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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t feel my toes anymore,” my son, Hughe, complained.  
 
    His voice echoed oddly against the frozen stone walls of our refuge, competing with the sounds of the storm outside that shrieked and howled, enraged that we’d managed to escape its wrath. Hughe stamped his right foot several times on the smooth cave floor, then his left, still mumbling under his breath. His actions caused a small avalanche of ice and snow to dislodge in a rush from the hood of his cloak and from his encrusted back and shoulders, where they lay in clumps on the floor.  
 
    The shelter that, by the grace of the gods, we’d stumbled upon only a few minutes ago wasn’t large—at best, ten feet in circumference with a low, rounded ceiling that had forced my two sons and me to hunch down to gain entry. But, despite the tight confines, the space was more welcome to the three of us at that moment than a steaming Temba bath lined with gold and silver, and attended by a bevy of young, eager virgins.  
 
    My eldest son lowered the hood of his cloak, revealing a raw, wind-burned face and a bushy beard covered in thick snow and ice. He looked quite fierce, I thought. Almost like one of the giant, distorted ice sculptures that the citizens of Camwick carved each year when the canal near the town froze over.  
 
    Hughe suddenly shook his great head like a dog, sending a large shower of icicles flying in all directions from his beard and long hair that hung to his shoulders. “That skinny priest assured us the weather would hold for at least another week,” he growled. My son had said that last bit accusingly, glancing down at me where I sat recouping my wind on the cavern floor. There was naked anger in Hughe’s blue-grey eyes—eyes that I knew were so very much like my own. Truthfully, I could hardly blame him for his resentment, as nothing about this day had gone according to plan. 
 
    I shrugged when my son finally tore his hot gaze away from me, returning to stamping his feet, though perhaps a little too forcefully now, I thought. I closed my eyes for a moment, enjoying the glorious luxury of simply not moving, then finally stretched out my legs, propping my feet on one of the blackened stones that encircled a growing fire. Clumps of hardened snow and ice slid off the thick leather soles of my boots almost immediately, hissing pleasantly on the rapidly warming stones. I felt a jolt of pain in my bad foot as I turned it the wrong way but steadfastly ignored it, just as I had been doing the past week during our journey to and then up Mount Halas. The discomfort I felt was as much a part of me now as my nose or eyes were, and I couldn’t remember a time when it hadn’t been there.  
 
    “The target of your anger is misplaced, Hughe,” I finally said, not bothering to hide the exhaustion in my voice. I leaned back on my elbows, enjoying the warmth of the fire as I stared up at the shadows dancing across the curved ceiling above me. “If you need to point fingers, then blame the gods that sent this infernal storm to us out of nowhere, not the priest.” I sighed wearily at the stubborn expression creasing my son’s face. Hughe and I seemed destined to always be at odds until my last breath in this world. It was a fact that I’d come to accept over time, although admittedly, I had done so only grudgingly. “Or better yet,” I added, feeling a shard of anger rise in me as I thought about how many times during the past winter I’d tried to make peace with my eldest son and had failed. I knew Hughe’s resentment toward me was my penance for the mistakes I had made in life, but knowing the problem did not necessarily guarantee a solution. “Blame me if it makes you feel better, my son. The last time I looked, hating your father seems to help you get through each day.” 
 
    Hughe’s eyes narrowed as he stared at me, his expression a tight mask of sudden fury. I was half-expecting him to draw his sword, but instead, the tension in his body and face slowly lessened before he carefully placed his hands on his hips. “That ugly bastard promised us an easy trek all the way to the Complex, my lord,” Hughe said in a stiff, though more conciliatory tone. “That’s why you decided to leave the rest of the company behind, remember? On that fool’s assurances. Just you, me, and Taran on a grand adventure, you’d said.” 
 
    I laughed and spread my hands out, palms up, thinking if not for luck, we three would be frozen stiff on the mountain by now instead of safe in this cave. “Well, it has been quite an adventure so far, has it not? You have to admit that at least.” 
 
    Hughe actually smiled, which transformed his craggy features, offering a brief glimpse back in time to when he was a younger man and less bitter. A small crack in his armor, perhaps? I wondered.  
 
    “I suppose it has been at that, my lord,” Hughe agreed, allowing himself a modest chuckle. He shrugged his great shoulders. “Leaving the others back at Second Steppe was without question a mistake, but what’s done is done. Though I can’t understand why you decided to do it in the first place. Or, for that matter, why we came here at all. Why not wait until The Walk later in the summer when it’s safer to travel? Why did we have to come now against all tradition and advice?”  
 
    I said nothing in response, having kept my true purpose for coming to the mountain from my sons. Everyone, including Taran and Hughe, believed I wished to return to Mount Halas one last time to pray for forgiveness from the gods before I died, which was fine with me. Let them think what they want. The truth was, the gods and I knew well that there would be no leniency for me. My fate in their eyes was sealed, and no amount of prostrating myself before them now would change that. 
 
    Hughe sighed in resignation at my silence. “This storm is hardly your fault, my lord,” he continued. “But I still say that turd-sucking priest should have tried harder to change your mind about coming up here alone. He knows the rules better than anyone, yet he barely protested.” Hughe raised his hands in front of him, the anger returning as he clenched his fingers around an imaginary foe. “And for that failure of duty, I swear by the gods that when we get back, I’m going wring his mangy—” 
 
    “You will do no such thing,” I cut in harshly. I hooked a thumb toward the entrance as wind-blown snow swirled around the opening. “The Son told us what he believed to be true and did so in good faith. This storm came out of nowhere and could not have been foreseen by him or anyone else. Besides, our journey up until the snow arrived was just as easy and worry-free as the priest had promised it would be.”  
 
    What I’d just said had turned out to be surprisingly true. Despite my assurances to my sons that all would be well, I had been anticipating a treacherous climb like the one I’d experienced in my youth and had feared that my body wouldn’t be up to the task at my age. As it turned out, I needn’t have worried, for I’d managed the climb quite well—at least until the storm had hit—although I had needed to lean on my sons for support more often than I cared to admit. It was obvious that things had changed greatly since I’d taken The Walk with Sabina so long ago. Now, there were clear, defined trails hammered out of the mountainside, with wide stone ramps and even stairs in places leading to multiple shelters along the route. All of which were stocked with hot food and warm clothing.  
 
    Even the Black Way, where I had nearly lost my life, had railings now to protect the Pilgrims from falling off, I’d been told. The dangers I remembered well from the old days were long gone—unless, I suppose, some stubborn old fool like me decided to climb the mountain out of season and got caught in a storm, losing his way. My body may have withered away with age, but unfortunately, my hardheadedness and determination to do things my own way had not. I wasn’t sure whether that was a good or a bad thing.  
 
    Hughe snorted, looking unconvinced at my words, but mercifully, he said nothing further, leaning over the crackling flames instead to warm his hands. My other son, Taran, remained crouched on his knees by the fire he’d started, feeding small twigs to it. He had said nothing all this time, although knowing Taran, I knew he’d heard every word and was processing what we’d said. Always the thinker, my Taran was. 
 
    I noticed the cave was beginning to fill with smoke, which was annoying but manageable. Given the alternative, I considered the foulness of the air to be a small price to pay compared to freezing to death. Our refuge had clearly been used many times before, judging by the existing ring of stones and the remains of previous fires. Taran had quickly located dry kindling stacked against one wall, along with a small cache of withered dates and figs, and a half-full sack of hazelnuts. Coupled with the supplies the three of us had brought, I knew we weren’t in danger of starving if we were forced to wait out the storm, which, from experience, I knew could last days or even weeks this high up on the mountain.  
 
    Taran’s handsome features twisted into a wry grin as he looked back at me. His beard was black and shining wet, with the caked ice and snow that had been there earlier melted away by the heat. His cheeks and forehead glowed orange from the fire. “Well, Father, I guess Hughe and I are getting a first-hand taste of what it was like for you when you took The Walk during the Pair War.” 
 
    I hesitated, a momentary flash of memory coming back to me. I saw a beautiful, red-haired girl in my mind, then a storm much like the one raging outside now, followed by a hidden cave harboring a secret that would plunge the known world into years of war and mayhem. It had been so long ago—another lifetime, it seemed to me—yet here I was again, retracing my steps for reasons I still couldn’t quite fathom. Did the codex even matter anymore? Should I have just let sleeping dogs lie and left the damn thing to rot into oblivion? Would retrieving it cause more harm than good? I knew these were all valid questions—questions that had kept me up many nights lying in my bed, covered in a cold sweat. But, despite all my worries and hand-wringing during the long winter months, here I was on Mount Halas the moment an opportunity presented itself, impatient to get my hands on that godforsaken codex. But what would I do with it once I finally had it? I honestly had no idea. 
 
    I waved a hand dismissively at my younger son. “This is nothing,” I grunted. “Back then, all we had to guide us were a few poles with banners marking the route. If you missed one and got lost, you were as good as dead.” 
 
    “Well, we managed to get lost anyway, my lord,” Hughe pointed out dryly. He lowered his bulk to the floor, sitting cross-legged beside his brother. He nudged Taran’s arm with his elbow. “Tell me you still have some of that Cordovian wine in your pack, little brother.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” Taran said with a smile, gesturing to a nearby leather sack. “Three bottles.” 
 
    Hughe reached for the sack eagerly, drawing out a bottle before pulling the stopper with his teeth. He spit it out, then took a long gulp. My son belched loudly afterward, then handed the bottle to Taran, who took a healthy swig before giving it to me. I drank, enjoying the feeling as the cold wine hit my innards.  
 
    “You know, my lord,” Taran said thoughtfully as I passed the bottle back to Hughe. “It occurred to me earlier that maybe there’s a little more to this adventure of ours than you’re letting on.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I grunted.  
 
    I tried to meet my son’s eyes but found it difficult to hold them for long. My daughter Alline, the gods rest her soul, had been the spitting image of my dear wife, Shana. Alline had inherited not only Shana’s great beauty and petite frame but also her mother’s humor and intelligence. Hughe, on the other hand, was built like me, heavy and thick, but Taran was more the male version of my wife and Alline, with a thin, though muscular build. My younger son’s eyes were a darker blue than Shana’s had been, but they had a way of seeing into a man just like hers had. Of all my children, Taran was the most perceptive when deceit was in the air. It was a talent that had made him an indispensable asset when I was holding court. Taran could be like a dog gnawing on a bone when he sensed something wasn’t right. I just prayed I wasn’t about to become his next meal.  
 
    I glanced at Hughe, who seemed more interested in the Cordovian wine than what Taran and I were discussing. “We should get some rest,” I said, changing the subject. “The storm could end at any time. We need to be ready to move when it does.” 
 
    Hughe pointed to the entrance, where I noticed the snow had already built up more than knee-high. “That storm isn’t going anywhere for a while, my lord,” my son said. He belched again, then lifted the bottle to us in salute. “But at least this is.” He drank, then offered the wine to Taran, who declined with a brief shake of his head. My younger son was staring at me, his eyes focused like a hawk on wounded prey. I felt my heart sink. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling us, Father?” Taran asked softly. 
 
    “Nothing,” I blustered. I waved a hand. “Stop this nonsense, boy, before I get mad.” 
 
    Taran grinned, looking unconcerned at my threat. My calling him boy meant he’d struck a nerve, which also meant he would keep digging until he got to the truth. I dearly wished I was young again, even for just one minute, so I could thrash the insolent puppy.  
 
    My son pursed his lips as he thought. “People come to Mount Halas for one reason and one reason only,” Taran said. I just glowered at him as he glanced at his brother. “And what would that reason be?” 
 
    “To pray and reflect,” Hughe responded dutifully.  
 
    “Correct,” Taran agreed, focusing back on me. “But there are only certain times during the year when that is allowed. Isn’t that right, Father?” 
 
    “My lord,” I snapped. “I am your lord first and your father second. Never forget that.” 
 
    Taran bobbed his head obligingly, looking unfazed. “Of course, my lord. My apologies.” He shifted position before continuing. “Today is the last day of April, is it not?” 
 
    “It is,” I muttered. I grabbed the wine from Hughe and took a long sip, then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand when I was done. “What of it?” 
 
    “Has there ever been a Pilgrimage at the end of April before, my lord?” 
 
    “This isn’t a Pilgrimage,” I retorted. 
 
    Taran smiled condescendingly. “Indulge me, my lord.” 
 
    I had to force myself not to grind my teeth as a pleasant warmth from the wine began to spread across my belly. “No,” I admitted reluctantly. “There has not as far as I am aware.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Taran said. “I wonder, my lord. Has anyone ever made the climb to the Complex this early in the year before, for any reason at all?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. The Complex was manned by veteran Sons and Daughters, as well as the odd Pathfinder and hundreds of apprentices, all of whom were there to assist arriving Pilgrims. But, once the first snows came in late September, anyone who remained on the mountain after that was effectively cut off from the outside world until mid-May, when the Complex would be accessible again. That time was used by the inhabitants for study and reflection and was known as The Renewal—a practice that had been going on for generations. 
 
    But, despite this spring being one of the warmest and driest in living memory, tradition still dictated that travelers had to wait until the appropriate time regardless of how clear the trails were. I have never been accused of being a patient man when my mind is set on something, and so I had insisted on climbing the mountain regardless of the rules. Hughe and Taran had dutifully gone along with my decision until now, but it seemed the predicament we found ourselves in had given my younger son pause for thought. 
 
    “We will most likely be the first,” I finally said.  
 
    Hughe drained the last of the wine. “Give me another,” he grunted at his brother.  
 
    “We should pace ourselves,” Taran said with a disapproving frown.  
 
    “For what? Are there whores on the way?” 
 
    Taran hesitated, then rummaged in his sack until he withdrew another bottle. “Do you know how old I am, my lord?” my younger son asked me. I blinked, for in truth, I had no idea. “I am forty-three,” Taran continued with barely a pause. He gestured to his brother. “Hughe, there, is forty-six.” He leaned forward, his eyes wide and expressive. “We are not children anymore, Father. So, I implore you to stop treating us as though we were. What are we really doing here?”  
 
    I hesitated, feeling my sons’ eyes on me. By the gods—forty-three and forty-six! Where had the time gone? My sons were old men now, which made me, what? Ancient, it would seem. I sighed, defeated. “Very well,” I said. “I will tell you.” 
 
    I spent the next few hours explaining to my sons about Malo and the White Ravens and how I’d eventually triumphed over them and imprisoned the House Agent in the dungeons beneath Corwick Castle. I was only interrupted once when they learned of the House Agent’s fate. 
 
    “He was there all that time?” Taran gasped, shaking his head in wonder. “All those years and we never knew?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “All that time. He died last fall.” 
 
    We’d continued to pass the second bottle of wine back and forth while I talked until it ran dry, and now we were working on the third. I knew I was beginning to slur my words, but the truth was, I just didn’t care. My sons had faults, as all men did, but even so, they were good, honorable men, and I was surprised to realize that talking to them about the past had lifted a burden from my shoulders. I had a sudden, warm feeling of camaraderie with these men born of my loins, aware that I was actually enjoying being with them, which I am saddened to admit had not always been the case. 
 
    “So, what happened to the codex, Father?” Taran asked me.  
 
    “On the little island with that Seven Ring’s fellow,” Hughe muttered sleepily, his eyes half closed. 
 
    “No, you giant fool,” Taran responded with long-suffering irritation. He rolled his eyes. “That was the forgery. I meant the real codex. Where did it go?” 
 
    “Oh,” Hughe muttered, looking confused. He shrugged with disinterest. “Then, I don’t know.” 
 
    Taran focused back on me. “Father?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me,” I said, holding my son’s gaze. “You’re the smart one here.” 
 
    Taran’s dark blue eyes slowly widened. “It’s here, isn’t it?” he said, excitement rising in his voice as understanding set in. “The codex is at the Complex. That’s the real reason why we’re here.” 
 
    I slowly nodded. “Yes. I need to get my hands on it before I die.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I wish I knew, my son,” I whispered truthfully. “I really wish I knew.” I sighed a moment later, my mood slowly turning dark as I thought about that cursed codex and all the trouble it had wrought. “But what I do know for certain,” I added. “Is that I’m tired and need to get some sleep. That’s enough talking for tonight.” I rolled over without another word with my back facing the fire and my two sons. 
 
    “Father?” I heard Taran whisper several minutes later. “Are you still awake?” 
 
    “No,” I grunted. 
 
    “What happened after you destroyed the White Ravens and returned with the Temba armada to Ganderland?” 
 
    I slowly rolled over to face my son. “Whoever said I destroyed them?” I shook my head wearily and then lay on my back, staring at the cave’s ceiling as the memories came rushing back. “No, I just hurt them some while I was in Temba. That’s all. Those bastards were like rats—no matter how many you killed, there were always more lurking in the shadows. Cut off one head, and another grew in its place.” I sucked in air, then let it out noisily as I thought about all the pain and misery the White Ravens had caused. “And unfortunately, those rats still had big plans for Ganderland.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    ONE 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to say to him?” Jebido asked me.  
 
    We sat our horses side by side on a knoll overlooking what I guessed had once been a freshly planted wheat field. But now, after a week of heavy rain, not to mention the damage caused by an encamped army of over a thousand men below us, the ground had been reduced to nothing but a tramped-over, sodden, muddy mess. The only saving grace from the relentless rain that battered my war helmet was the hilltop was relatively free of mud, with most of the water sluicing away in rivulets down the rounded crest into the field below. 
 
    “Well?” Jebido prompted me, managing to look wet, miserable, and annoyed all at once.  
 
    I studied my friend, who was dressed in full battle armor just as I was. He wore a dark woolen cloak lined with bluish-grey squirrel fur—which we called vair—over his mail and a pair of mud-splattered metal greaves on his legs. “I’ll tell him the truth,” I finally grunted with a shrug. Angry tossed his head then, glaring back at me with clear disapproval. The big black hated rain just as much as Jebido did. I patted his wet, muscular neck in commiseration, glad to be with him again, then smiled without humor at my silver-haired friend. “I’ve found that usually works when you have plenty of swords to back it up.” 
 
    “But only if the person you’re telling this truth to is smart enough to accept it,” Baine pointed out from my other side, where he sat a dainty white mare named Pretty Girl. Baine was dressed in black leather armor beneath a billowing dark cloak. He wore a hood over his shoulder-length locks but no helmet, as was his habit. “Something tells me that won’t be the case here, Hadrack,” Baine added. He clucked his tongue loudly and then nodded knowingly to himself. “Oh no, my friends. This is going to turn nasty very fast. I smell death in the air. You mark my words.” 
 
    I thought Baine had said that last bit with a hint of relish, knowing he was eager for action after the long sea voyage back from Temba. I said nothing in response, my attention caught by the sight of five mounted men riding slowly out through the gates of Taskerbery Castle below us. The imposing fortress with her ash-grey walls lay more than eight-hundred yards away from where we three sat our horses, and the riders were nothing but indistinct blurs to me in the downpour. 
 
    “Only a blind fool would think they stand a chance now that we’re here, Hadrack,” Jebido said. “The bastard has no choice but to surrender. He’s agreed to meet with you to bend the knee and offer you his sword. You’ll see.”  
 
    I nodded, thinking that my friend’s assessment was more than likely correct, although a nagging part of my mind still peppered me with doubts. Nothing is more dangerous than a cornered rat, and there was no question that these damned Parnuthians were cornered. I glanced toward the Dogford River, which swept past the castle’s northern walls, heading eastward toward the coast. The rain-swollen river was thick with mud and the color of shit, with the roiling water threatening to crest its banks at any time. I knew the Dogford eventually emptied into an estuary several miles away before making its way to the open sea. I couldn’t see the coast from where I sat my horse, of course, yet even so, I could picture the Temba armada I commanded where they lay at anchor there, blockading access to the river. 
 
    Several Parnuthian ships had been sighted hovering around the coastline after my arrival, searching in frustration for a way into the Dogford. But my orders had been to ignore them, since they could do nothing against my overwhelming fleet of catamarans. I’d decided to deal with the bastards later as, at the moment, I was focusing all my attention on one task only—retaking what rightfully belonged to Ganderland. Besides, if things worked out as I hoped, those Parnuthian ships might be needed to ferry the invaders away from our lands with their tails between their legs.  
 
    Taskerbery Castle had been the first Gander stronghold to fall to the Parnuthians when they’d attacked our eastern shores months ago, catching us off-guard. Since then, the occupiers had taken nearly fifty villages, towns, and holdings before our forces had had time to organize and oppose them. Now, thanks to the favor of the gods along with fierce Gander determination, Taskerbery was the Parnuthians' last stronghold on our shores, with the invaders pushed back to this final beachhead by Wiflem, whom I had left in charge of my army when I’d sailed to Temba.  
 
    My captain had done an admirable job in my absence, which had not surprised me in the least. But, despite his skills as a warlord and leader of men, Wiflem had not been able to crack Taskerbery Castle’s formidable defenses with the small force he commanded. Nor had he been successful in stopping enemy ships from landing and resupplying the garrison with reinforcements and food since he’d had no vessels of his own to counter them. I’d left Sea-Dragon behind when I’d sailed south, but the cog’s hull had become so riddled with shipworms and barnacles that she’d been forced into drydock. That fact had led to the siege turning into a stalemate until I’d arrived with my armada two days ago, effectively changing the balance of power. Whatever hopes the Parnuthians had clung to about weathering the storm here were now thoroughly dashed, and I just hoped Jebido was right and their leader was smart enough to realize that fact and do the right thing.  
 
    Baine lowered his hood, shielding his eyes from the rain with his hand as he watched the riders trotting along a narrow, muddy road toward a dirt-streaked white canvas tent standing in the field halfway between the castle and our forces. I saw the Parnuthians were flying a dark banner, but it hung limp and impotent against the spear shaft it was fastened to, so I couldn’t make it out. A good omen, I thought. In contrast, a soggy, two-headed banner—half wolf and half lion—snapped with gusto from the top of the main tentpole, reminding the occupiers who it was that they were now dealing with. It was a clear message that I sincerely hoped the commander of the Parnuthians would be wise enough to heed. If not, then blood would surely be spilled soon afterward, just as Baine had forewarned. 
 
    I heard my younger friend curse under his breath a moment later before he glanced sideways at me. “I think one of those bastards is wearing a red cape, Hadrack.”  
 
    I frowned, then squinted downward, trying to peer through the sheeting rain as the wind picked up. Finally, I shook my head, seeing no evidence that Baine was correct. “I think you’re mistaken. Probably just a trick of the rain.” 
 
    “I’m not wrong,” Baine insisted. “Besides, we both know my eyes are far superior to yours.” 
 
    “Yes, and so is your ego, lad,” Jebido grunted sarcastically from my other side. He wicked water from his eyes. “How many times have I told you that arrogance is knowledge without wisdom. That’s something you should reflect on more often.” 
 
    “And you need to keep that big nose of yours out of other peoples’ business more often, Jebido,” Baine retorted. 
 
    I chuckled as Jebido’s features tightened beneath his helm, knowing from years of experience where this was heading. “Well, Cardian or not,” I said before Jebido could respond. “I think we’ve waited up here long enough. That is, unless you two hens want to keep pecking at each other for a little while longer?” I waited, and when neither man said anything, I nodded. “Good. Then let’s get this damn thing over with.” 
 
    I prodded Angry down the steep knoll, letting the big black pick whichever way he saw fit. I trusted his instincts to avoid any ruts more than I did my questionable horsemanship. We reached the field without incident and skirted Wiflem’s encampment, heading for the road with our horses’ hooves making odd sucking sounds in the muddy soil with every step. Wiflem and a boy of about fifteen appeared on horses at the camp's outskirts and joined us, falling in beside Jebido on my left. I recognized the boy as Wiflem’s eldest son, Gyles, who was keen to follow in his father’s soldiering footsteps. I glanced Wiflem’s way, giving the grizzled captain a curt nod, which he returned, his features hard and unreadable.  
 
