traced a line with his finger up the Arrowhead Mountain range until he found what he was looking for. Whiteout Pass. If Harkun’s Keep had been taken as one of the rumors claimed, then any army coming over the pass could penetrate deeply before any of the other barons could rally a defense. The tiny fortress at the pass was so old and remote, that Fenwigg couldn’t even remember which nobleman was charged with keeping it manned.

      If it were even manned at all.

      Voss, my friend, we should have taken action sooner. We thought we had years when we had only months. He hoped his friend would make it out safely but knew she wouldn’t. Voss would stay until the very last second, hoping to help others, and she’d be captured and questioned and not gently.

      Fenwigg thought again about the rumors coming out of the north, and his eyes drifted back to the map and Whiteout Pass. He had a bad feeling about the place.

      Zarabelle sipped wine then sighed extravagantly. “There must be something useful I can do.”

      “Pray for snow,” Fenwigg said.
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        * * *

      

      What an absolute shithole.

      Jeen Derelith had heard the fortress across Whiteout Pass was small and in poor repair. She wasn’t really sure it was fair to call the pile of rubble a fortress. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine what the fortification might have looked like at one time.

      The narrow road led up the mountain between two jagged peaks. The terrain consisted of craggy rock for miles in every direction. The road through the pass was the one and only way to get across this region of the Arrowheads. The next choice was hundreds of miles south through Madman’s Pass or even farther south where the mountains eased into gentle hills before hitting the ocean. On Martz’s orders, the harbor towns in the southern territories were already building ships at a breakneck rate, but it would be months before enough of them were ready.

      So narrow was Whiteout Pass that the men who’d originally built the fortress hundreds of years ago might be forgiven for thinking a single ten-foot wall with a small tower sufficient to fend off invaders. Although tower might have been a generous word for the gatehouse at the center of the wall. The two extra stories with the ramparts on top did give it a tower-ish look, but the structure was still far too short to see past the surrounding peaks, making it worthless as a watch tower.

      The only way to see anyone approaching the tower was to walk to the northernmost part of the wall where a narrow stair had been gouged into the natural rock. Then it was simply a matter of climbing the hundred feet to the top of the peak where one might get a good view down either side of the mountain.

      Not that Jeen had actually been up there herself. And she didn’t plan to. Upon arrival, she’d dispatched a pair of soldiers to make the climb. One would stay to keep watch. The other would report if there were a bell or some other means for signaling. If not, they would need to devise something.

      One of the men emerged from the gatehouse-tower, ducking under the portcullis that stuck two-thirds of the way open, and jogged toward her. She waited, wrapping her cloak around her, shoulders hunched against the biting wind.

      I fucking hate the cold. I want to survive this war just so I can go someplace warm.

      Jeen had heard stories of sandy beaches where men and women ran around in nothing but their skin, sun turning their flesh pink.

      Sounds good to me.

      Her eyes lifted momentarily to the steps carved into the mountain. One of the soldiers was returning. Good. There were a hundred things needed doing in order to get this shabby place into shape and working out a signal for the lookout was one of her top priorities. If trouble came, she wanted to know.

      The man from the gatehouse stopped in front of her, saluted and frowned.

      “Thoman, is it?” Jeen was only just getting to know the men, and she was still iffy on a few of the names.

      “Yes, commander.”

      “Let’s have it then, Thoman.”

      “Well, it’s a right mess inside,” Thoman reported. “Someone maybe should have thought to bring a broom and a scrub bucket. All the shutters have rotted off the hinges, and birds have been nesting all in there. The floor right above the gatehouse looks like a kitchen and a mess, a general sort of common area, and then a barracks above that, not that it’s furnished. Large fireplaces on both floors, so it’s good we brought firewood, although I don’t know how long it will last. A ladder goes up to a small garret above, might be a good private accommodation for your ladyship … er, I mean for you, commander, begging your pardon. A door opens out onto the landing, so anyone up there can look down over the ramparts to either side of the wall. You can see a lot farther down the road on the other side than this one.”

      “Defenses?”

      “The portcullis on this side is stuck open, and so is the one on the other side of the throughway,” Thoman said. “Might just need a good oiling. I’ll put the lads on it straightaway.”

      “Huh. Any good news?”

      “Yes, actually. I’ve been up and down the wall on both sides of the gatehouse, and it’s solid. A few crumbling bits here and there, but she’s got good bones.”

      “That’s something, then. Okay, clean out the gatehouse best you can. Cover the windows with blankets unless you can come up with something better. Should at least block some of the wind. And build fires in the fireplaces. It might not be the most comfortable place, but it will be a lot better than sleeping out in the open. Thank you, Thoman. Get to it.”

      Thoman saluted and left at a trot, barking orders at the other men.

      Jeen looked back at the narrow mountain steps. The soldier on his way down had almost reached the bottom. He looked like he was trying to hurry and yet not fall and break his neck.

      A few moments later, he stood panting before her.

      “Is there a way to signal?” Jeen asked.

      “Looks like there used to be a bell, but it’s gone now. We thought of setting up some flags or something,” the soldier suggested. “But there’s a rider. I came down as fast as I could to tell you.”

      “From which direction?”

      He pointed behind her. “Back down the mountain. One of ours. Should be here soon.”

      “Thank you. Get back to your duties. Arrange the flags if you think that’s the best way.”

      “Yes, commander.” He saluted and left.

      Jeen stomped her feet and waited for the rider. So. Bloody. Fucking. Cold.

      At last, the rider trotted into view. She waved him over, and he dismounted.

      “Commander Derelith?”

      “That’s me.”

      The rider handed her a folded parchment. “I was told to put this directly into your hands and then wait for a reply.”

      Jeen turned the letter over in her hand. It was sealed with red wax. Not Martz’s seal, but the general one used by the officer’s corps. So official business, but not necessarily top secret.

      She broke the seal, unfolded the parchment, and read it twice to make sure she didn’t miss anything.

      Her orders were basically unchanged. Hold the pass. But no longer for some indefinite amount of time. The army would arrive in three to four days.

      Well, the war seems to be starting ahead of schedule.

      “Let the general know I’ve received his message and that he should feel free to advance with all possible speed,” Jeen told the rider. “The door will be open for him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      She smelled the burning bodies, and then a few minutes later saw the smoke when the forest path brought her into the clearing. Kitimar Denning reined in her horse and paused to observe the village before continuing.

      Two large fires had been built in the field before the village’s main entrance. A dozen or so men carried bodies and tossed them on the burning piles, pillars of black smoke twisting into the air. The corpses were big and dressed in furs.

      Plainsmen. There must have been a raid. Looks like the barbarians got the worst of it.

      She clicked her tongue, and the horse advanced at a walk.

      Kitimar had chosen to travel alone, but now wished she’d brought Jin after all.

      I’m just anxious and homesick. I’m glad Jin is home keeping an eye on things.

      The twins were never too far from Kitimar’s thoughts.

      She briefly considered how she might look to the villagers.

      It occurred to her that Jin might have been right about her appearance. In full battle dress, she made for quite an eyeful. She pulled her hood over her head, pulled her cloak more tightly around her, hiding most of the breast plate.

      She tugged the reins and halted her mount near two of the men carrying bodies. “Good day, gentlemen. What happened here?”

      “Raiders, milady.” He was middle-aged, scruffy brown beard with gray at the corners of his mouth.

      “You beat them back.”

      “His Majesty did.” A broad smile from the man. His teeth were a rotting mess. “It was a miracle.”

      “His Majesty?”

      “The new king, milady. Blessed by Dumo himself, and I know how that sounds, but I saw the holy light with my own two eyes. Thought I was dead when them plainsmen came riding toward us howling for blood, but then Dumo’s light touched him, rallied all of us. Never seen nothing like it in my whole life. Probably never will again.”

      Kitimar tried to keep the look of disbelief off her face. The high priestess told me what I’d find. It still sounds absurd.

      “I’d like to meet this king,” she said.

      “Gone off yesterday,” the villager said. “Don’t know when he’s coming back. Went with Baron Harkun and that lot of saber riders to take back the keep.”

      “Baron Harkun is alive?” She’d heard stories, all of them bad and none of them confirmed.

      “No, milady. I mean, yes, milady. Harkun the Younger rides north with the king. The old baron didn’t make it, Dumo rest his soul.”

      Kurran then. She’d met the man once a long time ago when they were both adolescents. She hadn’t thought much of the boy at the time. Hopefully, he’d grown into something worth a damn.

      “Who can I talk to then?” Kitimar asked. “I’m feeling the need to catch up on current events.”

      “Baron Mykle’s castle is yonder, just beyond the village if you follow the road.” He pointed behind him.

      “The one they call the beggar baron?”

      The villager frowned. “We don’t call him that.”

      “I didn’t mean anything.”

      “All the important folk up at the keep, milady. They’ll answer your questions better than me.”

      “Thank you for your time.”

      Kitimar aimed her horse at the keep and trotted up the road, half hoping all this talk of a king was some wild hoax and she could go home.
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        * * *

      

      Merrik awoke feeling rested but disoriented, not knowing where he was or how he’d gotten there. It was a pleasant change from feeling hungover or battle bruised or nauseous. He looked around. His dim little room in Baron Mykle’s keep. Okay. No surprise there, although how he’d come to be –

      The battle!

      He sat bolt upright, memory and panic seizing him. The last thing he’d seen was Lee holding the glowing scepter, everyone kneeling, and Effingham presiding over the whole affair as if he were the archbishop himself.

      “Milord!” Padraig sprang from a stool in the corner, face alight with joy. “You’re awake!”

      “Obviously. What time is it?”

      “After lunch time, milord.”

      “Honestly, Padraig, you can’t let me sleep the day away,” Merrik chided. “I’ve important business to attend to. Marquis business.”

      “You haven’t slept the day away,” Padraig said. “You’ve slept away two.”

      “What … how in the blazes … where’s Lee?”

      “His Majesty is off with Baron Harkun and the saber battalion to retake the keep,” Padraig said.

      “Damn it, boy, don’t call him that.” Merrik rose from his palette of hay and looked around the room. “Where in blazes are my boots?”

      “Don’t call who what, milord?”

      “Don’t call him a king. He’s no bloody king. It’s all a sham trumped up by that damn priest to—” Merrik snapped his fingers. “Fetch me Father Effingham right now. The man needs to explain himself.”

      “He’s gone, milord.”

      “What do you mean gone? Talk sense, boy?”

      “Father Effingham went with Lee and the others.”

      It surprised Merrik how much of a blow it was to hear it. The priest had been a nuisance from the start, but now his absence somehow felt like abandonment.

      “Has anyone not run off to follow the so-called king?” Merrik located his boots in the corner of the room.

      “Baron Mykle is here,” Padraig said. “And Lady Mira and Lady Tabba.”

      “Where’s Mira?”

      “In the barracks, milord.”

      Merrik put on his boots and went to look for her.

      When he found the barracks, he entered, intending to demand explanations – for what, he wasn’t exactly sure – but upon seeing him, Mira immediately put a finger to her lips in a shush gesture.

      Merrik took a look at his surroundings, a long narrow room with a blazing fireplace at one end. Rows of bunks rested against each wall, or, at least some were proper bunks. Others, like the pallet in his room, were simply piles of straw with bedding thrown over them. A soldier lay in each bunk, all of them bandaged or bruised or wounded in some way. Most of them slept, the reason Mira wanted quiet.

      She looked like she’d aged overnight. Dark circles under her eyes, skin pale, hair disheveled, strands of it falling in front of her eyes. She wore a blood-stained apron and wiped her hands with a bloody towel.

      Mira motioned for Merrik to step back out into the hallway.

      “They’re all asleep,” she said. “It’s been a long couple of nights.”

      “Where’s Tabba?” Merrik asked. “Can’t she help you?”

      “She has been. I sent her away to catch a few hours of sleep. She was dead on her feet. I’ll rest when she comes back. Amabeth went to fetch more water.” She rubbed her eyes and sighed. “Count Bettin’s fever broke about an hour ago. He has a bad infection but seems better. I sat up with him most of the night.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Mira asked.

      For sleeping while you were overwhelmed with the wounded. For thinking unkind thoughts about you. For speaking harshly. For a dozen little things. “That you had to do all of this. I know if it were up to you, you’d be halfway back to your father by now.”

      “Well.” A gesture that might have been halfway to a shrug. “Things change.”

      Merrik cleared his throat and shuffled his feet awkwardly. “Look, about you and Lee … I mean … well, come on. All this king stuff. I mean, you and he … uh …”

      Amabeth came around the corner abruptly, a jug of water in each hand. “Mira, that awful brute is coming up the road from the village. I’ll leave him to you while I look after our patients.” The old woman hadn’t even paused, swept past them into the barracks.

      Mira saw Merrik’s expression and said, “She means your friend Rugger.” She left at a fast walk down the hallway. “Come on. You can help carry.”

      “Wait, Rugger?” Merrik hurried to catch up. “Carry what?”

      “That murderous brew your man in the village cooks up,” Mira said. “It cleans the wounds better than anything else we have, and a slug of it eases the pain for the worst hurt.”

      When they arrived at the courtyard, Rugger was already coming through the gate, a small cask of starshine on one shoulder. “I don’t think Colton was happy about sparing it. Cuts into the shipment he’s sending to Bumwich. But he understands it’s for the wounded.”

      “Thank you, Rugger,” Mira said. “Do you have to rush back, or can you follow me?”

      “I can tote it for you.” Rugger smirked at Merrik. “Finally awake, are we?”

      Merrik ignored the comment, his eyes wandering to the gate where Baron Mykle stood with a woman Merrik hadn’t seen before. She held the reins of a horse. Her hood was thrown back, blond hair vivid, polished armor peeking out from the folds of her cloak.

      “Who’s that?” he asked.

      “No idea,” Mira said, her tone indicating an acute lack of interest.

      “Pretty hair,” Rugger said. “Yellow.”

      Mira tsked. “Are you going to bring that cask or not?”

      “Go on, then,” Rugger said.

      She turned to lead him away.

      Merrik made as if to follow, then a voice called after him. “Marquis Niles.”

      He turned to see Mykle beckoning to him.

      “Good to see you on your feet. Marquis Merrik Niles of Munsk, allow me to introduce Duchess Kitimar Denning,” the baron said.

      Merrik raised an eyebrow. Duchess?

      A quick but respectful nod from Kitimar Denning. “Munsk. I’m afraid I don’t know it.”

      “Not uncommon this far north. A circumstance I hope to correct.” Merrik bowed with an extravagant flourish and turned his smile up to full charm.

      Kitimar didn’t seem impressed.

      “The Duchess has ridden a long way for … well, her errand … she has information that’s …” Mykle’s eyes bounced between Merrik and the duchess. Then he sighed. “I think we all need to sit down somewhere and have a chat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Mira made the rounds with a bowl of starshine, dabbing a cloth in the liquid and cleaning various wounds. Some of the men took it in stride. Others hissed at the sting of it. Mira sniffed the stuff and winced. She still couldn’t get used to the harsh fumes.

      How can anyone drink this stuff?

      But many of the wounds that threatened infection had healed after the starshine. The stuff was a minor medical miracle.

      Amabeth approached and then leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Some of these men are strong enough for broth now. Stay with them. I’m going to the kitchen to see what I can arrange.”

      Mira stifled a yawn. Tabba would return soon, and then she could rest.

      Something stirred behind her. She turned to see Count Bettin tossing in his cot. She went to him, laid a cool hand on his forehead. No fever. Just a bad dream. She debated if she should wake him but decided against it. Amabeth had told her the body knew how and when it wanted to mend. Nine out of ten times, sleep was the best thing.

      Mira left him and checked on the other men. She tossed another log on the fire.

      Tabba returned, and Mira could have kissed the girl. All she wanted to do was fall into her bed and sleep for a month.

      “You’re looking a bit ragged,” Tabba whispered.

      “Well, I don’t feel as good as I look,” Mira whispered back. “Everyone’s sleeping, so you shouldn’t have any trouble for a while. Wake me if it’s urgent but try not to let it get urgent.”

      Tabba smiled. “Okay.”

      Mira was about to leave when she noticed Count Bettin tossing again.

      He sleeps as bad as Merrik.

      She went to him, put a hand on his forehead and shushed gently. Slowly, Bettin calmed, his breathing steady. Mira withdrew her hand. She needed to tell Tabba how to soothe the man. Sleep so restless couldn’t possibly be beneficial, and Tabba might need to –

      Bettin sat up abruptly, eyes open and wild. “Where am I?” he shouted.

      “Easy.” Mira took him by the shoulders, tried to ease him down again. “You’re in Baron Mykle’s keep. We’re taking care of you.”

      He grabbed her forearms, held on. She tried to pull away but couldn’t. He’s strong.

      Tabba rushed to her side, gently trying to pull the two apart. The wounded men who were conscious watched the scene with concern.

      “How long have I been out?” Bettin demanded.

      “Two days,” Mira said.

      Bettin looked stricken. “Dumo help us. The prisoner! Where’s the prisoner?”
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        * * *

      

      “Let me get this straight,” Merrik said. “You were sent here by a goddess.”

      Kitimar frowned, “That’s not what I said. I said the Star Goddess’ high priestess sent me.”

      “And she, one presumes, got her marching orders straight from her goddess,” Merrik said. “Or am I misunderstanding?”

      Kitimar’s eyes narrowed. “No. You understand correctly,” she said tightly.

      Merrik, Kitimar, and Mykle sat around a small wooden table in a room Merrik hadn’t seen before. The baron’s study was the only room in the keep that didn’t look like it belonged to a pauper. A rug on the stone floor, not especially exotic or luxurious but not threadbare either. A fireplace with embers burning low. A pair of unlit candles in brass holders on the mantel. A shelf with a half-dozen leather-bound books. A modest writing desk under windows that looked out to the courtyard below, actual glass panes in the windows. They drank tea from ceramic cups and a matching pot. Merrik’s chair was padded with stuffed lambskin. This room seemed to be the baron’s last line of defense against failure, a reminder that he was still a person of substance even if he did have to harvest his own potatoes down in the dirt like everyone else.

      But they weren’t there to muse on the baron’s poverty.

      Merrik shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger, squeezing his eyes shut. “Am I the only one who hears how this sounds?”

      “Come, Niles, you saw the miracle with your own eyes,” Mykle said. “You can’t deny some higher power at work, the holy glow of Dumo himself.”

      “That was no holy power—”

      That mad cackle again, echoing along the hollow corridors of Merrik’s mind.

      If not the hand of Dumo then what? Are you going to confess to your little trick?

      Merrik’s face twisted with annoyance. Not me, Ponder. Your damn wizard.

      They’ll want to know why.

      Damned if I know why.

      Don’t you?

      “Niles? My lord, are you okay?” the baron asked.

      Merrik cleared his throat. “I was saying … that was no holy power … that we know of. It could have been some trick or … let’s just not decide anything rashly, okay? I don’t think anyone here is an expert in such things.”

      “This is surely Father Effingham’s province,” Mykle said. “And there seemed no doubt in his mind.”

      Irritation itched in Merrik’s chest. “Father Effingham’s not here.”

      “I don’t know why Dumo would choose to reveal his servant in such an insignificant, out-of-the way place as my barony,” Mykle said. “Probably Effingham would think it appropriate, humble beginnings and all that. And you’re perfectly correct, my dear marquis, I’m no expert on such things. But I saw what I saw. Dumo blessed that man. If my god has chosen Lee to be my king, then it’s not for me to disobey. I don’t know what poor benefit my allegiance can bring, but it’s his.”

      “Think about what you’re saying,” Merrik said. “Why would the Star Goddess care about the chosen of Dumo?”

      You know the answer to that even if you won’t admit it.

      Merrik ignored Ponder and said, “I mean, don’t either of you have any serious questions about all of this?”

      “I do.” Kitimar toyed with her teacup without drinking. “Marquis Niles … may I call you Merrik?”

      Merrik began one of his charming smiles but aborted it halfway through. He wasn’t in the mood. “Of course.”

      “And I’m Kit. I’m not especially religious, Merrik. My family has followed the Star Goddess for generations, so when the high priestess sent me on this errand, I felt obliged. I didn’t really believe I’d find a king. I didn’t know what I’d … what I mean to say is … to hear you’ve crowned …”

      “I wouldn’t say crowned exactly, your grace,” Mykle said apologetically. “I suppose we might need an archbishop for that. Again, we’ve drifted pretty far away from my area of expertise.”

      “But some here have recognized this man – Lee, is it? – as king. Is that a fair way to put it?”

      Mykle considered a moment and then nodded.

      “So. A king and a miracle and here we are,” Kitimar said. “If you’re asking if I believe the three of us sitting around the table sipping tea will be the ones to decide the future of the Scattered Kingdom, then no, I don’t believe that for a second. But I do think something has happened. If we’re supposed to do something about it … well, that’s what needs to be decided.”

      “I don’t see where I have the authority to decide anything,” Merrik said. Nor do I want to.

      “Perhaps we should wait for Lee to return,” Mykle suggested. “And we can all discuss it calmly then.”

      “And if he doesn’t return?” Merrik asked.

      Baron Mykle sighed. “Then that would seem to be an answer in and of itself.”

      Kitimar fidgeted in her seat, ran a thin forefinger around the rim of her teacup, not looking up as she spoke. “There’s … something else. And I’m not sure what it means. The high priestess told me—”

      A commotion in the hallway drew their attention, and a second later, the door flew open. Count Tazio Bettin stood there, and he didn’t look well, face pale, hair matted with sweat. Mira supported him under one arm or he would not have been able to stand.

      “He insisted.” A note of apology in Mira’s voice.

      Mykle stood. “Good to see you awake, Count Bettin, but I wonder if you should be up and around so soon.” He gestured to Kitimar. “May I present the Duchess Denning of—”

      “We’ve met,” the count said.

      Kitimar raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “You were only four or five at the time,” Bettin told her. “I knew your father and was sorry to hear he’d passed. But pleasantries need to wait for another time.”

      “Has something happened?” Merrik asked.

      “I don’t know. It might be too late already,” Bettin said. “We need to speak to the prisoner. Now.”
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      Merrik recognized the uniform, the bland olive green and lack of adornment. He’d seen men wearing similar uniforms at the reception where he’d met Zarabelle. Men from the other side of the Arrowhead Mountains.

      Guards brought the prisoner to the baron’s study. He stood there facing the three men and one woman seated at the table. He looked neither defeated nor defiant but merely resigned.

      Merrik’s gaze went to Mira seated in the corner of the room. No one had invited her to stay, but no one had asked her to leave either. She was obviously dead on her feet, but curiosity kept her from leaving.

      “Tell them your name,” Bettin said.

      “Under-General Svad Uban,” the prisoner said.

      Bettin introduced the rest of the people in the room except for Mira, whom he seemed not to notice. The prisoner was not offered a chair and stood with his hands clasped in front of him.

      “What in blazes is an under general?” Merrik asked.

      “Administrative. A political appointment as opposed to a military one,” Uban explained. “As I’ve already told the count during his interrogation a few days ago.”

      “I want you to repeat everything you told me,” Bettin instructed. “It’s important they hear it in your own words. Don’t leave anything out, and don’t lie. We have ways of checking and will know the truth.”

      Merrik rather doubted there were any easy ways to check the prisoner’s story, but he put on a stern expression and played along. The bruises around Uban’s eyes and mouth still hadn’t faded, and Merrik suspected Bettin and his men had not been gentle. If he were a pragmatic man, he’d see no reason to endure such treatment again. Merrik expected to hear the truth.

      “I was sent to coordinate with the plainsmen chieftains,” Uban said. “Our mission was to overrun Harkun’s Keep, and for the plainsmen to occupy it.”

      “Why?” prompted Bettin.

      “Control of the keep means control of the surrounding area,” Uban said. “Any army coming down from the north would be unopposed for miles and miles. They’d probably penetrate as far as Five Rivers before encountering any real opposition. I’ve been told a large enough army could simply surround the keep and bypass it, but that would be an expensive use of men, and it would still leave men to harass the army from behind.”

      “But what army would come from the north?” Kitimar asked. “Only plainsmen live up there, and they aren’t organized enough to form a serious army.”

      “They organized well enough to take Harkun’s Keep,” Merrik said.

      “At my suggestion,” Uban said, “a chieftain named Varrag bent a number of the other tribal chiefs to his will.”

      “There have been reports that the alliance has already disintegrated,” Mykle said. “Tribes breaking off to raid or return to the north. Only Varrag’s tribe is left to occupy the keep. It’s why Lee and Kurran thought they had a good chance to take it back.”

      “So, okay, not plainsmen then,” Kitimar said. “So what army?”

      “I would have thought that obvious.” Bettin gestured to Uban. “His army.”

      “Not my army, per se,” Uban said. “The People’s Army of The Union of Territories.”

      Merrik frowned. “The army of what?”

      Kitimar looked confused. “Isn’t there a mountain range between us?”

      “There is Whiteout Pass,” Bettin said.

      Mykle groaned.

      “Geography this far north is not my specialty,” Kitimar admitted.

      “Whiteout Pass is the northernmost pass in the Arrowhead Mountain Range,” Bettin said. “A remote and unpleasant place with a sad fortification that guards a road so narrow that one wonders if it was really worth the effort.”

      “I’m wondering about that myself,” Merrik said.

      Bettin turned to Merrik. “If you’ll recall, I came to speak with Baron Harkun on just this matter, Marquis Niles. You might remember I was rather keen on the subject. The pass has been ignored or forgotten by most for the simple reason there’s been nothing to guard against. The Scattered Kingdom had no quarrel with Haddelon. The fort was a relic from a bygone era.” The count looked back at Uban. “That situation seems to have changed. This new Union plans to invade.”

      “My father took me to Whiteout Pass when I was twelve,” Mykle said. “He wanted me to know there are other places in the world, and he enjoyed wandering up lonely mountains. The fortress was abandoned even then. To be honest, I enjoyed my first trip to Bumwich with him when I was fifteen years old a lot more. My first tankard of ale.” A fond look warmed his face.

      “Obviously, we have serious decisions to make,” Bettin said. “Do any of you have any questions for the general before I send him away?”

      “How many?” Merrik asked.

      “My lord?” Uban didn’t immediately understand the question.

      “This people’s army,” Merrik said. “Exactly how many people are we talking about?”

      “Ah.” Uban nodded, brow furrowed as he thought. “Again, please understand this is not really my area, but I have been privy to some of the meetings where such things were discussed. At the absolute bare minimum, twenty thousand.”

      Kitimar gasped.

      “Likely more,” Uban said. “Possibly double that.”

      Merrik suddenly felt slightly queasy.

      “Can you break that down for us?” Mykle asked.

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” Uban said.

      “How many of those would be knights, how many soldiers, what number of peasant militia? That sort of thing.”

      Uban was shaking his head even before Mykle had finished asking the question. “That’s not how it works in the Union, not anymore. There are no knights, not as you think of them. No peasants. Every man in the army is trained and equipped. It’s not a collection of household guards sent by barons and counts. It’s a single fighting army.”

      Merrik didn’t like the sound of that, even if he wasn’t sure what it meant.

      “Specific military strategies are beyond my ken, so I have no additional information to offer. Having previously been the recipient of a robust interrogation by the count and his men, I hope you’ll believe me in this.” Uban’s eyes flitted to Bettin.

      Bettin cleared his throat and said, “Any more questions for the general?”

      Since there were none, a guard escorted Uban back to his cell. The rest sat silently for a moment, letting the coming calamity fully sink in.

      “I could make some more tea,” Mykle offered.

      “You don’t happen to have anything stronger?” Merrik asked.

      “Whatever we decide here, it needs to be fast,” Bettin insisted. “I’ve already said it might be too late, and that’s still true. But if there’s a chance at all of stopping them, we have to take it, otherwise—”

      “I’m sorry, hold on, but what?” Merrik was incredulous. “Stop them? An army of twenty thousand. Possibly double that if Uban is to be believed.”

      “Count Bettin must have had something in mind,” Kitimar said. “Please. Go on.”

      “Thank you, and yes, milady, I do,” Bettin said. “My saber battalion is over four hundred strong. Baron, your holding was the designated rallying point after our escape from the fall of Harkun’s Keep, but after fleeing the plainsmen in a zigzag sort of way, I found I was already halfway back to my own holding. I gathered the sabers and came back as fast as I could to offer whatever aid was needed. On the way back, I ran into Uban and captured him. When he told me what he told you, I revised my plan immediately. I intended to come here, gather whatever fighting men had made it alive, and then ride like the wind for Whiteout Pass.”

      “What in the blazes for?” Merrik asked.

      “To hold it, of course,” the count replied.

      “With four hundred men?” Merrik’s voice rose an octave. “Against twenty thousand?”

      “The way up to the pass is rugged and narrow, and an army of that size will move slowly and be strung out for miles,” Bettin said. “If the fortress were properly garrisoned, only a fool would consider bringing an army over the Arrowheads that way. Decades of complacency have left the door open for them.”

      “Unfortunately,” Mykle said, “your men have run off on another errand.”

      “I was foolish enough to get knocked on the head,” Bettin said. “I wasn’t counting on a two-day nap. Holding the pass would be no easy task but not impossible. I would just need to hold out until help arrived. I’ve another five hundred men coming, but they’re not mounted, and it’s a long march. Naturally, I would take help from wherever I can get it.”

      “I think you know I don’t have much to offer in the way of troops,” Mykle said. “But my keep is open to you and your men at any time. Win or lose at Whiteout Pass, my doors are open afterward.”

      “I can muster five hundred proper fighting men, and another thousand militia,” Kitimar said. “But we all know they wouldn’t be here in time. Count Bettin, I sense you have something short term in mind and that we’re not going to like the sound of it.”

      Bettin’s smile didn’t touch his eyes. “You’re a perceptive young lady, Duchess. No amount of troops we can muster here in the north can hope to match an army of twenty thousand.”

      “Double,” Merrik reminded them. “Uban said maybe double.”

      “Quite likely,” Bettin agreed. “That’s why our only chance is to keep them on the other side of the Arrowheads.”

      “Then we hope Lee and Kurran finish their business at the keep in a timely fashion,” Mykle said. “And pray to Dumo it’s not too late.”

      Merrik watched Kitimar’s face. Her eyes never left the count.

      “That’s not what the count has in mind,” she said. “He’s already told us we can’t wait.”

      “No.” Bettin returned her gaze. “We can’t.”

      Merrik leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Just tell us straight out, will you? I can’t stand the suspense anymore.”

      “We’ve got to get whatever fighting men we can scrape up,” Bettin said. “And we’ve got to go today. Within the hour if it can be arranged.”

      Bettin’s suggestion was met with blank stares and silence.

      Merrik rubbed his eyes. I’m going to have to do this, aren’t I? It’s got to be me to ask this.

      Ponder laughed.

      Oh, shut the fuck up. If you’re not going to help, at least keep quiet.

      “Baron, how many men do you think might be available to fight?” Merrik asked. “If they were on the road and headed north as quickly as Bettin would like?”

      Mykle sighed, face scrunched up as he did some quick arithmetic in his head. “Eleven. And that’s leaving us with our backsides hanging out here if something were to happen. I don’t include myself in that number. I hope you won’t think less of me, but my first obligation is to my people. They’ve just survived a plainsmen raid. I won’t make them feel abandoned. I hope you can understand that.”

      “I do.” Betting gave a short nod. “And I figured as much or else you would have gone with Kurran to recapture his home. It’s my scheme. Obviously, I’ll be the one to lead the men.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      All heads snapped around to look at Mira in the corner of the room. Merrik had forgotten she was here as had everyone else.

      Mira’s hand went to her mouth, her eyes popping wide. She hadn’t meant to blurt the words out like that. “My apologies, but Amabeth nearly had a conniption fit when you wanted to come up here to the baron’s study. You shouldn’t be out of bed at all. If those stitches pull loose, you’ll leave a trail of blood from here to the Arrowheads and never have a chance to fight anyone. I don’t mean to say it so bluntly, my lord, but it’s true.”

      Bettin’s face went tight, and for a moment, Merrik thought the man might bark something unpleasant at her, but then he blew out a loud sigh and said, “A man who can’t face the truth is no man at all. Thank you for the reminder, my lady.”

      Mira sank back into her corner spot, probably hoping to fade again from notice. Merrik thought about her and almost laughed. She’d have Lee wrapped around her little finger in no time if she didn’t already. Was that what she’d wanted with Merrik? He didn’t think so. With Merrik, it would have been more like a partnership. They were like minded. Maybe too like minded.

      Lee was a pretty plaything, and she would pull his strings the rest of his life.

      Strings attached to a king, if these people have their way. Effingham is essentially playing the same game. A king on a leash.

      And you helped him do it, Ponder said.

      Not true. I didn’t know. Your damn wizard did it. My hands but not my idea. I’m getting all of you out of my head as soon as I find out how.

      You’ll miss me when I’m gone.

      I can come up with my own bad ideas. I don’t need you.

      “I can’t ride,” Bettin said. “I’ll only be a hindrance. That’s clear to me now as much as I hate to admit it. And Baron Mykle has duties that keep him here. So it falls to you, Marquis Niles, to lead this expedition. I want you to know that if there were any way I could go with you, I would of course—”

      Merrik blinked, shaken from his thoughts. “Wait. What?”

      “I was saying that I’m sorry I can’t go with you,” Bettin said. “It shames me to be left behind, but—”

      “With me?” Merrik said. “With me would mean that I’m going.”

      “I don’t understand,” Bettin said. “I just assumed—”

      “That eleven of us would hold a remote pass against an army of twenty thousand?”

      “Twelve of you actually,” Mykle said. “If you include yourself.”

      “Fuck that!”

      Kitimar snorted a laugh and then looked mortified. “I’m so sorry. Nervous habit.”

      “Marquis, honestly!” Bettin said heatedly.

      “Merrik’s manners may have suddenly taken a turn for the worse,” Mykle said, “but his alarm is understanding. I wouldn’t question a man’s courage for not wanting to lead eleven men against twenty thousand.”

      “Yes,” Merrik said. “Thank you!”

      “Obviously!” Bettin said, frustrated. “Nobody is proposing suicide. For Dumo’s sake, hear me out.”

      “Let him talk,” Kitimar said.

      “If I were in command of a slow-moving army and needed to secure an abandoned fortress or otherwise couldn’t cross through a mountain pass,” Bettin said, “then what would I do?”

      “Send a much smaller and much faster force on ahead to secure the fort,” Kitimar said. “Maybe just a couple dozen men on horseback. Otherwise, you’ve marched an entire army up a mountain for nothing.”

      “The lady is as intelligent as she is beautiful,” Bettin said. “No, Marquis Niles, I would not expect a dozen to withstand thousands. No one is asking you to reproduce the miracle of Madman’s Pass. However, a dozen can deny the fort to this smaller advanced force. Hold the fort against a few dozen men until reinforcements arrive, and it could make all the difference.”“No.”

      Bettin frowned. “No?”

      “No!” Merrik said. “I’m not doing it. These are all guesses. If they send an advanced force. If it’s small enough to defend against. If we get there first.”

      “Damn it, there are always risks,” yelled the count, his face going red.

      “It’s just as likely they’re already there,” Merrik said. “And I’ll march all the way up there only to come face to face with twenty thousand spears, and then I get killed and they rename the place Dumbass Pass.”

      Kitimar barked another laugh then winced. “So sorry.”

      Count Bettin was breathing heavily and sweating, face ashen as he wavered between rage and exhaustion.

      Mira stood and took a step forward. “Count Bettin, calm yourself. Please. You’re not strong enough yet to—”

      “I will not calm myself.” He tried to rise from his chair, body trembling, then collapsed back into it again. “There’s more at stake here than our individual lives.”

      Merrik stood, alarmed at Count Bettin’s appearance. The man looked like he might fall over dead at any second. “Please. I’m honestly not trying to upset anyone. Really. I’m not.” He began edging toward the door. “I’ve just … it’s that … I have been gone far too long. Yes. I must return to Munsk. I’m sorry, but I’ve done all I can here. No, please, don’t get up. I’ll show myself out.”