    None of us spoke as we rode, for really, what was there left to say? The Parnuthians would either surrender to us in the next few minutes, or I’d be forced to storm their walls and cut every last one of their throats. There would be no middle ground offered to these occupiers from me, for I needed a quick resolution here so I could take my forces west to reinforce King Tyden. These people had invaded our land, murdered and raped our women and children, and taken from us what was rightfully ours. Death was too good for them, in my opinion. Yet even so, I would willingly spare their lives in return for leaving our shores and pledging never to return, thus saving some of my men from needless death or injury. I believed it was a generous offer, considering the Parnuthians’ hopeless predicament. But that generosity would be on a very short leash, which meant all our fates now rested in the hands of one man—the Parnuthian leader. I could only hope that he would be reasonable and would choose wisely. 
 
    We reached the tent, the entrance flap of which had become untied and was snapping wildly back and forth in the wind. The five Parnuthians waited in a line thirty feet down the puddle-filled road, still straddling their mounts and watching us suspiciously. Clearly, they didn’t trust us, which I thought was wise of them. I wouldn’t have trusted them in similar circumstances, either.  
 
    “Hadrack,” Baine hissed. He gestured toward the mounted enemy, specifically the last man on my right. “Told you.” 
 
    I followed his gaze, then cursed under my breath. One of the occupiers was indeed a Cardian, although I couldn’t make out his features clearly beneath his helm. 
 
    “It hardly matters,” I grunted after a moment. “After all, how much trouble can one Cardian make?” It was a statement that I would soon come to regret. I made a motion with my hand, signaling the others to dismount.  
 
    “You stay with the horses, Gyles,” Wiflem commanded his son in a terse voice. “Keep your ears and eyes open, boy. You hear my words?” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Gyles said. “I hear you.” 
 
    I thought the lad sounded nervous as I handed Angry’s reins to him, thinking that no one here would blame him for it. I sniffed the wind, certain I could smell impending violence on it as I bent and entered the tent. I paused inside to look around, glad to be out of the rain as the others filed in behind me. Two wooden platforms faced each other—one to my left and one to my right—and were set several sword lengths apart, with a pathway of murky puddles and foul-smelling muck separating them. A high-backed chair sat in the center of each platform. Other than that, the interior was empty.  
 
    I nodded with approval as I shook the rain from my cloak, then stepped from the mire onto the left platform. I paused there to draw my sword before I turned and dropped my bulk into the chair while the others took up positions behind me. We waited then, with me balancing the point of Wolf’s Head on the wooden plank at my feet and spinning it idly while I stared at the entrance. Minutes went by like that with no signs of movement from outside. I eventually started counting my heartbeat as a distraction, trying not to let my annoyance show. I don’t think I was fooling anyone as the beats steadily increased in tandem with my growing anger. Were these bastards stupid or arrogant enough to try playing silly games with me? 
 
    “Patience, lad,” Jebido finally whispered from behind me. “They’re like scared little rabbits out there with nowhere to hide, twitching their pink noses and afraid to enter the wolf’s den. They’ll get over their fear. Just give it time.”  
 
    “This is me being patient,” I growled. “When that changes, trust me, you’ll know.”  
 
    Jebido sighed. “Lord Fitzery certainly picked a bad time to come down with fever,” he muttered. I glared back at him, but my friend just shrugged, unaffected. “I don’t have much use for the young fool most of the time. But there’s no question the man knows his way around a negotiation. I dare say we could use his skills right about now.” Jebido stared at me pointedly. “No offense meant, Hadrack, but you’re about as subtle as a maddened bull in a red tent when it comes to something like this.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I grunted, turning away. “But we don’t need Fitz because this isn’t a negotiation—it’s an ultimatum.” 
 
    A moment later, I heard booted feet sloshing through the mud and puddles toward the tent before a man appeared at the entrance. He stooped, then made his way inside, followed by three others, just as agreed upon. I examined the first man who’d entered intently. He was average in height but had broad shoulders and was dressed in a heavy mail coat beneath a goat hair cloak trimmed with sable fur. I knew a cloak like that would cost more than the average soldier’s wages for a year. I guessed the man was perhaps forty, with curly grey hair peeking out from a conical war helmet and a thick grey beard. His eyes were ice blue and hard as nails, and he wore metal greaves similar to mine strapped over rich, calf-skin boots. A jagged purple scar marred his right cheek. A formidable man, I thought grudgingly. 
 
    The Parnuthian was assessing me much like I was him, and it looked like he’d come to the same conclusion about me. He finally bowed slightly, breaking eye contact. “Lord Humbolt of Trident Downs, lord. Commander of Taskerbery Castle in the territory of New Parnuthia, at your service.” 
 
    I stiffened at that. New Parnuthia? The audacity of these shit-eaters!  
 
    I knew formality and tradition dictated that as the host who’d requested the meeting, I should now identify myself in a similar polite fashion and exchange random pleasantries for a time. But truthfully, I’ve always thought traditions like that were highly overrated. Besides, the bastard’s words had brought my blood to an instant boil.  
 
    I gestured to the opposite chair with my eyes. “Sit down,” I commanded coldly. I heard Jebido groan softly behind me, but I ignored him. 
 
    Lord Humbolt colored noticeably at the obvious insult while his companions all muttered angrily behind him. I flicked my eyes to the Cardian among them, who I saw was tall with stooped shoulders and a narrow, pinched face. I had never seen him before, but as with all Cardians I’d had the misfortune to meet, I felt instant dislike for him. I could see by the loathing in the bastard’s eyes that the feeling was mutual.  
 
    I turned my attention back to the Parnuthian leader, who I could tell was unused to being spoken to in such a disrespectful fashion. I could also tell that he was considering an appropriate response. It seemed the pissing match had begun already. 
 
    I was spitting mad and eager for a fight after what the Parnuthian had said. But despite my anger, I bit my tongue from going any further, reminded of Jebido’s words from only moments ago—a maddened bull in a red tent. “My apologies, Lord Humbolt,” I said in a more conciliatory tone before the man could decide how best to react. “I am tired, hungry, and wet, which has put me in a foul mood, and I took it out on you. That said, I suggest in the interests of everyone here that we bypass the normal formalities such a meeting usually demands and get on with the task at hand. I’ve never been very good at them anyway. What do you say?” 
 
    The Parnuthian blinked in surprise, then cleared his throat, relieved to have been given an honorable way out. “Very well, lord,” he said with an incline of his head. “I accept your apology. Your request is somewhat unusual, but if that is your wish, then so be it. Let’s begin.”  
 
    The soldier turned and made his way stiffly to the righthand platform, the sting of my words obviously still fresh on him despite my apology. He paused to remove his sword before seating himself on the chair, then balanced his weapon—which I saw was of excellent quality—across his knees while his men formed a line behind him. The tent's interior fell silent then, the two opposing forces eyeing each other with little trust or friendliness. I knew I was expected to speak first, but I held my tongue, unblinking as I locked gazes with the Parnuthian leader. It was childish, of course, a game of wills that children play. And yet our silent struggle had the desired effect in the end, for Lord Humbolt’s fierce gaze finally wavered, and he broke eye contact. It was a small victory with little meaning, yet one that all present had taken notice of. I’d just drawn first blood.  
 
    “I am not a man who minces words,” I finally said gravely. 
 
    “As I have quickly come to appreciate, lord,” Lord Humbolt replied. “Your reputation precedes you and has clearly not been overstated. You are indeed the Wolf of Corwick Castle.” 
 
    “Then we understand each other, lord,” I said, thinking the deal was all but done as I fingered the hilt of my sword. 
 
    “Regarding frank dialect, yes, lord, we do,” Lord Humbolt replied. “And so, since we are both being so frank, I will be as blunt with you as you have been with me. My companions and I have come here to accept your unconditional surrender.” 
 
    I heard Baine snort behind me as I gaped at the Parnuthian in surprise. “My surrender?” I finally managed to spit out, still not quite believing I’d heard him correctly. 
 
    “Indeed, lord,” Lord Humbolt said seriously, his features set like chiseled stone.   
 
    I chuckled then, suddenly finding the absurdity of it all amusing. This Parnuthian had balls. I had to give him that. I spun Wolf’s Head as I stared at my adversary. “I outnumber you at least eight to one, lord.” 
 
    “More like ten to one, judging by what my scouts have told me,” Lord Humbolt replied, looking unconcerned. “But we hold the castle, you do not, and I feel it is only fair to inform you that we are well supplied with weapons, livestock, food, water, and everything else we will need to withstand a siege for several years or more.” The Parnuthian’s hard eyes bored into mine, although he allowed himself a small, almost arrogant smile. “I wonder, Lord Hadrack. Do you have two years to waste trying to breach my walls?”  
 
    I shifted uncomfortably in my chair, knowing that the bastard was right. I didn’t. The last word Wiflem had received from King Tyden’s forces to the west had been a month ago, and all it had said was that the Gander army remained encamped, anticipating an invasion from the Cardians. The problem was no one knew where that invasion would occur, and with most of the Royal fleet burned by sabotage, they could do little but sit, wait, and wonder. My Temba armada would change all that, of course, but not if they remained stuck here at Taskerbery.  
 
    I knew I could leave a token force to keep the Parnuthians behind their walls indefinitely if I chose. But doing so would mean I’d have to leave some of my ships to keep the river blocked as well, and something told me that I would need every one of my seventy-five catamarans against the Cardians. Besides, the thought of allowing these bastards to sit smugly on our land and thumb their noses at us galled me to no end. No, this needed to be resolved. The sooner, the better.  
 
    “You seem to be suffering from some form of delusion, lord,” I said. “For it is I who has come here to accept your surrender. Not the other way around.” 
 
    “I understand you have been away for many months to the south, Lord Hadrack,” Lord Humbolt said, ignoring my words. “Where by all accounts, you appear to have caused a great deal of mayhem and mischief.” 
 
    “I’m very good at doing that,” I growled. “Among other things, as you will soon find out if you don’t bend the knee and surrender to me now.” I waited for the other man’s response, a part of my mind wondering how he’d come to know anything about where I’d been or what I’d been up to. The only answer, I concluded, had to be that word of my time in Temba had arrived on one of those Parnuthian ships that had reinforced the garrison recently.  
 
    “Sadly, we seem to have arrived at this meeting at cross-purposes, then, lord,” Lord Humbolt said. 
 
    “Enough of this!” the Cardian suddenly cut in, surprising the Parnuthian as much as me, judging by his expression.  
 
    “Cazal!” Lord Humbolt said in exasperation, half-turning in his chair to look back at the Cardian. “You gave me your word you would not interrupt these proceedings.” 
 
    “A Cardian’s word is worth less than a rat turd,” I grunted dismissively. 
 
    Cazal ignored the Parnuthian commander and instead pointed a finger at me. “You would do well to heed Lord Humbolt’s words, Lord Hadrack. Unbeknownst to you, the kingdom you sailed away from is no longer the same as the one you returned to.” 
 
    I stared at the man, not hiding my contempt. “What is that supposed to mean, worm?” 
 
    The Cardian grinned smugly. “It means that your precious Calban Castle has fallen, lord and that your king has been routed in the west. His head rests on a pike, and even now, a Cardian army thirty thousand strong marches on Gandertown! Your kingdom is about to fall, Lord Hadrack, and there is nothing that you or your infamous Wolf Pack can do about it!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    TWO 
 
      
 
    I sat unmoving in my chair at the news, trying to keep my features blank while inside, I could feel my stomach roiling and burning with dread. Could it be true? Could the king be dead and the kingdom about to fall? I heard my men stirring behind me, with the unmistakable ring of steel filling the tent as swords were drawn. The Parnuthians followed suit, with both sides lobbing curses and insults back and forth like projectiles. I knew a pitched battle was only a heartbeat away, and while a part of me yearned to shed the blood of my enemies, this clearly wasn’t the time for it. Jebido had ingrained in me that knowledge was power, but right now, I was like a blind man feeling his way in the dark, unsure of where he was heading. I needed to be smart and patient until I found some light that would pierce the web of deceit I believed Cazal had spun. The gods help us if I was wrong, though, and the weaselly little bastard was telling the truth.  
 
    I glanced behind me, determined not to display my thoughts or emotions to the Parnuthian leader. Lord Humbolt struck me as a highly capable, perceptive man, and I knew he would take advantage of any signs of weakness or indecisiveness I might show. “Sheath your weapons,” I said calmly to my men, sounding almost bored. Jebido and Wiflem obeyed immediately, although Baine hesitated, a knife in each hand as his eyes glowed with the promise of violence. “Now,” I added to my friend, my voice turning hard and uncompromising. “I gave my word to these men that they would have safe passage during this meeting, and by the gods, I intend they get it. Now put those damn things away and behave.” Baine glared at me but reluctantly did as I ordered. I turned back to the Parnuthians, who I saw still had their weapons drawn. I raised an eyebrow, waiting as Lord Humbolt and I locked gazes. “My apologies for the interruption, lord. Shall we continue our discussion?” 
 
    The Parnuthian leader hesitated, then slowly inclined his head. “Certainly, lord.” He snapped his fingers and his men instantly sheathed their weapons, although both sides continued to scowl at each other with undisguised hatred. The danger had passed for the moment, but I knew one wrong move by either side and violence would surely erupt.  
 
    I sighed, placing Wolf’s Head on my lap, emulating the Parnuthian leader before I clamped my hands on the arms of the chair where they’d be safe from temptation. I took a moment to probe the Cardian’s features for any signs that the man was lying, but there were none that I could see. All I could detect there was arrogance and malicious hatred. I could feel my palms squeezing the wood, imagining them wrapped around the bastard’s neck. Oh, how I despised Cardians.  
 
    I focused back on Lord Humbolt, intent on regaining the initiative after the shock of what we’d just heard. “I am disappointed, lord,” I said. “I came here in good faith to make a deal with you, not to listen to that cur yapping falsehoods in my ear.” I gestured to the Cardian. “Fair warning. If that creature speaks again, the safe passage that I promised you will no longer apply. Am I clear on that?” 
 
    “Exceptionally so, lord,” Lord Humbolt said. “Please accept my apologies for my companion’s outburst.” The Parnuthian ran a finger down the flat of his sword. “If Cazal is foolish enough to speak again without my consent, then you have my word that I will cut his tongue from his head myself and present it to you as a gift.” 
 
    “A more than acceptable proposal,” I grunted, giving the Cardian a contemptuous glance. I saw with satisfaction that the man’s arrogance had faded somewhat, the skin of his face having turned white with either anger or fear. I couldn’t tell which. In any case, the bastard remained blessedly silent, at least. “Now,” I said, pressing my back into the chair. “As to our dilemma. I propose a simple solution that will save us both a lot of misery and bloodshed. Lay down your arms and surrender the castle to me, and you have my word that you and your men can sail back to Parnuthia unharmed. All I would ask in return is a pledge from you that none will return to our shores for any reason.” 
 
    I saw the Cardian’s face twist in a sneer at my words, but he wisely kept his mouth closed. I admit I was somewhat disappointed, curious to see if the Parnuthian would go through with his threat. 
 
    “And if I choose not to accept this proposal, lord?” Lord Humbolt asked. 
 
    “Then I will be forced to come over those walls you’ve been hiding behind,” I said gravely. I leaned forward. “And trust me, you won’t like what happens when I do.” 
 
    “So, no quarter, then, lord?” 
 
    I shook my head. “None. Refuse me, and I promise your flesh and those of your men will be feeding the scavengers by this time next week. You have the word of the Lord of Corwick Castle on that.”  
 
    Lord Humbolt stroked his beard as he thought. “You make a compelling case, lord,” he finally said. “However, since I have the upper hand here, regardless of what you might think, I must respectfully decline. Instead, I repeat my earlier request that you surrender to me. If you do so, I will offer you the same terms as you did me. None of your men will be harmed.” 
 
    I felt my features harden. “You don’t really expect me to believe what that Cardian scum of yours claimed, do you?” 
 
    The Parnuthian shrugged. “You can believe whatever you choose to, lord. While there’s no question that Cazal spoke out of turn, it does not necessarily follow that he wasn’t being honest when he did.” Lord Humbolt clucked his tongue sympathetically as I fell silent. “This truly is an uncomfortable predicament for you, is it not, lord? I can see the weight of it on your face. On the one hand, you can choose to stay here and bang your head against my walls to no avail, or on the other, speed north in a vain attempt to save your kingdom. Each has its own risks and rewards, so I suggest you choose wisely.”  
 
    “I assure you, lord,” I growled, fighting to contain my fury. “The only discomfort felt here will be yours unless you accept my terms.” 
 
    Lord Humbolt sighed. “Obviously, I cannot do that, lord. So, again, I ask, will you bend the knee to me?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I snorted.  
 
    “Then it appears we have now reached an impasse, lord.” The Parnuthian stood and slowly sheathed his sword. “Do bear in mind, Lord Hadrack, that my walls are high and thick, and I have five hundred veteran soldiers to man them. Despite your numbers, we both know you can’t breach those walls any time soon, if ever. As an experienced man of war, I’m sure you’ll appreciate that I’m merely pointing out an indisputable fact.” I just glowered at the man, letting him see my anger, which was burning even hotter now because I knew the bastard was right. “Ah,” Lord Humbolt said. “Judging by that expression of yours, not to mention your well-earned reputation, I see you intend to try anyway.” The Parnuthian shrugged. “So be it. But while you are futilely wasting lives against my walls, know that your kingdom will be crumbling around you because of your stubbornness to accept reality.” Lord Humbolt shook his head sadly as he stepped down from the platform, heading for the entrance. “Such a heavy burden for any man to bear alone, lord. I almost feel sorry for you.”  
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    “So, what do you think, Jebido?” I asked. “You’ve been awfully quiet.” 
 
    The meeting with the Parnuthians had ended an hour ago, and now my most trusted men and I were debating our next move in Wiflem’s command tent. Emotions were running high, and everyone was jumpy and on edge, but the conversation had ceased at my words, with all eyes focusing on Jebido. My silver-haired friend had said little so far regarding our dilemma. But his experience and opinions were respected by all, including me, and his thoughts held a lot of weight, as evidenced by the sudden, attentive silence.  
 
    Jebido stroked his beard while pondering my question, glancing around at the grim faces before finally shrugging. “My gut tells me they’re lying to us, Hadrack.” 
 
    “I see,” I said with a nod, feeling relief flood over me. That had been my conclusion as well, although I’d still been harboring doubts. “And why do you think that, exactly?” I prodded, wanting to see if Jebido’s reasoning aligned with mine. 
 
    “Because if the king had fallen,” Jebido said. “Word would have spread across the kingdom faster than a raging wildfire. Yet, Wiflem has heard nothing, not even the slightest whisper of defeat.” 
 
    “That’s true, my lord,” Wiflem said. “I’ve received three or four messages from Finol in the last month, all stating that everything is fine at Corwick Castle and your children are doing well. I even received a messenger bird from First Daughter Gernet saying much the same about Halhaven.”  
 
     “Precisely,” Jebido said. “All of which leads me to believe that Tyden is still alive and the army stands strong.” 
 
    I glanced at Wiflem. “When was the last message from Finol received?” 
 
    “About a week ago, my lord.” 
 
    “And the First Daughter’s?” 
 
    Wiflem pursed his lips as he thought. “Longer than that, I believe. Possibly two weeks, maybe more.” 
 
    “A lot can happen in a week,” I mused out loud. I turned my focus back to Jebido. “So, you believe what we were told was nothing but a ploy to be rid of us, then?” I asked.    
 
    “Almost certainly,” Jebido said. “Those Parnuthian bastards want you to sail north to defend Gandertown, Hadrack. And the moment you do, they’ll attack again, retaking everything Wiflem fought so hard to take back. We’ll be in the same place we were before sailing to Temba, maybe worse.” 
 
    I’d known my friend for a long time, and I could tell by his expression that something else was bothering him. “What is it?” I growled. “What aren’t you saying?”  
 
    Jebido sighed. “Unfortunately, it’s been my experience that almost all lies have some basis in truth to them.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” Baine asked.   
 
    Jebido glanced at me, both of us sharing an unspoken message. “Calban?” I whispered.  
 
    My friend nodded regretfully. “Yes, that’s what I think. I pray to the gods that I’m wrong about this, Hadrack. But that gut instinct from earlier also tells me that the castle has fallen. I think the Cardians have taken it as they claim, although my guess is they probably only did so recently.” 
 
    “Within the last week or so?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I tried not to think about stinking Cardians in control of Calban again. Lord Boudin had taken the castle many years ago, but he had surrendered it to me after his defeat at my hands. I turned to Wiflem. “Where was the king the last time you heard from him?” 
 
    “Encamped at Tavenshire in the southwest, my lord,” the soldier answered.  
 
    I hesitated, my heart skipping a beat at that news. King Tyden was unquestionably a great leader, but he was not the best of strategists when it came to warfare. I thought back to the Battle of Silver Valley and how his recklessness had almost gotten him killed. “Tavenshire is at least eight hundred miles from Calban,” I said, not hiding my anxiety. “Why would he go that far south?” 
 
    “The best shipwrights are in Tavenshire, my lord,” Wiflem explained. “And the port is ideal for shipbuilding. I doubt the king knows you have returned, nor about the Temba ships you brought with you.” 
 
    “So, he’s attempting to rebuild the Royal Fleet so he can take the fight to the Cardians,” I said, understanding now. I had a sudden unpleasant thought. “Please tell me Tyden didn’t march his entire force to Tavenshire.” 
 
    “I have no information on what he has or has not done in that regard, my lord,” Wiflem answered. He frowned. “Although I certainly hope he wasn’t that foolish.”  
 
    “So do I,” I said, worried now that the king might have left most of our western coast undefended. That would certainly explain how Calban had fallen, I thought, assuming it actually had. I cursed softly, frustrated at not knowing what was going on. Finally, I took a deep breath, searching each man’s face as if the solution to what I should do next might be found somewhere in their features: Tyris, tall, blond, and serious with a leather patch over his left eye. Putt, thick-chested with a freshly-shaven scalp, bushy red beard, and indignant eyes, and Wiflem with his powerful shoulders and no-nonsense air about him. Then there was Fitz, sitting on a stool with his head in his hands, looking sweaty, ill, and in foul humor—which was a rarity for him. My two closest friends, Jebido and Baine, stood beside me to either side, with Hanley, my crippled inventor limping back and forth behind them, his head down as he thought.  
 
    I wondered for the hundredth time what to do. Should I go north, head west, or do neither and take Taskerbery Castle from the Parnuthians instead, just as I’d promised Lord Humbolt I would? It was an agonizing decision to have to make, just as that bastard had known it would be.  
 
    “The Cardians are not marching on Gandertown, Hadrack,” Jebido insisted softly, correctly reading my indecision. “Not yet, anyway. We still have time.” His gaze drilled into mine. “Besides, you know as well as I do that one of the first rules of warfare is never leave a competent enemy at your back.”  
 
    “I do know that, Jebido,” I said in exasperation. “But what if you’re wrong? What if that turd-sucking Cardian was telling the truth about everything? What if we lose Gandertown?” 
 
    “I’m not wrong,” Jebido insisted. “The bastard’s lips were moving, weren’t they?” 
 
    I frowned. “What has that got to do with anything?” 
 
    “Whenever a Cardian’s lips move, Hadrack, you can bet your wrinkled ball sack that the bastard is lying about something.” 
 
    Several of the men chuckled at that, and I even cracked a smile. 
 
    “We could send riders to Gandertown to find out, my lord,” Tyris suggested, although he didn’t sound all that enthusiastic to me. “On fast horses.”  
 