      And he did, closing the door quickly behind him.

      In the hallway, Padraig jumped up from a narrow wooden bench. “Milord!”

      “Your presence is ever timely, Padraig,” Merrik said.

      “Thank you, milord.”

      “Somewhere around here is an enormous slab of meat in boots named Rugger,” Merrik said. “Fetch him for me and be quick about it. We’re leaving.”

      “Where to, my lord?”

      “An excellent question.” Rugger had to have arrived in Mykle’s village by some means. If the man had a horse, Merrik would buy it off him. He still had a bag of gold. It would take him far away from here in comfort. “I’ll figure out the details as I go along.”

      Padraig scampered away to find Rugger.

      Back to my room to fetch my things, and then I’m shed of this place.
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        * * *

      

      Kitimar was hard pressed to remember a more awkward and urgent exit than Merrik’s. “Is he always like that?”

      “No, blast the man,” Bettin said. “I don’t understand it. By all accounts, he fought with great courage and skill. His behavior is … disappointing.”

      The woman rose, edged toward the door, wringing her hands. Kitimar tried to remember her name. Mira.

      “There must be something wrong, something weighing on his mind,” Mira said. “I’ll go after him.”

      “Yes, do that,” Mykle said. “Every man has his limit. Perhaps he’s simply overwrought.”

      After Mira had gone, Bettin sighed and said, “Whether Niles is with us or not, we still have the same problem.”

      “I’ll go,” Mykle said. “I don’t like leaving my people, but you’ve made it clear this is important.”

      “I’ll do it.” Kitimar had meant to say it with more confidence, but it had barely come out as a whisper. The men hadn’t even noticed.

      “No, your place is here,” Bettin told Mykle. “I’ll go. If they have to tie me in the saddle.”

      “I’ll do it,” Kitimar said more loudly.

      Both men turned their heads, looked at her, faces blank.

      “I came to find a king,” Kitimar said. “Well, he’s not here. And one more sword – even if I could get to Harkun’s Keep in time – won’t make a difference. But I might make a difference at Whiteout Pass where every sword counts.”

      They looked at each other then back at her.

      They don’t need to say it. I can guess. What’s this girl playing at?

      She stood, swept her cloak aside, revealing her armor and weapons. “These aren’t for show, gentlemen. I am Duchess Kitimar Denning, and I am my father’s daughter, and I’m ready for this duty.”

      Her words were both true and false. Yes, her father had made sure she’d been trained. She knew how to use her weapons, how to move in her armor, how to fight mounted or on foot.

      In theory.

      She’d never led soldiers. Kitimar hadn’t participated in a single battle. By her father’s strength, her land and people had known peace for decades.

      Well, there’s a first time for everything.

      “That’s pretty nice armor,” Mykle said to Bettin. “I mean … if she wants to do it.”
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        * * *

      

      “You can’t just leave!”

      Mira had caught up with Merrik on his way to his room. She followed him up the steps, half-questioning, half-scolding.

      “I can’t? Watch me.”

      She followed him into his room where he grabbed his sword and strapped it on. He took a cloak hanging from a peg and slung it around his shoulders.

      “These people need you. Are you a … a coward?”

      Merrik rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me any heroic nonsense. Who was it skulking around Harkun’s Keep with her backpack ready to go and hiking boots on? You wanted to bolt out through that escape tunnel before the battle had even started.”

      “That was different.”

      “It’s not different,” Merrik shot back. “I don’t want to die, so I’m running away. How is that different?”

      “I don’t know, but it is. These people, they … they …” She made frantic gestures, groping for the right words.

      “The difference is that you’re waiting for your very tall and handsome man to come back, aren’t you? Oh, and by the way, he’s supposed to be king. Not a bad catch for you,” Merrik said. “So spare me the fiction that you actually care what happens to these people.”

      Mira slapped him so hard, the smack of flesh on flesh so loud, that it stunned them both. Merrik took a step back, eyes wide, the outline of her hand on his cheek growing redder by the second. She started to apologize then stopped herself.

      No. He had that coming.

      “I sat up all night with a man I’ve never met before,” Mira said. “Man. Boy really, not even twenty. One of Bettin’s saber men. He’d been slashed all to bits and couldn’t stop bleeding. No matter what we did, he just kept flowing red. He was so cold. He told me to talk to him, and I did, for hours and hours, about where I grew up and a dog I used to have named Hatchet and a hundred other things, and just when the sun was coming up, I noticed his hand wasn’t squeezing mine back, and if you ever tell me what I do or don’t care about again, Merrik Niles, I’ll kill you.”

      She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. She hadn’t expected the memory of the dying soldier to hit her so hard. I’m so tired, I don’t even know what I’m doing or saying. My nerves are frayed. I need a damn bed.

      Merrik touched his red check, and then his expression softened. “I’m sorry, Mira. You’re right. I take it back.” And then he stepped around her and headed for the door. “But I am going.”

      She let out an exhausted groan. “Then go, Dumo damn you. Just go.”

      She stood there, rubbing her eyes. I’m not going after him. I don’t care. The ass can do what he wants. It doesn’t matter.

      A long moment passed.

      “Damn it!” She ran out after him.

      When Mira finally caught up to him, he stood with Rugger and Padraig in the courtyard.

      “You have a wagon?” Merrik asked Rugger. “Why didn’t you say you had a wagon?”

      “You only just now asked me,” Rugger said. “I left it at the edge of the village when I came in after you the first time. Used it to bring up that starshine. Parked down at the fork in the road.”

      “Excellent,” Merrik said. “I’ll buy it from you.”

      “Then how would I get around?”

      “Are we going on a trip, milord?” Padraig asked.

      “No, Padraig.” Then to Rugger, he said, “Sell me the wagon and I’ll give you a lift, how’s that?”

      “A lift where?”

      “South.”

      “Don’t want to go south,” Rugger said. “That’s the direction I’m trying to get away from. Hung around too long already. I was just getting ready to go when you sent the lad for me.”

      “Well, then see, that solves it,” Merrik said. “Instead of my giving you a lift, you can give me one.”

      Mira hovered at the edge of the conversation, waiting for a place to insert herself, but no opening presented itself.

      “I thought you said we weren’t going anywhere, milord,” Padraig said. “So why do you need a ride on his wagon?”

      “Because we aren’t going on a trip,” Merrik said. “I am.”

      “What?” shrieked Padraig with alarm. “But I’m your squire. You said so!”

      “And squires do what they’re told.”

      “Have a heart,” Mira said finally. “You know you’re all the boy has now.”

      “I’m trying to do the responsible thing here,” Merrik said. “The road is no place for a young boy. Baron Mykle will find work to keep him out of trouble.”

      “I don’t want work.” Padraig stamped his foot. “I want to be a squire.”

      “Are we going to be doing this much longer?” Rugger asked.

      “No, we’re going,” Merrik said. “I’m ready. Which way?”

      “North,” Rugger said.

      “There’s nothing north but plainsmen. Trust me, you’re as far north as you want to get.”

      Rugger scratched his chin. “Cut through the forest east, then. Always wanted to see the big coastal cities. Then you can catch a boat south if you want.”

      “Agreed,” Merrik said.

      “And I’m going too,” Padraig said. “I’m your squire. You said so.”

      “You are not going.”

      Padraig’s lower lip began to tremble, but then in the next instant, his face hardened. “I hate you!” He turned and stormed away, out through the front gate.

      “Padraig!” Merrik called after him.

      “Just leave him,” Mira said. “You’re right. He’s better off here.”

      “Well, then I’ll leave it to you to explain it to him,” Merrik said. “He’s been through enough. Running off Dumo knows where with me is no kind of life for him.”

      Mira and Merrik stood a moment, looking at each other. Then she leaned in and kissed him, the slightest sisterly peck on the cheek. “I understand you have to go. It’s just, well, I don’t know, I guess we’ve all been through so much together. That we’d be apart now seems … Odd. Lee is gone with Kurran. Now you’ll be gone.”

      “I think I understand,” Merrik said.

      “Take care of yourself.”

      He gave her a last smile then turned and left with Rugger.

      Mira stood there a moment, feeling a great weight suddenly, her head going a little dizzy. She realized she was long overdue for sleep. She went back into the castle. She needed her bed. Let the darkness of slumber take her and maybe when she woke up, everything would be better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The wagon was a big wooden box, and Merrik didn’t like it.

      “The words built for speed don’t exactly spring to mind,” Merrik said.

      “She’s a good wagon,” Rugger said.

      “Uh-huh.”

      Merrik climbed inside. Racks of ingredients lined one wall, drawers and cubbies and pigeonholes, all stuffed with exotic powders, herbs, and other indecipherable items.

      He felt the familiar tingle at the base of his skull, a restless consciousness awakening inside him. “This is a wizard’s wagon.”

      “That obvious, eh? One of the reasons I’m glad to be off before he comes to reclaim it.”

      “Right,” Merrik agreed. “Let’s go.”

      “In or out?” Rugger asked. “The bench out front’s big enough for two.”

      “Out then,” Merrik said. “If it starts raining, I’ll come inside, and you can drive.”

      “Thanks.” Rugger rolled his eyes.

      They sat on the bench, swaying down the road from the castle, and met another cart at the crossroads. It was a small cart pulled by a sad-looking mule. Barrels in the back of the cart. A man in his late twenties knelt next to one of the cartwheels, inspecting it.

      As they rode past, Merrik squinted at the writing on the side of one of the barrels. The writing there was in red paint, letters from a rough stencil: STARSHINE.

      “Pull the wagon over a minute,” Merrik told Rugger. “Up there off the road.”

      Rugger did as asked, and Merrik climbed down.

      “Hey,” Merrik said abruptly to the man tending his cart. “Where are you taking those barrels?”

      “Who in the bloody blue blazes wants to know?” the man said without looking up.

      “Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk.”

      The man stood abruptly, eyes going big. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      The man touched a finger to his forehead in a makeshift salute. “My pardon, milord.”

      “Then you know who I am?”

      “Indeed, milord. I’m Garagus, and Old Colt – er, Colton, that is – he’s my grandfather.”

      “Then you understand that these barrels are half mine.”

      Garagus looked at the barrels then back at Merrik. “I reckon that’s true, milord.”

      “What’s wrong with the cart?”

      “Bit of a rattle,” Garagus said. “I figure it’s not used to the weight of them barrels. We mostly use it to haul hay or potatoes. I’ll lighten the load at Bumwich, and that’ll take the strain off.”

      Merrik looked over the load. Three barrels and two smaller casks. “Bumwich, you say?”

      “Aye, sir, that’s the first stop. I’ll offload one of the barrels. Then off south to Morly’s Crossing.”

      “I don’t know,” Merrik said. “Probably safer to lighten the load a bit now. No point in an unnecessary risk. Don’t want to lose a wheel.” Merrik took one of the smaller casks and heaved it up on his shoulder with a grunt. “That should do it.”

      Garagus watched, indecision plain on his face. “Uh … milord?”

      “No need to thank me, Garagus. Tell Colton to keep up the good work.”

      Merrik loaded the cask into the back of the wizard wagon then climbed back up to the bench, taking his seat again next to Rugger at the front of the wagon. “Okay, now we have everything we need.”

      Before Rugger could get the wagon moving, they heard a rumble of hoof beats behind them and turned to look. Merrik counted the riders coming down from the castle. Baron Mykle had been right on the mark. A dozen. At the head of the column rode Duchess Kitimar Denning, cloak flapping behind her as they galloped past, armor gleaming in the sunlight.

      “Pretty hair,” Rugger said again.

      Merrik recognized Alan riding behind the duchess, and what might have been his brother coming along behind him. The man had the muscled look of a blacksmith as well as a family resemblance to Alan, the huge hammer strapped to his saddle looking like something a blacksmith might wield. Merrik was surprised to see Dobber come next. Whatever revenge the man had exacted against the plainsmen at the battle of the village, he apparently still had some fight left in him.

      The remaining riders were a mix of Count Bettin’s men and Kurran’s, soldiers who probably felt lucky to be left behind while the others went off to recapture Harkun’s Keep.

      Except now they’re on some fool’s errand. Merrik didn’t envy them.

      The riders galloped past without giving Merrik or Rugger a second look and took the road north. Merrik watched them go until the thudding rumble of hooves faded into the distance. And then when all was quiet, he watched a little longer.

      “Change your mind?” Rugger asked.

      “What? Don’t be ridiculous. Did you change your mind about going south?”

      “Nope.”

      “There you go,” Merrik said. “Neither one of us wants to die.”

      Rugger flicked the reins and the wagon lurched forward, horses taking the lazy turn east into the great forest. The thick foliage closed over them, and Merrik immediately missed the sun, pulling his cloak tighter around him.

      “I’m definitely turning south as soon as I hit the coast,” Merrik said. “This entire region will be ass deep in snow, and I don’t fancy it. I’m cold already. In fact, I don’t remember the last time I was truly warm.”

      “We’ll make a fire when we stop for the night,” Rugger said.

      “Not the same. I mean genuine warm weather.”

      Rugger grunted.

      “I’m tapping that cask of starshine,” Merrik said. “Want some?”

      “Later.”

      Merrik climbed around the side of the wagon and into the back. He found an empty water jug and filled it with starshine. He climbed back to the front bench and reclaimed his seat next to Rugger. He pulled the cork on the jug, drank, and winced. The first slug of starshine was as harsh as usual. Half an hour later, Merrik found himself fully in the embrace of the drink’s warm glow.

      “Coward!” Merrik said indignantly. “Can you imagine her saying that to me?”

      “Can’t imagine.”

      “It’s not cowardly to avoid something idiotic and suicidal.” Merrik tilted the jug back and gulped starshine. “I mean, I don’t even care what she thinks.”

      “I can tell.”

      “And that guy with his shoulders and his hair and perfect teeth.” Merrik snorted. “King my ass. And the priest. I mean, the damn priest, right?”

      “Right.”

      “I mean, if I wanted – and I’m not saying I want to – but if I wanted, I could go up there and hold the damn pass. Sure I could. Way better than whatshername – Duchess Yellowhair.”

      “You don’t strike me as having military aptitude,” Rugger said.

      “I will have you know –” He paused to hiccough. “I will have you know that I acquitted myself quite well at the battle of Harkun’s Keep.”

      “You lost that battle, didn’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t say I personally lost it,” Merrik protested. “I mean, was I on the winning side? No. But what I’m saying is … no, what I’m not saying … damn, I lost my place. What was I saying?”

      “You were saying what you were saying.”

      “Right.” Merrik drank from the jug again. “What I’m saying is that you bet your ass I could go up there and hold that pass, and they’d call the place Hero Pass after that.” Merrik snapped his fingers.

      Rugger reined in the horses. And the wagon ground to a halt. He looked at Merrik. “Do you want me to turn this wagon around or not?”

      “You’re gods-be-damned-right I do.”

      “Good,” Rugger said. “I don’t like running from a fight.”

      “You’re running from Red William.”

      “Don’t be daft,” Rugger said. “Wizards are different. Just good sense to run. Anyway, from what I hear, Whiteout Pass is the ass end of the world. Can’t believe he’ll find me there.”

      Rugger turned the wagon around and headed the way they’d come. Soon they were passing Mykle’s keep again, but if anyone saw them, they didn’t bother to hail. They took the northern road, following the churned mud of the dozen riders ahead of them.

      “We won’t overtake them,” Rugger said. “Not in this heap, but we’ll do our best.”

      Merrik began to sing the bawdiest song he knew.

      Loudly.

      “Better give me some of that, or I won’t be able to stand you,” Rugger said.

      Merrik passed the jug over, and Rugger drank.

      The next song was a parody of the great ballad depicting the battle of Madman’s Pass. Appropriate under the circumstances. He was surprised how many verses he remembered and surprised again to learn Rugger knew them too. The two men drank and sang, and the wagon swayed and inched north.

      Hours and miles later, Rugger pulled the wagon behind a copse of trees, tended to the horses and built a fire. Merrik curled next to it under a thin blanket and went to sleep laughing softly with literally no idea what was so funny.
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        * * *

      

      “What. The actual. Fuck?”

      Everything hurt. He sat up and looked down, then discovered he’d used the empty starshine jug as a pillow. His back hurt. His neck hurt. His head hurt. His legs hurt.

      “Was I beaten with sticks during the night?”

      Rugger laughed and stoked the fire. The man was already up, boots on, and seemingly ready to go. Merrik stood and squinted at the horizon. Just after dawn. Plenty of daylight left for travel. He rolled his neck, stretched, and looked around.

      The land was made up of rolling, open fields dotted with stands of evergreens. The road was off to his left. “Have we come through the forest already?”

      Rugger squinted at him. “Is that a joke?”

      “Why would I joke about—”

      Memory slowly filtered back, and Merrik began to feel sick. “Oh, no.”

      “It was your idea.”

      “This has been a dreadful and regrettable lapse in judgment,” Merrik said. “Fortunately, it’s not too late to rectify the situation. We’ll just turn the wagon around and—”

      “Bullshit and fuck that,” Rugger said.

      “Now wait just a minute.”

      “No, you wait, boyo. We’re not doing some back and forth shit, and wasting my time whenever some whim—”

      They both heard it at once, heads snapping around to look at the wagon.

      “What was that?” Merrik asked.

      “Something moving in the wagon.”

      “Really? Something moving? I would never have guessed. How about a guess what it might be? Maybe a squirrel got in.”

      “Sounded bigger,” Rugger said. “Wizard’s wagon. Could be anything. Bottled demon, for all I know.”

      “Is that a thing?”

      “I hope not.”

      They crept to the back of the wagon and slowly opened the door, peering cautiously inside.

      Nothing.

      Then the noise again, and Merrik flinched. A rattling. shuffling noise, definitely bigger than a squirrel.

      “There’s hinges on the top of that bench,” Rugger said. “A lid. Big storage compartment underneath, I’m thinking.”

      “Some animal?” Merrik asked. “Did Red William have a dog?”

      “Not that I ever saw.”