    Putt snorted. “Unless those horses can fly, Tyris, it would take weeks for us to hear back.” He hocked deeply, then looked around, realizing where he was. Finally, he swallowed, making a face. “We don’t have that kind of time, my lord,” Putt added, turning to me. “If we sail first thing in the morning, with luck, we can be up north in five days, assuming the weather is with us.”  
 
    “Hanley, where can my army make landfall safely that gets us to Gandertown the quickest?” I asked. 
 
    “That would be Fleckmount, my lord,” the young man said without hesitation. “The terrain outside the town is forested for about three miles, then open fields for most of the way. Ideal for a prolonged march.” 
 
    “How long will it take us?” 
 
    Hanley’s nose crinkled as he thought. Finally, he grimaced. “Another four days at least would be my guess, my lord. And that’s at a forced march.” 
 
    I nodded. “So, nine days from tomorrow before we can be in Gandertown if we leave in the morning, then?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. That sounds about right.” 
 
    I started to pace with my hands clasped behind my back. Nine days to Gandertown. It seemed like an eternity to me. But in the end, if I found no threat there as Jebido insisted, then I’d have wasted my time and was looking at another forced march back to my ships before I could sail west for Calban, which meant at least another week before we reached the castle. I shook my head in frustration, knowing the Parnuthians would be up to no good here that entire time, just as Jebido had warned. I could feel a headache coming on. 
 
    I paused in my pacing a moment later as a thought struck me. “Putt?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    “How many Parnuthian ships are out there watching us?” 
 
    The former outlaw blinked. “Uh, I believe only two, my lord. That’s all we saw, at any rate.” 
 
    I nodded. “And supposing we were to take the bait and sail north as Lord Humbolt hopes, what do you suppose those ships will do?” 
 
    “Do, my lord?” Putt replied. “Why, follow us to make certain we’re actually leaving, I expect.” He shrugged. “Least, that’s what I’d do, were it me, my lord.” 
 
    “Wiflem?” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “You told me earlier that the Parnuthians fought hard to hold onto a gold mine northwest of here.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the soldier said with a grimace. “They did indeed—fought tooth and nail, actually. They wanted to keep it quite badly.” 
 
    “What’s the name of this place?” 
 
    “Ryford, my lord.” Wiflem let out a deep breath. “The fighting was fierce and we lost some damn good men there. The enemy retreated here to Taskerbery after that.” 
 
    I stroked my beard as I thought. “What’s the terrain like between here and there?” 
 
    Wiflem frowned. “Mostly forested hills and woodlands, my lord. The mine is located north of the village in the—” 
 
    I lifted a hand to stop him, having heard enough. “Very well,” I said. “I’ve come to a decision.” I glanced around at each man. “The Parnuthians want us gone for obvious reasons, so I’ve decided to give them what they crave the most. Gentlemen, we are sailing north for Gandertown at first light.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    The next morning found me standing on Sea-Wolf’s aftercastle near the back railing as dawn broke, with my hands clasped behind my back while I watched the sun slowly rise above the waterline to my left. The waves beneath the giant ball were stained a brilliant reddish-orange, and they seemed to shimmer and dance with restless energy as white gulls flapped and cawed overhead. The coastline to my right alternated between stark white, jagged cliffs and thick, impenetrable forests as we rushed past, each appearing just as inhospitable as the other. I didn’t need to look behind me to know that my armada of ships stretched out ahead of Sea-Wolf for a mile or more, sailing steadily north under a brisk wind at our backs. It seemed the gods had favored us with good weather to start our journey. I just prayed our good fortune continued, for a lot had to go right if my plan had any chance of succeeding. 
 
    My armada was led by Spearfish, the sleek black cog my men had captured from Lord Boudin many months before. On a normal day, I would have taken the lead in Sea-Wolf. But this was not a normal day, so I’d chosen to bring up the rear since the giant ship’s mast was by far the tallest in my fleet, and I needed to know what the Parnuthians following us were doing.  
 
    I glanced up past our billowing sail, where I could see Baine standing on a platform near the peak of the mast, peering intently over my head to the south. My friend had quite rightly boasted about his eyesight the day before, which I had to concede was extraordinarily keen. Until recently, Tyris had been my most trusted lookout when at sea, but since the injury that had taken his left eye, the task had naturally fallen to Baine.  
 
    My friend saw my gaze upon him and waved, then pointed, nodding his head in confirmation that our stalkers were still with us. I turned away, scanning the waves at our stern, but I could see no evidence of sails. It hardly mattered. I trusted in Baine to alert me, if and when the Parnuthians made a move. 
 
    “A damn fine morning for this, my lord,” Putt said from where he stood, steering the ship. He took a deep breath, then let it out with relish, his eyes brimming with contentment. The former outlaw was always happiest when he was captaining his beloved Sea-Wolf. 
 
    “Indeed it is,” I agreed. I leaned on the railing, peering down into the frothing white wake left behind by our passage. 
 
    “At this rate, we’ll be in Fleckmount before you know it, my lord,” Putt said with a laugh.  
 
    “We’re not going to Fleckmount,” I grunted, not bothering to turn around. “At least, not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “We’re not?” 
 
    “Of course we’re not, Putt!” Fitz said from behind me. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, then turned and leaned my back against the railing, waiting as my friend climbed fully onto the forecastle.  
 
    Fitz slapped Putt’s beefy shoulder cheerfully as he passed him. “You should know by now that Lord Hadrack never does what’s expected of him.” 
 
    “Yes, lord,” Putt said, looking confused.  
 
    I hadn’t told the captain of my ship my plans yet, having kept them to myself while I dwelled on every possible scenario that might unfold due to my actions. In fact, other than Jebido and Baine, no one else was aware that I had no intentions of sailing north. I knew the possibility the Parnuthians might have a spy amongst us was slight, but just the same, I’d decided to say nothing for the time being about our true purpose. Better to err on the side of caution than be caught unawares by a traitor is how I saw things, as there was just too much at stake to take the risk. But, despite how tight-lipped I’d been, it appeared that Lord Fitzery had somehow worked out my plans on his own. The man’s body might be raging with fever still, I thought with grudging admiration, but his sharp mind still worked just as well as ever.   
 
    My friend stopped in front of me, crossing his arms over his chest before giving me a weak grin. I examined him critically, taking in his haggard features and sunken, red-rimmed eyes. He was dressed in a heavy, buttoned-up cloak, but I could see the hint of mail gleaming at his neckline. I noted with disapproval that he was also wearing a sword around his waist that jutted out past his cloak at the back.  
 
    “You look like you’ve been mauled by a particularly angry boar,” I said by way of greeting. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Fitz said dismissively. “I’ve never felt better in my life.” 
 
    “I see your sickness hasn’t affected your ability to bend the truth,” I responded dryly. I motioned to his sword. “And just what do you think you’re going to be doing with that?” 
 
    “Killing Parnuthians, I expect,” Fitz replied. He moved beside me, emulating me by leaning against the railing. “We will be killing Parnuthians soon, won’t we, Hadrack?” 
 
    I hesitated, then knowing there was no point in holding out any longer, I hooked a thumb over my shoulder to the south. “As long as those bastards back there do what I expect, then yes, chances are some of us will be,” I confirmed. I poked a finger against Fitz’s chest. “But not you. You, my friend, are going back to bed.” 
 
    Fitz snorted. “I told you. I’m perfectly fine.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “No, you’re not fine. The way you look, I’d bet a wet horse fart could knock you over right about now, let alone a Parnuthian bent on killing you. No, you are staying on board this ship where it’s safe, Fitz, and that’s final.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Fitz muttered stubbornly. He glanced at me in sudden irritation. “You may be the king of Temba now, Hadrack, but you are not my king here in Ganderland. You might want to consider that before throwing commands around.”  
 
    I said nothing in response, my silence and darkening features letting him know the subject was closed as far as I was concerned.  
 
    Fitz finally sighed in resignation. “I’m sorry, Hadrack,” he said. “I’m just tired of feeling like this.” 
 
    “Forgiven,” I grunted. 
 
    We sat in silence for a time before Fitz eventually nudged me with his elbow. “So, what’s your plan, then?” he asked. “What are you really up to?” 
 
    Something in my friend’s mannerisms made me suspect he still hadn’t given up on the idea of going with me. “I’ll tell you,” I said amicably enough. “But only after you’ve promised me you’ll behave and stay here. Are we agreed?”  
 
    Fitz let out a long-suffering breath. “Oh, very well, Your Highness. I’ll stay on board Sea-Wolf if that’s what it takes to make you happy.” 
 
    “Swear it to me,” I growled, still not fully trusting him. “In the name of the king.” 
 
    Fitz hesitated, searching my eyes, then finally nodded. “Very well. I swear in the name of King Tyden that I will not leave this ship to join you.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, satisfied now. “Then this is what I’m going to do.” 
 
    I spent the next hour going over my plan with Fitz, who listened attentively while occasionally offering insightful comments. I could see the excitement building in his eyes despite his fever as we talked, and I was doubly glad now that I’d made him swear to stay behind. Fitz was just as stubborn as he was charming, and I knew without that pledge, the bastard probably would have disobeyed me so he could join in on the fun.  
 
    “It’s a fine plan,” Fitz finally said when I was done explaining. I thought he looked even more drawn and exhausted now than he had earlier. “One for the ages, Hadrack.” 
 
    “If it works,” I grunted, suddenly pessimistic now that I’d said my plans out loud. “The bastards might not take the bait.” 
 
    “They’ll take it,” Fitz insisted. He put a hand on my shoulder. “After Temba, it’s clear the gods are on your side. They’ll make sure the Parnuthians do what you want.” My friend squeezed my shoulder in support, his face now the color of ash as he pushed himself off the railing. He staggered as the deck tilted under a wave, and I steadied him. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked in concern.  
 
    “Uh, I’m not feeling so good all of a sudden, Hadrack,” Fitz said. “I think I’d best head back to my cot for a while.” 
 
    I watched Fitz make his way unsteadily to the ladder, then turned back to face the sea once he was gone, lost in my thoughts and doubts. Hours went by as the sun ticked steadily upward on my left until, eventually, it blazed above me, hot and uncompromising, before slowly beginning to sink again in the west. I’d barely moved from my spot the entire time except to piss over the railing once, content to stay where I was as I waited impatiently for a sign from the gods that it had begun. That sign finally came several hours before dusk.  
 
    “Hadrack!” 
 
    I felt my pulse quicken, blocking the weakening sun with my left hand as I stared hopefully up at Baine high above me. “Please, Mother, let them have taken the bait!” I whispered. 
 
    “They’re turning, Hadrack!” my friend cried out, laughter in his voice. “Both of the turd-suckers are turning around and heading back!” 
 
    I closed my eyes in relief. “Thank you, Mother.” I’d been terrified one or both of the ships might end up following us all the way north. I waved to Baine, motioning that he should remain where he was in case the Parnuthians decided to reverse course. They did not, and after half an hour of anxious waiting, I was satisfied that they were truly leaving. 
 
    “Putt,” I said. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “Drop the anchor and signal the fleet. Have them turn around and meet us here.” 
 
    “Meet us, my lord?” Putt said. He blinked. “Are we heading back to Taskerbery, then?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” I grunted vaguely. “Have someone replace Baine up there and send him to my cabin.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “You come as well, Putt,” I added, hurrying for the ladder as the first shrill notes from a horn sounded, signaling the catamaran ahead of us. The Temba had worked out an intricate way of communicating with each other across the waves using various blasts from horns to relay commands, which I’d adopted. The order to return would be passed up the line, culminating at the vanguard with Spearfish. I hesitated halfway down the ladder with just my head and shoulders showing above the aftercastle. “And Putt?” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “Bring your maps with you. We’re going to need them.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, I was gathered with my men in my cabin. My cot had been flipped on its end to make room in the cramped space, and I’d had Tyris drag the small desk, which usually sat against one wall, into the center of the room. We were now pouring over maps of the Gander coastline, looking for a suitable place to make landfall. Unfortunately, I’d had no idea how long the Parnuthians would follow us, or for that matter, if they’d even turn away, so I’d been unable to prepare properly for this part of the plan. 
 
    “What about here?” Jebido asked, touching a spot along the coast near the castle. 
 
    “It’s too close,” I grunted. “We might be seen.” 
 
    “It’ll be dark soon, Hadrack,” Baine pointed out. He subconsciously fingered the bump where Malo had broken his nose months earlier, poking and prodding at it as if by doing so, he could make it disappear. I knew my friend was convinced the bulge spoiled his good looks, but I found the flaw added to his roguish charm, guessing correctly, as it turned out, that women would fawn over him even more.    
 
    “Even so,” I said. “They might hear us. Sound travels a long way over the water at night.” 
 
    Putt squinted, leaning over the map before straightening and tapping the heavy parchment with a thick finger capped by a black fingernail. “This looks promising, my lord. A small cove about ten miles north of the castle.” He squinted again. “Name is Bardwell Bay. By my reckoning, it puts us directly in line with the route you want to take.” 
 
    I stroked my beard. “I don’t remember seeing that this morning.”  
 
    “I imagine the entrance is quite small, my lord,” Putt said. “Chances are it’s overgrown as well. Unless you’re looking right at it, something like that would be very easy to miss.” 
 
    I grimaced. “It’ll be dark long before we get back there. Do you think you can find it?” 
 
    Putt nodded. “I’ll find it, my lord. With the aid of this map, you see if I don’t.” 
 
    I pursed my lips as I thought. “And the mine is where in relation to the cove?” 
 
    Putt grinned. I’d explained my plan to him and everyone else in the room at the onset of our meeting, so he knew precisely what I was asking. “About twenty miles northwest, my lord. It’ll be a tough march at night through rough terrain, but even so, we should make it there before dawn breaks.” 
 
    “Good,” I grunted. I took a deep breath, glancing around the room. “Thoughts?” 
 
    “I still think we should take some of the Wolf’s Teeth, my lord,” Tyris said. “We have no idea what we’ll have to deal with when we get there.” 
 
    I started shaking my head before the blond archer had even finished speaking. “No. I might need them on the ships if we fail.” I pointed at the man. “Which means there is no we, as you will be staying behind to lead them.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Tyris said, still not looking convinced.  
 
    “Any chance we can get horses through to the mine?” I asked Putt. We’d managed to bring almost half of our horses on board Spearfish, Sea-Wolf, and the catamarans, with the rest taken to the west where they’d be waiting well out of sight of the Parnuthians.  
 
    “No, my lord,” Putt said with a quick shake of his head. “None.” 
 
    I nodded, having expected that answer just as the cabin door swung inward on creaking hinges, revealing a short, deeply tanned man with long, straight black hair and broad shoulders. “Ah, Kabona, there you are,” I said in greeting. Kabona was the general in charge of my Temba forces, and he was dressed in leather armor and carried a shotel on his hip.  
 
    “You wished to see me, Tacha Mawee?” The term meant Great King in the ancient Temba language. 
 
    “Yes, General Kabona. Come in.” 
 
    I took a few minutes to explain my plans to the Temba, who spent the entire time listening without comment with his arms folded over his chest. Kabona was a man of few words, I’d found in my limited dealings with him. Although, much like Jebido, I had noticed that men listened respectfully when he spoke. My new wife, Sarrey del Fante, had insisted that Kabona was the right man for the job to lead my Temba forces, and I’d seen no indication so far that she’d been wrong about that. 
 
    “What do you think, General?” I asked when I’d finished laying out my plan. 
 
    “It is very bold, Tacha Mawee,” the Temba replied in an even tone. His flat features and brown eyes—which were so common among his people—remained expressionless as he regarded me. 
 
    “Bold, yes,” I agreed with a frown. “But do you think it has a chance of succeeding, General?” 
 
    The Temba shrugged his great shoulders slightly. “My task is to serve my king in whichever way that I can, Tacha Mawee. It is not my place to question you.” 
 
    I gestured to the other men in the room. “All here are free to voice their opinion, General, whether that opinion aligns with mine or not. The last thing that I need right now is my closest advisors telling me what they think I want to hear.” I pointed a finger at the Temba. “That goes for you as well. If you believe this is a mistake, then tell me why.” 
 
    “I do not think this, Tacha Mawee,” the Temba said gravely. He held my eyes. “If I did, I swear that I would speak of it. The risk is great, yes. But the strategy is sound, and the odds of success are high.” 
 
    “Yet, something troubles you,” I prompted. 
 
     Kabona nodded. “I gave the queen my word that I would protect you with my life, Tacha Mawee. I cannot do that on board Sarafin, so I humbly ask that you allow me to go with you.” 
 
    I hesitated. Sarafin was the general’s catamaran, and the name translated meant Starfish. “I need a man I can depend on once those gates are opened,” I said uncertainly. I could see a glint of stubborn resolve building in the Temba’s eyes, and I wondered if this battle was worth fighting. I decided after a brief hesitation that it wasn’t. “Do you have another man in mind who can lead the fleet?” 
 
    “Yes, Tacha Mawee,” the Temba said, sounding relieved. “Orlee al Batan. He is experienced and capable, but more importantly, the Lions love and respect him.” 
 
    “Then that’s settled,” I said. I glanced at Putt. “Take us back to Bardwell Bay. And may the gods watch over all of us this night, my friends, and give us victory.” 
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    It was almost midnight by the time my flotilla arrived at Bardwell Bay. Putt had been true to his word, having gotten us close enough that we were able to locate the cove using shaded lanterns and the small Temba canoes called outriggers that were lashed to every catamaran. Now, I followed a short, quirky man named Anthol Bey as he led me and forty-eight other heavily armed men northwest through the dense underbrush. Anthol had joined my Wolf’s Pack four years ago after proving himself to be an exceptional tracker when a coyote had snatched a baby off the banks of the Muddy Dip near Camwick. The animal had been found and killed because of the man’s skill, and miraculously, the baby boy had survived, albeit without most of his nose and left ear.  
 
    I had offered Anthol a place in my Wolf Pack that same day, which was a choice I’d never regretted. Anthol Bey was easily as talented as Sabina had been years ago during my pursuit of Rorian; maybe even more so. The man was not only a remarkable tracker but also had an uncanny sense of direction that almost bordered on the mystical. I knew if anyone could get us to that gold mine this night, it would be Anthol. 
 
    “How far have we come?” I finally asked Anthol after what seemed to me like endless hours of walking, breaking my own rule of remaining silent. 
 
    The tracker’s voice floated back to me in a whisper from ahead, the tone soft and calm. I’d never heard the man speak loudly since I’d known him. “About five miles, my lord.” 
 
    “Only five?” I asked in dismay as we continued onward. “That’s all?”  
 
    I wiped sweat from my brow, then glanced up at the sky. I could see nothing except an impenetrable black canopy of branches above me. Was dawn already on its way? Would we arrive too late? A man down the line behind me cursed just then as he tripped over a fallen branch and fell heavily, while another snickered at him, only to be hushed moments later by an angry reprimand. There had been little talking during the trek, just as I’d ordered, but despite that fact, there was no escaping that fifty men dressed in metal armor and carrying weapons created a lot of noise when they moved. I doubted anyone would be around this deep into the woods to hear us anyway, but it still worried me just the same. Everything about my plan was worrying me right now.   
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Anthol responded soothingly. “That’s all. But do not fear. We will make it before the sun rises. This I promise you.” 
 
    And so we did—just as Anthol had pledged. We reached the village of Ryford just as the sun was coming up—fifty tired, sweating, hungry men covered in insect bites and scrapes from endless thorn bushes and branches. I was in a foul mood after the long, difficult trek, as I could tell were most of my men—which was the perfect temperament for killing Parnuthians. My Wolf’s Pack had gathered beneath a stand of trees lining a long, flat ridge, where they waited as Anthol, Jebido, Baine, and I crawled forward toward the edge of the cliff. I sighed with pleasure as we passed over a series of deliciously cool slabs of smooth stone until we were in a good position to peer down at the village, which I saw in the weak light was nestled in a grass-covered valley.  
 
    Ryford was bigger than I’d been anticipating, consisting of at least thirty houses and outbuildings, along with a surprisingly large Holy House with a high, peaked roof. A meandering stream no more than six feet wide cut the village in half, with a wooden bridge dissecting it. Tendrils of smoke drifted slowly from holes in some of the rush-covered roofs of the houses, although no one was about as far as I could see. A mongrel appeared along one wall of the Holy House, where it paused, sniffing the ground before moving on. I could see a well-trodden road leading out from the valley, heading southeast, while to the north arose a small mountain range where I knew the gold mine lay.  
 
    Jebido glanced at me. “Now what?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, then clamped it shut again as the dog I’d seen earlier reappeared, barking in warning as it looked southward. A second dog trotted out from the shadows to stand beside the first, then a third, followed by the clumping sounds of many hooves on the road. I waited, holding a hand up to stop the others from speaking, watching as a man on horseback appeared around a hillock of swaying grass, followed by a column of armed men riding two by two. The first shouts of warning arose from the village a moment later, followed by a woman’s scream and the frightened wail of a babe. Yet even so, I couldn’t help but smile in triumph. The Parnuthians had come to reclaim the gold mine, just as I had prayed to The Mother they would. But instead of the riches the invaders hoped to rip from our lands, the bastards would find nothing but death and bloodshed waiting for them, courtesy of my Wolf Pack. 
 
    “Come on,” I whispered to the others, unable to contain my wolfish grin as I inched away from the ridge’s crest. “Let’s go kill us some Parnuthians.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    Before Wiflem had retaken Ryford more than a month ago, the Parnuthian soldiers who’d been sent to guard the mine had confiscated the houses of the villagers—with every able-bodied resident—being it man, woman or child—thrown in chains and forced to work digging for gold in the mountains day and night. The only ones exempt from that work had been the aged and infirm—who became the Parnuthians' servants—and the Son and Daughter, along with their apprentices, all of whom had been sent away and had never returned.  
 
    Wiflem had, of course, freed the villagers after he’d defeated the Parnuthians, assuring them that their enslavement was at an end. Unfortunately, it seemed he’d been wrong about that—at least for now. I could only imagine the terror and despair going through their minds as they saw the Parnuthians returning, and I vowed as I made my way back to my men that the misery those innocent people were feeling would not last long. 
 
    I led my Wolf Pack back into the trees to a small clearing I’d noted earlier, with a finger to my lips to ensure silence. Once there and satisfied that we couldn’t be overheard, I dropped to one knee, motioning to my men that they should do likewise. Then, with my Wolf Pack crouching in tight rows all around me with their swords drawn and tips braced on the ground, I explained in a low voice what we’d just seen in the village below. The men were silent as they listened, each a veteran of a hundred battles with the scars on their bodies and faces to prove it. I could smell the stink of their unwashed bodies filling my nostrils, but it barely registered in my mind. Besides, I knew my aroma was just as bad as theirs, if not worse. 
 
    I’d counted at least thirty mounted men riding into Ryford, which meant we outnumbered the enemy by a good amount, just as I had been hoping for. I’d actually expected Lord Humbolt to send fewer men than that to secure the mine and was a little surprised, but there was no point in worrying about it now. The Parnuthians were far better fighters than the cowardly Cardians, of course, yet even so, I knew they would be no match for us. I was also painfully aware that our position wasn’t ideal for taking the bastards by surprise, so I needed to be cautious and wait for the right moment to pounce. 
 
     Jebido liked to preach that overconfidence in a fight can get you killed faster than a striking rock snake and, having learned the hard way over the years the truth of that, I was determined to take no chances with the lives of my men. Every one of them had sworn a blood oath of service to me and understood the risks that entailed, but I viewed them all as my brothers first and oathbound vassals second. I would not throw away lives needlessly.      
 
    “It’s a shame we didn’t get here an hour sooner,” Baine whispered when I had finished describing what I’d seen. “We could have been hiding in those houses and given the bastards a nasty surprise. They would have been dead before they knew what was happening.” He grinned, his teeth a brilliant white flash among the shadows in the clearing as he glanced around. “Looks like we’ve got a bit of fight on our hands now, eh lads? Finally, we get to have some fun!” 
 