      “Open it,” Merrik said.

      “Open it yourself.”

      “Look, okay, here’s what we’ll do,” Merrik said. “Draw your dagger. I’ll flip open the lid, and you kill whatever it is.”

      “Let’s just leave it,” Rugger said.

      “Fine. Then the mysterious noise owns the wagon, and we’re on foot.”

      “Bugger. Come on, then.”

      They quietly and cautiously crowded into the back of the wagon. It sagged under the weight, but only a little, as the suspension was good. They crept toward the bench with the storage compartment underneath. Rugger pulled his dagger from its sheath and held it high.

      Merrik gestured for Rugger to get ready … and …

      He grabbed the edge of the lid and flipped up, then backed away as fast as he could.

      A boy-shaped blur leapt from within.

      “Rugger, don’t!” Merrik shouted.

      Rugger stayed his dagger.

      Padraig bolted from the wagon and sprinted for the nearest tree. He stood there for a moment, frantically dancing from one foot to the other as he fumbled with the front of his pants. A second later, Merrik heard the stream of hot piss striking bark.

      “Oh, Dumo, thank you,” Padraig groaned as he continued to relieve himself.

      When he finished, he returned to the wagon, head down, looking sheepish.

      “I thought I told you to stay with the beggar baron,” Merrik said.

      “I’m your squire,” Padraig said. “I’m supposed to be with you.”

      “Do you even know where we’re going?” Merrik asked.

      “Whiteout Pass, milord.”

      “But do you even know where that is or what that means?”

      “It’s five hundred miles straight up a mountain, and we have to fight off a million enemy soldiers,” Padraig said.

      Merrik sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Close enough. Rugger, hitch the horses. We can all die together.”

      Padraig jumped into the air and fist pumped. “Hooray!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Fires had been stoked in the fireplaces, windows covered. They’d made the little fort livable if not exactly luxurious.

      The smell of something cooking wafted up from the first level, and Jeen realized she hadn’t eaten anything all day. She’d been too caught up in overseeing the preparations. It wouldn’t do to keel over from malnourishment. She made a mental note to take better care of herself.

      In addition to the smell of food, something else rose up from below, the constant clang clang clang of the crew working on the stuck portcullis. An annoying sound in and of itself, doubling annoying because hearing it meant they hadn’t finished yet.

      Jeen paced the landing at the top of the gatehouse tower, her gaze bouncing between the flagmen up on the lookout summit and the road coming up the mountain from the west. She kept hoping to see the army arrive and take the fort and the pass off her hands. She wanted to go back to the comfort of her bed in the People’s Palace.

      Although mostly she just wanted to be warm again. Even now the wind bit fiercely through her cloak. She’d be inside by the fire if she hadn’t been so anxious to keep watch personally.

      The iron door to the garret creaked open. One of her junior officers emerged and saluted. Jeen realized the clanging had stopped.

      “The portcullis?”

      The young officer looked apologetic. “The men have done a fine job with the western portcullis. Mostly the chain needed a good oiling as expected, and it works perfectly now. The eastern portcullis is another story. It’s stuck open and is going to stay that way. The consensus is that it will take a proper engineer to come fix it.”

      Jeen sighed. “I don’t like it. We can’t completely secure the place with the thing stuck open. On the bright side, if it were stuck closed, then our army couldn’t march through. Tell the crew working on the eastern portcullis I know they tried. They should probably rest and—”

      Her eyes went to the signal summit. One of the men waved a flag and pointed east. The other man hurried down the steps carved into the mountain, presumably to make some report. Jeen went to the eastern rampart and looked, but there was nothing to see as the narrow road curved sharply out of sight.

      “Something’s happening. Tell the men to get ready.”

      The officer saluted and left.

      A moment later, the watchman came up the same way through the garret to report, red-faced and panting. “An armed party approaching, commander. Mounted.”

      Damn. This would not have been good news under even the best of circumstances, but with the portcullis stuck open …

      “How many?”

      “A dozen.”

      “That’s all?”

      “I counted twice, commander. Twelve. No more. I even waited a bit to see if another wave followed, but it was just the dozen. And I told Old Tug to wave a flag in both hands if he saw more.”

      Jeen squinted upward, but Old Tug wasn’t waving any flags.

      “They don’t know,” she said.

      “Commander?”

      “They were sent ahead to secure the place just like we were. They don’t know anyone’s here. Go below and tell them to get crossbowmen along the walls on both sides of the tower but to keep low and out of sight. And nobody does anything until I give the signal.”

      “Yes, commander.” He saluted again and left on the double.

      Jeen considered her situation. She’d need to kill the entire dozen. If even one got away, they’d report the fortress occupied and that Whiteout Pass was held by the enemy, and that would blow the surprise, the whole point of coming this way in the first place. The open portcullis would add to the fiction that nobody was here and help lure them in.

      She still wished she could close the damn thing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Red William led his men through the village, peasants gawking at him all the way. He realized how he must have looked to them, a magnificent stab of red in the saddle, a sudden burst of color in their gray lives.

      On the other side of the village, they reined in their horses at the crossroads, and William turned his horse up the road to the castle. He looked back over his shoulder at Nurman and said, “Wait here.” It wouldn’t do to ride up to a baron’s castle with a small force of armed men, especially when all he wanted to do was ask a few questions.

      When William’s bond with the hunter wolf had been broken, he’d lost track of Rugger. He’d decided to keep traveling in the same general direction, and this holding was the first they’d come to.

      The wizard approached the castle, horse walking, and the closer he got, the more he wondered if the place might not actually be abandoned. He halted just inside the gate and examined the place from horseback.

      Not quite a palace, is it?

      He noticed a woman digging in the dirt along the outer wall, watched her for a few seconds, and realized she was harvesting potatoes, digging them out of the earth and putting them into a basket.

      “Excuse me?”

      She looked up abruptly, surprised to see him. She rose, dusted herself off and approached. Her dress was too good for gardening, and it was now soiled and frayed.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      “I’m looking for somebody,” he said. “Maybe you can help me.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Almost everyone’s gone now.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Tabba.”

      “Tabba, my name is William. I’m looking for a large man. Very large and scary-looking. Goes by the name of Rugger.”

      “Oh. That’s Merrik’s friend.”

      “Merrik Niles?”

      “Yes, that’s him.”

      “I’ve been most fortunate, then,” William said. “As it happens, the marquis is a close personal friend of mine. Is it possible to show me where they are? I’d love to surprise my friends. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen them.”

      Tabba shook her head, wiping her eyes and leaving a dirt smudge on her face. “Sorry, I’m just so tired. I’ve hardly had any sleep. I don’t think they’re here. Yes, now that I think of it, I’m sure someone told me they’d gone off.”

      “That’s okay. It’s fine,” William said. “Any information you can give me would be appreciated.”

      “Well, they didn’t go with the king to take back Harkun’s Keep. That much I know.”

      “The what? Did you say king?”

      She shrugged and rubbed her eyes again. “That’s what they’re saying. Honestly, I don’t know if it’s even true. Baron Mykle might know more.”

      “Let’s not bother the master of the house. I’m sure he’s busy.” The last thing William wanted was to get mixed up in some local nonsense.

      “I suppose Merrik could have gone with that lot up to Whiteout Pass,” Tabba said.

      “Whiteout Pass. And where might that be?”
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        * * *

      

      From her hiding place behind the rock, the fortress at Whiteout Pass certainly looked abandoned.

      Kitimar watched Dobber walk toward it, stride casual, sword sheathed and a pack over his shoulder. He’d been picked for his gray hair, and Kitimar hoped he looked like a harmless traveler. She was betting on Count Bettin being right that the fort was unoccupied. They’d ridden hard to get here. They’d take charge of the place, and if an advance force came, they’d hold them off.

      If an army of twenty thousand came … well, they’d run.

      Brave isn’t the same as crazy.

      Except she didn’t feel brave. She felt nervous.

      They hadn’t wanted anyone inside the fort to hear hoofbeats, so they’d left the horses with one of Bettin’s saber men partway down the mountain behind them, the rest creeping forward to peek around the bend at the fort. Hasty whispers, and the plan was formed to send somebody for a look. Dobber was more than happy to be picked.

      He got right up to the portcullis and peered inside. Kitimar held her breath.

      That it had been left open supported the belief that the place was abandoned.

      Or it might mean something else.

      She had no idea.

      I shouldn’t be here. I have no idea what I’m doing.

      Dobber turned and started back, and Kitimar willed him to hurry. Of course, he wouldn’t. He was supposed to be acting casually. At last, he returned, and squatted down behind the rock with Kitimar. A man who’d been introduced to her as Alan scooted up to join the conversation.

      “I looked and listened,” Dobber said. “If anyone’s in there, they’re keeping it quiet as church mice. I looked through, and the portcullis on the other side’s open too.”

      “I suppose if I were abandoning a fort, I’d leave them open to be considerate,” Kitimar said. “So travelers could come and go.”

      “What now?” Dobber asked.

      “I don’t guess we came all this way not to go up there,” Alan said.

      “Indeed not. So we go. Suggestions?”

      “Three groups, spread out a bit,” Alan said. “No sense making a juicy target out of ourselves.”

      “Right,” Kitimar said. “Get the others.”

      Two minutes later, they were jogging toward the gatehouse tower, weapons in hand. Kitimar held the hilt of her two-handed sword with a white-knuckled grip. One of Bettin’s saber men and one of Kurran’s soldiers ran with her.

      Alan and his blacksmith brother and another man ran several yards away on her left flank. Dobber and the rest on the other. The open portcullis looked a hundred miles away.

      I’m being foolish. The place is abandoned. I just need to keep my wits about me.

      The fort drew closer, and still nothing happened. This was going to be fine. They were going to be okay.

      And yet something spurred her to run faster. At the halfway point, she began to sprint for all she was worth, the men running to keep up. Some irrational fear gripped her, the idea of being out in the open like this seeming suddenly very wrong.

      The open portcullis was a hundred yards away. Kitimar began to feel the strain of sprinting in such heavy armor.

      Slow down. Everything’s fine.

      But she didn’t slow down.

      Fifty yards.

      The high-pitched sound of something cutting through the air. The twang of crossbow strings.

      Oh, no.

      The man next to her went down, a crossbow bolt in his throat, blood arcing through the air. The sound of another bolt streaking past an inch from her ear. More twangs. She heard a scream.

      I’ve made a terrible mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The wagon creaked and rattled up the road to Whiteout Pass, Padraig perched out front next to Rugger, who held the reins.

      Merrik rummaged through the back of the wagon, filling a satchel with wizardly ingredients. It wasn’t Ponder or Cullen Merrik sensed now. It was the third ghost, Arzumel, the wizard from the vision the jester had shown him, lurking at the back of his mind, helping to guide his hand. Or at least that was what Merrik suspected. He opened one of the little cubby holes, felt nothing from the wizard, and closed it again. He opened a little drawer, saw a small, corked vial of black liquid and felt a slight tingling in his skin, a humming behind his eyes.

      He put the vial in the satchel.

      Merrik wasn’t sure if he was using the wizard or the wizard was using him. He’d filled his satchel with various things that were utterly alien to him. He had no idea what they were for.

      And yet that wasn’t quite true. It was as if another man’s knowledge had been emptied into his head, potatoes dumped haphazardly into a bin to be sorted.

      The little square window at the front of the wagon slid open, and Padraig’s face appeared. “People, milord.”

      “Nice people, or people who want to kill us?” Merrik asked.

      “Rugger says one is wearing Count Bettin’s saber man armor.”

      “Okay, let’s talk to them.”

      Ten seconds later, the wagon eased to a halt, and Merrik climbed out. He circled around to the front of the wagon and took in the scene.

      A handful of dejected-looking men stood near a line of horses. They’d made a little camp up against the rock wall of the canyon, a small campfire. A man sat with his back against the wall, legs out in front of him, one wrapped in a bloody bandage. A second later, Merrik realized he was looking at Dobber. A few yards away, Alan knelt next to a corpse with a blanket thrown over it. A large hammer lay at the feet of the corpse.

      Merrik approached. “Dobber, what happened?”

      “Thought the place was empty and they caught us coming in. Laid into us with crossbows,” Dobber explained. “Lost three men. I took one in the leg. Hurts like a bugger.”

      Merrik’s eyes went to the dead man under the blanket.

      “Alan’s brother,” Dobber said.

      “Padraig, go back down the road a bit where there are more trees and gather wood for this fire,” Merrik said. “Follow me, Rugger. We’ll see what we’ll see.”

      Merrik paused next to Alan. “Sorry about your brother.”

      “Well. Men die in battle, don’t they?” Alan said tiredly. “He had the heart of a warrior, but he sure was a better blacksmith.”

      “Where is she?”

      Alan jerked a thumb at the road over his shoulder. “Keeping an eye on them. Stubborn, that one. She won’t leave.”

      Merrik headed up the road, Rugger in tow, and spotted her crouched behind a boulder in sight of the fort. They crept toward her, keeping low, and joined Kitimar in her hiding place. If she were surprised to see them, she didn’t show it, a grave, unhappy expression etched into her face.

      “I thought this was a fool’s errand,” Kitimar said.

      “It is,” Merrik replied. “And when I realized you’d neglected to bring along a proper fool, I came running.”

      Something like the hint of a smile played across her lips, but it didn’t last long.

      Merrik stood, took a good look at the fort and ducked back down again. “The portcullis is open.”

      “They left it open to lure us in,” Kitimar said. “It worked.”

      “Why don’t they close it now? They know you’re here.”

      “Old place,” Rugger said. “Maybe it won’t close.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that,” Kitimar said.

      “So they can’t keep us out. The trick is to get up there fast enough to avoid being filled with crossbow bolts. Have I accurately characterized the situation?” Merrik asked.

      “Yes,” Kitimar said. “But forget it. We were running full out when they rained down on us. Another try will just get more men killed.”

      “Mounted?”

      “Faster,” Kitimar admitted. “But not faster than they can loose bolts.”

      Merrik tugged his earlobe, thinking. “Rugger, in your opinion, can a crossbow bolt penetrate the thick wood of a big boxy wagon?”

      “No. But it can damn well penetrate a horse,” Rugger said.

      “A wagon?” Kitimar asked. “What wagon?”

      “You passed it as you were leaving Baron Mykle’s holding,” Merrik said. “It’s down at your camp right now.”

      “Not sporting to shoot horses,” Kitimar said. “They might not think of it right away.”

      “In any case, a horse isn’t a man,” Rugger said. “Unless it’s a kill shot right between the eyes, a horse running full out could take a few bolts. Keel over dead later, but that’s later.”

      Kitimar stood. “Show me the wagon.”
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        * * *

      

      No matter how they arranged themselves, only four people with weapons and armor could fit inside the wagon and be ready to leap out and fight without tripping over each other.

      “Well, it’s my wagon, so I’m going,” Rugger said.

      A withering look from Merrik. “Your wagon?”

      “Stole it fair and square, didn’t I?”

      “Fine,” Merrik said. “That’s one.”

      “And I’m two,” Kitimar said. “I’m supposed to be in charge of this mess.”

      “I’ll go,” Alan said.

      “That’s three,” Merrik said and glanced around.

      Nobody else spoke up.

      “I suppose you’re all looking at me,” Merrik said.

      Rugger shrugged. “Was sort of your idea.”

      Merrik sighed. “Fine. I’m four. Happy?”

      Alan shook his head. “Can’t say I’m really happy about four against however many’s in there.”

      “We can do better than four, I think,” Merrik said. “Once the bloodshed starts in the throughway between the two portcullises, everyone in the place will converge on the fighting. The rest of you should – I hope – be able to run up and join the battle. I would consider it a personal favor to me if you’d run fast. Any questions?”

      There were none.

      Merrik met each man’s eyes. “Count Bettin is a smart man. He knows there’s an army coming. They have to get through here.” He pointed back up the road. “And then they own us. Our lands. Our friends. Our families. We stop them here or we don’t stop them. And that means we take ownership of that pile of stone up the road. We go in fast, and we strike hard.”

      No one said anything, but their faces hardened with Merrik’s words.

      “Okay then. Let’s load the wagon and go.”

      Rugger approached Alan. “You don’t know me, but we’ll be fighting in a crowd and I’d prefer a weapon in each hand. If you feel it would honor your brother’s memory, I’d like that hammer. Anyway, I’m better at straight-forward smashing something than I am with fancy swordplay.”

      “Take it,” Alan said. “Kill as many as you can with it.”

      Someone tugged on Merrik’s sleeve and he looked down into Padraig’s eager face.

      “I can fight too, milord.”

      “You don’t have a sword, Padraig.”

      “I can bash people with this.” He held out his hand. A stone the size of an apple rested in his palm, smooth and completely black.

      Merrik took the stone and turned it over, examining it. “Where did you get this?”

      “In one of them little cubby holes in the wagon.”

      “Stones like this are called the bones of the earth,” Merrik said. “The foundation of the world is built with this stuff. Far too valuable to be lobbing at people’s heads in a battle.” He put the stone in his satchel.

      “How do you know such things, milord?”

      I have a wizard in my head. “You can’t be a marquis without a good education. Now, listen, Padraig, I need you. Dobber is hurt. I need you to stay here and fetch and carry for him. And you need to make sure the horses don’t run off. Can you do that for me?”

      “Yes, milord.”

      Merrik tousled the boy’s hair. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

      He climbed into the back of the wagon. It was crowded. A man fed the reins in through the little square window at the front, and Rugger took them.

      “Can’t see too good,” the big man said. “But I’ll make it work.”

      A second later, the wagon was heading up the road.

      “Listen,” Rugger said. “When we round the corner and hit the flat ground in front of the fort, I’m going to run these horses for all they’re worth. It’s not going to be a smooth ride. So brace yourselves.”

      They didn’t talk.

      Merrik’s hand fell to the hilt of his sword.

      Cullen?

      Nothing.

      Cullen, are you there? Ponder?

      No answer, as if the ghosts had never been there.

      The wagon creaked and swayed, and Rugger said, “Rounding the corner now. When I get up there, I’m going to try to swing even with the gate as close as possible so we can rush out and right under the portcullis.”

      “They’ll be waiting,” Kitimar said. “Weapons out. You’ll probably be fighting even as you leave the wagon.”

      Merrik ignored them.

      Cullen, I need you. You bastards do seem to disappear at the most inconvenient times.

      “Here we go!” Rugger snapped the reins.

      The horses picked up speed, hooves digging up turf. The wagon rattled, the passengers jostled, bumping into each other. The wood groaned, and no one would have been surprised if the vehicle simply flew apart.

      Thunks against the outside of the wagon.

      “Bolts,” Alan said.

      A second later, one of the horses shrieked, and no one needed to be told the animal had been hit. How long they’d last was anyone’s guess.

      Cullen, I’m going in there with or without you, and if I fall, then everyone goes with me.

      A tingle in Merrik’s hand. He gripped his sword hilt firmly. A layer of awareness descended over his mind, and instantly, Merrik knew he wasn’t alone.

      The wagon tilted alarmingly as it made a sharp turn, throwing everyone against one wall. Rugger jerked the reins, and they skidded to a halt.

      “That’s it!” he shouted. “Go!”

      Alan kicked open the backdoor to the wagon, and they sprang out as if shot from a catapult, rushing for the raised portcullis where a handful of enemy soldiers rushed at them with spears.

      Merrik’s sword flashed from its sheath like lightning. He swatted aside a spear, stepped past it and lunged, catching his man in the belly. The enemy soldier slid off the blade to the ground. Merrik was already bringing his sword around in a backhand to hack another man on the side of the head, biting through helm, flesh, and bone.

      Cullen hummed in Merrik’s veins. Expert warrior. Battle-hardened veteran. Captain of the king’s guard. Cullen’s skills were Merrik’s. Cullen’s reflexes and Cullen’s experience. He could sense the master swordsman guiding his hand, and yet at the same time, Merrik felt as if he were doing it himself, every motion easy and natural.

      He stepped under a high spear thrust, brought his sword in an arc over his head, sweeping the spear to the side, stood and brought the blade back again to slash across the man’s chest.

      In his peripheral vision, he saw Rugger swinging the enormous blacksmith’s hammer, pinning an enemy’s skull between the hammer’s head and the wall. He smashed the helm and skull both, blood squirting from the man’s nostrils.

      On the other side of him, Kitimar swung her two-handed sword, batting aside spears and drawing blood.

      A yell from behind, the howling war cries of the men who’d followed the wagon on foot.

      The enemy soldiers must have lost heart at the sudden reinforcements, and a number of them had already been slain by Merrik’s vicious onslaught. Rugger and Kitimar had also made them pay in blood. Whatever the reasons, the enemy turned and ran, passing beneath the western portcullis departing in a panic.

      There were doors with steps spiraling upward on either side of the throughway.

      “Half you men follow me,” Kitimar shouted. “Marquis, the other side if you please.”

      Merrik didn’t wait to see who followed him. He stormed up the opposite stairs, spiraling around until he came out on the next floor, some kind of makeshift barracks. Kitimar and Alan killed three soldiers across the room. No other enemies were in sight, so he kept going to the third floor where a man tried to run him through with a broadsword.

      Merrik parried easily and swiped his blade across his throat. The man staggered back as blood sprayed, his hands going up to staunch the flow, eyes big. Merrik didn’t wait to see the man fall. The stairs didn’t continue upward, but he saw a ladder across the room and climbed it.

      He found himself in a small garret. A bedroll in the corner. Someone had been sleeping here.

      He pushed open the iron door, and an icy wind hit him as he stepped out onto the landing.

      The woman there lifted her sword.

      Merrik sensed someone behind him and saw it was Rugger.

      The woman’s eyes widened at the man’s bulk and the blood dripping from the head of the huge hammer he carried. The woman turned the sword around, holding it by the blade and offering the hilt to Merrik.

      “Commander Jeen Derelith at your service,” she said. “This fortification is yours, sir.”

      He took the sword with a courteous nod. “Thank you.”

      Merrik went to the western ramparts and looked. The remaining enemy soldiers were still running. Merrik laughed, nervous relief. All things considered, it had been relatively easy. Compared to the fall of Harkun’s Keep or repelling the plainsmen at Mykle’s village, this had happened fast and with little trouble. It seemed impossible it was so suddenly over.

      Bettin’s reinforcements would come, and then this place wouldn’t be Merrik’s problem anymore.

      “Oi,” Rugger said. “What’s that, then?”

      Rugger looked back the other way. Merrik crossed the landing and stood with him at the eastern rampart.

      A lone figure ran across the open ground toward the fort.

      Rugger squinted. “Is that … ?”

      “Yes,” Merrik said. “It’s Padraig.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Merrik ran from the fortress to intercept Padraig. The boy fell panting into his arms, red cheeks shining with sweat.

      “Easy,” Merrik said. “I’ve got you. Calm yourself and tell me what’s happened.”

      Rugger and Kitimar came up behind him.

      Padraig swallowed three gulps of air and then said, “The wizard. And he’s got twenty men with him.”

      “It could be anyone,” Merrik said. “Maybe some of Bettin’s reinforcements.”

      “No, milord. I heard you and Rugger talking about him.”

      “What’s he look like?” Rugger asked. “Stuck-up dandy?”

      “And head to foot in the brightest red I ever saw,” Padraig said.

      “Damn,” Rugger said gently. “We’re fucked.”

      “Padraig, what about Dobber?”

      “Crawled off to hide in some rocks,” the boy said. “Told me to run here as fast as I could to warn you.”

      Merrik looked back at the fort. “We’ve got to get that portcullis down.”

      “I’ll tell them.” Kitimar turned and jogged back toward the fort.

      “What’s the point?” Rugger said. “Against a wizard.”

      “I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve too, don’t you worry.” Merrik looked up and saw the flags, his eyes tracing the stairs down to the northern wall. “You okay, Padraig?”

      “Yes, milord.” He’d finally caught his breath.

      “And do you have sharp eyes?”

      “Yes, milord.”

      “Then I’ve got a job for you.”
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        * * *

      

      “How would I know why they’d leave the horses here?” William asked. “Perhaps there aren’t proper stable facilities up ahead. What does it matter?”

      “I just think there might be more going on than what we know,” Nurman said.

      “And I don’t give a damn,” William said. “My business is Niles and Rugger. Now come on.”

      A shadow passed over them, and the wizard looked up. Dark clouds rolled in. Fast. They blotted out the sun, turning everything dark and gray, the temperature dropping noticeably.

      “Storm’s moving in fast,” Nurman said. “Don’t like it. Not at this altitude.”

      “It’s just weather. Follow me.” But William didn’t like it either and kept glancing at the sky, which continued to grow darker by the minute.

      William spurred his horse, and they headed up the road to the fort.
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        * * *

      

      “Fucking thing won’t budge,” Rugger said. “Begging your pardon, your grace.”

      He’d slammed the winding mechanism with the blacksmith’s hammer until he was drenched in his own sweat, but it was all a solid, frozen wad of rust. “It’s just not going anywhere.”

      “What about the wagon?” Kitimar asked.

      “The wagon, your grace?”

      “If we flip it on its side in front of the entrance.”

      Rugger thought about it. “It’ll block it part way. They can still crawl over it.”

      “But it’ll slow them,” Kitimar said. “And it’s difficult to fight while you’re crawling.”

      Rugger thought about it then nodded. “Okay.”

      They unhitched the dead horses, and it took all of them, even with Rugger’s muscles, to tip it over. It landed with a wood-splitting crack flush up against the entrance. Anyone wanting inside would have to crawl onto the side of the wagon through the four-foot gap and drop down again. It was better than nothing.

      The sky went dark, and they all looked up at once.

      “Goddess,” Kitimar whispered. “What’s he doing up there?”
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        * * *

      

      Merrik had gambled he could rouse the wizard.

      Of all three ghosts, Arzumel was the most elusive and inscrutable. Merrik had felt the wizard’s hand at work but had never called to him before. Merrik wouldn’t say Cullen had exactly obeyed when called, but he’d understood when he was needed.

      And you’re needed now, Arzumel. It takes a wizard to fight a wizard, doesn’t it? Your time to shine. You took the glow from the cave fish and had me anoint Lee’s scepter with it. You must have had something in mind. If you think I’ve work yet to do, then help me now.

      Merrik waited. A cold wind blew.

      Then a sound from a long way off, from across the open plains of his mind, like a distant buzzing. Strange words filled Merrik’s head, like bees filling a hive, first one and then a dozen and then hundreds, all blending into a cacophonous, pulsing racket.

      He reached in his satchel and took out the vial he found in the back of the wagon.

      He chanted the words, uncorked the vial and emptied the dark liquid into the wind. Rainwater mixed with the soot from a tree burnt down from a lightning strike. This knowledge was simply there as if something he’d always known. He kept chanting the words, words he’d never studied, never memorized.

      As with Cullen, Merrik was now another man. And yet …

      No, I’m still me. I’m just … more.

      Now wasn’t the time to ponder how all of this worked. He kept chanting, maintaining his concentration but allowing himself a sideways glance at Padraig’s small form doggedly making its way up the stones step to the lookout above. Sending him up there served a dual purpose. Merrik needed a lookout, and it would also keep the boy out of harm’s way.

      Clouds swirled darkly above Merrik. He was surprised how quickly they’d gathered. The wind picked up, biting cold, tugging at his clothing. His spell had blotted out the sun.

      Not my spell. Arzumel’s.

      And was there a difference? These were his powers now. Cullen had not come immediately when called, but he’d arrived in time. Now the wizard had also.

      He kept chanting. The storm built.

      Spells were intricate and required disciplined concentration, but this monotonous chanting was a relatively simple part of the incantation, and Merrik’s mind drifted to the woman who’d surrendered the fort to him. She’d seemed surprised that Merrik had no interest in keeping her prisoner. Catch up with your friends if you want, he’d told her. You’ve given up your sword, and that’s good enough for me.

      Even with her expression suspicious, she’d thanked him and made a hasty exit. To Merrik, she seemed like somebody who was just doing her job, and with Red William knocking at their door, Commander Jeen Derelith just wasn’t a problem he had time for.  If Merrik stopped the spell in the middle of its casting to deal with her, the magic would be wasted.

      He wished her well.

      And kept chanting.
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        * * *

      

      That she was disappointed in her men was an understatement. Jeen didn’t blame them for being afraid. What she found unforgivable was the panicked, unthinking way in which they fled. They’d tethered the horses on the western side of the fort, down in the southern corner where the wall and the natural rock formation almost formed a sort of corral. None had thought to take a mount, not wanting to take the time with saddles and reins, she supposed.

      The man who’d taken her surrender was someone she’d never heard of from someplace she’d never heard of, but he was clearly in charge and had passed the word to let her go. Obviously, they hadn’t wanted to bother with a prisoner. Foolish, in her opinion, as she could be interrogated and might have valuable information, but it wasn’t like she was going to object.

      Nobody said a word as she gathered supplies into a backpack and strode out of the western gate toward the line of horses. She threw a saddle on a stout-looking mare, and as she cinched it tight, she froze, suddenly wondering what she was going back to.

      The political system in the Union did not tolerate failure well. A dozen men would not be blamed and punished for cowardice. It was always the commander who bore responsibility, and in the eyes of the Union, she would have surrendered a fort essential to the battle plan of the entire army. She would be severely punished, perhaps even at the cost of her life. She would serve as an example.

      Jeen Derelith had no desire to serve as an example.

      In another place, another time, another war, some sense of honor might have compelled her to go back and face the consequences of her failure.

      Fuck that.

      The black clouds gathering overhead was the last straw. She definitely didn’t want to be caught in the open when the storm came.

      Jeen took the saddle off the horse and went back into the fort.
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        * * *

      

      Red William sat astride his horse, looking up at the figure atop the gatehouse tower. The center of the gathering storm roiled directly above him, and there could be no doubt there was wizardry at work.

      Nurman reined in his horse next to William’s. “Who is that?”

      “I don’t know.” The usual bravado had drained from William’s voice. “But I don’t like it.”

      The wind picked up blew dust in their faces.

      “We should go back,” Nurman said. “Whatever’s happening here has nothing to do with us.”

      “Stop talking rot,” William snapped. “We didn’t come all this way just to turn tail when the situation suddenly becomes … challenging.”

      A grunt from Nurman. “You’re the boss.”

      William thought for a moment, and then mumbled the words to a minor cantrip. “Attention, those of you currently occupying the fortress!”

      When William spoke, his voice boomed, echoing off the surrounding cliffs, easily heard over the howling wind. The horses whinnied and tossed their heads, riders struggling to calm their mounts. William ignored them.

      “My name is Red William, first among mages and all powerful. Hear me and save your own lives. I seek two men. A ruffian named Rugger, and Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk. Send them to me, and I won’t feel the need to reduce your paltry walls to rubble.”

      William grinned as his voice rolled across the landscape like thunder. The cantrip was one of the easiest spells he knew, yet it had often been used to good effect. Half of all good wizardry was theatrics. The people inside the fort were probably pissing themselves right now.

      He waited.

      No answer.

      Red William frowned. Evidently, intimidation alone wasn’t going to do the trick here. It looked like the situation was going to get messy. Fine. William could doit messy.

      “Nurman, take your men and storm that fort and kill everyone inside.” William’s eyes went to the man at the top of the tower. “Leave that one to me.”

      “There’s an overturned wagon blocking the gate,” Nurman said. “We’ll get shredded, trying to get over it.”

      Red William sighed. “Do I have to do everything?” He began to mutter the words, hands in the air as if he were kneading invisible dough. An orange, shimmering glow bloomed into existence between his fingers, and then with a roar, the ball of fire shot toward the fort.
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        * * *

      

      “Get down!”

      Rugger’s enormous weight slammed into her, knocking her to the ground. Kitimar’s armor absorbed most of the impact, but his weight still knocked the air out of her. Why would the man suddenly –

      The wagon exploded in a ball of flame, smoke and fire filling the throughway, wooden shards of shredded wagon flying past like hailstones. Kitimar’s ears rang. She rolled away from Rugger, gasping for breath. She sucked in a lungful of smoke instead, began coughing, eyes watering. She blinked them clear saw the body next to her.

      Alan was singed black all down the right side of his face and body. He groaned, alive but dazed.

      The other men stumbled about in the smoke, equally disoriented. Heat from the burning remains of the wagon washed over them. Kitimar tried to stand, but a sharp pain bit her in the fleshy area behind her knee. She reached down and grabbed an eight-inch shard of wood sticking out from the gap in her armor.

      She yanked it out with a grunt, and almost fell over, but a strong hand caught her under the arm, lifted her.

      “They’re coming,” Rugger said.

      Kitimar coughed, blinked smoke from her eyes. “What?”

      “They’re coming,” Rugger shouted. “Stand up!”
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        * * *

      

      Merrik’s chanting had taken on a life of its own, mouth working without his willing it to, the syllables darting from his mouth like a flock of frightened sparrows fleeing a burning tree.

      And then suddenly, he was finished. Some instinct told Merrik the storm had reached peak power, and the flow of words dried up. Thunder cracked amid the black clouds above him, wind lashed his face so hard, it made his eyes water.

      An explosion.

      Merrik looked down, saw the wagon erupt in a ball of fire, a wave of heat reaching him even at the top of the tower. Red William’s soldiers spurred their mounts, making a dash toward the fort.

      The words for the second part of the spell tumbled from Merrik’s mouth. He reached upward, hand to the sky, open palm to the thunderheads above.

      And called the lightning.
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        * * *

      

      Red William grinned when the fireball made short work of the wagon. The flames lasted only a split second as part of the explosion and had now died away enough for his men to pass. Nurman led them, charging for the open portcullis.

      A blue-white stab from the heavens, and two horses and riders flew twisted into the air with the explosion, hot electricity crackling over their bodies.

      A second bolt of lightning fell, striking another rider in the chest. The man exploded, blood and bone and flesh flying in every direction.

      Red William cursed and reached into his satchel, pulled out an eagle feather. He rubbed it between thumb and forefinger and began chanting. As he uttered the spell, he looked up.

      I should have known. Only a few reasons to create a storm that big.

      More lightning fell among his men. They screamed and died, horses rearing in panic, tossing riders from saddles.

      The survivors reached the portcullis and hastily dismounted, drawing swords and dashing inside through the smoke.

      They fancy their chances better in there than out here with lightning falling on their heads. I don’t blame them.

      William finished casting the spell and lifted from the saddle. He leaned forward, flying through the air, and streaked toward the man at the top of the tower.
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        * * *

      

      Merrik had hoped to use the lightning on Red William himself, but when he saw the men riding hard for the portcullis, he knew he had to do something to even the odds for Rugger and the rest holding the fort below.

      The spell was spent. The lightning used up.

      He searched through Arzumel’s memories. There had to be another spell Merrik could use to attack Red William. Anything that could possibly –

      Merrik gawked as William rose from his saddle.

      The son of a bitch can fly! Okay, not fair.

      William streaked toward Merrik’s position atop the tower.

      Arcane words shot from Merrik’s mouth without his willing it, his hand dipping into his satchel of its own accord. He realized with alarm he wasn’t controlling this, and had no idea what spell Arzumel was about to cast. He looked down, wondering what was in his hand.

      A brown-green plate from a tortoise shell. A gleaming silver scale from an armor fish. A tough patch of leathery hide from a dillo. All things he’d gathered from the wizard’s wagon.

      It wasn’t Merrik Niles who recognized these items. Not in any of his father’s tutoring did Merrik learn that the plate was from a tortoise that lived on an island off the southern coast and had the hardest shell of any tortoise or turtle known. Or that an armor fish lurked along the ocean floor in the cold waters of the north and could grow up to thirty feet long. Or that dillos were small animals that skulked about the southern swamps, yes, even in Munsk. All of this knowledge flashed through Merrik’s mind in an instant. He knew only because the wizard knew.

      And the wizard in his head also knew they were about to die if he didn’t do something. Arzumel was in control now.