    “At least they came,” I said with a smile as soft chuckles filled the clearing. The Wolf Pack loved a good fight almost as much as Baine did. “We should all give thanks to the gods for that,” I added as silence returned. I studied the faces of my men, my smile fading. “But now that they’ve brought the enemy within our grasp, the rest will be up to us.” I’d been worried during the entire trek west that we’d be forced to wait a day or two before the Parnuthians came for the mine—if they came at all—so the fact that they’d arrived at the same time as us was inconvenient, but far from insurmountable. It was a trade-off that I still considered a bargain. I flicked my eyes to Wiflem, who was crouched beside me. “You’ve been here before, so describe the surrounding area for us.”  
 
    The soldier drew a knife without saying anything before stabbing downward into the soil, making a sizeable hole as Jebido, Baine, and Kabona moved back so those in the front row could see better. “This is the village, here, my lord,” Wiflem said, pointing with the blade at the hole he’d just made. He cut a line from it, heading south. “This is the road leading to Taskerbery Castle. And over here is where we are.” Wiflem stabbed again to the north. “This is the mine in the mountains, here. You can’t see it from our position, but there’s a road behind the Holy House running straight as the crow flies up to it.”  
 
    “How long is this road?” Jebido asked. 
 
    “About a half mile or so,” Wiflem responded. 
 
    “Cover?” I asked.  
 
    “Some, my lord,” the soldier grunted. “As I remember it, there were stands of thick trees on either side for the first hundred yards or so. After that, the land opens up.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds like a good place for an ambush to me.” 
 
    Wiflem smiled. “Indeed it is, my lord.” 
 
    “What makes you think the Parnuthians will oblige us and walk into this trap?” Baine asked me with a frown.  
 
    I shrugged. “They came here for the gold, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Obviously,” Baine agreed with a nod. “But what’s the hurry now? We’ve sailed north as far as they know.” 
 
     I grinned. “Because those greedy bastards can smell the wealth in that mine, my friend. I guarantee you they want it right now. But I’m also willing to bet they don’t want to get their hands dirty to get it. Which means they’ll be using the villagers to do the work for them, just like they did the last time.” 
 
    “Greedy men have neither patience nor morals,” Jebido chipped in. “So why would they bother waiting?”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a nod. 
 
     “Then, if the Parnuthians are about to move soon, my lord,” Wiflem said with a grimace. “That might be a problem for us.”  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Getting to the road from here without being seen won’t be easy and will take some time. We’ll need to take a wide berth around the village through some pretty rough terrain.” 
 
    “How much time?” I asked. 
 
    Wiflem paused, glancing up at the sky briefly as he thought. “Half an hour, my lord. Maybe more. But bear in mind that if we’re late and the Parnuthians reach the mine first, then I promise you it’ll be a tough fight to get them out of there.” He snorted softly. “Believe me, I know.” 
 
    “I think we’d better leave some men behind in reserve, Hadrack,” Jebido cut in. He hooked a thumb toward the village. “Those people down there aren’t fighters, and the Parnuthians know that. I doubt they’ll send their entire force to the mine to guard them somehow.” 
 
     I nodded in agreement, having been thinking the same thing. Once the villagers were back in chains, the Parnuthians would have little to worry about and could leave only a few token men to watch over them. But for now, they needed a show of force to quell any thoughts of revolt. The only question was, how many men would they take? 
 
    “All right,” I said, coming to a decision. “Wiflem, I want you to take thirty-eight men and set up in the trees, half on either side of the road. I’ll stay back with the remainder until the Parnuthians head for the mine, then eliminate whoever is left in the village.” I looked around at the calm, serious faces. “Remember, it’s imperative that not one Parnuthian escapes us. If any of those bastards get back to Taskerbery, then everything we’ve accomplished so far will be for nothing. Understood?” Heads nodded grimly all around me, but no one said anything. “Then it’s settled,” I grunted, satisfied with the plan. I flicked my gaze from man to man, looking for one in particular. “Anthol, where are you?” I finally asked. 
 
    “Here, my lord,” the tracker responded softly. 
 
    I focused on a raised hand three rows deep to my right. “Take Berwin and go back to the cliff and keep an eye on the Parnuthians. Let me know when they move out.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “And Anthol?” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “See if you can find us a way down to the village from the ridge.” 
 
    “Consider it done, my lord.” 
 
    I didn’t bother to tell the two men to be quiet as they slipped away, for I knew they understood that just as well as I did. “Wiflem, take Baine with you and leave me five men. Jebido and Kabona will stay with me as well.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I glanced at Baine, whose handsome face was twisted into a scowl at my words. I held up my hand before he could say anything in protest. “I want you to go with them for a reason, Baine.” I pointed a finger at him. “I’m tasking you with capturing one of them alive. The leader if possible. I have some questions I need him to answer.” I could see a familiar stubborn set on my friend’s face. “Will you do that for me?” I asked, holding his eyes. 
 
    “Why can’t Wiflem do—?” 
 
    “Because I am asking you,” I cut in firmly. “Wiflem will be busy leading the attack, and there’s no one I trust more than you to do this.” 
 
    Baine hesitated, then finally sighed. “If that’s what you want, Hadrack,” he said with a resigned shrug.  
 
    “Good,” I grunted. I gestured to Baine’s bow slung across his shoulders. “Just don’t get carried away with that thing. All we need is a minor leg wound or something like that to keep his attention. I don’t want the bastard bleeding out and dying on me before I get a chance to talk to him.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll keep him alive, Hadrack,” Baine growled. “That much, I promise. He might wish he were dead while I do it, but that will be his problem, not mine.”  
 
    I turned away from the violence simmering in my friend’s eyes. I was certain that my own eyes looked no different. “Wiflem?”   
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “When this is over, Baine’s man is the only Parnuthian I want to see still breathing.”  
 
    “I’ll take care of it, my lord,” the soldier said in a flat, determined voice.  
 
    Wiflem and Baine quickly organized the men, then set off as quietly as possible through the trees to the north. I was left alone with Jebido, Kabona, and the last five members of my Wolf Pack. We waited then as the minutes went by, talking quietly in whispers or checking our weapons and armor for the hundredth time. Finally, after more than an hour had passed, Anthol returned, appearing from the trees as if by magic by my left elbow.  
 
    “They’ve gathered the villagers near the Holy House, my lord. It looks like they’re about to head north into the mountains at any moment.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, eager to get on with it. “Are the Parnuthians on horseback or on foot?” 
 
    “Horseback, my lord,” Anthol said.  
 
    I frowned at that news, although I wasn’t all that surprised to hear it. Perhaps Tyris had been right and I should have brought some of my Wolf’s Teeth with me. A volley of arrows from ambush would have done wonders emptying saddles. At least Wiflem had told me the road was narrow with the trees pressing in on both sides of it, which would allow little room for the horses to maneuver when panic set in. I tried not to think about what would happen if some of those mounted men managed to turn around and flee, putting my faith in Baine and Wiflem not to let that happen. 
 
    “How many of the bastards remain in the village?” I asked Anthol. 
 
    “Looks like no more than seven or eight, my lord.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “And where are their horses?” 
 
    “In a large corral near the Holy House, my lord.” The tracker’s face twisted with disapproval. “They’ve already begun searching the houses. Most likely looking for anything they can steal or drink.”  
 
    “That’s good news,” I said, pleased. Men hoping to find loot or wine would be distracted, and distracted men were easier prey. “Did you locate a way down?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. There’s a decent trail not far to the south.” 
 
    “All right,” I said with a nod, adjusting the Pith shield slung over my back. “Then I think it’s time we reacquaint ourselves with our Parnuthian guests.” 
 
    My men and I reached the ridge without incident, where Berwin awaited us.  
 
    “Anything happening?” I asked as I slid in alongside the man on my belly and peered down at the village. The sun was much higher in the sky now, the golden rays warming the houses' reed-covered roofs, giving the place a happy and tranquil look that belied the recent turn of events. A cock crowed suddenly from somewhere among the buildings, although I couldn’t see it anywhere in the long shadows cast by the daub-covered walls. I caught the distinct odor of woodsmoke on the wind, along with the hint of freshly baked bread. My stomach rumbled once at the smell, then mercifully fell silent.   
 
    “All quiet at the moment, my lord,” Berwin whispered, glancing down at my stomach. His thin lips twitched with amusement, and I could tell he was considering making a comment before he wisely changed his mind. 
 
    I grimaced when I saw the body of a man lying sprawled out near the door of the house closest to us. One of the dogs I’d seen earlier was sniffing the man’s left foot, which was bare. Oddly enough, the other foot had a worn leather shoe on it. There was no one else around. “What happened to him?” I asked, gesturing with my eyes to the body. 
 
    Berwin shrugged. “Damn fool refused to leave his home, my lord. He tried to knock one of the Parnuthians off his horse with a pick and took a sword in the gut for his trouble.” 
 
    I sighed—the innocents always suffer. “Where are the Parnuthians who stayed behind?” 
 
    Berwin pointed to the Holy House. “They went in there a few minutes ago, my lord. Had some bottles with them, too.” He glanced sideways at me, and I could see a large blue vein start to pulse indignantly in his neck. “Bastards found a couple of young girls hiding in one of the pens. No more than children, really. They took them inside the House with them.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing what that meant. “You’re certain all the Parnuthians are in there?” I asked. 
 
    Berwin’s tight features broke into a fierce grin, revealing broken, brown-stained teeth. “Yes, my lord. I’m certain.” 
 
    I knew there would never be a better opportunity than this, so I motioned for Anthol to lead us down to the village. My small band picked our way south for several minutes over loose shale and rocks broken occasionally by hardy bushes and the odd hawthorn tree until we eventually reached a jagged notch in the rock shelf leading downward. The descent was fairly uneventful, although the heat from the sun’s rays shimmering off the rock walls to either side of us was almost unbearable. We also had to slog through ankle-deep shale in places, sending hundreds of tiny stones rolling and tumbling downward with every step. I spent the entire climb worrying that the Parnuthians would hear the unmistakable rattling, but somehow, we made it to level ground without any shouts of discovery arising. I guessed the bastards were occupied at the moment and hadn’t bothered to leave a lookout. All the better for us. 
 
    “Heath and Adi,” I said, gesturing to two of my Wolf Pack. I pointed southward. “Get behind that hillock over there and block the road. Nobody gets past you, you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the two men said in unison before trotting away. 
 
    “The rest of you, come with me,” I growled.  
 
    I headed for the outskirts of the village, my shield now on my left arm and Wolf’s Head held firmly in my right hand. Most of my men carried the big rectangular Gander shields, but I’d grown accustomed to the smaller, rounder Pith ones and preferred to use them instead. I figured whatever I lost in protection, I more than made up for in maneuverability and speed, which could make all the difference in a fight.  
 
    We reached the house where the dead man lay without incident, and I paused there, cocking my head sideways to listen. Had that been laughter I’d just heard coming from inside the Holy House to the north? The building was still fifty yards away from me, so I wasn’t certain if it had just been a trick of the wind or possibly the water flowing in the stream to my right.  
 
    Jebido snapped his fingers a moment later, motioning for the others to check the houses as we spread out and slowly advanced in a crouch, shields ready in case they had archers. I nodded my head with approval. Berwin had claimed the buildings were free of the enemy, but my silver-haired friend was not the kind of man who took any chances.  
 
    We approached the Holy House several minutes later, finding nothing alive in any of the houses. Kabona had discovered a baby in one of them, but the poor thing’s head had been smashed open, and it was clearly dead. The babe’s murder was just one more act of cruelty the Parnuthians would have to answer for, I vowed as I paused near the base of the stairs leading to the House’s stoop. I glanced up at the closed double doors above me, gritting my teeth as a high-pitched wail of pain arose from inside the building, followed by a chorus of male laughter.  
 
    “Jebido,” I grunted, putting a boot on the first step. I hesitated there, glancing at my friend. “You and Kabona go around back. There’s bound to be another door somewhere back there. I don’t want any of these rats getting away.” 
 
    “Give us to the count of fifty,” Jebido muttered. He gave me a pointed look before he turned away. “And don’t kill them all yourself, you selfish bastard. Leave some for the rest of us.” 
 
    “I make no promises,” I said to my friend’s back, my voice hard and uncompromising. I thought of the dead babe with its crushed skull and gripped Wolf’s Head’s gilded hilt harder. I started to count, certain I could feel heat emanating from my sword into my hand before radiating up my arm. Wolf’s Head wanted blood just as much as I did, and I had no intention of denying either of us. I reached thirty-five in my count before I heard another scream, this one louder and filled with unbearable agony.  
 
    Jebido be damned, I thought as a red haze of rage overtook me. I leaped over the three steps to the stoop and reared back my right foot, kicking in the double doors and bellowing as I charged into the vestibule of the Holy House. A second set of open doors greeted me inside, leading into a cavernous nave. I rushed through the doors, my mind registering that two lines of carved wooden benches stood on either side of the room, with an aisle roughly six feet wide separating them. The high, wooden-peaked roof above my head was dominated by ribbed vaulting the color of dark walnut, although several of the beams in the center had begun to sag alarmingly.  
 
    The Parnuthians were all gathered on a raised dais at the end of the nave where the Son and Daughter would normally preach from towering, matching sculpted wooden pulpits. The soldiers had their backs to me, and they whirled at my entrance amid shouts of surprise. I caught a quick glimpse of two small, naked, pale bodies bent over a padded bench behind them. A tall man with long brown hair and a thick beard stood over the girls with a cow whip held high in the air over his head as he stared at me in amazement. 
 
    I felt a growl of hatred and disgust emanate from my chest. “Kill them!” I roared as I raced down the aisle toward the dais. “Kill the bastards!” I could hear the pounding of booted feet as my men followed me, but I gave it little thought, completely lost now in a combination of outrage and battle fury. 
 
    The Parnuthian closest to me finally managed to close his gaping mouth and shake off his shock at my appearance. He shouted something and drew his sword, leaping off the dais to the aisle and running forward a good ten steps before pausing to slash his weapon wildly back and forth in an apparent display of prowess. Perhaps he thought to intimidate me, I don’t know. But in my mind, it just looked silly and was nothing more than a stupid waste of energy. I laughed in contempt, reaching the preening bastard in three long strides. The Parnuthian spat a curse even as he swung backhanded at me—a blow that I easily deflected with my Pith shield before I swept his left leg out from under him with my foot. The Parnuthian cried out in surprise and fell heavily, the bravado gone now as he landed awkwardly, then desperately tried to get back to his feet.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t!” I growled.  
 
    I dropped an armored knee onto the man’s face using my full weight, smiling as bone and cartilage crunched beneath me. Blood exploded like an over-ripe melon from his ruined nose, but the Parnuthian surprised me by ignoring it as he tried to bring his sword arm up. I slammed the bottom of my iron-rimmed shield against his wrist as more bones snapped, sounding like dry kindling thrown into a fire. The Parnuthian howled, his sword falling from numb fingers as I stood, leaving him for one of the others coming behind me to dispose of.  
 
    I moved deeper into the nave, where I saw the Parnuthians on the dais had recovered their composure, having formed themselves into a defensive shield wall in the eight-foot gap between the towering twin pulpits jutting out from the back wall. I had to concede that it was a solid strategy, considering they still weren’t sure who we were or how many attackers they were dealing with. I slowed, taking my time now as I advanced. I glanced behind me. Berwin stood over the fallen Parnuthian, his sword at the wounded man’s throat as the other members of my Wolf’s Pack ran around them and continued toward me. I could hear the Parnuthian begging for mercy and I turned away, knowing how that would turn out and not caring in the least. I barely noticed the man’s strangled cry followed by an unmistakable death rattle. 
 
    A polished oak staircase led up to the dais on my left, but I ignored it, running the last few steps before leaping upward. The sound of my boots contacting the wooden planks when I landed on the dais echoed loudly in the big chamber, and the Parnuthians all tensed as they stared at me warily. I laughed, while behind me, my men took the longer route to the stairs, clambering upward before filing in behind me.  
 
    “Who are you?” one of the Parnuthians in the center demanded. He was tall, with a red, swollen nose and close-set eyes. I recognized him as the man who’d been using the cow whip on the girls.  
 
    “Someone who intends to kill you,” I grunted. I glanced toward the padded bench, but the naked youngsters were gone now. I wondered where they had gotten to. 
 
    The Parnuthian licked his lips, flicking his eyes past me toward the entrance. He relaxed somewhat when he realized there were only the six of us. The Parnuthians barely out-numbered us, but they had good position, which I could tell by the man’s growing confidence, he knew. I could also tell by the way each soldier held his shield overlapping the one next to him that these men were experienced fighters and knew what they were doing.  
 
    “I don’t know who you are or what you want,” the Parnuthian finally said. “But you’re going to regret this. There are more of us in Ryford than just these few you see here.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m well aware of that fact,” I said. I winked at him. “But guess what? There are more of us here than just these few, too.” I chuckled as the Parnuthian’s face fell in disappointment. “Your friends heading for the mine are probably all dead by now, so don’t be looking for them to save you,” I added with a grin. “Actually, the chances are good the rest of my men are on their way back here right now.” I raised a mocking eyebrow. “Did you want to wait for them to get here before you die, or should we just get it over with now?” 
 
    The Parnuthian glanced to either side of him at his men, who were shifting their feet uncomfortably, although their shields never wavered. “You’re bluffing,” the man said uncertainly. 
 
    “My name is Lord Hadrack Corwick,” I announced, giving him my fiercest look. “The Wolf of Corwick Castle.” I gestured behind me without looking. “And this is my Wolf Pack, who I am sure you must have heard talk of. Trust me when I say neither they nor I have reason to bluff.” 
 
    The Parnuthian looked visibly shaken at that, and a moment later, the soldier next to him whispered something that I couldn’t hear. The Parnuthian hesitated at the man’s words, then slowly nodded, his shoulders sagging. He looked back at me. “What terms do you offer us if we surrender, lord?” the man asked me. 
 
    I glanced behind me to Berwin, who looked disappointed. I turned back. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The Parnuthian hesitated, then reluctantly answered. “Kalin Redway, lord.” 
 
    I gestured to the cow whip Kalin had been using, which lay on the floor beneath the padded bench half hidden in the shadows. “What happened to the girls you were torturing with that?” I asked the Parnuthian. 
 
    Kalin blinked in surprise, glancing toward the empty bench. He shrugged. “I don’t know, lord.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, examining the faces of the seven men standing opposite me. “These are my terms,” I finally said. “Drop your weapons now, and I’ll let all but one of you live. Do not, and you all die.” 
 
    Kalin Redway pursed his lips, the skin of his cheeks turning white. I could tell he knew what was coming next. “We decline your offer, lord,” the Parnuthian said hurriedly, doing his best to sound menacing. “So, do your worst.” Unfortunately for him, the man’s voice cracked halfway through that last bit, causing several of my men to laugh.  
 
    “Hold on there,” the soldier next to Kalin protested. He was short and stocky, with powerful forearms covered by thick wiry black hair. “What do you mean by that, lord?” he asked me. “Which man must die?” 
 
    I grinned, then pointed Wolf’s Head at Kalin Redway. “Him,” I said. “If he dies my way, then the rest of you get to live.” 
 
    “Now, see here!” Kalin blustered angrily, though his eyes were tinged with fear and dread.  
 
    The Parnuthian paused a moment later, his mouth open and nostrils flaring as the soldier beside him shifted before putting the tip of his sword against Kalin’s side. “Be quiet, you bastard!” the soldier hissed. “Say another word, and I’ll skewer you ass to mouth like a rabbit.” The stocky soldier turned his gaze on me. “What do you want, lord?” 
 
    “Take his weapon,” I commanded.  
 
    Kalin shouted, bringing up his sword, but the Parnuthian soldier on his other side rammed his shield into the man’s stomach, doubling him over. Kalin gagged and fell to his knees, where he remained, heaving up bile as his sword was kicked aside.  
 
    “Good,” I grunted. “Now, all of you throw your weapons down.” The Parnuthians obeyed, although a few did so only grudgingly. I waited until the last clang of steel hitting the wooden floor had ended, then satisfied, I pointed at the stocky soldier. “You,” I said. “You look like a strong fellow to me. Pick up that whip over there and use it on Kalin. Give him ten lashes, then pass it on to the next man.” The stocky Parnuthian hesitated, the only sound now in the giant room Kalin’s tortured breathing. “Unless you’d prefer to join him?” I added. “Which suits me just fine.” 
 
    The stocky soldier swallowed, then went to the bench and picked up the whip before returning to stand over the kneeling man. He fingered the stock nervously. 
 
    “Mercy,” Kalin begged, looking up at me. “Please, lord, I beg of you.” 
 
    I ignored him, studying the cow whip the stocky Parnuthian held. I saw that the popper tied to the end was made of twisted and frayed thin string, while the rest of the five-foot-long thong was made of braided, hardened leather. I stepped forward and lifted the end of the whip while the Parnuthian soldier watched me warily, then cut off the popper with a quick tug of Wolf’s Head, leaving behind a stump of boiled leather.  
 
    “There,” I said with a smile, patting the Parnuthian’s shoulder before stepping back. “That should do a better job. You may proceed.”   
 
    The soldier nodded, lifting the cow whip as Kalin screamed in despair and raised a hand defensively even as the first blow landed. The leather thong made contact with a snap that set my teeth on edge, wrapping around Kalin’s neck and arm like a coiled snake. The man gagged, weeping uncontrollably as he pulled at his throat until the stocky soldier twisted his wrist and the whip released, taking skin with it. The Parnuthian stepped back, his face awash with emotions, while on the floor beside him, the thong glistened with fresh blood.  
 
    “Do it again,” I grunted dispassionately. “And put your back into it this time, or by The Mother, I swear you’ll wish you had.” 
 
    The whip rose and fell again, this time with more force as the unmistakable crack of leather striking skin echoed throughout the nave. Kalin screamed in pain and fell to a fetal position, trying to cover his head as more blows rained down on him, each one harder than the last. I watched, saying nothing when the stocky Parnuthian finally finished his ten lashes, his chest heaving from exertion as he handed the whip to the next man.  
 
    One by one, the Parnuthian soldiers swung the cow whip until, eventually, Kalin’s cries ceased and he stopped moving. Blood stained the planks of the dais everywhere, and though it had been clear to me that the man was dead halfway through the whipping, I made the soldiers continue until all had taken a turn. At one point during the execution, I’d looked up to see Jebido and Kabona watching from one of the pulpits above, their expressions grim but approving as they leaned on the polished railing.  
 
    Finally, when it was over, I nodded to my friend, and he nodded back. We’d taken the village with barely a fight, and justice for what those poor girls had suffered through had been served. Now, I thought, suddenly weary, all that was left was to finish this and take Taskerbery Castle back. After that, my men and I could finally take some time to enjoy a little well-earned rest. 
 
    Ah, if only that had turned out to be true. For unbeknownst to me, an even greater storm than the war with the Cardians and Parnuthians was coming for Ganderland—and the Wolf and his Pack were about to be pulled into the very heart of it. 
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    We found the two girls huddled within an ambry—which was at best four feet high and two feet wide—the door having been cleverly concealed within the carvings at the base of the left pulpit. Kabona had discovered the space used for storing vestments and tools by accident, and now he was crouched down on his haunches, trying to coax the terrified children to come out with soft, gentle words. So far, the Temba general was having little success, with nothing but pitiful sobbing coming from inside the small, darkened enclosure. I stood to the side of the narrow doorway with Jebido, careful to remain out of sight of the children with my arms crossed over my chest. After what those two girls had gone through, I had no intention of sending anyone inside to drag them out unless I had no choice. 
 