      Merrik’s hand closed around the items. They began to twitch, almost as if they were trying to escape his closed fist. The spell continued to fly from his lips. The items in his fist moved violently now, their edges cutting into his palm. The sudden pain startled him, and he wanted to open his hand.

      Don’t.

      The voice in his head startled him more than the pain in his palm. Arzumel had never spoken to Merrik directly before.

      The hand holding the items tingled hot, a thousand needles stabbing and vibrating, the sensation spreading up his arm, over his shoulders and chest and head, down each leg. His entire body hummed with it. He opened his hand and saw nothing there. His palm was uncut.

      Red William appeared above the ramparts, hands spread as he floated, drifting to the side somewhat as if carried by the wind. His face looked hard and set, eyes intense. His mouth worked some spell, and Merrik braced himself.

      William’s hands suddenly flared a brilliant eldritch green.

      He closed his hands into fists and punched each one toward Merrik, alternating left and right, hot blasts of green fire shooting across the gap between the two men.

      The eldritch missiles shot straight for Merrik’s face. He flinched when each one impacted, but instead of blowing Merrik’s head off his shoulders, a glowing yellow sphere, completely encompassing Merrik, flared brightly with each impact, the missiles splintering and crawling over its surface like green electricity before dissipating into nothing.

      A shield, Merrik thought. And just in time. Arzumel knew he couldn’t wait for Merrik to decide how best to defend himself and had taken charge. Now Merrik’s hands became his own again, his mind in control.

      Red William descended gracefully, touching down softly on the tower roof. His hands no longer glowed with the green fire.

      “Well now,” William said. “Just exactly who are you?”
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        * * *

      

      Kitimar heard them before she saw them. Then the dark shapes crowded the smoke-filled throughway, and she got her sword up just in time as one lunged from the smoke. She parried his thrust then slashed one way and then the other, more in an attempt to brush him back than do any real damage.

      Her blade caught him solid on the shoulder. A grunt of pain and he faded back into the smoke. She sensed fighting all around, the crunch of Rugger’s hammer smashing bones and armor.

      Four of them erupted from the smoke all at once, rushing her. Kitimar swung the two-handed sword, the tip slashing across the lead soldier’s face. He screamed and turned away, hands going to his face to staunch blood.

      His comrades pushed past him and smashed into her before she could bring her sword back around. They crowded against her, pinning her to the wall, sword arm still across her body and trapped. An ugly man in leather slammed a bracer under her chin, pressing against her throat. Kitimar croaked, gasping for air, the pressure against her windpipe intensifying.

      Beyond him, screams and the smell of dying, blood and bowels loosened.

      Her face went hot, spots blinking in and out of her vision.

      She released the sword. Her off hand dropped to the dagger on her belt, drew it and thrust upward. The blade entered the man’s flesh under his chin, and Kitimar shoved hard, driving it home. He twitched and coughed blood across her face, but a second later, the pressure on her throat released as he slid to the ground at her feet.

      Kitimar turned away, gulping air.

      Too crowded. The smoke. I can barely breathe.

      She drew the other sword, kept the dagger in her off hand. “Upstairs! Withdraw! Hold the stairwells!”

      She sidestepped along the wall until she came to the stairs and then backed up the steps one at a time, blades held out for whomever might come, and hoped there were still people on her side left to follow.
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        * * *

      

      “Nobody important,” Merrik told Red William. “Honestly, do we really need to do this? Let’s call it a day.”

      “I’m looking for two men,” William said. “If you’d sent them out when I asked, I’d be on my way already.”

      “You shouldn’t be worried about two men,” Merrik said. “You should be worried about the twenty thousand or more coming up the other side of the mountain. They could be here next week or in ten minutes.”

      “Not my concern.”

      Merrik watched the wizard carefully. If William’s hand dipped into his satchel for spell components, he’d have to do something fast. All he knew about this man was what Rugger had told him. He’s dangerous, and he likes being dangerous.

      “What two men?” Merrik already knew but wanted to keep the man talking.

      “The first is a big man, a brute,” William said. “Goes by the name of Rugger.”

      “I know him,” Merrik said. “He died taking this fort. Took a lot of enemies down with him.”

      “That’s disappointing. I had a few things to discuss with him. Personally. Seems he’s gotten off easy after all. Of course, I’d be obliged if you’d show me the body.” A sly smile.

      “Who’s the other man you’re looking for?”

      “Merrik Niles,” Red William said. “The Marquis of Munsk.”

      “Ah, now, see there, I think I can help you.”

      “You know him?”

      “Yes, a good stout, likable fellow.” Merrik grinned. “He’s me.”

      William’s eyes narrowed. “You’re lying,”

      “Well, that’s just hurtful.”

      “I’m an accomplished wizard, a master. I know every wizard from the frozen plains to the Isle of Exile down at the bottom of the world – only a handful of them – either personally or by reputation,” William explained. “And you’re not one of them.”

      “I’m not really a wizard,” Merrik confessed. “It’s a long story.”

      “Picked up a few tricks here and there, did you?”

      Merrik shrugged.

      “Callidon’s Golden Sphere of Protection is hardly some minor trick,” William said. “So I’m wondering who this secret master wizard is who’s been hiding in Munsk. I might even be curious enough to let you live, so you can tell me all about it, but I might take some convincing. I suppose I could find it in my heart to show you mercy if you handed over your book.”

      Book?

      Merrik searched Arzumel’s knowledge. Of course. Wizards kept their spells in books, and periodically studying the book was essential for wizards to replace spent spells. Even now, Merrik realized the words to the Sphere of Protection no longer existed in his mind … or Arzumel’s mind, he supposed. If Merrik ever wanted to cast that spell again, he’d have to find it written in a book and study it, and he didn’t even know if that would actually work. He was no wizard. His powers had been stolen from a man who’d died centuries ago.

      Merrik had mused too deeply on these facts, and it only registered too late that William had been moving his hands, making motions as if wringing an invisible neck in midair before him. A red glow grew brighter and took shape, and suddenly, William held a huge Warhammer. It was so oversized, that it should have been difficult for a man of William’s slight build to wield it.

      But William stepped in, swinging with ease, and the head of the hammer slammed into Merrik.

      Or rather it slammed into the side of the glowing sphere. The globe flared yellow around him, and he was knocked back, not hurt but rattled and off balance. He was just regaining his feet, when Red William slammed him again from the other side, the sphere cracking and wavering, the golden light flickering weak before returning again to full brightness.

      “A strong spell,” William said. “But nothing lasts forever. Even the toughest spells can be worn down.”

      The wizard swung again, the head of the hammer flaring red against the ebbing yellow of the sphere.

      This time, Merrik was knocked off his feet. He tumbled around inside the sphere as it rolled across the floor of the tower landing, William still hammering, the globe flickering and getting weaker with each blow.

      Merrik came to a stop against the tower’s crenellation. He struggled to his hands and knees, panting and disoriented. He looked up to see William taking a running start at him.

      “This one’s for distance!” The wizard grinned.

      And swung the hammer.

      It slammed against the sphere even harder than before, and Merrik, still knocking around the inside of the globe, burst through the castle stonework, rubble and dust raining, and suddenly he was in midair, the sky and tower and ground blurring past him as he turned and fell and fell and fell.
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        * * *

      

      Just one more battle, Jeen had thought.

      All she wanted was anonymity and a fresh start. That meant getting on the other side of the fort and down the other side of the mountain into the east. She wasn’t completely sure what that meant. Fight her way through? Slip out in the confusion? Her plan hadn’t completely come together.

      The Union had given her a chance to be more than she was, and yet she felt no loyalty to them. Yes, Martz had made her a commander, but it was only because he had a use for her. And if she proved to no longer be useful, Martz could take away what he’d given. He could take away everything she was and had and not bat an eyelash.

      The vision of a young boy and a young girl filled with crossbow bolts hovered in front of her mind’s eye. All because they’d been born with noble blood. Their crime had been existing. Storming a keep was one thing. Murdering children …

      Jeen would rather take her chances across the mountains.

      But the smoke and the clash of steel on steel, shouts of pain and panic and fury in the throughway ahead gave her pause. This idea was seeming worse by the second.

      She ducked into the spiral stairwell near the western entrance, smaller and more confined than the two main stairwells, and headed up to the next level.

      The clatter of armor and weapons greeted her. Across the room, that woman in all the bright armor fought the advancing enemy, a weapon in each hand. Her armor didn’t gleam so brightly now, caked with grime and blood. She parried a thrust with one blade and stabbed with the other, her opponent grunting in pain and wilting to the floor.

      As soon as the man dropped dead, another enemy soldier dashed up the stairs to take his place.

      The other stairwell was blocked by the brute with the hammer. He backed into the room, three enemy soldiers pressing him. He swung the hammer, muscles bunching under his clothes like those of some huge pack animal. He swung the hammer with a savage growl, the head slamming into the chest of the lead soldier. The sickening crunch of armor and bone. The man coughed blood and fell.

      Jeen didn’t wait to see what happened next.

      Her eyes went to the doorway that led out to the walkway along the fortress wall.

      She ran for it.
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        * * *

      

      The dark sky blurred past, and Merrik turned to see the wall coming up at blinding speed. A twelve-foot-wide walkway ran the length of the wall from the gatehouse tower to the mountain, merlons lining it on either side. Merrik braced himself for the bone-shattering impact.

      And he did hit hard, teeth rattling, only the sphere of protection saving his life. The sphere crashed into the walkway, the impact cracking the stone in every direction. The sphere flickered and buzzed and winked out, and Merrik knew the next time William’s hammer hit, he’d feel the full force of it, the magical globe no longer protecting him.

      He struggled to his hands and knees, and shook his head, attempting to banish the bells ringing between his ears. He blinked the spots from his eyes and looked up.

      William descended gently as if floating on air, the oversized, glowing Warhammer resting on one shoulder. Right before touching down, his control wavered, and he landed more awkwardly than Merrik would have expected.

      That’s it. His flight spell has spent itself. An affirmative flutter from Arzumel confirmed Merrik’s suspicion.

      If William were bothered by it, he didn’t let on. He took a few practice swings with the hammer and grinned. “So much for your protection. This next one is going to hurt.”

      Something about the Warhammer triggered a memory. Alan had let Rugger borrow his brother’s blacksmithing hammer. What had Rugger said? I’m better at straight-forward smashing something than I am with fancy swordplay.

      William was no master swordsman. He was coming to bash Merrik plain and simple.

      Cullen, I need you again!

      Merrik felt a strange resistance. Arzumel wasn’t having it.

      I don’t have time to argue!

      But he’d have to make time. William lifted the hammer.

      Merrik hands dipped into his satchel and closed around a handful of something cold and hard. He pulled his hand out and tossed the items into the air in one smooth motion. They glittered in the air. He uttered quick syllables, the tiny shards of glass landing all around.

      A mirror, Merrik realized. Broken into a hundred tiny pieces. They landed all around him and William.

      The wizard paused, unsure as he realized another spell was unfolding.

      A dozen of the mirror fragments glinted with light, and in a fraction of a moment, figures shot up from each one. Each figure was an exact replica of Merrik. Of the hundreds of fragments, only a dozen sprouted doppelgangers of Merrik. Why the others hadn’t, Merrik couldn’t guess. Maybe it was typical of the spell, or perhaps he’d cast it poorly.

      Merrik leapt to his feet. When he moved, his copies did too. It was impossible to tell the real one from the copies.

      Red William laughed. “Think you have me outnumbered, do you?”

      He swung the hammer casually at the nearest copy. It passed through fake Merrik as if he were light and smoke, blurring and dissipating him. The copy of Merrik drifted apart and floated away in the wind. William’s backswing connected with another copy, and the same thing happened.

      Merrik kept moving – as did the copies – to stall for time. This isn’t going to distract him long.

      Merrik chanted another spell, making wringing motions in the air as William had before. The wizard saw what he was doing and began hammering copies with renewed urgency.

      Cullen!

      Something tightened in Merrik’s mind as if the wizard was sinking his grip deeper into his purchase on Merrik’s consciousness, refusing to be displaced.

      I need you both, damn it!

      And the grip … relented.

      Suddenly, Merrik’s brain felt crowded, like three men trying to sit on the same barstool.

      Merrik finished his spell just as William dispatched the last of the copies. The wizard turned to the final – real – Merrik, frowning, panting, a white-knuckled grip on the Warhammer.

      “Enough of this shit.” William lifted the Warhammer for a final blow.

      But Merrik had finished forming his sword, long broad blade, two-handed. It glowed a bright pale blue.

      The hammer fell, and Merrik swung the sword to block it. The two weapons met in a hot sizzling racket, sparks flying. Merrik stepped inside William’s reach. Too close to bring the huge glowing sword around again, Merrik realized.

      Cullen knew what to do.

      Merrik went with the momentum of his sword swing, twisted from the waist and brought his elbow around fast, slamming it into William’s jaw. It connected with a hard crack, and he stumbled back, white teeth stained red.

      Merrik pressed forward, hacking away with the lightning blue blade. William barely got the hammer up in time to block, once, twice, three times, and Merrik could see the wizard was already mouthing the words to his next spell.

      No! I don’t want to know what fucking trick you’re coming up with next. Just die, you dandy red son of a bitch.

      He pressed the attack, flailing away with the magical blade, William barely able to bring the hammer up each time to block. The wizard moved backwards quickly, trying to stay out of Merrik’s reach long enough to finish the spell, which was exactly what Merrik was trying to prevent.

      Merrik faked a thrust high then went low, and William failed to block. Merrik thrust with his full strength, striking the wizard’s chest.

      The sword thrust received a loud clang in return.

      William had finished casting his spell. Every inch of his flesh had turned to cold, dull metal.

      Iron Skin said the wizard’s voice in Merrik’s mind.

      Merrik cursed and pressed his attack, sword thrusting and slashing relentlessly. William blocked many of the attacks, but others got through, sparks flying whenever the sword struck William’s iron body. The wizard flinched each time as if hurt, but Merrik could see he wasn’t doing significant damage.

      Keeping the sword in front of him, Merrik took several steps back, breathing hard. He’d nearly exhausted himself.

      William looked much the same way, panting, shoulders slumped, face grim. No more arrogant banter.

      Merrik summoned the will for a final charge, swinging the glowing sword with both hands as he screamed rage. William brought up the hammer to block.

      Merrik’s sword came down through the Warhammer, shattering it, shards of red light flashing in every direction. The blade kept going and struck William across the chest. A sound like thunder. Cracks appeared all along William’s iron skin, and a second later, little pieces of iron flaked off and landed around the wizard’s feet with metallic tings.

      William backed away quickly, knowing he was defenseless, fear in his eyes.

      Merrik lifted the sword to finish him.

      But arcane syllables were already flying from William’s mouth.

      Merrik winced, knowing something bad was coming. I should have known. When is a wizard completely defenseless?

      Merrik rushed in for the kill.

      Too late.

      A giant black hand formed in the air above them, so black, it seemed to drink the light. Whatever William’s right hand did, the huge magical hand’s movements corresponded exactly.

      Merrik took a step back,  brought the sword up to fend off the hand.

      William reached, closed his hand into a fist.

      The black hand obeyed, closing around the blade of Merrik’s glowing sword. The two magics met with a high-pitched sizzling sound, and the violent vibrations crawled down through his hands and arms. He tried to hang on, but the hand plucked the sword away from him as if taking a toy away from an irritable toddler.

      With a flip of William’s wrist, the black hand tossed the weapon over the side of the wall.

      Merrik watched the sword fall, but it didn’t get far. No longer in contact with the wizard who’d conjured it, the weapon dissipated into nothing.

      From the corner of his eye, Merrik saw the hand coming and twisted just in time to take the blow on his side. It slapped him hard, pain lancing through his ribs, knocking him back. He tumbled and rolled along the walkway, coming to a halt up against the crenellation.

      William came toward him. No taunts this time, although the wizard’s lips were moving, and Merrik realized that like the spell that had gathered the storm, William needed to keep chanting to maintain it.

      William lifted his hand, and the black hand rose as well, ready to swat as soon as William took ten more steps to get close enough.

      Merrik didn’t intend to let that happen.

      In a split-second, Merrik mentally raced through the inventory of Arzumel’s spells, then picked the one he wanted.

      No.

      Merrik scowled. Yes.

      Resistance. Then acceptance.

      As Merrik spat out the words to the spell, something caught his eye. Behind William, the door to the gatehouse tower began to swing open. Merrik worried it could be some of William’s men. He couldn’t fight the wizard and soldiers both.

      But then the door froze. Nobody walked out.

      William had frozen too, his hand held high, the magical black hand hovering above them. The wind had ceased to blow. Nothing moved. No sound. Merrik suddenly found himself in awe at what he’d done. William, the door opening, the wind – the entire world – was now frozen in time.

      He felt Arzumel’s nervousness, and that made Merrik afraid. If an all-powerful wizard was anxious …

      Pay attention, idiot. You don’t have long.

      The spell to freeze time was yet another incantation that demanded the wizard constantly chant the words to the spell. As soon as he stopped, time would snap back into motion. Fine. Merrik only needed a few seconds. He drew his dagger and walked toward William. A flick of his blade across William’s throat, and all of this would end here and now.

      Merrik took two steps and felt it, the weight of what he was doing falling down on him like liquid lead. He tried to take one more step and fell to the ground. Every word he chanted made his jaw ache. He willed himself to stand, took another step.

      Immediately, he was pulled down, staggering a few steps to the side before wilting to the stone walkway.

      What was it Arzumel had said in the vision Ponder had shown him? A spell is a way to tap into the inner workings of the cosmos, to bend it to your will and your need. Not so with time. Magic that attempts to control time is in direct contradiction to all existence.

      And who was Merrik to contradict the cosmos? Nobody in particular, he was rapidly finding out.

      He kept chanting, tried to stand and failed, the arcane words coming from his mouth …

      … stopped.

      Merrik lay panting on the stone walkway, the wind suddenly howling again, the gears of time grinding forward. He could barely lift his head to look at William.

      A look of confusion crossed the wizard’s face. To William, it would appear as if Merrik had suddenly popped several feet to the side. Merrik fleetingly hoped the confusion would interrupt the wizard’s chanting that maintained the spell.

      No such luck.

      William adjusted, brought the hand up as high as he could reach. His intent was clear. He was going to smash Merrik flat against –

      William screamed. With the chant interrupted, the magical hand faded out of existence.

      The wizard’s hands went to his side, came away red with blood; he turned and saw her.

      Merrik recognized the woman who’d surrendered the fort to him. Jeen Derelith. He had no idea what she was doing here, but he thanked Dumo for her.

      William tried to back away, one hand trying to staunch the blood at his side, the other up in a feeble attempt to fend her off. He was already working his mouth around the words to his next spell.

      She swung the sword right at his face. He dodged back away from the blade but not enough. The very tip of her sword sliced across the corners of his mouth. He spit blood, trying to clear his mouth to cast a spell. Blood spilled down his chin. He coughed, choking on it.

      In the next instant, Rugger exploded out of the tower door onto the walkway, followed by Kitimar.

      Rugger saw the wizard, and his eyes narrowed with fury. He thundered down the walkway, cocking the hammer back for a strike.

      William backed away, shaking his head, trying to say something, blood flecks flying from his mouth.

      “When you get to the great beyond,” Rugger said, “Blumpt will be waiting for you.”

      The hammer connected with the side of William’s head, the crack-crunch of skull making Merrik wince. William’s head was knocked around at an impossible angle. The wizard stumbled back and back until he hit the ramparts, his momentum taking him over.

      And down.

      Merrik forced himself to stand and went to the ramparts, looking over the side. Red William’s body lay crumpled in a nest of jagged rocks. Dead.

      “Are any of his men left alive?”

      “I don’t know,” Kitimar said. “I don’t think so.”

      “What about our people?” Merrik asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      Merrik thought he might sit down again. He was utterly exhausted, but he was afraid if he sat, it might be a week before he got back up again. Instead, he leaned against the rampart. “Maybe somebody should check.”

      “Yes,” Kitimar said. “Of course. I’ll have a look.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Jeen said. “We brought a good store of medical supplies when we took ownership of the place.”

      “Why did you help me?” Merrik asked.

      Jeen shrugged. “I didn’t mean to really. He was about to kill you, and I reacted. Maybe because you let me go instead of taking me prisoner.”

      Merrik nodded. “Thanks.”

      The two women left.

      “Do we have any starshine left in the wagon?”

      Rugger shook his head. “Ain’t no wagon.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      They stood a moment, the wind tugging at their clothes. The mass of black clouds hadn’t dissipated.

      “You hear that?” Rugger asked.

      “Hear what?”

      “Thought I heard a voice,” Rugger said. “Floating on the wind.”

      Merrik looked down at the wizard’s broken body. You didn’t get off some final spell, did you, you shit? That would be just my luck.

      And then Merrik looked up.

      At his spot atop the lookout point, Padraig jumped up and down, waving his hands frantically, shouting and trying to be heard above the wind. He kept pointing west.

      Merrik groaned. “Oh no.”

      Through sheer willpower, Merrik made his legs move and ran to the stone steps carved into the mountainside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Merrik reached the top and collapsed.

      Padraig was instantly at his side. “Milord, are you okay?”

      “Just a bit tired, Padraig.”

      He grunted and got up on his knees. Every bit of him hurt, especially the side where Red William had swatted him with the magic hand. His ribs had throbbed all the way up to the lookout point. Merrik didn’t think any of them were broken, possibly cracked, but at least badly bruised.

      Merrik took a look at his surroundings. A reasonably flat piece of rocky ground ten or twelve feet wide and half again as long. There was a bit of stonework, which suggested there had been some sort of shelter a long, long time ago. The wind was much worse up here, and it was a fortunate thing Padraig hadn’t simply been swept off his perch.

      He looked back down the way they’d come up. Merrik could see why this place had been chosen for a lookout point. He could see down for miles, the road clearly visible as it snaked up the eastern slope.

      Padraig tugged on his sleeve. “The other way, milord.”

      Merrik turned his head and saw …

      “Oh … shit.”

      From any part of the fort, Merrik would not have been able to see them until the road brought them around the final curve to the western portcullis. But from this lofty vantage, Merrik could see everything. The army could have been twenty thousand strong as Count Bettin had predicted or a million. It didn’t matter. The column stretched for miles back down the road to the west, and once they arrived, the fort and Whiteout Pass would be theirs.

      We’ve done all this, come all this way for nothing. Reinforcements were never going to arrive in time.

      “I think we need to leave,” Merrik said. “I hope Dobber somehow managed to keep track of the horses.”

      “A shame,” Padraig said. “In another six weeks, the pass would have been buried in snow.”

      Merrik closed one eye, craned his neck, and squinted up at the black clouds, fat and heavy with moisture. He’d already brought the lightning and would not be able to do that again until he studied the spell in some book, a book he didn’t have, and it might not matter anyway since Merrik had no experience with such things. It was Arzumel who’d originally studied magic, not him.

      And yet …

      Merrik’s hand dipped into the satchel and came out with a very small glass tube, stoppered with a cork and sealed with wax. He held it up, looked at it and saw nothing inside.

      Trust me, said the wizard. It’s in there.

      The spell required a snowflake, and not just any snowflake, but the first snowflake of winter. How long ago it had melted inside this glass tube, Merrik could only guess. How long had Red William collected the materials he needed for his magic? All his life probably.

      And yet Merrik – or more likely Arzumel – could sense it. Whatever remained of a long-melted snowflake, some basic essence, was in there.

      The words began to flow even as Merrik removed the wax.

      The sky darkened yet again, and the wind redoubled. Merrik realized Padraig clung to him for fear of being blown off the mountain. Merrik wanted to spare him a few reassuring words, but he couldn’t interrupt the spell.

      Merrik uncorked the glass tube.

      It flashed white and cold in his hand, and then a light the size of a pea, small but blindingly bright, shot from the tube and streaked through the air toward the clouds. Thunder exploded when it struck, and in the next few seconds, the light played between the clouds, lighting them from within. Thunder rolled across the mountains. And then …

      Nothing.

      Merrik waited a minute. Two minutes.

      “Was that all you meant to happen, milord?”

      “No, Padraig, I … damn it. I don’t know, really. I thought—”

      Something wet touched Merrik’s cheek.

      “Oi!” Padraig held out his forefinger, a flake on the tip, rapidly melting.

      Gently, the snow came. At first, flakes that were so small, he almost couldn’t see them. Then fat fluffy flakes, gathering on the ground. In the next three minutes, the gray rocky ground on either side of the fort turned white. The fortress itself had been frosted as well.

      And then the snow came heavier.

      And then heavier still.

      In a matter of minutes, the snowfall became a blizzard. White flakes streaking down at them sideways from the sky. The temperature had dropped considerably, and Merrik heard Padraig’s teeth chattering.

      The storm was so heavy now, he couldn’t see the approaching army … except a moment later he could again. Pinpricks of orange light. They’d lit torches, snow and clouds making it nearly as dark as night.

      Merrik wasn’t sure, it was difficult to tell from this distance, but he thought the army had gone from a steady slogging march to a faster double-time.

      I’ve been a fool. I’ve only made them want to get to shelter faster.

      That an army of twenty thousand or more might fit into such a small fort was obviously nonsense, but the vanguard must know they were close to having a roof over their heads.

      Merrik looked at the snow, made a quick estimation. It would eventually be knee high or waist high or even over a man’s head. They didn’t call the place Whiteout Pass for nothing.

      But it wasn’t happening fast enough.

      All Merrik had done was make fleeing more difficult. He and the others would have to slog through the snow he’d created, and none of them had brought heavy winter gear.

      Damn it all.

      His hand went into the satchel, closed around something hard and smooth. He already knew what it was even before he took it out.

      Black rock. The bones of the world.

      He squeezed the rock as tightly as he could, held it out in front of him.

      And spoke the spell.

      The first troops of the enemy army rounded the bend. They were in sight of the fort now.

      Merrik squeezed his hand around the stone until his fingers ached. Padraig still held on to him. The wind nearly buffeted both of them into submission. His bones ached from the cold, face going numb. If he shivered any harder, he might not be able to complete the spell.

      He spoke the last word of it, and the stone shattered in his hands, jagged shards cutting his palm and fingers. He screamed pain. Blood dripped garish red on the clean white snow.

      That’s part of it, Merrik realized. The spell needs the blood.

      Distantly … a rumble.

      The world shook, and the ground trembled beneath his feet.

      Padraig cried out in terror.

      “Hang on, Padraig!”

      The rumble grew louder, and the crack of rock breaking was the loudest thing Merrik had ever heard.

      The bones of the world!

      The jagged peaks on either side of the western road exploded. Boulders tumbled and bounced, triggering a greater rockslide. A million tons of rock slid down both sides and smashed into the army below, torches winking out, the collapsing peaks filling the narrow ravine, obliterating the road and army and any sign there had ever been a way here to cross the Arrowhead Mountains.

      The ground beneath Merrik’s feet cracked.

      “We’ve got to get down from here!” he shouted.

      The snow had made the narrow steps treacherous, and the ground continued to shake. Padraig slipped once, and Merrik barely caught him by the collar, keeping him from going over the side. He took a last look at the devastation. The mountains were still falling in on themselves, the destruction reaching a mile or more back down the road.

      Dumo help the bastards.

      They were nearly to the bottom when the ground heaved violently, and they were tossed from the steps. They fell the last ten feet, Merrik hitting the stone walkway hard, and Padraig landing on top of him.

      Merrik groaned and gulped for air.

      Another loud crack of breaking rock, and Merrik looked up.

      The lookout point broke off the top of the mountain, tipped, and fell, hurtling toward them.

      “Padraig!”

      Merrik grabbed the boy and pulled him back against the rock face, huddling there, his arms over Padraig’s head.

      The enormous chunk of mountain landed a dozen feet ahead of them, breaking apart, and shattering the walkway, large pieces of wall smashed away.

      And then … quiet.

      The ground had ceased shaking. Even the wind had died to a stiff breeze. Merrik and Padraig huddled together for a moment, breathing heavily and wondering if it were really over. At last, Merrik stood, every muscle protesting, and dusted himself off.

      “Are you all right, Padraig?”

      Padraig stood, dusting himself off too in imitation of Merrik. “I think so, milord.”

      Merrik looked up. The snow still fell heavily, showing no sign of letting up.

      “I may have overdone it a bit with the snow, Padraig.”

      They picked their way carefully past the ruined part of the walkway atop the fortress wall. Merrik wanted to get inside quickly. It was too damn cold out here.

      “Were you supposed to completely destroy the pass, milord?”

      “It was sort of a plan B,” Merrik said. “You have to be able to think on your feet when you’re a marquis, you know.”

      He put a hand on Padraig’s shoulder. “Anyway, it all worked out. I told you we’d win.”

      “Did you, milord? I don’t remember that.” Padraig frowned. “I don’t think you did.”

      “Didn’t I?” Merrik shrugged. “Well, I meant to.”
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      I.

      Martz sat at his table with the generals.

      “Don’t sugar coat it,” Martz said. “Just give it to me straight out.”

      “The vanguard was in sight of the fortress,” said the junior officer. “I think.” He was disheveled from his long ride and hadn’t even had time to clean up. Martz had wanted the report immediately.

      Martz raised an eyebrow. “You think?”

      “I was in the rear with the supply wagons, Councilman Martz,” said the young man. “My understanding is that the vanguard had reached the fort at Whiteout Pass, but I didn’t see it myself.”

      “Then why isn’t one of the officers from our forward elements bringing this report?” There was a tension in Martz’s voice that made it clear he was displeased. “I want firsthand information, not hearsay.”

      “My apologies,” said the officer. “But our forward elements were …” He swallowed hard. “Our forward elements were obliterated.”

      Silence hung in the room for a moment.

      “I think you’d better explain that,” Martz said.

      “Some kind of earthquake. We don’t really know, but the mountain fell in on the road through the pass. The destruction was complete.”

      Martz felt slightly queasy. “How many?”

      “Initial estimates make it as many as eight thousand,” the young man said. “But they’re still pulling survivors from the rubble.”

      Eight thousand dead. It wasn’t even a battle. Just eight thousand men suddenly gone.

      “Dorset?”

      The officer cleared his throat. “Line General Dorset was leading the vanguard, sir.”

      Martz composed himself and asked, “How long do you think it will take a crew working with engineers to clear the road?”

      The surprise on the young officer’s face was plain. “Sir, I don’t think you understand. There is no Whiteout Pass anymore. No army will ever cross the Arrowhead Mountains, not there. Not ever. I didn’t mean to give you the impression there was a rockslide or some such. The mountains fell down.”

      Martz scanned the other faces in the rooms, generals and high-level advisors. Expressions ranged from raw shock to naked disbelief.

      “Thank you for your report,” Martz told the young officer. “Get yourself a hot meal. I’m sure you could use a rest.”

      The young officer saluted and left.

      Martz cleared his throat. “Well. Nobody could have foreseen a natural disaster of this magnitude.” Until he heard otherwise, Martz would go on assuming it had indeed been a natural disaster. But questions would be asked, oh yes. “In the meantime, I think the long plan needs to be put into operation. Our short plan is obviously no longer tenable.”

      Murmurs of agreement among the generals.

      Martz had hoped for a surprise attack across the mountains, his army sweeping through the unprepared baronies of the north. There would be no surprise now. The army would be loaded onto ships and come up through the south. Overwhelming force would do the trick. A year or more would be needed to implement such a plan, but that couldn’t be helped.

      “What of Tazar?”

      It took Martz a second to remember who Tazar was. Ah, yes. That count near Sparrow’s Nest. Part of Glenning’s scheme.

      Councilwoman Harla Glenning was old and stooped, gray hair thin and pinned out of her eyes. Not a military person. Glenning’s specialty was politics and intrigue and brokering backdoor deals in dark rooms away from prying eyes.

      “Are you suggesting we pursue your plan instead of mobilizing the army to the south?”

      “No, Councilman,” Glenning said. “The plan had been put on hold when it was decided to take the army through Whiteout Pass. If we’d been successful, the ploy would not have been necessary and there would not have been enough time to properly implement it in any case.”

      “And now you think it will be of use again?” Martz asked.

      “Most certainly,” Glenning said. “A puppet sovereign would neutralize much of the resistance. When we send the army, it will be a nice surprise for them to find that much of the enemy has already surrendered.”

      

      II.

      “As you can imagine, the Skull & Dagger League would lose standing if we allowed such an outstanding balance to go unpaid,” Master Hobbins said. “Master Hinkle, the ledger if you please.”

      Hinkle set the ledger on the table in front of him, licked a finger, and slowly turned pages, examining each carefully before turning to the next. He finally found the correct page and then pointed at a specific line. “There.”

      Hobbins leaned over and squinted at the line in the ledger indicated by Hinkle’s finger. “Ah. Yes. Your scheme with the ship and its cargo. Bolts of silk and casks of olive oil and various other luxury goods. The total profit was estimated at six thousand silver. Your scheme seemed solid at first glance. The ship captain was a known risk taker given to sailing in bad weather. The ship goes down, and everyone thinks the cargo is lost. But really, it’s still in your warehouse on the docks. Skull & Dagger funded the operation with an expectation of half the profit, three thousand silver. However, Skull & Dagger doesn’t have three thousand silver. You haven’t sent it to us. Why is that, Azul?”

      Azul smiled confidently, no easy task for a fat man sitting on a small chair in his mistress’s floral robe. It barely closed around the front of him.

      “First of all, thank you for coming,” Azul said. “Truly, I was on my way to see you soon to explain everything.”

      “We hear that a lot,” Hobbins said.

      “I’d also like to thank you for contacting me here at the apartment I provide for my mistress. I would not have wanted my wife and children to be distressed.”

      The apartment was a modest but comfortable place over a dockside saloon. They sat on the veranda overlooking the river, Hinkle and Hobbins on one side of a small table, Azul on the other. His mistress stood nude against the wall, trying to cover herself with her hands, but she was too ample to be fully successful. It had somehow been Azul who’d ended up in the robe when the hulking thing that had once been a man called Irwin had yanked them out of bed, screaming and panicked by the intrusion.

      Irwin stood behind Azul even now, one meaty hand pinning the merchant to his seat.

      “Do not mistake us for nice people,” Hobbins said. “We distress whomever happens to be handy. You were here, so here we are. It’s that simple.”

      Azul smiled his white salesman’s smile from the depths of his black beard. “Nevertheless, a fortuitous circumstance.”

      “Fortunate.”

      Azul raised an eyebrow. “Pardon?”

      “You’ve said fortuitous when you mean fortunate,” Hobbins said. “The words do not quite mean the same thing. Except I doubt you will feel fortunate at all if you don’t have three thousand silver stashed away in that robe somewhere.”

      “Well, no, Master Hobbins, of course not.” Azul’s smile widened. “The fact is we were all betrayed by the man I bribed to scuttle the ship. He fell down on the job, no mistake. I would gladly give you his name and whereabouts so that we might all bring him to justice together.”

      Hobbins looked at Hinkle, who rolled his eyes.

      Hobbins sighed. “Irwin.”

      Irwin abruptly grabbed the merchant. Azul struggled, but it was useless. Irwin took one of Azul’s soft hands into his own, selected the pinkie finger.

      “Turn the chair a bit so Azul’s whore can witness,” Hobbins instructed.

      Irwin obeyed and scooted the chair around, ignoring Azul’s struggles.

      “What is your name, woman?”

      “Dilianne,” she said meekly.

      “Watch and do as you’re told, Dilianne, and no one will hurt you,” Hobbins said. “Irwin, this isn’t our first time; you know I like to start with the fingers. Simple and effective.”

      Irwin made no reply, not that Hobbins had expected one.

      “P-please,” Azul said. “I know how we can get the money. I’m sure we can work something out.”

      “Take note, Dilianne,” Hobbins said. “When you tell people about this, make sure they know pleas and offers and begging won’t work.”

      “Hello?” A voice from within the apartment. “Master Hinkle?”

      Very little surprised Hobbins these days, but that someone would disturb Hobbins and Hinkle while they were working came close.