    “All done, my lord,” Berwin said, cutting into my thoughts. I turned to see the lanky soldier standing over the remaining Parnuthians, who were on their knees in a line, their heads hanging. The rest of my Wolf Pack stood behind them, fingering their swords. Each of the Parnuthians had their hands tied behind their backs with rope, with additional ropes looped around their necks, connecting them all together. Berwin grinned as he swished the sword in his hand back and forth. “They’re trussed up like hogs to the slaughter, my lord. Shall I finish the bastards?” 
 
    I frowned, aware that the Parnuthians had all lifted their heads to stare at me with wide, fearful eyes. Kalin’s body had been dragged away to the aisle by now, but his blood remained on the dais all around the prisoners as a stark reminder of what I was capable of. “No,” I grunted after a moment. “I promised them their lives, and I will not go back on that.” 
 
    “Oh,” Berwin replied, his face falling with disappointment while the prisoners sagged in relief.  
 
    “I thank you for your mercy, Lord Hadrack,” the stocky soldier with the hairy arms said, holding my eyes. “You are truly a man of honor.” 
 
    I moved to stand over him. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Paden Trist, lord.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well, Paden Trist,” I said. “Don’t thank me just yet. I offered you your lives, but I never promised you would get to enjoy them.”  
 
    “I don’t understand, lord,” Paden whispered, his features blanching with dread. 
 
    “You came to this place for gold,” I growled. “And by the gods, it’s gold that I intend to give you. As much as you men can dig up in a lifetime of hard work as slaves to the people of Ryford.” I turned away at the look of despair on the Parnuthians’ faces. Now they understood. I normally abhorred the thought of slavery, having been one myself once, but, in this particular case I felt it was justified.  
 
    I returned to Jebido, gesturing to Kabona, who now had his head and shoulders fully inside the ambry. I could hear the faint sounds of his pleading voice. “He having any luck?” I asked my silver-haired friend. 
 
    Jebido shook his head. “Not much. Got one of their names so far, but that’s it.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Jenala,” Jebido answered. He shrugged. “Maybe we should just leave them be, Hadrack. Wiflem and Baine are bound to be back any time now with their parents. I expect those children will come out then.” 
 
    “Maybe I should try talking to them,” I suggested stubbornly.  
 
    “Oh, that’ll help,” Jebido snorted sarcastically. “Any idea what you look like right now, Hadrack?” My friend shook his head. “Those children are scared out of their wits, and having some bear-like behemoth like you sticking his head in there will only make things worse. My guess is they’ll think you want to eat them.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing Jebido was probably right. “Very well.” I leaned down and tapped Kabona on the back. 
 
    The Temba retreated from the ambry, remaining on his hands and knees as he looked up at me. “Yes, Macha Tawe?” 
 
    “We’re heading outside. Tell the girls we’re leaving and that their parents will be along shortly to take care of them.” 
 
    Kabona nodded. “Very good, Macha Tawe.” He stuck his head back into the ambry, relaying my message before crawling out and standing. 
 
    “Berwin,” I grunted, heading for the stairs. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “You stay here with the prisoners and the little girls. If they gain the courage to come out, give them whatever they need. Everyone else follow me. Let’s go see what Baine and Wiflem have been up to.” 
 
    Outside, the morning sun had gained intensity, and beads of sweat broke out on my forehead almost immediately, soaking the leather lining of my helmet. I glanced south past the stream that split the village in two toward the hills and the road leading to Taskerbery. I couldn’t see Heath or Adi anywhere, but that had been the point after all. If a Parnuthian had managed to somehow make his way back here after the ambush, those two would have come out of hiding to deal with him by now. I considered calling my men to me, then changed my mind. Until I knew what had happened to the north, my last line of defense would remain intact.  
 
    I led my little band around the Holy House, where I immediately saw a narrow dirt road marred by deep wheel ruts cutting through a rectangular field overflowing with wild goldenrod, yellow buttercup, and bright blue chicory flowers. The road headed north toward a vast woodland, where I knew Wiflem would have sprung his trap. We reached the forest after several minutes of running at a trot, but even before we’d made it to the trees, I could hear the murmur of voices and whinnying of horses echoing through the branches. We approached the wooded area cautiously, confident of victory, yet even so, prepared for anything. After another minute, the road took a short turn to the left, and it was there, once we’d come around the bend, that we saw the first bodies.  
 
    “Ah, my lord, there you are,” Wiflem said at my appearance. He was crouched over the body of a Parnuthian covered in blood from head to toe, yet miraculously somehow still alive. The wounded man pawed at the grizzled soldier’s chest weakly, and Wiflem looked down, whispering something to him before he used a knife to slit the man’s throat. Wiflem wiped his blade clean on the dead man’s clothing afterward, then stood, slipping the knife into his belt as he approached me with a pleased smile creasing his face.  
 
    I surveyed the battlefield with experienced eyes, noting the positions of the dead men lying twisted in every way imaginable along the road. Wiflem had hit them from both sides just as we’d discussed, and it appeared from what I could see that the maneuver had been an overwhelming success. Several dead horses lay among the bodies, with the rest of the Parnuthians’ mounts milling around further down the road, their reins held by several of my men. 
 
    “Did you get them all?” I asked Wiflem. 
 
    “Every last one of the bastards accounted for, my lord,” Wiflem confirmed.  
 
    I nodded. “Any losses on our side?” I asked. 
 
    “None, my lord,” Wiflem said proudly. “Chas lost two fingers on his sword hand, but other than that, nothing except a few scrapes and bruises. The Parnuthians didn’t know what hit them.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said, feeling relief. “And where are the villagers?” 
 
    Wiflem shrugged. “They scattered into the trees like rabbits when we attacked, my lord. I sent some men to try and corral them, but that might take a little time.” 
 
    I nodded. “And Baine?” 
 
    Wiflem pointed toward the tree line on his right. “In there, my lord. A small clearing about thirty feet in. He’s expecting you.” 
 
    “Was his mission a success?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course it was, my lord,” Wiflem said with a grin. “We’re talking about Baine, after all.” 
 
    I chuckled, then turned to Jebido. “Get the horses and everybody back to the village. Wait for me there.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t want me to go with you?” Jebido asked as I headed for the clearing. 
 
    I didn’t bother answering him, focusing instead on the task at hand. I found Baine exactly where Wiflem had described, sitting on a large rock in the clearing, idly picking at his nails with a knife. A man lay on the ground near where Baine sat, his eyes closed as he moaned softly. The Parnuthian’s boots were off, I noted, with dark blood welling in pools at his ankles. I knew Baine had cut the tendons there, hobbling the soldier. There was also blood on the prisoner’s hands, which he clutched against his rapidly rising and falling chest.   
 
    “Took you long enough,” Baine grunted when he saw me. He twirled the knife he held in his palm, then somehow made it disappear in a blur beneath the black leather bracer on his arm. “Any trouble?” 
 
    I stood over the Parnuthian, who cracked his eyes open slightly to glare up at me. I could tell there was still some fight left in this one. “Nothing that we couldn’t handle,” I replied. I gestured down to the wounded man. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Crasten Littleward,” Baine announced. “Apparently, he’s from Rock Falls in Parnuthia, wherever that is. That’s all I’ve gotten out of him so far.” 
 
    “Was he in charge?” 
 
    “He was in the lead, Hadrack,” Baine said. “So chances are, yes.” My friend gestured to the ground near the tree line, where I saw a lance lay partially hidden in the long grass and weeds. A red and yellow banner was tied just below the iron spearhead, but I couldn’t make out the sigil. “The man behind him was carrying that,” Baine added. 
 
    I couched down beside the Parnuthian. “Do you know who I am?” I asked. 
 
    The soldier studied me with hard, unflinching eyes. “A turd just fallen from The Father’s arse would be my guess,” he responded. The Parnuthian sniffed dramatically, then turned his head to the side, looking away. “Judging by the smell of you, at any rate.” 
 
    I glanced at Baine, who smiled coldly. “Seems like we’ve got a jester on our hands,” I growled. 
 
    “It does,” Baine agreed. He shrugged. “I tried to warn him you were coming and that he should be nice. Not too smart, this one.” 
 
    I focused back on Crasten Littleward. “I need some answers,” I said. “Give them to me, and I promise your death will be quick and painless.” 
 
    Crasten slowly sat up with a grunt, his mouth working. I thought he would talk then, but instead, he hawked and spat at me, the glob landing on my chest. “Go burn in the Pits!” the man hissed afterward. 
 
    Baine snarled in outrage, a knife back in his hands as he glided forward with death in his eyes. 
 
    “Wait!” I commanded. I shook my head as Baine hesitated. “Not yet. There will be plenty of time for that if this man doesn’t cooperate.”  
 
    I turned back to Crasten and sighed, admiring his bravery and resolve as I wiped the slime off my armor, then rubbed my palm clean on the ground. Crasten reminded me somewhat of Fanrissen, the Shadow Pirate I’d captured on my quest to fulfill my vow to a dying Einhard. However, the difference between then and now was that I had no intentions of letting this one live like I had Fanrissen. A sudden vision of Shana plummeting off a cliff arose in my mind, and I hurriedly squashed the memory—now was not the time for such thoughts, for despair and weakness always followed.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to antagonize me?” I asked the Parnuthian in a calm voice. I gestured to Baine. “My friend, here, is a master with that knife, and I’ve seen men go mad with the pain before they finally died by his hand. That’s something you need to think carefully about, Crasten. You are going to be dead soon. That is an indisputable fact. The only question now is how your death plays out—easy or hard. Answer my questions honestly, and I promise you can go to The Mother without enduring any more pain.” The Parnuthian remained silent, his head turned away, yet I could tell he was listening. I took that as a good sign, deciding to try an easy question first. Get one answer, I figured, and maybe the rest would gradually come afterward. A rock slide usually starts with a single pebble, after all. “Do you have any family, Crasten?” 
 
    The Parnuthian licked his lips, still refusing to look at me. 
 
    “Because I’ll gladly send word to them that you fought bravely before you died,” I continued. “That you were a formidable foe who even the Wolf of Corwick greatly respected.” 
 
    Crasten’s head turned in surprise, and I felt his eyes probing me as he tried to determine the truth of my words. “You would do that?” the man finally asked. 
 
    I nodded firmly. “Yes. You have my solemn vow.” I gestured to the wounded soldier. “This is not what I want for you, Crasten. Believe me. I am a civilized man who can appreciate a fellow fighting man like you.” I motioned to Baine behind me. “Unfortunately, my companion is not so civilized. Easy or hard, the choice is yours to make. But either way, I will get the answers I seek, even if it takes all day.” 
 
    Crasten blinked as he thought, shifting his eyes to Baine. I didn’t look at my friend, but whatever expression he gave our prisoner caused the man to shudder with dread. Baine had that effect on people. The Parnuthian quickly flicked his eyes back to me. “I have a wife and two sons.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, nodding with satisfaction. I sat down on the grass, then tucked my legs under me as if I was chatting with an old friend. “It’s good to have sons. I have two of my own. How old are yours?” 
 
    “Thirteen and ten,” the Parnuthian answered. 
 
    “You call him lord, you shit-eater!” Baine hissed as he stalked back and forth like a cat behind me. It was a game he and I had played many times to get men to talk—me the calm, rational one and him the crazed, bloodthirsty savage. It was usually quite effective. “You’re talking to Lord Hadrack of Corwick,” Baine added. “Not some filthy beggar on the street.”  
 
    Crasten pursed his lips, anger in his eyes, yet after a moment, he bowed his head. “My pardon, lord.” 
 
    “These sons of yours,” I continued as if Baine’s outburst had never happened. “Do they want to be soldiers like you?” 
 
    The Parnuthian actually chuckled, appearing slightly more relaxed. “Only one does, lord,” he said, looking up at the sky wistfully. “My oldest. That one was born to hack and slash, much to my wife’s chagrin. My younger son is less inclined to the sword, I’m afraid. He wishes to become an artist of all things—a sculptor, actually.” 
 
    “A noble profession, indeed,” I said.  
 
    “Thank you, lord.” 
 
    “You have my word that I will contact them and speak highly of you,” I added. “Once the war is over, of course.” 
 
    The Parnuthian sighed, his shoulders slumping as he looked down at his bloody hands. I knew I had him, and now all I had to do was wait. Finally, the wounded man swallowed and looked up at me. “What is it you wish to know, lord?” Carsten Littleward asked. 
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    The horse I rode was a dappled grey—a three-year-old gelding with an odd gait that jarred my teeth and hurt my ass. It was the second day since we’d taken the village back, and I now wore a Parnuthian shield on my left arm and carried a spear in my right hand, the butt braced on the toe of my boot. I couldn’t see the red and yellow sigil fluttering above my head in the pre-dawn darkness, but I knew it depicted a three-headed eagle with spread wings over a blue shield. Jebido rode to my left, and Baine was on my right, looking like a stranger to me in his borrowed Parnuthian armor. My friend wore a conical helmet with a red plume that kept slipping over his eyes, causing him to curse softly to himself more than once.  
 
    Eight more hand-picked men rode behind us, two abreast, with another man in front carrying a burning torch to light our way. That man was Wiflem, who was built similar to Carsten Littleward and looked like the spitting image of him, dressed as he was in the dead Parnuthian’s armor. Five hundred soldiers who’d journeyed from the coast along the same path my fifty men had two nights earlier followed a hundred yards behind us on foot.   
 
    Wiflem held up a hand, his horse pawing at the dusty road and shaking its head as we all stopped. The night had been cool, and I could see the beast’s breath fanning up and around its ears. I guided the grey close to the grizzled soldier’s mount. “What is it?” I asked in a whisper.  
 
    “Thought I heard something over there, my lord,” Wiflem replied softly as he pointed toward a line of shadowy hills rising to our left. “Sounded like laughter to me.”  
 
    I listened but could hear nothing other than the incessant drone of mosquitoes and the constant chirping of crickets. A swarm of glowworms flicked back and forth to my right near a stand of cottonwood trees, the flashes of light winking on and off with every beat of my heart. A fox suddenly barked in alarm somewhere to the north, then fell silent, but there was no hint of laughter as far as I could tell. I leaned close to Wiflem. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “No, not really, my lord,” Wiflem said.  
 
    I pursed my lips. If someone was out here with us, the last thing I needed was them warning the castle that we were coming. “What’s on the other side of those hills?” 
 
    “A small lake, my lord,” Wiflem replied. “We used it to supply the camp with water during the siege.” 
 
    I glanced behind me. “Anthol.” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “Take Baine with you and scout out the other side of those hills. Wiflem thinks he might have heard someone laughing. Deal with them.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Leather creaked as the two men dismounted, then headed off at a lope toward the hills. A moment later, I lost them in the shadows.  
 
    “Berwin. Ride back and tell the men to wait. I don’t want them bumping into us.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” 
 
    “It could have just been my imagination, my lord,” Wiflem said once Berwin had turned his horse about and trotted away. The soldier shrugged apologetically, his craggy features beneath his helmet appearing ghoulish in the flickering light from the torch he held. 
 
    “Maybe,” I grunted, suppressing a cough as smoke from the flames drifted over me. “But it’s better to be sure.”  
 
    The soldier nodded but didn’t reply, with only the sounds of the horses stamping their feet, the singing of the crickets, and the annoyed smack of palms slapping mosquitoes breaking the silence as we waited. Finally, I saw the vague outlines of Baine and Anthol break the skyline at the top of a hill before disappearing again into the darkness, heading toward us.  
 
    “Well?” I asked when the two men arrived. “Did you find anyone out there?” 
 
    “Um, well, my lord,” Anthol began. His features were cast in deep shadows, yet somehow, I could tell by his mannerisms that he was embarrassed. “It was…um…well—” 
 
    Baine chuckled softly. “Just a couple of young lovers taking a swim, Hadrack,” he said. “Probably from Taskerbery. They must have climbed over the wall.” My friend tapped my leg, and I could see his teeth flash in the darkness as he looked up at me. “Well, to be fair, when we came upon them, the swimming was over and they’d moved on to other things—if you get my meaning.” 
 
    I sighed. Always, the innocents suffer. “Please tell me you didn’t kill them.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Baine said, sounding hurt. “They’re not much more than children, those two. Where’s the sport in that? We just gave them a tap on the head and then trussed them together with all the good parts touching. A fine way to wake up if you ask me.” 
 
    “All right,” I grunted, satisfied. “Then let’s get moving. The sun will be up soon, and we need to be in position when it does.” 
 
    Half an hour later, I was once again on the hillock overlooking the field leading to Taskerbery Castle. This time, however, I lay on my belly with Wiflem and Jebido, studying the fortress. Torches burned all across the battlements, and I could see sentries moving along the walkways, although there were only a few here and there, I noted with satisfaction. As far as Lord Humbolt was concerned, we were many miles to the north, so he had clearly seen no need for extra guards. I guessed that probably meant most of the castle’s complement of soldiers would still be sleeping off the previous night’s drinking and revelry. I smiled, knowing their sleep was about to be disturbed in a most uncomfortable way.  
 
    I glanced past the castle, where the sun was rising rapidly in the east, then shifted my focus to the Dogford River. Not long ago, I had seen nothing there but impenetrable blackness. But now, with the increased light as dawn officially arrived, I could just make out the shadowy bulks of two Parnuthian longships docked at a wooden wharf near the castle’s northern wall. The water level in the river had fallen dramatically since I’d last been here, I saw, the rains having stopped for good just as we’d set sail to the north. I knew somewhere out on that river a small fleet of Temba catamarans was even now gliding swiftly and silently toward the Parnuthian ships.   
 
    “Those fields down there still look wet to me,” Jebido grumbled under his breath, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
    “So?” I whispered back. “The road will be dry enough for our purpose.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Jebido grunted pessimistically.  
 
    My friend had been irritable and moody the entire journey from Ryford, and though he hadn’t said anything to me, I knew it had to do with the ache in his joints that always manifested during the early morning hours. It was an affliction that had been steadily worsening for him over the last year, but no one—not even Haverty the Apothecary—seemed to know what caused it or how to treat it effectively.  
 
    I glanced sideways at my friend, studying him with concern. “Maybe you should sit this one out?” 
 
    “What?” Jebido said with a snort. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Can you swing a sword?” I asked bluntly. I gestured to his right arm, which my friend had unconsciously been bending back and forth for the better part of a minute. “Looks to me like you’ve got a problem there.” 
 
    Jebido blinked, anger on his face now as his features hardened. “Maybe we should go back a ways, and I’ll show you what I can do with a sword, you arrogant puppy!” he hissed under his breath. 
 
    I lifted my hand in appeasement. “It was just a thought. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    “Humph!” Jebido sniffed, still looking upset.  
 
    I turned my gaze away, but not before I saw my friend bend his arm again and wince before he glanced sideways at me and stopped. I pretended not to notice just as a horn cut through the air, coming from the direction of the river. The sharp note was followed almost immediately by the first spark of flames on one of the longships. 
 
    I grinned in anticipation. It had begun. 
 
    

  

 
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    “Open the gates!” Wiflem screamed as he raced his horse ahead of me. He was leaning slightly forward in the saddle, his left hand clutching his mount’s reins, his right waving frantically toward the castle. “In the name of the First Pair, open the damn gates!” 
 
    We were still more than seventy yards from Taskerbery’s formidable gatehouse. And though I doubted the men defending the walls could make out what Wiflem was shouting just yet, it was a fine performance nonetheless—one which could not possibly be misunderstood. The gelding that I rode ran neck and neck with Jebido’s mount two lengths behind Wiflem, and despite his jarring gait when at a trot, the grey’s gallop was an effortless delight that had caught me by surprise. The gelding was as fast as the wind, and I had to constantly contain the beast’s enthusiasm and hold him back. What we were doing was just an act, after all, but the grey didn’t know that. Or, if he did, seem to care.  
 
    I was mindful to keep the spear I held perfectly upright as I rode despite the crosswind trying to tear it from my grasp, ensuring that the long pennant streaming out to the side of me remained visible to those on the walls. That was imperative if we were to succeed. I was betting the red and gold banner, coupled with Wiflem looking so much like Carsten Littleward, would be enough to gain us access to Taskerbery. But if I was wrong, everything we’d worked so hard for over the last few days would be for naught, leaving us right back where we’d started.  
 
    I glanced under my armpit past Baine and the rest of the riders galloping frantically behind me, grinning as the first of my foot soldiers appeared along the crest of the hillock. The leaders hesitated there for a heartbeat, then began pouring down the hill at a run toward the road, shouting and waving their weapons as more and more men armed with shields and swords or spears followed behind. The early-morning light and the roar rising from five hundred throats gave the illusion that a horde of bloody-thirsty warriors, at least ten thousand strong, was hot on our heels.  
 
    I faced forward again, satisfied as I focused to my left, where orange and red flames—whipped into a frenzy by the brisk wind coming off the river—engulfed the two Parnuthian longboats. Fire raged along the hulls of the doomed ships from stern post to stem, racing up the masts to lap hungrily at the furled sailcloths and creep along the halyards. I’d offered Lord Humbolt the chance to leave our shores forever using those ships or face the consequences, and he’d declined. Now, that deal was off the table, and because of it, he and his men would have to pay the ultimate price. 
 
    “The gates, damn your eyes!” Wiflem screamed. He was standing in the stirrups now, pointing desperately toward the still-closed double gates. “Open them, you heartless bastards, or we’re dead!” 
 
    We were sixty feet away, our horses’ hooves sending clumps of dirt and grass flying in all directions—then fifty feet, yet Wiflem’s pleas seemed to have fallen upon deaf ears. Lines of archers wearing bright blue padded gambits and conical helmets watched us from the imposing towers to either side of the gatehouse, with more standing along the battlements above the gates shouting encouragement to us. Yet, despite the archers’ clear support, those gates remained stubbornly closed. I started to pray, waving the banner back and forth above my head desperately, with our small band now less than forty feet away—still nothing.  
 
    I could feel my heart thudding in my chest with anxiety, and I set aside my prayers and began to shout and plead along with Wiflem and the others for the gates to be opened. None of us were acting now, for our desperation was all too real. At thirty feet from the gatehouse, my stomach lurched, the bitter, acrid taste of defeat burning upward into my throat to sear the inside of my lips like a red-hot iron. They weren’t falling for it, which meant we’d lost. But then, just as Wiflem reined in his horse beneath the overhanging battlements, I heard a shouted command ring out, followed by the creak of hinges before one of the gates was wrenched inward a few feet. I cheered with the others, relief flooding over me as a man in a dented helmet with huge, frightened eyes appeared at the opening.  
 
    “By the gods, Crasten!” the soldier cried, looking up at Wiflem, who wisely kept his face turned away. “Get inside, you damn fool, before it’s too late!” The Parnuthian stepped back as the gate opened wider, looking anxiously past our milling horses to the force bearing down on the castle. He snapped his arm in agitation toward the interior of the gatehouse. “Move it, you bastards! Move it now, or stay out here and tempt your fate with those heathens!” 
 
    Wiflem tipped his helmet in acknowledgment, blocking his features with his hand, then kicked his horse into motion through the entrance. I glanced at Jebido’s grim face, nodding to him, then used my heels to get the grey underway. I entered the dim coolness of the gatehouse, with the sound of the gelding’s hooves on the cobblestones echoing loudly as I followed Wiflem. A single torch sputtered weakly on the wall to my left, then abruptly went out, courtesy of the wind howling through the gate behind me. I blinked, trying to adjust to the sudden gloom as I lowered my spear to the ground, then carefully drew Wolf’s Head from its sheath. Behind me, I heard the soft ring of steel as Jebido and the others followed suit one by one. We were inside the walls, and now all we had to do was hold the gate until our men arrived. But to do that, we needed to see.  
 
    I snorted in frustration as I looked around, nearly blind from the morning sun from only moments ago. The gelding whinnied softly with unease as the gate closed behind us with a crash, taking away what little light there’d been left. I spoke soothingly to my mount while I blinked my eyes rapidly, hoping it might help speed up the process of seeing. It didn’t. 
 
    “By The Father’s sweaty balls, Crasten!” a man’s booming voice rose from the gloom. “That was a close one. What were you thinking?”  
 
    I heard Wiflem grunt something unintelligible while he dismounted, and I emulated him and climbed down, as did the rest of my men. I slapped the gelding on the rump afterward, startling him toward a wide, arched patch of sunlight thirty feet to the east that I knew from Crasten Littleward’s description led into the outer bailey. I could see several brightly garbed young groomsmen running our way in excitement, and I hurriedly looked away from the light, not wanting to ruin whatever night vision I’d already gained. The rest of the horses followed after the grey eagerly as if they were in on my plan, leaving us with plenty of room inside the gatehouse to maneuver.  
 
    “Who are these bastards, Crasten?” the same voice asked. “What do they want?” 
 
    I focused on the speaker’s shadowy form, where he stood near the gates. I was relieved that my eyes had finally adjusted enough to make out features, recognizing the Parnuthian who had let us in. Three more soldiers stood near him, two still leaning against the heavy oak beam they’d used to bar the gates. I sensed movement above me and glanced upward, noting a series of round, pitch-dark murder holes cut into the ceiling around the wooden support beams. I couldn’t see anyone up there but felt certain I could feel eyes on me. Crasten Littleward had told me three men were always on duty above the gatehouse in the Kill Room, as it was known, and four more would be manning the gates. So far, it looked like the Parnuthian had kept his word and had told me the truth.  
 
    Baine cleared his throat to get my attention, a knife in his hand and one eyebrow raised. I nodded, and he and Berwin headed for an alcove to our right that Carsten had told me housed a set of stairs leading to the Kill Room. He'd warned that the stairwell door was stout with an iron façade and was usually kept barred, so I’d brought my father’s axe along to deal with it. But fortunately for us, it appeared we’d caught the Parnuthians by surprise, for the door had been left wide open. Having access to above from inside the gatehouse was a fatal flaw in the castle’s defenses, in my opinion, and one that I intended to take advantage of. I knew the problem of the murder holes was about to be resolved shortly, and I put it out of my mind.  
 
    “Hey! Where are you two going?” one of the soldiers shouted as Baine and Berwin disappeared into the alcove.  
 
    The man stepped forward in agitation, brushing past me even as I brought the point of my sword up and ripped through the leather armor protecting his left side, cutting easily into the soft organs and tissue underneath. The soldier gave a startled squeak and emitted a shockingly loud fart that caught me completely by surprise. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of it, feeling a gush of warm blood shoot down the length of Wolf’s Head to soil my gloved hand. I tightened my grip on the slippery hilt, then drove my weapon deeper, twisting the blade so it wouldn’t get stuck before finally allowing the Parnuthian to sag to his knees. The man stared up at me in horror as I pulled Wolf’s Head free with a sucking sound, his mouth working, though the words coming out were nothing but gibberish. Not that it would have made any difference what he said now, of course. The Parnuthian was already a dead man.  
 
    Shouts of pain and confusion erupted around me then as my men fell on the remaining three soldiers who, being completely surprised and outmanned with their weapons still nestled in their sheaths, never stood a chance. The battle was over moments later, with the four soldiers lying dead at our feet and Baine and Berwin reappearing from the alcove. 
 
    “Any trouble?” I asked my friend. 
 
    “No surprises,” Baine replied with a grin. “Three of them up there, just like we were told.” 
 
     I gestured to several of my men, then the barred gates. “Get those open, now!” 
 
    “What in the name of The Mother?” 
 
    I turned to see a young groomsman standing in the opening to the outer bailey, one shaking hand lifted to point at us. “Murder!” he cried, his voice cracking. A part of my mind wondered how he’d been able to realize what we’d done in the darkness. Perhaps his eyes were sharper than most, I thought, knowing the element of surprise I’d been counting on was now over. The groomsman turned then to look back over his shoulder. “Treachery!” he shouted in excitement. “Crasten Littleward has betrayed us! They’re all dead! All of—!” 
 
    The youth grunted then, with his words choked off as a knife caught him under his left armpit. The groomsman looked down at the hilt in bewilderment, then up at Baine, who had another blade ready if needed. 
 
    “But?” the youth said before his eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed in a heap. 
 
    I glanced toward the gate, where my men struggled to lift the heavy bar. “Jebido, Baine,” I growled. “Help them. The rest of you, come with me. We need to hold these bastards back until the others get here.”  
 
    I ran forward, pausing at the entrance to grab the dead groomsman by an ankle before flinging him unceremoniously out of the way. I peered outside, squinting against the harsh sunlight. Then I cursed. Men were converging on the gatehouse from all directions, many shouting questions to each other, clearly not certain what was happening. I knew it hardly mattered, for every one of them carried a weapon of some sort and would be aware of us soon enough.  
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve fought in a proper shield wall, my lord,” Berwin said from my left. He overlapped his shield with mine, then grinned. “I hope I remember what to do.” 
 
    I laughed, gesturing down to his sword with my head. “As long as you stick the pointy end of that thing into the enemy, you’ll do just fine. Preferably somewhere soft and squishy.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” Berwin replied with a wink.   
 
    I glanced upward, the laughter dying on my lips. A partially hidden wooden portcullis reinforced with metal plating hung from vertical grooves in the arched opening ten feet above me. Crasten Littleward had made no mention of it, and I’d overlooked it in all the excitement. I swung my head around to peer back toward the gates with a sinking feeling in my gut, but my night vision was gone again, and I could make out little from where I stood. I didn’t need eyes, however, to guess that a second hidden portcullis also hung over the entrance gates. I cursed, knowing if the Parnuthians managed to lower both of them, we would be trapped inside. I had no illusions about what the enemy would do once that happened.  
 
    “Close ranks!” I snapped as I turned and headed back the way I’d come.  
 
    Berwin looked surprised but obeyed, shifting to fill the gap with Wiflem, who’d been on my right. I knew there was no time to locate the room housing the mechanism for the portcullises, which meant I needed to improvise—fast. I ran back the way I’d come, arriving at the gates just as Baine, Jebido, and two of my men managed to lift the heavy oak bar off the iron brackets holding it in place. They staggered under the bar’s weight, moving it to the side and dropping it out of the way of the gates, which Baine then drew wide. A swirl of wind and dust swept through the sudden opening, rifling my beard and stinging my eyes. I could hear the shouts of my attacking force much louder now, accompanied by the steady thrumming of bowstrings from the defenders on the walls. I thought I could also hear more shouts and screams coming from the river to the north, where I knew the Lions and my Wolf’s Teeth, fresh off their catamarans, were assaulting the walls to keep the defenders occupied.  
 
    “The lads are still a good hundred yards away,” Baine said as he peered outside. He winced. “We’re losing men, Hadrack. Those Parnuthian archers are good.”  
 
    “That won’t help them much once the Wolf Pack gets in here,” I growled, distracted as I studied the oak beam on the ground. I guessed it was at least eight inches thick and probably twelve feet long. Would it be enough? I had no idea, but there was little alternative. I sheathed Wolf’s Head and tossed my shield aside, then unstrapped my father’s axe from my back before spreading my legs as I chose a spot to begin. I glanced sideways at Baine. “You stay here with me. I’m going to need your help. Jebido, take the others and join the shield wall. I’ll be along as soon as I get through this thing.” 
 
    Jebido frowned. “Why bother?” he asked, looking perplexed.  
 
    “Portcullis,” I grunted in explanation as I swung the axe. The double-headed blade struck the oak beam exactly where I’d aimed, cutting off a small wedge. I glanced at my friend. “One on either end.”  
 
    Jebido looked up and swore. “I should have thought of that, Hadrack. I’m sorry.”  
 
    I didn’t bother wasting my breath to answer, swinging again with all my strength. The blade sunk deeper into the wood this time, and I had to wiggle it back and forth to get it out as Jebido and my two men hurried to join Berwin and Wiflem. I could hear the sounds of desperate fighting coming from the direction they’d gone, and I paused before my next blow to glance that way. I saw my men were being hard pressed, with a large group of Parnuthians milling about in front of them, hacking and slashing at their shields. “Go help them,” I ordered Baine. “If those bastards get in here, we’re in big trouble.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll manage somehow,” I muttered as I swung again. 
 
    Baine hesitated for a heartbeat, then nodded, unhooking his bow from his shoulders as he ran toward the east. After that, I put everything out of my mind, concentrating on nothing but the axe in my hands and the stubbornness of the oak beam standing between me and victory. Finally, after I’d lost count of how many blows I’d struck, the oak parted, the axe blade sending up a shower of blue sparks as it hit the cobblestones beneath. I now had two six-foot beams to work with where only one had been before. I set my father’s axe aside, then lifted one end of the first beam, which, even though it was shorter than I was by several inches, still weighed a tremendous amount. I dragged it into position directly beneath the portcullis’ spiked points on the outside of the open gates, wedging it perpendicular to the stone wall. I could only pray that it would be enough.  
 
    I glanced to the road, where I saw my men were less than fifty yards away now, though bodies were dropping among them beneath the withering barrage of arrows coming from the defending archers. I grimaced at the sight, knowing it couldn’t be helped. Some of my Wolf Pack had tried to take to the fields on either side of the road to escape the arrows, only to quickly become bogged down in the ankle-deep muck, where they became easy targets. I turned away, resolved that those who’d lost their lives today would not have done so in vain. I stooped and lifted the second beam, grunting with effort as I swung it onto my shoulder, then hurried as fast as I could toward my men, staggering beneath the weight.  
 
    “Push them back!” I shouted when I was ten feet away from our lines. “Push the bastards back! I need to get in there!” 
 
    “All right, lads!” Jebido cried. “You heard your lord. These turd-suckers wanted a fight, so let’s give it to them!” 
 
    A cheer erupted at my friend’s words, followed by the chant, “Wolf! Wolf! Wolf!” as my men pressed forward in well-trained unison. The archway on the eastern side of the gatehouse was at best six feet wide, half that of the main gates, which worked in our favor, hampering the attacking Parnuthians from hitting us with their full strength. The enemy along the front lines began to curse those behind them as my men advanced, with the back ranks of the Parnuthians pushing their comrades onto the waiting swords of my Wolf Pack in their eagerness. My men gained a foot, then another, fighting to step over bodies and keep their balance on the blood-slicked cobblestones while Baine shot arrow after arrow into the Parnuthians’ midst over the heads of his comrades. 
 
    I waited, bent almost double and panting while wishing I was fighting alongside my men. I did my best to ignore the sharp pinch in my shoulder where the beam rested and the deep ache in my spine, but as each second passed, it was getting harder and harder to do. I thought about putting the bar down at one point, then changed my mind, doubting I would have the strength to pick it up again afterward.  
 
    “Hadrack!” Jebido shouted. “Almost there!” 
 
    And so they were. The Parnuthians had fallen back another step, allowing my Wolf Pack to position themselves directly beneath the arch and the hanging portcullis. But progress after that stalled, with neither side able to budge the other. I could tell my men were quickly tiring and knew we were running out of time. It would have to do. I bulled my way forward, already tilting the beam off my shoulder, just as I heard the chains holding the portcullis inside the walls start to rattle. I bellowed a warning, accidentally striking one of my men with the butt end of the beam and sending him reeling as I manhandled the bar around and pinned it against the wall beneath the portcullis. I held the beam in place, ignoring the battle raging around me and ducking just in time as the portcullis descended in a rush of noise before colliding with my improvised post, bringing with it an avalanche of dust and debris that fell over us all like snowfall.  
 
    Men screamed and fell, some of the taller ones having been struck on the helmet by the sharpened tips of the iron points. Both shield walls disintegrated a moment later as the two sides retreated, the swirling dust helping to add to the utter confusion. I saw that one of the portcullis points had punctured the top of the oak beam by several inches, splintering it, but despite that, the bar was holding—at least for now.  
 
    I coughed and spat, trying to clear the clog in my throat even as I drew Wolf’s Head. A Parnuthian appeared through the cloud of dust a moment later, his face twisted in equal measures of fear and bloodlust as he attacked. The soldier lifted his sword to strike, and I waited, timing the arc of his swing before twisting aside at the last moment. The Parnuthian’s blade swept past me by six inches, and I grabbed him by the collar of his mail shirt with my left hand before spinning him around, careening the man into the stone wall. I heard a sickening crack of bone as he made contact, already reaching for the Parnuthian’s shield as he sagged lifelessly to the ground.  
 
    The opposing forces had regained their composure during the time it had taken me to kill the Parnuthian, returning to hacking and slashing at each other from either side of the suspended portcullis. “Kill the bastards!” I roared, feeling a rush of exhilaration as I stepped into the fray. “Kill them all!” 
 
    “Wolf! Wolf! Wolf!” my men chanted as they fought. 
 
    I grinned as a growling Parnuthian dropped to his knees beneath the portcullis and took a wild stab at me with his sword. I twisted my leg so the point of his weapon deflected harmlessly off the side of my metal greave, then brought my other foot down on his blade, pinning it to the cobblestones. I laughed at the sickly look of fear that crossed the man’s features, then ripped his throat open with Wolf’s Head.  
 
    “Come on!” I bellowed, deflecting another blow from a Parnuthian a moment later with my borrowed shield. I shook Wolf’s Head at the enemy afterward. “Is that all you washerwomen have to offer us?” I stabbed outward into the press of bodies and shields in front of me, not really aiming but gratified when I heard a strangled scream. “Long live Ganderland!” I cried, staggering slightly as something struck my helmet. I shook my head and righted my helm, then stabbed outward again, this time hitting nothing but shield. 
 
    “Long live Ganderland!” my men echoed. “Long live the Wolf!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, thoroughly enjoying myself despite the circumstances my men and I faced. A Parnuthian with bulging eyes and a long face directly in front of me suddenly staggered over the body of one of his fallen comrades, losing his balance as he toppled toward me with a cry. I heard the distinct clang of metal on metal as the crest of his helmet scraped against the portcullis on his way down, and I stepped back, allowing the dismayed soldier to land in a clatter of armor at my feet.  
 
    I twirled Wolf’s Head in my hand without hesitation and stabbed downward, pinning the man to the floor like an insect. That’s when I heard a mighty roar of victory rise from behind me, followed by shouts of fear and despair from the Parnuthians. The enemy began to scatter a moment later, turning and fleeing back into the outer bailey, leaving the archway they’d fought so hard for just moments ago completely undefended. I turned and looked back, howling in triumph and relief with my men as an endless wave of cheering, armed Gander soldiers poured into the gatehouse.  
 
    My soldiers had braved death and injury beneath a hail of Parnuthian arrows to get this far, and I couldn’t have been more grateful to them or proud. But now that they were inside the walls of Taskerbery, I knew those battle-hardened men would be looking for revenge for their fallen comrades.  
 
    The Wolf Pack was about to bare their teeth and go hunting, and I had no intentions of stopping them. 
 
   

 

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I could spend many hours describing what happened on that fateful morning during the sacking of Taskerbery Castle. The viciousness of the fighting, the pain, the bloodshed, the tears, and the horrible screams as men fought and died seem just as vivid to me now as they did then. I remember how the Parnuthian archers perished in droves beneath the Wolf Pack’s unstoppable rage, many of them hacked apart limb by limb even after they were long dead. I can even smell the coppery stench of their spilled lifeblood in my nostrils still and picture the way it dripped and rolled off the battlements and down the stone stairs in streams like gruesome rain.  
 
    If I close my eyes and concentrate, I can once again hear the pleading voices of those Parnuthians who had surrendered after the battle—each one looking to me, Lord Hadrack of Corwick, for mercy—mercy that would never come. I had made a promise to Lord Humbolt, after all, and my determination to fulfill it could not be swayed for any reason. A message needed to be sent, I believed. One which no one in the known world could misinterpret once they heard of it. And so, after we were victorious, I’d had every living Parnuthian male inside those walls beheaded except for one man, whether young or old, whole or wounded—it mattered not. I had spared the Parnuthians’ women and children, of course, along with any Ganders forced to work as slaves. My promise to Lord Humbolt had not included any of them, for I did not make war on innocent people.  
 
    Some in this far gentler world that we live in now might think me harsh and cruel for what I did back then, I suppose. And perhaps, aided by the wisdom of age as I reflect on it, I might tend to agree with them. Maybe I should have extended an olive branch to some of those men we captured that day. I wonder about that sometimes when I awaken in a cold sweat in the middle of the night with the accusing eyes of those long-dead soldiers from my dreams a grim reminder of my callous indifference to their fate. Would it have changed things in the end if I had shown them some compassion? Would what unfolded next have happened at all? I truly don’t know. But what I do know is I was still a young man back then—a young man in his prime full of piss and vigor, yet one who had never been the same since losing the love of his life. Yes, it’s true I’d taken another wife by then and believed myself to be happy. But sometimes happiness is an illusion we wrap ourselves in like a blanket to escape the harsh realities of what, down deep, we know to be the truth.  
 
    Whatever the real reasons were for what I allowed to happen that day, I’d convinced myself that showing mercy to the Parnuthians would be taken as a sign of weakness by our enemies. One undeniable fact I’ve learned over the many years I’d spent swinging a sword is that all fighting men respect strength and power above all else. We were a nation at war then—one in danger of being consumed—and I’d decided it was time for those who sought our destruction to fully understand what it was they were up against.  
 
    Not that what I did at Taskerbery actually mattered much in the end, as it turned out. Because the Parnuthians inside that castle—alive, dead, or somewhere in between—were soon to become the very least of my worries. For, as fate would have it, there was something else we found inside those walls that proved to be far, far worse than any Parnuthian could ever be. Something that I, unfortunately, was all too familiar with. 
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    “Mercy, lord! I beg of you! I have a wife and child. Please, lord!” 
 
    I paused at the head of the ramp leading to Taskerbery Castle’s rectangular stone keep. Two of my men were dragging a struggling archer past me toward the center of the inner bailey, where the executions were shortly to take place. The Parnuthian reached out to me in desperation, his fingers grasping the air as if somehow he thought he could reach into my heart and soften it. He couldn’t. I just stared at the man coldly without saying anything as he was led away, not reacting when the archer began to curse me between hysterical sobs. Similar pleas and curses were being thrown my way by the sixty or so prisoners herded together on their knees in a circle fifty feet away, their words sounding like nothing more than the meaningless bleating of sheep to me.  
 
    A small group of women and children stood off to one side of the condemned, many of them wailing as my Wolf Pack held them back. Some of the more arrogant Parnuthians had had the nerve to bring their families to the so-called territory of New Parnuthia, believing it would be theirs forever. I was more than happy to prove them wrong.  
 
    “Please, lord! Please!” the pitiful shouts continued to ring out, echoing off the inner bailey’s high walls. “Show mercy!” 
 
    I closed my ears and heart to it all, ignoring the niggling of self-doubt trying to worm its way out of the compartment in my mind where I’d banished it. My decision had been made, and nothing, not even The Mother herself, would change it. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Jebido asked me in a tone that clearly expressed his disapproval. “I would have gladly killed any of those bastards during the battle,” my friend continued. “But we’ve won now, Hadrack. There’s no honor in this.” 
 
    “You weren’t this squeamish back in Ryford, as I recall,” I grunted as I headed up the ramp. Jebido fell in beside me, with Baine, Wiflem, and Kabona bringing up the rear.  
 
    “That was different,” Jebido responded stubbornly. “We couldn’t take a chance one of them might escape and warn the castle. That made sense. But now that we’ve won, how does killing all these poor wretches out of spite help our cause?” 
 
    “I’m not doing this out of spite,” I growled, aware of the harshness in my voice. “I told him what would happen if he defied me, Jebido. You were there and heard me, so stop looking at me like that. What is about to happen to those men is on him, not me.” I flexed my left elbow where a Parnuthian pike had punched through my armor during the battle earlier. It stung to move the limb, but my mobility seemed just as good as ever, so I guessed no real damage had been done. I decided I’d get Hanley to look at it later once things had settled down a little, just in case. Men had lost arms before from wounds left to fester.  
 
    Jebido sighed and nodded, knowing who I’d meant by him. He gestured behind us. “Those men over there were just doing what they were told, Hadrack. Same as ours. It’s not like you to be so cold-hearted like this. You’re acting like a Pith right now. I’m half expecting you to say we’re going to be playing Blood Line with them next.” 
 
    I paused halfway up the ramp to turn on my friend, annoyed but not entirely sure why. Normally, after a hard-fought victory like this, I felt relaxed and content, but this time, I was jittery and on edge. “Were they just doing what they were told when they raped and murdered my people?” 
 
    Jebido’s bushy eyebrows rose. “Your people? Don’t you mean King Tyden’s people? This isn’t Corwick, Hadrack, unless you’ve forgotten. Nor is it Temba. You don’t rule here.” 
 
    I spread my arms wide. “Then show me who does if not me, Jebido.” I waited for an answer, then when my friend remained silent, waved a hand as I continued up the ramp. “This discussion is over.” 
 
    “At least consider letting the family men live,” Jebido continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “Or if not that, then have the women and children taken away. They shouldn’t have to witness this.” 
 
    “No,” I grunted stubbornly, still not sure why I was being so pig-headed. I passed through the narrow door that led into the keep before I was stopped three feet inside by a gruff hand on my arm. 
 
    “Hadrack!” Jebido said, his face red and intense as he stared up at me. “Don’t you see what you’re doing?” 
 
    I shrugged off his hand, then folded my arms over my chest as the others came in behind us. “No, Jebido. Why don’t you tell me what it is I’m doing?” 
 
    Jebido poked a finger at me. “Just because you’re the Lord of Corwick now doesn’t mean you have to act like the previous one, you damn fool.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means there are children out there, Hadrack. Some of them around the same age as you were when those bastards killed your father. You remember that, don’t you? Watching him die. If you force those children to witness their brothers’ and fathers’ deaths, then you’ll be just as bad as Pernissy Raybold was, maybe even worse. Can’t you see that?” 
 
    I glanced at Baine, who shifted his eyes away from me to look at the floor. It was clear what he thought. I took a deep breath and let it out, feeling some of my pent-up anger dissolving. “Very well, Jebido. You make a good point. Take the women and children to the outer bailey and close the gates until it’s over. They can help bury their kin afterward.” 
 
    “You’re still going through with the executions?” Jebido asked. “All of them?” 
 
    “All of them,” I answered with resolve. “Those men knew the risks when they sailed here to pillage our lands. Payment for that has now come due.” 
 
    Jebido hesitated, then finally bowed his head in defeat. “All right. If that’s the way it’s got to be.” 
 
    “It is,” I said. 
 
    I turned away then, making my way toward the keep’s main hall as Jebido walked stiffly back outside. 
 
    “He’s not wrong, you know,” Baine said, taking the place of Jebido by my side. My friend glanced at me, a slight smile on his lips. “But neither are you, Hadrack. You offered Lord Humbolt leniency, and he spit on it. That can’t go unpunished.” 
 
    “No, it can’t,” I agreed as we entered the main hall.  
 
    A small group of men stood near the dais at the back, surrounding a long table where the body of a half-naked man lay on a bed of rushes. I saw a blood-stained sword lying by the man’s side, with Hanley leaning over his bare chest, cleaning a vicious wound with fresh water and cloth. I frowned when I noticed Fitz standing among the group of men watching. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Lord Hadrack,” Fitz said jovially. I thought my friend looked tired and thinner than the last time we’d talked, although I had to admit he had a satisfied air about him. I felt sudden concern when I saw blood on his clothing. “Not mine, I assure you,” Fitz added hastily, realizing where I was focusing my gaze. “It belongs to the biggest Parnuthian you’ve ever seen. Bastard almost caved my head in before I managed to gut him. My ears are still ringing from that man’s grip.”  
 
    “I thought I told you to stay on Sea-Wolf?” I growled. 
 