      The man found them on the veranda, young, dressed all in black, clothes tidy, simple and well cut, hair shaved short. Obviously one of the Skull & Dagger’s lackeys. He held an envelope in his pale hands. “Sorry to disturb you, gentlemen, but I was told to put this directly into Master Hinkle’s hands.”

      The messenger handed the sealed envelope to Hinkle with a curt nod, turned and left the way he’d entered, purposefully not noticing Irwin or Azul or the terrified whore.

      Hinkle opened the note, read it with a noncommittal grunt, folded it and made it disappear into the folds of his black robe.

      “Well?”

      “Interesting,” Hinkle said. “I’ll fill you in once we’ve concluded our business here.”

      A slight shrug from Hobbins. Fine. He was a reasonably patient man.

      “Now, where were we? Irwin was just about to—”

      “Master Hobbins?”

      “Yes?”

      “Would you mind if I had a go?”

      Hobbins blinked. Now he really was surprised. “You mean …?” He gestured at Irwin.

      “Yes, please.”

      “My sincere apologies, my friend,” Hobbins said. “I had no idea you had an interest in such things. All this time, I thought you’d been satisfied to leave this part of it to me.”

      “I have and will again,” Hinkle said. “But it occurred to me a while back that I should have a bit of practice in case there is future need.”

      “By all means.”

      Hobbins pulled the satchel slung over his shoulder into his lap, unbuckled the leather straps, and reached inside. He pulled out a velvet bag cinched closed with a drawstring. The lump inside the bag wasn’t what anyone would want to look at and was, therefore, left inside. One didn’t need to see it to make it work. Simply having it in one’s possession was sufficient.

      The unpleasant contents of the bag were, in fact, Irwin’s tongue and testicles and a few other minor bits of Irwin along with some wizard nonsense that gave control of Irwin to whomever possessed the bundle, all expertly wrapped up and sealed in wax.

      Hobbins handed the bag to Hinkle, who cradled it in both hands as if not quite sure how to proceed.

      “He’ll listen to you now,” Hobbins said. “He’ll also sense what you want. It’s not an exact science, but you’ll get the hang of it.”

      “Irwin,” Hinkle said. “Get on with it.”

      Without hesitation, Irwin twisted the merchant’s little finger. The snap of bone made Dilianne flinch.

      Azul, who’d been watching things unfold with open curiosity, now screamed loud and long. The screaming kept on through the next four fingers and thumb. Azul swooned halfway through the second hand, sobbing uncontrollably, snot and tears running down his face.

      “The eyes now, Irwin,” Hinkle said.

      Irwin jammed a thumb into Azul’s left socket, blood spraying and the screams coming again with renewed vigor. The next eye followed.

      Dilianne slid to the floor and scooted into the farthest corner, hugging her knees up to her chest, bleating and groaning at the ongoing horror.

      It got a bit messy after that.

      “Not bad at all for the first time, Master Hinkle.” Hobbins turned to Dilianne. “Go on now, woman. Tell people what you saw here. This is what happens when you cross the Skull & Dagger.”

      Dilianne looked at him a moment, hesitated as if expecting some trick.

      “Go on.”

      She leapt to her feet and fled.

      “I wonder if she’ll pause to put on clothes,” Hobbins said. “Now, Master Hinkle, what was in that message? Come on now, I’m curious.”

      “Irwin,” Hinkle said. “Attend to Master Hobbins.”

      Irwin’s hand flashed out and latched on to Hobbins’ throat. He pulled him across the table, knocking it over and lifted the man, Hobbins’s feet dangling six inches off the floor.

      Hobbins’ surprised face went red, his hands uselessly trying to pry Irwin’s fingers from around his throat.

      Irwin twisted, slamming the top of Hobbins’ head into a stucco wall, then slammed it again then a third time, the sound of crunching skull, until the top of Hobbins’ head had a definite flat look. Irwin released Hobbins, who slumped limp and dead to the floor.

      Hinkle rose, putting the bundle of Irwin parts into his own satchel. “Come on, then,” he told the monster. “We’ve got work to do.”

      The message had been a single code word from Archbishop Fenwigg. CROWN. It was time to set into motion plans Hinkle had spent years putting into place. The next twenty-four hours were going to be bloody. A full third of the Skull & Dagger agents were already in the archbishop’s pocket and ready to move. Another third would sit back and take the side of whomever came out on top.

      The final third would be dealt with.

      Still, not all of Fenwigg’s machinations had unfolded as planned. The problem with hiring dodgy people to do dodgy things was that they could almost always be relied upon to be unreliable. That had been the problem with hiring somebody like Merrik Niles.

      Dodgy.

      It had been vitally important that the Church not be seen as pulling strings or hatching conspiracies. The right ears would hear that the map had been stolen. People unconnected with the Church would take the scheme the rest of the way, and the Archbishop Fenwigg’s hands would be clean, even though events would actually unfold just exactly as Fenwigg intended. It was all a bit convoluted – not even Hinkle was privy to all the moving pieces – which would make it doubly hard to trace blame back to the Church.

      But then Merrik Niles.

      Hinkle tsked. Dodgy.

      Still, it was Hinkle’s understanding they’d been strangely fortunate. The situation could be salvaged. If all went as Hinkle expected, the Archbishop would own the Skull & Dagger organization lock, stock and barrel by morning, and some form of the plan would proceed.

      Hinkle smiled. He was a devout follower of Dumo, a servant of the Church who’d hidden himself among thieves and murderers, wrapped himself in the raiments of evil. Now at last he could cast that evil off and reveal himself as the good servant of the Church he was.

      But first, there was work to do.

      “Come along, Irwin. We’ve a good bit of killing ahead of us before breakfast.”

      

      III.

      Effingham took the cloth away from his nose. The stench of burning bodies and blood and shit still nearly overpowered him, but, Dumo help him, he was getting used to it.

      Almost.

      At least, he no longer gagged.

      He stepped over bodies, plainsmen and saber riders alike. Thick smoke from the burning stables drifted across the bailey within Harkun’s Keep’s curtain wall. The priest’s foot sank a half inch into the ground and squished with each step, the ground soaked with blood, mud churned from the hooves of horses in battle.

      They’d been lucky. Lee had been right; the plainsmen had probably not discovered the tunnel. He’d led a third of the men inside the keep, taking the plainsmen completely unaware. They’d fought their way to the gate to let in the rest of Bettin’s mounted saber riders. There’d been some fighting room to room within the keep itself, but the bulk of the slaughter had ranged across the grounds within the curtain wall.

      It had been a mixed blessing to find almost all of Varrag’s men stupidly drunk. The chief and his tribe had been celebrating their victory since the keep’s fall. They were unarmored, sloppy and stumbling from drink.

      Yet, at the same time, the drunken plainsmen fought even more ferociously, seemingly without heed for their own lives. Lee’s force had not taken a single prisoner. The plainsmen had gone down fighting, but they’d gone down hard.

      Effingham glanced around the battleground. Scattered men wandered in a daze, glassy-eyed. The priest paused to address a soldier who stood staring at nothing, not one of Bettin’s saber riders, but a soldier who’d fled the keep with Kurran. He’d returned to help take it back.

      “Are you all right, my son?” Effingham asked.

      The soldier was barely more than a boy, a layer of fuzz on his chin that might someday be a beard if he lived that long. He was covered in blood but appeared not to be injured. He turned to the priest, eyes vacant. “Father?”

      “Are you wounded?”

      The soldier looked down at himself, turning his hands over as if not recognizing them. “Not my blood.”

      “Well, that’s something, then. What is your name, my son?”

      He looked at the priest as if the question were complicated. After a moment, he said, “Pell.”

      “Pell, go get yourself a drink of water and find a place to sit,” Effingham said. “You’ve done your duty. Rest now.”

      Pell nodded absently and wandered away.

      Pell’s state told the whole story. They’d won back the keep from the plainsmen, but there was no sense of victory. The place would stink of death for weeks or months to come. Effingham picked his way among the bodies, refusing to feel the dejection that attempted to crowd his spirit.

      The priest glanced around for Lee but didn’t see him.

      Instead, he found Kurran Harkun. The man stood looking down at a corpse.

      “Your lordship?”

      “I don’t know who this is,” Kurran said.

      Effingham followed Kurran’s gaze to the dead body. The armor indicated a Harkun soldier, but the face had been completely smashed and bloodied.

      “This is one of my men,” Kurran said. “And I don’t know him. He died for me, taking back my home, and I couldn’t begin to guess his name.”

      “You are baron now,” Effingham said. “And more will die in your service. We in turn might give our lives for something greater.”

      “Not today,” Kurran said. “Today, we bury the dead. Greater things can wait for tomorrow.”

      “Do you know where I might find the king?”

      “You don’t know? You’ve not been more than three feet from his side since we left Mykle’s place.”

      Effingham let the slight go by. It was true after all. He’d whispered into Lee’s ear all the way back to Harkun’s Keep, directing, guiding, advising. Lee was pure of heart but needed age and experience and wisdom. Dumo had called on Effingham to provide just that.

      Not that Effingham had received a direct message to this effect. Dumo has given me wisdom to use as I will. I won’t fail him.

      The priest patted the small sack tied to his belt to make sure it was still there. He’d left Lee’s side to find these items and was relieved to find them still in the room he’d occupied upon his first visit to the keep. Not that the items were especially rare or valuable, but Effingham didn’t want to have to hunt for them again.

      “His Majesty is on the wall above the gatehouse.” Kurran’s demeanor had softened. Perhaps he realized that without Lee, he would not have taken back his home. Baron or not, it wasn’t Kurran the troops had followed. “He likes the air better up there.”

      “Thank you.” Effingham trudged toward the gatehouse.

      He bit back a groan as he climbed the steps. He was old, and recently, the days had been long. At the top, he took in a deep breath of fresh cool air. He hadn’t completely removed himself from the stench below, but it was a noticeable improvement.

      He saw Lee sitting on one of the ramparts, head down, elbows resting on knees. Like everyone else, he was splattered in blood and grime.

      Effingham’s eyes shifted to the two soldiers thirty paces down the wall, one of the saber men and one of Kurran Harkun’s men-at-arms. They were part of the king’s guard … such as it was. Not exactly regal, are they? Two men so fatigued they wouldn’t be able to fend off a charging goat.

      It’ll do.

      For now.

      Lee’s life would never be the same again. He was king.

      Making everyone believe it was Effingham’s job.

      “Are you hurt, your Majesty?”

      “Please don’t call me that, Father.” Lee sounded like he’d aged overnight, the words leaving his mouth rough and dry.

      Effingham opened his mouth to protest then closed it again. Best to go slowly for now. Lee would grow into his role. He’d realize in time that Dumo had called him to greatness.

      “Are you hurt, Lee?”

      “No,” Lee said. “I mean, nothing new. I think a few stitches came loose from the old wound. Would you mind?”

      Effingham snapped his fingers and waved over the two guards. “The king’s armor. Gently.”

      The men set aside their spears and methodically began to unbuckle the straps of Lee’s plate.

      The scepter leaned against the battlement next to Lee. It was caked with blood and gore.

      Effingham gestured to it. “May I?”

      Lee’s eyes shifted to the mace then back to the priest. “I prefer my sword.”

      “You were deadly enough with the scepter,” Effingham said. “It swings like a mace, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Effingham had seen the weapon up close and shuddered at the memory. The crack of bone and crunch of skull. Lee was young and strong and swung the thing as if it weighed nothing at all.

      He reached for it. “If you don’t mind.”

      “By all means, Father.”

      Effingham picked it up, turned it over in his hands. Heavy. He took a rag from his satchel and began to scrub away the blood. It would have to be cleaned properly as soon as possible. It was a symbol after all, a focal point for belief. Lee had been the perfect choice, sent by Dumo himself, Effingham had no doubt.

      And could it have been anything but Dumo’s hand that had led the priest to Merrik and so also to the scepter?

      Effingham considered what Merrik had done to the scepter at the beggar baron’s village, the holy glow blazing in the night in the heat of battle. A puzzle there. Effingham planned to corner the wily marquis and ask him some hard questions. Oh, yes, Merrik Niles would come clean.

      But it had worked. The glowing scepter had made more believers than any of Effingham’s machinations, although he rather thought he’d laid some important groundwork to make it possible.

      He squinted at the bottom of the grip, wiped away the grime. The two-headed dragon gleamed, etched in gold.

      The symbol of Greymond’s kings for centuries.

      Effingham looked up. The men had removed all of Lee’s armor, leaving him in the thick undershirt to pad him against the heavy plate.

      “Thank you. I’ll take it from here,” the priest told them.

      The guards picked up their weapons and returned to their positions.

      “If you can turn toward me, your Majesty – er – Lee, I mean.”

      Lee scooted around so his back faced the priest.

      The undershirt was soaked with sweat and streaked with blood. He lifted it above Lee’s shoulders. “Lean forward and try to relax. I’ll be as gentle as I can manage.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      No, I don’t suppose it does. Lee had been bruised, battered, smashed, and slashed since the priest had known him. What could Effingham do to hurt the man?

      He examined the wound. Three of the stitches had come undone. Effingham lathered the wound with a cleansing balm and closed the slash again with fresh stitches. Lee didn’t so much as flinch during the procedure.

      Then Effingham turned his attention to the large birthmark on Lee’s upper back. When the priest had first seen it, the birthmark had immediately suggested a two-headed dragon, the fat body, a long tail and the beginnings of two necks sprouting from the body. One had only to use a little bit of imagination to see it.

      As he’d suspected, sweat and friction had rubbed off his earlier work. He began to dab with the wool dye, adding legs, elongating the necks and capping each with a dragon’s head. Obviously, nothing detailed, but a clear outline, easily passable for the marking on the scepter. Effingham was pleased that he’d better matched the color of the dye to the wine stain of the birthmark. Yes, he’d definitely improved on his earlier work.

      It wouldn’t matter that eventually it would rub off again. Seeing is believing, as went the old saying, but it had been Effingham’s experience that after a certain time, the reverse was true. Believing was seeing, and those who saw the birthmark would say it had always been such, faith filling in head and legs when the wool dye had faded.

      Faith. A powerful weapon. Most thought faith struck in a flash like divine lightning.

      But nothing says smoke and mirrors can’t help faith along. Can’t wait around for lightning to strike. As a novice, he’d been taught that men, like cattle, must often be nudged in the right direction. It was one of the primary reasons for the church’s existence.

      The priest realized suddenly he was in a very good mood. He whistled a happy tune as he dabbed the wine dark dragon into existence.
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      Kingdom of Ghosts will continue in Book Two: A Rage of Sabers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor Gischler's work has been nominated for the Edgar, Anthony, and Bram Stoker Awards and has been translated into multiple languages.  He is a comic book writer and novelist in multiple genres, and his novel Gun Monkeys was recently adapted into the feature film Fast Charlie starring Pierce Brosnan. Follow him on Twitter @VictorGischler or keep up with his latest hijinx at VictorGischlerAuthor.com.  He lives with his much better looking wife and much smarter son in Baton Rouge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING A RUMOR OF KINGS
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        In the West, there are worse things to fear than bandits and outlaws.
        
        Demons. Monsters. Witches. James Crowley’s sacred duty as a Black Badge is to hunt them down and send them packing, banish them from the mortal realm for good.
        He didn’t choose this life. No. He didn’t choose life at all.
        Shot dead in a gunfight many years ago, now he’s stuck in purgatory, serving the whims of the White Throne to avoid falling to hell. Not quite undead, though not alive either, the best he can hope for is to work off his penance and fade away.
        This time, the White Throne has sent him investigate a strange bank robbery in Lonely Hill. An outlaw with the ability to conjure ice has frozen and shattered open the bank vault and is now on a spree, robbing the region for all it’s worth.
        In his quest to track down the ice-wielder and suss out which demon is behind granting a mortal such power, Crowley finds himself face-to-face with hellish beasts, shapeshifters, and, worse … temptation. But the truth behind the attacks is worse than he ever imagined …
        The Witcher meets The Dresden Files in this weird Western series by the Audible number-one bestselling duo behind Dead Acre.

      

      
        
        GET COLD AS HELL NOW AND EXPERIENCE WHAT PUBLISHER’S WEEKLY CALLED PERFECT FOR FANS OF JIM BUTCHER AND MIKE CAREY.

      

        

      
        Also available on audio, voiced by Red Dead Redemption 2’s Roger Clark (Arthur Morgan)
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        A world on the precipice of the apocalypse. A secret forged in the flames of war. A chance to start over. 
        For John Sutton, only one of those three things matters.
        Retired from a decade of brutal war, he wants nothing more than a quiet pastoral life while he does his best to stem the steady increase of his Doom Points before they hit 100, signaling the start of the end.
        He’s been given a small farm on the outskirts of the empire as a thanks for his service, but no matter how far he travels, it's impossible to escape the war's devastating effects on the world.
        Bandits, suspicious townsfolk, a mysterious pair of siblings, and a secret that lurks in the mountains all threaten John’s peace. It will take all of his considerable power to keep from burning everything to the ground.

      

      
        
        Get Domestication Now!
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        A rotten thief. A disgraced knight. Only together can they save the kingdom.

      

      
        
        GET BOOK ONE OF THE BURIED GODDESS SAGA NOW!
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        Legends speak of wizards with the power to rival Gods…
        To Hump, it’s just a story. Apprenticed to a wandering wizard, he grew up on the road, following the coin on whatever quest it took them. He always believed his master was just an ordinary hedge wizard, until the old man suddenly died, and his book of spells bound to Hump’s soul.
        Knowing no other life, Hump takes up his master’s staff and heads out alone into a world of dungeons and monsters. Scorned by the gods, wizards can trust only their own wit and skill to survive.
        Lacking the godly gifts and grand ideals of the Chosen few, Hump fights for something else. If he wants to eat, he needs to work. And with a new Dungeon opening in Bledsbury, where better for a young hedge wizard to earn some coin?
        So begins the path of the Wanderer. The White Flame. The Hedge Wizard.

      

      
        
        Get Crypt of the Wolf Dragon Now!

      

      

      

      For all our Fantasy books, visit our website.
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