    “You did say that,” Fitz agreed. “But as I recall, the agreement was only during the time it took for you to capture Ryford. You never said anything about Taskerbery.” Fitz grinned disarmingly at me, then gestured down to the wounded man. “He’s been asking for you.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing there was no point in getting mad at Fitz now. I was just relieved the damn fool hadn’t gotten himself killed. 
 
    “Lord Hadrack?” the man on the table asked weakly. “Is that you?” 
 
    “I’m here,” I said, standing over the wounded man. I glanced at Hanley. “You can go, lad. In fact, you can all go. I want to be alone with Lord Humbolt.” 
 
    “But, my lord,” Hanley protested. “I’ve almost got the bleeding under control.” 
 
    Lord Humbolt chuckled—a long, wheezing sound that gurgled oddly at the end. I guessed one of his lungs had been punctured. “You can plug that hole all day long, youngster. We both know it won’t change the fact that I’m dying.” 
 
    “Go,” I repeated to Hanley, my tone brooking no argument. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I waited until the others had left the hall, then focused on Lord Humbolt. “You don’t look so good, lord,” I said.  
 
    The Parnuthian laughed, pausing halfway through to cough. I noticed a line of pink froth staining his lips afterward as he stared up at me, his features turning serious. “I should have guessed you wouldn’t leave that easily without a fight, lord.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have,” I agreed with a nod. “Too bad for you.” 
 
    “It was a fine ploy, Lord Hadrack. One I would never have imagined you could pull off.” 
 
    “I had some luck, lord,” I said modestly.  
 
    “Ah,” Lord Humbolt grunted. “That’s half the battle sometimes, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” I responded with a shrug. “And sometimes you have to make your own luck.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the wounded man said. He sighed, looking up at the hall’s high, vaulted ceiling. “I understand you are planning on executing my men who surrendered, lord.” 
 
    “I am,” I confirmed, expecting him to plead for leniency. 
 
    “I can’t say that I’m surprised,” the Parnuthian said wearily, surprising me. “You did warn me that’s what you would do. The word of the Wolf is not something to take lightly, it seems. In hindsight, I should have taken that into consideration.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have,” I said, suddenly weary myself. “I wonder, lord, if you can tell me what became of Lord Taskerbery and his family after you took the castle?” 
 
    Lord Humbolt grimaced. “Sadly, they are no longer with us.” He tried to lift a hand as my expression darkened with anger. “It wasn’t my doing, Lord Hadrack. I assure you. Unfortunately, my predecessor felt it necessary to execute them. He was afraid that they would foster rebellion within the castle if they were allowed to live. I am sorry. The man had no sense of decency or honor whatsoever and was relieved of his command because of it.” Lord Humbolt paused there, then finally gestured with a finger to the weapon at his side. “I offer you my sword in surrender, lord,” he said. “Please forgive me for not bending the knee as well, but I am somewhat incapacitated at present.”   
 
    I nodded, lifting the weapon with two hands in acceptance as tradition dictated. I admired the fine blade stained with blood for a moment, then set it back down before gently taking the Parnuthian’s fingers and wrapping them around the worn leather hilt. “You are a man of honor, Lord Humbolt,” I said, meaning it. “I am truly sorry it has come to this. I officially accept your surrender, although I would prefer you keep your sword by your side as you journey to Judgment Day.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” the Parnuthian responded, his voice cracking with emotion. “I thank you, lord. You are very generous.” He focused on me then, his eyes mere slits of pain as he fought to breathe. “My time runs short, lord, so I must hurry. You have done me a great service, so I will do you one back.” 
 
    I frowned. “How so?” 
 
    Lord Humbolt released his sword and put his hand on my wrist, squeezing it. “Where is that bastard, Cazal, lord? Do you know?” 
 
    I blinked, caught completely by surprise. I’d forgotten all about that damn Cardian. “I’m not sure what became of him,” I answered truthfully. “Chances are he’s dead by now.” 
 
    Lord Humbolt shook his head and snorted. “Not if I know that weasel, lord. The man has more lives than a cat. You need to find him.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, feeling a sense of unease at the urgency in the dying man’s voice. 
 
    “Because there’s more to him than you think, lord,” the Parnuthian whispered.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    Lord Humbolt coughed long and loudly, and I could do nothing but wait, trying not to show my impatience. “My allegiance has always been to my king, lord,” the Parnuthian finally wheezed after his coughing fit had subsided. “It was he who tasked me with securing these lands. And it was also by his orders that I was forced to shelter and protect Cazal—may the gods spit on that man’s soul. They thought I was a believer like them, but now that I have lost both New Parnuthia and my life, my allegiance belongs only to the next realm and the First Pair. Because of this, I am now freed from my obligations and can tell you what this foul creature, Cazal, really is so that you may thwart him and his twisted goals.”  
 
    I saw the man’s eyelids flutter as his breathing became even more ragged, and I leaned closer, my heart thumping in my chest. I think some part of me already knew the answer by now, but I asked anyway. “Who is he, lord? Who is Cazal?” 
 
    “He’s—” Lord Humbolt suddenly coughed, spraying my face and beard with warm froth and blood. He held onto my wrist afterward with surprising strength, his eyes fierce and desperation on his face as he fought to speak. “Raven!” the Parnuthian managed to gasp out with his last breath. “He’s what they call a White Raven! Find the scrolls, lord, and then you’ll know everything!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    I stood in stunned surprise for several long minutes, staring down at Lord Humbolt’s fresh corpse. I was still trying to wrap my head around the fact that Cazal might be a White Raven, as well as trying to decide what that might imply for the future of our kingdom. I’d been warned months ago in Temba by one of the cult’s followers—a loathsome creature named Kish—that the bastards might have infiltrated Ganderland’s shores. I hadn’t been entirely convinced then that Kish was being truthful with me. But once we’d reached the Edge of the World where the Ravens’ stronghold lay and found all the occupants there had taken their own lives except for their leader, Malo, who we’d captured, I’d put the entire religious sect out of my mind, believing them finished. I’d been confident that without the Eye of God to direct them, whatever few White Ravens remained still at large in the world would just crawl back under the rocks they’d slithered out from and never be heard from again.  
 
    But now it appeared that I might have been wrong about my convictions. I felt a great unease settle over me, aware from experience the kind of mischief fanatics like the White Ravens could make—assuming Lord Humbolt’s claim was true. But if Cazal really was part of the sect as the dying Parnuthian had insisted, then why was he here at Taskerbery of all places? And more to the point, what had the bastard been up to all this time? 
 
    “Hadrack,” Baine said from the hall entrance, interrupting my thoughts. I turned to look at him. “The executions are about to begin. Are you coming?” 
 
    I frowned distractedly, shaking my head. “No,” I answered.  
 
    “All right,” Baine said with a shrug as he turned away. “I’ll see you later, then.” 
 
    I started to pace back and forth down the length of the table where Lord Humbolt’s body lay, my hands clasped behind my back as I thought. The castle had already been searched after the battle, but the Parnuthian lord had been adamant that Cazal would have found a way to hide from my men. Which meant we needed to look again, this time more thoroughly. If we were still unsuccessful in locating the man, then we’d have to search the Parnuthian dead one body at a time to ensure he hadn’t been among those killed in the fighting. I decided I’d worry about the scrolls Lord Humbolt had mentioned later once I knew Cazal’s fate. I paused in mid-step, aware I’d missed something that should have been obvious. What if Cazal was among those captured and awaiting beheading? 
 
    I glanced toward the empty doorway, feeling suddenly anxious. “Baine, wait!” I called out. I broke into a trot, crossing the cavernous room as my friend reappeared in the arched entryway. “Is Wiflem still out there?” I demanded. 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “Tell him to stop the executions—right now!” 
 
    Baine’s eyebrows rose, but he did as I asked, leaning out the doorway to speak urgently with the soldier. I heard Wiflem take off at a run a moment later. “What’s going on, Hadrack?” Baine asked. “Why the sudden reversal? Did Jebido’s words finally get to you?”  
 
    I paused beside my friend and let out a long breath. “No,” I said. “But we just might have a problem.” I gestured for Baine to follow me as I passed through the doors into the wide corridor beyond. 
 
    Baine chuckled. “Since when is that news, Hadrack?” 
 
    I nodded to Kabona, who’d remained behind in the corridor, then paused, glancing at Baine. “Do you remember that horse-faced Cardian we met the other day?” 
 
    “Cazal, wasn’t it?” Baine asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a grimace. “That’s the man.” I gestured toward the great hall we’d just exited and Lord Humbolt’s body. “Our friend in there unburdened his conscience to me just before he died. He told me that Cazal is a White Raven and that he’s been up to no good.” 
 
    Baine pursed his lips while Kabona, as usual, showed little reaction. The general was the cousin of Alfaheed back in Temba, who I’d once thought of as an enemy but now considered a friend. I’d left Alfaheed behind when we sailed for Ganderland, giving him the job of City Administrator, as well as charging him with watching out for my wife and advising her when needed. I could think of no one better suited for either task. 
 
    “Up to no good, how, Hadrack?” Baine asked. 
 
    “That’s what I’m going to find out,” I growled. “Come on.” 
 
    Once back outside in the inner bailey, I strode toward the grouping of condemned Parnuthians, who remained on their knees with the hot sun beating down on them. Perhaps as many as three hundred of my men stood along the walls or watched from where they sat atop the slanted roofs of buildings. More Ganders and Temba Lions packed the ramparts above, crammed shoulder to shoulder, with many shouting insults or crude jokes down at the doomed Parnuthians. Several headless corpses lay sprawled on the cobblestones in the center of the bailey, one of which was being dragged away by the ankles by two grinning youths. Another boy no older than ten splashed a bucket of water on the ground where the body had lain, washing away the pooling blood.  
 
    A man almost as big as I was stood leaning on an axe close to the corpses, his barrel-like chest rising and falling as he listened to Wiflem speak. The huge man’s name was Pablis, and he’d once been a House Agent before joining my Wolf Pack several years ago. Pablis had fought under Guthris and Malo at the Battle of Silver Valley, and the big man had accorded himself well. I was not overly fond of House Agents at the best of times, but accepting this one into my service had been a simple choice to make.  
 
    “My lord,” Wiflem said, nodding as Baine, Kabona, and I approached. I saw Jebido detach himself from a group of men to my right and head our way, a puzzled frown on his face. “Is there something wrong, my lord?” Wiflem added. 
 
    I let my eyes roam over the prisoners, most of whom were looking at me now with a glimmer of hope in their eyes. If Cazal was among them, I didn’t recognize him.  
 
    “Hadrack?” Jebido said as he approached. “Have you changed your mind?” 
 
    I didn’t answer him, stepping toward the prisoners instead. “I’m looking for a man,” I said loudly, my voice echoing off the walls. “A Cardian. His name is Cazal. Is he among you?” Soft murmurs arose from the condemned at my words, whispers tossed back and forth, but no one answered me. “Cazal,” I called out, my tone even louder and firmer now. “If you are here, announce yourself.” Still nothing. 
 
    “He’s not here, lord,” a timid voice said from within the tightly packed group of kneeling men. “But I think I might know where you can find him.” 
 
    I motioned with a hand. “On your feet,” I commanded. The man obeyed, and as he rose above the others, I recognized him as the archer who’d cursed me earlier. The Parnuthian was thin-waisted with narrow lips and a turkey neck, but he had impressive shoulders and long arms that hinted at great power. “What is your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Sarnon, my lord.” 
 
    I nodded. “Where is Cazal?” 
 
    The archer looked down at his fellow Parnuthians kneeling around him, then swallowed before focusing back on me. “In a place you’ll probably never find him, lord. I only know of it by chance.” 
 
    “And that place is where?” I growled, sensing the man was about to play a game with me—a very dangerous game. 
 
     “I will gladly tell you, lord,” Sarnon said, though his voice shook nervously with every word. “For in truth, I have no love for the man. But I will speak only if you first promise to spare my life.” 
 
    I felt my eyes narrow with anger, my suspicions confirmed. I knew I could tear the castle apart looking for Cazal, but that would take many hours, and something told me by the archer’s confident tone that we’d likely fail anyway. I needed to find that Cardian bastard now, and it was obvious by the Parnuthian’s expression that he was aware of that need.  
 
    “I could torture the information out of you,” I finally told Sarnon, holding my temper in check. I gestured to the archer’s companions, who were listening intently to our conversation. “Their deaths will be quick and painless, but unless you tell me where that man is right now, I assure you, yours will not.” Sarnon looked down at his hands, fiddling with his fingers. I noticed half the little one on his right hand was missing. “Well?” I snapped, getting impatient now.  
 
    The archer finally looked back up with a mixture of determination and fear on his face. “I offer you Cazal’s location in exchange for my life, lord, along with the opportunity to become your sworn man, if you’ll have me.” Sarnon swallowed loudly, hesitating as many of the prisoners cursed at him angrily, with the word traitor arising from more than one set of lips.  
 
    “Silence!” Pablis shouted, taking several threatening steps toward the prisoners. “The next one who speaks will lose his tongue first, then his balls.” 
 
    I waited until things had settled down, focusing on the archer again. “And if I refuse this bargain of yours?” I grunted.  
 
    “Then I am sorry, lord, but I will have little choice but to take what I know with me on my journey to Judgement Day.” 
 
    “I can have the bastard talking in less than three minutes, Hadrack,” Baine said loudly from behind me. “Just say the word.” 
 
    I held the archer’s eyes, trying to gauge the man’s resolve. Sarnon was taking a terrible risk, but in truth, he really didn’t have a lot to lose from his point of view. Yes, there was the excruciating pain that torture would bring to consider. But death was permanent, after all, regardless of how it was done, and the man knew he had something to bargain with. I might have let Baine work on him at another time, but my gut was still warning me that I needed to find Cazal as soon as possible. This Parnuthian appeared to be my best bet to make that happen, which meant his gamble had paid off, at least for now. 
 
    “As I recall, you called me a goat-humping rat turd earlier,” I growled. “Is that how you talk to lords in your kingdom?” 
 
    “No, lord,” Sarnon said, his voice shaking even more. “Forgive me. I was overly emotional at that moment. I swear it will never happen again.”  
 
    I hesitated, letting the man stew in what was a life-or-death decision for him. Finally, I nodded. “I accept your proposal,” I said. I lifted my index finger at the sudden look of joy and relief on the Parnuthian’s face. “But you only get one day’s reprieve. Today, you will tell me what you know of this man’s whereabouts. And if by this time tomorrow, I decide you are not worthy of being my sworn man, I will kill you myself. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, lord,” Sarnon agreed eagerly as he bobbed his head up and down. “Very clear, lord. Thank you, lord.” 
 
    “Wiflem,” I said as I turned away. “Bring this man with you and join me in the keep.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the soldier said. He hesitated. “What do you wish to do about the others?” 
 
    I paused to look back, aware of the sudden silence in the courtyard as every pair of eyes focused on me. I glanced at Pablis, who waited with his bloodied axe clutched in both massive hands. I nodded to the big man. “You may proceed as before, Pablis,” I said. “This changes nothing.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” the former House Agent responded with a bow of his head. 
 
    I ignored the howls of despair arising from the Parnuthians and cheers from my men, retracing my steps into the keep with Baine, Jebido, and Kabona, where we waited in the great hall. Sarnon and Wiflem appeared moments later, with one of the burly soldier’s scarred hands wrapped around the back of the archer’s scrawny neck.  
 
    “Care to explain what this is all about, Hadrack?” Jebido asked.  
 
    “We’re trying to find a little bird that’s gone to ground,” I told my friend. I looked at him pointedly. “The White Raven kind.” 
 
    Jebido’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “I thought we were done with those bastards?” 
 
    “So did I,” I agreed. I turned to Sarnon, who was staring at Lord Humbolt’s bloodied corpse in fascination. “So?” I demanded. “Where is he?” 
 
    Sarnon reluctantly tore his eyes away from the body. “I think it would be best if I show you, lord, rather than try to describe it,” the archer said. 
 
    “Very well,” I responded with a frown. “Then lead the way. But no tricks, or you’ll wish you’d never been yanked from between your mother’s thighs.” 
 
    “Yes, lord. Thank you, lord.” 
 
    I leaned close to Jebido as I passed him. “Stay alert,” I whispered to my friend, still not trusting the archer.  
 
    Sarnon led us down a passage that separated the buttery and pantry, with Wiflem following directly behind him, holding a sword pointed at the Parnuthian’s side. We reached the kitchens, then turned right down another corridor until we entered a room cluttered with casks and wooden crates. Several dead Parnuthian soldiers lay sprawled on the stone floor in a pool of dried blood and gore, with a host of flies buzzing around their stiffened corpses in excitement.  
 
    We passed through the storage room, finally reaching the entrance to a tower, where we found a set of spiral stairs leading up and down. Bright sunlight filtered in through several narrow, arched slots cut into the tower’s south face, lighting the landing where we stood and the stairs above us in stark relief. I could see only five or six steps leading down before they twisted out of sight, lost in the gloom of the lower levels.  
 
    I’d expected Sarnon to head up for some reason, but he surprised me by motioning downward. “We need to go that way, lord, but I’m afraid it will be quite dark. I’m sorry. I was expecting there to be torches.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding, guessing my men had taken them when they’d searched the keep earlier that day. I glanced at Baine, who, aware of what I wanted, headed back the way we’d come without a word. We waited for several minutes until my friend returned with a flickering torch in his hand. He offered it to me, but I motioned that he should give it to Sarnon instead. The archer accepted the torch with a weak smile, then descended into the gloom below, followed by Wiflem and his ever-present sword. I came next, praying the Parnuthian bastard wasn’t leading us on a wild goose chase.  
 
    The smell of damp earth, mold, and decay grew stronger in my nostrils with every winding step downward until finally, Sarnon paused at another landing, waiting for the rest of us to join him. I could hear the distinct sounds of claws clicking on stone along a darkened corridor to my right, guessing it was rats making a hasty retreat. Another identical passage ran to my left. 
 
    Sarnon gestured toward the right-hand corridor with his torch. “It’s this way, lord. The well room at the end.” 
 
    The archer started to move forward, and I put a hand on his arm, stopping him. “Enough mystery,” I grunted. “Tell me what we are going to find there.” Sarnon hesitated, looking fearfully at the men surrounding him. He glanced down at the point of Wiflem’s sword that hovered close to his midsection, then swallowed, sending the protruding lump at the base of his turkey neck into convulsions. “I gave you my word,” I said, understanding what was going through the man’s mind. I knew the Parnuthian was afraid the moment he told us what he knew, we’d kill him. “You have until this time tomorrow,” I assured Sarnon. “None here will hurt you.” 
 
    “Unless you do something to make us, that is,” Baine added, his handsome features hard and unyielding in the light of the flickering torch. 
 
    “It was about a week or so ago, lord,” Sarnon said after a moment of deliberation. He flicked his eyes toward Baine, then back to me. I could almost smell his fear. “I had come down to the well to draw water, and that’s when I heard it.” 
 
    “Heard what?” I asked. 
 
    “Chanting, lord,” the archer replied. “It was very low but was definitely coming from inside the walls.” 
 
    I groaned inwardly, thinking we’d been led on a wild goose chase after all, just as I’d feared.  
 
    “I’ve been in a thousand castles like this one,” Jebido said with a snort. “There are always strange noises and echoes like that. The winds sweeping along the corridors play havoc with the ears.” 
 
    “I thought the same thing at first, too,” Sarnon agreed, bobbing his head eagerly. “But the next day, I came back at the same time, just out of curiosity, and I heard the chanting again.” 
 
    “So, you believe there’s a secret chamber in this well room?” I asked. “And that’s where Cazal is hiding?” 
 
    “Yes, lord,” Sarnon responded. 
 
    “Did you check the walls for a hidden door?” Jebido asked. 
 
    “I did,” Sarnon admitted. “But I couldn’t find it.” 
 
    I folded my arms over my chest, trying to keep the skepticism from my voice. “How do you know it was Cazal making the noises, assuming this room even exists?” 
 
    “Because I saw him, lord,” Sarnon said hurriedly. He pointed down the corridor. “There’s an old earth cellar opposite the well room. It’s mostly empty now, and no one ever goes in there. I arrived an hour before the time I’d heard the singing the day before and waited in the cellar to see who would appear.” 
 
    “And it was Cazal?” I asked, feeling my confidence in the archer’s claim increasing. The Parnuthian’s story seemed plausible enough, and I could detect no deception in his voice or mannerisms. 
 
    “It was, lord,” Sarnon confirmed. “I waited a few minutes after he’d entered before going into the well room, but it was empty. Not long after that, I heard the chanting begin. I still couldn’t find the door, though.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, satisfied the man was telling us the truth. I gestured to the darkened corridor. “Then lead on,” I said. “I’m looking forward to having a word with this Cardian.” 
 
    The well room was larger than I’d been expecting, with heavy plank shelves lining the back wall, all of which were empty of anything except a great deal of dust and dirt. The well itself was made of stone blocks and unremarkable, with a hand crank fashioned from worn and cracked oak. A bucket attached to a rope wrapped around the winch sat on its side on the stone floor by the well. Otherwise, the room was empty.  
 
    “Where did you hear the chanting?” I asked Sarnon. 
 
    “This wall here, lord,” the archer replied, motioning to our left. 
 
    I moved to the wall, running my hands over the cold stone. “Bring that torch closer,” I ordered the Parnuthian. “The rest of you come help us.” 
 
    We spent the next several minutes poking and prodding at the stone everywhere we could reach but found nothing to indicate a doorway might be there.  
 
    Eventually, Baine paused, sniffing the air. “Does anybody else smell that?” 
 
    “What?” I asked distractedly as I fiddled with a protruding stone.  
 
    “Smoke.” 
 
    I paused, drawing in a lungful of air as I realized that Baine was right. I hadn’t noticed the smell until he’d mentioned it, but now I could detect a faint odor of smoke. 
 
    “It’s getting stronger,” Baine muttered.  
 
    “Hadrack,” Jebido said, excitement in his voice. “Look at this.” 
 
    My friend pointed to a spot on the wall about shoulder height. I took the torch from Sarnon and moved closer, using its light to reveal thin wisps of smoke emanating from a hair-line crack in the stone. Even as I watched, the smoke became thicker, rising from numerous spots along a straight, horizontal line that I guessed was almost three feet wide. I ran my hand over the barely-seen crack, certain I could feel air flowing against my palm.  
 
    “This is it,” I said, handing the torch to Jebido.  
 
    I used the tips of my fingers to trace the outline of the door, helped by the growing smoke trails rising in plumes from the top and both sides. But where was the lever to open the damn thing? I coughed as the smoke in the well room thickened until, frustrated at my continued lack of success, I stepped back and kicked at where I believed the center of the door lay. Nothing on the wall moved after the kick, though I thought I’d heard a high-pitched sound coming from inside the wall as my boot made contact. A shout of fear or surprise, perhaps? I kicked again, then a third time, cursing when the door showed no signs of weakening beneath the blows. Now what?  
 
    “Let me try, Hadrack,” Baine said, motioning me aside. My friend took the torch from Jebido and moved to the door, running it along the smoke-revealed frame. After a moment of searching, he returned to a spot about three feet above the floor on the left. “This stone feels different,” Baine muttered more to himself than to any of us. He pushed and pulled for a full minute, but nothing happened. Baine swore in disappointment, then knelt, examining the flagstone floor near the wall. “Ah!” he muttered in triumph a moment later. “That’s how you do it.”  
 
    My friend stood, pausing to glance back at me and grin before positioning his right foot perpendicular to the wall in front of the door. He pressed down with his weight, then used his left hand to push against the stone on the wall he’d tried earlier. I heard an audible click, followed by a cloud of thick smoke entering the room as the hidden doorway swung outward several inches. I drew Wolf’s Head, gesturing for Baine to step aside, then opened the door all the way, allowing more smoke to billow outward from around the top of the doorframe before rising to the ceiling above me. I swept my left hand in front of my face to disperse the smoke, then stepped through the entrance, where I paused, meeting the eyes of Cazal, who sat facing the secret doorway in a high-backed chair. Behind him, a fire raged in the center of the room, with what I took to be books and scrolls burning profusely. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Lord Hadrack,” the Cardian said. He was dressed in a long-flowing white robe, and his freshly-shaven bald head gleamed orange from the flames. I stepped forward cautiously, glancing around the circular room, but as I’d expected, Cazal was alone.  
 
    “We’ve got you now, you bastard,” I growled. 
 
    Cazal laughed softly and shook his head as tiny flecks of burning parchment floated down around him like snowflakes. “Have you now, lord? I don’t think so.” 
 
    The Cardian smiled at me, revealing small, uneven teeth before his features began to change. Cazal’s entire body started to shake uncontrollably, with thick white foam appearing on his darkening lips and his eyes turning up in his head. I watched helplessly, having seen this very thing once before at the Edge of the World. I waited, knowing I could do nothing as the Cardian slid off the chair and fell to the floor, where he lay convulsing for a moment before finally going still. 
 
    I whispered a curse, understanding the look of triumph in the Cardian’s eyes now. Cazal was on his way to burn at The Father’s feet—that was undeniable—but unfortunately for us, the bastard had taken whatever secrets he possessed with him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    NINE 
 
      
 
    “Have you found something?” I asked Fitz, who was kneeling as he stared at a charred piece of parchment lying on the soot-covered floor. The young lord and I had been sifting through the remains of Cazal’s fire for the last half an hour, hoping to discover anything that might give us a clue as to what the bastard had been up to. 
 
    “No, not really, Hadrack,” Fitz said. “It looks like a drawing of some kind, I think. But I can’t make heads or tails of what it might be.” 
 
    I held out my hand. “Let me have a look.” I studied the ragged, three-inch by two-inch charred patch of what I guessed to be goat skin, frowning as I turned it in different directions. “Looks like an illuminated border,” I finally said. I pointed. “See this, here. I think that’s part of a rose petal. The fire scalded it, but if you look closely, you can see some flecks of red paint left. And here, further down, that looks to me like it could be the stem rising up with one half of a leaf sticking out. I remember seeing something just like it in a book in Corwick when I was a boy.” 
 
    “Is it common to find books in a peasant’s house, Hadrack?” Fitz asked sarcastically. “Even one who’s really of noble blood?” 
 
     I rolled my eyes. “No, of course, it isn’t. I never claimed otherwise. Sometimes, Son Fadrian would allow one of the village children to hold his prayer book open during morning sermons if they’d been good that week. The borders on the illustrations inside looked similar to this.” 
 
    “I see,” Fitz said with a nod. He chuckled. “Which obviously leads me to my next question. If someone had to be good for an entire week to hold that book, as you claim, then how did you ever get to see inside of it?” 
 
    “Very funny,” I grunted, unwilling to admit that my friend wasn’t far off the mark. I’d been more interested in fighting and getting into trouble back then than holding some boring book owned by a toad-faced Son with horrible breath and a penchant for wine. I’d only seen inside the prayer book once by chance, sneaking a peek when the old buzzard had his back turned. I turned the scrap of parchment over, but whatever had been on the other side was mostly gone, with only the words The and One still legible near the top just before the singed edge. I set the fragment to the side in a growing pile of what we’d managed to salvage so far, though none had brought us closer to understanding what Cazal had been doing in Taskerbery. “Keep looking,” I said. “There’s got to be something useful in all of this.” 
 
    Fitz sighed. “All right, Hadrack. But the gods are whispering in my ear, and they all say the same thing—we are wasting our time.” 
 
    “Just ignore them,” I muttered. “That usually works for me.” I looked over my shoulder a moment later when Baine appeared at the entrance to the secret room. “Well?” I asked him. 
 
    My friend shook his head regretfully. “No luck, Hadrack. We found where the bastard was staying easily enough. One of the Gander slaves who’d worked in the castle showed us. But there was nothing there—no scrolls, nothing. Cazal must have brought everything down here when he realized the castle was under attack.”  
 
    I nodded, not surprised. It seemed nothing about this mystery on our hands was going to be easy. 
 
    Baine motioned to the remnants of the fire. “Want some help?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. There isn’t a lot of room in here. Lord Fitzery and I can handle it. Go back and gather all the slaves together and question them about Cazal. Do the same for the Parnuthians’ wives and children. Find out anything you can about that bastard, even the smallest details. You never know. Someone might have heard something that could help.” 
 
    “Fair enough, Hadrack.” 
 
    Fitz looked at me sideways once Baine was gone. “You know, it’s a real shame we don’t have the wives’ husbands and sons around to ask. One of them might have known what Cazal was up to.” 
 
    I glared at my friend. “Not you, too?” 
 
    Fitz shrugged. “I don’t have a problem with why you had them killed, Hadrack. You had a promise to keep, after all, and the gods know they deserved it after what they’d done. All I’m saying is it might have made our task a lot easier if they were around to answer some questions right now. That’s all.” 
 
    “Well, they’re not,” I growled, not hiding my annoyance. “Besides, there’s no guarantee they would have known anything anyway. So, instead of wasting time talking about something in the past, how about finding me something I can use right now, here in the present?” 
 
    It took Fitz and me another hour, but in the end, we had to admit that there was nothing in the ruins that even remotely offered a clue about what Cazal had been doing.  
 
    “Now what?” Fitz asked in frustration as he sat back on his heels. He pointed to the pile of parchment scraps we’d salvaged, which probably numbered well over a hundred pieces. “Not much useful in all that, I’m afraid. Just a few words here and there that make no sense.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, starting to wonder if Lord Humbolt had exaggerated the importance of the Cardian’s scrolls. “Give me a hand,” I said after a moment, shaking off my doubts as I started to collect what we’d found. I wasn’t ready to give up just yet. “We’ll take all this up to the great hall where the lighting is better before we start to go over them again.” 
 
    “Again?” Fitz said, one eyebrow cocked. “Why, Hadrack? What’s the point?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I grunted stubbornly. “Just a feeling, I guess. Now stop being difficult and help me.” 
 
    “Yes, oh Great King,” Fitz said with a weary sigh. “I hear and obey.” 
 
    We spread the parchments out on the long table where Lord Humbolt had lain earlier, his body having been removed by my men some hours before. They’d left the soiled reeds behind, though, and it had taken Fitz and me a few minutes to brush them aside and wipe the tabletop clean of blood. Now, the scraps filled the table from one end to the other, no two looking alike. Some were the size of my thumbnail, while others were bigger than my hand with my fingers spread.  
 
    I stood over the fragments, my balled fists on my hips as I stared down at the only link I had to Cazal. “There has to be something here to point us in the right direction,” I muttered to myself. “There has to be.” 
 
    Fitz took a deep breath, looking miserable. “We’ll be here all night going over these again, Hadrack. I’m hungry enough right now to eat a horse, not to mention the ugly bastard who rode in on it.” My friend rubbed his flat belly ruefully. “Must be from all that vomiting these last few days, but I’m starving.” Fitz grimaced a moment later as, right on cue, his stomach grumbled long and loudly.   
 
    I glanced through an unshuttered window to my left, where the sun’s rays were beginning to wane as it sunk in the west. “Go ahead and get something to eat,” I told my friend. “Come back when you’re done.” 
 
    Fitz sagged in relief. “You truly are a merciful king, Hadrack. My stomach thanks you profusely.” He turned to leave, then hesitated. “Want me to bring you back something?” 
 
    I shook my head, already distracted as I picked up the first piece of parchment. I barely noticed when Fitz strode away, absorbed as I was with the need to find something—anything that might shed some light on what Lord Humbolt’s warning had meant. I realized the fragment I held was the one I’d thought had a rose petal painted on it, and I lifted it toward the sunlight to examine it closer. I noticed in the better light that the frayed and jagged edges looked more torn now than burned. Did that mean anything? I wasn’t sure. 
 
    I turned the scrap over, studying the words The and One on the back that I remembered from earlier that were written in bold black ink. I squinted, realizing that I’d missed something the first time. The letters Tr followed after the One, with the rest of the word lost to the browned and torn edge. I felt my heart quicken. The One True God? Is that what the words had said? It seemed plausible enough. I began pouring over the fragments on the table, hoping to find another piece of the rose, with my efforts rewarded moments later when I discovered a second one shaped like a three-pointed star that fit along the left side of the original I held. This new portion of the parchment had the letters He written on it, then a burnt section followed by the word Abbey, while further down, I saw the letters Fe interrupted by a small, charred hole. After that, the letters al appeared, then a wide swath of browning that left nothing else legible. 
 
    I put the two scraps together on the table, frowning as I tried to puzzle it out. Was the al the ending of the word beginning with Fe, part of the middle, or were the letters forming an entirely different word? And for that matter, what did the word He have to do with Abbey? Abbeys were designated for Daughters and their apprentices only, not men. Sons and their apprentices studied at monasteries. 
 
    I snorted in frustration, focusing on the remaining fragments on the table. It took me another twenty minutes of sifting through everything to find two more pieces belonging to the rose border—one shaped like a crude lightning bolt missing the point at the bottom, and the other a long strip rounded on one side. There were no others. The lightning bolt fit neatly at the base of the star, and I found the letters Ger among the browned parchment along with another word, Rebirth. Next, I tried to fit in the long strip, but no matter how I turned it, nothing aligned with what I’d already put together. The strip had four words on it— Cutter, Gray person, and Rise—though none seemed related to any of the other parts of the page as far as I could tell. 
 
     I stared at the words Gray person, wondering about the incorrect spelling of grey and what a Gray person could possibly be. Then, with my frustration growing, I turned the pieces over, hoping for inspiration, but was rewarded with only a few roses, vines, and what might be the illustrated head of a horse. I turned the fragments back the way they’d been, then looked up at the sound of footsteps ringing on the stone floor. 
 
    “How are things going?” Fitz asked as he strode toward me with a big, satisfied smile while resting one hand on his belly. Baine and Jebido flanked the lord, with Wiflem following behind.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said with a sigh. I motioned to the table. “I found a few pieces that go together, but I can’t make any sense out of what any of it means.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Fitz said as he came to stand beside me. He belched loudly, then stroked his neatly trimmed beard as he examined the parchments, bending down to get a closer look. “There’s a Tr at the top here, Hadrack, right after the word, One. Did you know that?” 
 
    “Yes, I saw that,” I replied. “My guess is it probably said The One True God.” I glanced at Baine. “How about you? Find out anything?” 
 
    My friend grimaced. “Not a whole lot, unfortunately. Cazal’s full name is Cazal Jaquet. He’s from Port Baldarm. That’s in northern Cardia, so I’ve been told. He showed up here several weeks ago on one of the Parnuthian ships. It seems our Lord Humbolt wasn’t too happy when Cazal arrived, but he deferred to him quite often anyway, albeit reluctantly. Apparently, the two men made no secret that they disliked each other intensely. That’s all anyone seems to know.” 
 
    “Well, it’s a start, I guess,” I said, not hiding my disappointment. I’d been hoping for something a little more illuminating.   
 
    “This word here,” Fitz said thoughtfully, nudging me with an elbow before tapping one of the fragments with his forefinger. “The one beginning with Fe and ending with al. I’m thinking it might be Festival. The spacing between the letters works.” 
 
    I glanced down, realizing my friend was right. “That does make sense,” I agreed. “But which festival are we talking about, and where? And what about the words He and Abbey? They look like part of the same sentence to me. What are they supposed to mean?” 
 
    Fitz shrugged, picking at his teeth with a fingernail. He pulled a scrap of food out of his mouth and flicked it away. “No idea. Maybe whoever wrote this was describing someone visiting an abbey somewhere during a festival?” 
 
    “Well, that shouldn’t be too hard to track down,” Baine said, looking intrigued. 
 
    “Maybe,” I added doubtfully. “Assuming any of this has something to do with Cazal. It could just be a random note for all we know.” 
 
    “You’d be wasting your time trying to find out, anyway,” Jebido said with a snort. “Do you know how many abbeys are scattered around Ganderland, Hadrack? Literally hundreds. And I know for a fact that most of them have festivals every few weeks or so, celebrating something or other. There’s no way to know which abbey this writing refers to.” 
 
    “Jebido has a good point,” Fitz said. He winked at me with mischief in his eyes. “Had to happen sooner or later, I suppose.” 
 
    I saw Jebido’s jaws clench in annoyance, and I put a hand on his arm, stopping him before he could reply. Fitz was clearly feeling better, which meant the teasing and jibes heading Jebido’s way were about to increase tenfold. “Any idea what Cutter, Gray person, or Rise might have to do with a festival at an abbey?” I asked my companions.  
 
    “The only cutter I know of is a rope cutter,” Baine said thoughtfully. He fished around in his arrow bag, then held up a thin, razor-sharp iron head shaped like a half-moon with a long shaft at the base designed to be attached to the haft of an arrow. “Slices right through them.” 
 
    “My wife sometimes uses a wooden mold to cut biscuits into different shapes, my lord,” Wiflem added. “A trader in Camwick sells them. He calls them cutters. Maybe that has something to do with the festival?” 
 
    “It’s possible,” I agreed.  
 
    Baine lifted the strip of parchment containing the four words. “I know my reading still needs work, Hadrack, but it looks like whoever wrote this spelled the word grey wrong. It should be—G R E Y—shouldn’t it? And what’s a grey person anyway?” 
 
    “Let me see that,” Jebido said, holding out his hand. I’d worked hard with Baine and Jebido on the journey back from Temba, helping them with their letters. And though Baine was way ahead of my older friend, Jebido had made substantial progress in the last month.  
 
    Jebido stared at the parchment for a long time, and then he finally looked up at me with a strange expression. “That’s not a p, Hadrack,” he said softly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    Jebido showed me the parchment. “If you look closely, you can see where the writer’s nib added too much ink and stained the parchment. This is one word, not two. Whoever wrote this just continued on after his mistake rather than start over.” 
 
    “But if it’s one word,” I said, understanding my friend’s dour expression now as I sounded out the single word in my head without the p. 
 
    “That’s right, Hadrack,” Jebido whispered before I could continue. “It spells Grayerson.” 
 
    “What?” Baine gasped, his eyes widening in surprise. “But your last name is Grayerson, Jebido. What does this mean?”  
 
    Jebido sighed and spread his hands out to his sides. “What it means, Baine, is as much as I wish it weren’t true, I know where the abbey is.” 
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    Baine, Jebido, and I spent a good portion of that night getting drunk on Cordovian wine, with the two of us listening in rapt fascination as our older friend finally revealed where he was from and who his family had been. The story was a harrowing tale that took hours to tell, and when it was finally done, we three sat in silence for a time, each reflecting in his own way on what had been said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us you were the son of a sheriff?” Baine finally asked. Neither he nor I had known what a sheriff was at first, but Jebido had explained that it was what the Flins had called a bailiff before our kingdom was conquered by King Jorquin of Ganderland when Baine and I were young boys.  
 
    “Would it have changed anything?” Jebido replied. He swished wine back and forth in his mug, then downed it, motioning to me for more afterward. 
 
    “Is your family rich?” Baine asked breathlessly. “Are you rich?” 
 
    Jebido chuckled and shook his head. “They were. Probably still are, for all I know. But I’m not. I left, remember? Who could stay in that place after what happened?”  
 
    “Do you think any of your family are still there?” I asked, pouring my friend more wine. I could see the pain in Jebido’s eyes behind the haze of drink, understanding now, after what he’d told us, that my friend had a right to it. I flicked my gaze to Baine, who was now staring at an empty space in front of him, his own eyes haunted with memories and pain.  
 
    Ah, what a trio we three make, I thought sadly. Each bearing his own burdens of loss and heartache.    
 
    Jebido sighed and shrugged wearily. “I don’t know. Probably. The Grayersons have lived at Morwe Downs for as long as anyone can remember. I doubt my brother would have given up Grayerson Manor for anything, knowing him—unless the bastard is dead, of course.” 
 
    “Will the people in the town remember you if your family are all gone?” Baine asked. 
 
    “I expect some will,” Jebido responded. He looked down at the contents of his cup. “I left a long time ago—right after the Border War ended—but I had friends there once.” He took a sip of wine. “Probably not anymore after what happened.” 
 
    “Is that when you joined Lord Corwick’s garrison?” I asked. “After the war ended?”  
 
    Jebido nodded. “More or less. I wandered for a year or so after it was over, but then I met a soldier stationed in Corwick who I’d known back home. He suggested I swear allegiance to Lord Corwick and settle down. I had no money or a place to lay my head at the time, so I saw no reason why not. The rest, of course, you both know.” 
 
    Baine and I shared a look. “Are you sure you’ll be all right going back there?” I asked. I’d decided to take some men and ride to Morwe Downs in the morning—which lay a hundred miles to the south—and find out why Cazal had written about the place. I’d learned from Jebido that I’d misinterpreted the part about the abbey. The He wasn’t a he at all, but instead stood for Her Lady of the Blessed Light Abbey, which was located close to the town. The rest of my forces would sail on to Calban, which we’d learned from Crasten Littleward was, in fact, still in Gander hands, although the castle was reportedly under siege. No Cardians were marching on Gandertown as Cazal had claimed, which I’d been relieved to learn, so thankfully, that was one less thing I needed to worry about.  
 
    Jebido stuck out his lower lip as he thought. “I don’t know, Hadrack. I promised myself I’d never return to the Downs, but never is a long time, I guess. We’ll just have to see what happens.” 
 
    I nodded. “And the festival? What can you tell me about it?” 
 
    Jebido shrugged again. “Not much to tell. Her Lady of the Blessed Light usually has one every other month or so, celebrating the Summer Bloom, Spring Beginning, Fall Harvest, that sort of thing. I believe this one is The Rise, a celebration where Daughters-In-Waiting from around the Kingdom receive their yellow robes and become full-fledged priestesses.” 
 
    I stiffened, remembering the word Rise on one of the parchments. I pulled the four scraps from my pocket where I’d stored them, looking for the word, then froze as my gaze fell on another partial word that I hadn’t given much thought to—Ger. I felt my heart start to beat with dread, the haze in my mind from the wine clearing in the blink of an eye. “Jebido,” I said anxiously. “Does the First Daughter usually attend this ceremony?” 
 
    Jebido swayed where he sat, the wine and fatigue from the long day clearly having taken its toll. “Of course she does, Hadrack. Always. It’s tradition.” 
 
    I shot to my feet, tossing my half-full mug aside with a clatter. “Come on, you two!” I grunted, already heading for the door. 
 
    “What’s going on, Hadrack?” Baine demanded in confusion. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s Daughter Gernet!” I threw over my shoulder, starting to run. “I think someone is going to try to kill her at that festival!” 
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    The sun was still struggling to break over the horizon when my men and I left the next morning, with each of us riding one mount while trailing a saddled spare horse behind us. I took the lead, riding through Taskerbery Castle’s gates on Angry, having decided to bring the grey gelding along as my second mount despite his jarring gait. I’d become rather fond of the gelding and had given him the name Breeze, thinking it quite fitting after seeing him run.  
 
    Jebido had told me Morwe Downs was roughly a hundred miles southeast from Taskerbery Castle, located more than ten miles inland from the coast. Hearing that, I’d initially considered sailing there in Sea-Wolf, thinking we’d arrive sooner, but Jebido had warned me that the town was nestled in a valley surrounded by inaccessible mountains to the east, north, and south, with the only practical way in a single road coming from the west.  
 
    I probably would have attempted crossing the mountains anyway if not for the fact I’d learned from the castle’s priestess—who, along with the Son and their apprentices, had remained hidden in the Holy House during the fighting—that The Rise was slated to commence in two days. Jebido had estimated that it would take four days for us to make our way through the mountains if we went by sea, which had effectively ruled that option out. I’d also learned from the Daughter that she’d been expecting to attend the event, having received permission from Lord Humbolt to go several months ago—that is, until Wiflem’s forces had laid siege, ruining her plans.  
 
    I knew making fifty miles a day was asking a lot from a horse, even one as powerful as Angry, so I hoped by alternating our mounts every ten miles or so, we would keep them fresh enough to arrive on time. I’d decided to bring only a small group with me—Wiflem, Baine, Jebido, Fitz, Kabona, and Tyris—believing any force larger than that would only slow us down. I had no idea what we would be dealing with when we arrived at the abbey, of course, but I hoped that the seven of us would be enough to deal with it. Unfortunately, as it turned out, I could have brought a thousand men with me, and it wouldn’t have changed the outcome one little bit. 
 
    We camped well after dusk the first night in a small hollow on the banks of a shallow braided river, deciding it was too risky to chance crossing the waterway in the darkness. The main road we’d been using had led us to a well-traveled ford, but after having examined it in the waning light, Baine’s sharp eyes had noticed numerous shifting bars of hostile-looking sediment clogging the crossing in the center. The last thing we needed was our horses getting bogged down in clinging mud, so waiting on this side of the river until the morning was the only logical solution I could make. Besides, both mounts and riders were exhausted from the day’s long ride. 
 
    Once we’d selected a suitable spot to stop for the night, Fitz, Jebido, Baine, and I picketed the horses, then watered and brushed them down while Tyris and Wiflem gathered wood to make a fire. Kabona had moved to higher ground to take the first watch, and I could no longer see him from my vantage point. The Temba had said little on the trek so far, preferring to ride at the rear of our procession, with his ever-watchful eyes constantly scanning the terrain around us for danger.  
 
    The general was a man who took his oaths seriously, as was I, and because of that, I hadn’t bothered trying to dissuade him from coming with us. I doubted he would have listened, anyway, whether I was his king or not. My wife, Sarrey del Fante, had a remarkable way of obtaining loyalty from both men and women with just a few carefully chosen words. And though I was acknowledged as the ruler of Temba, Sarrey and I both knew who the true voice of the city actually was. It was an arrangement that I had little issue with, for I wanted none of the trappings of kingship. I’d accepted the crown out of need, after all, not ambition. Besides, everyone knew I was better suited to swinging a sword than dueling with tongues and wit at court like Sarrey, who was a natural at it.   
 
    “We made good time,” Baine said, cutting into my thoughts as he knelt by the growing fire. 
 
     The rest of us sat on smooth river stones around the crackling flames, drinking ale while Baine added barley, dried fruits, onions, herbs, and honey to a metal pot half-filled with water. My friend was making a dish called frumenty, which was really just another name for porridge—although Baine would get insulted if you called it that. Either way, I always found the dish delicious while on the road with Baine, knowing it would help warm our bellies after the long ride and the rapidly cooling night air. 
 
    “We did make good time,” Fitz agreed. “Tomorrow will be an even tougher ride, though, according to what our friend here has told us.” He glanced sideways at Jebido, who was staring into the flames and didn’t appear to be listening. “Anything else you can tell us about this famous abbey of yours, Jebido?” Fitz frowned when no reply came. “Jebido?” 
 
    “What?” Jebido grunted, looking up in surprise. “Are you talking to me?” 
 
    “I asked if you could describe the abbey for us.”  
 
    “Why?” Jebido replied. “It’s just an old abbey. The damn things all look the same for the most part.”  
 
    “What’s the layout like?” Fitz persisted. “Is the place walled?” 
 
    Jebido sighed and then reluctantly nodded. “Yes. About seven or eight feet high, as I recall. Nothing fancy.” He grimaced, his tone turning sarcastic. “Why? Are you planning on climbing over them? Because I’m going through the front gates when we get there. It’s easier that way, in case you didn’t know.” 
 
    Fitz shrugged, not reacting to my friend’s clearly combative words. “I’m just being cautious, Jebido. The more information we have, the better. So, tell me about buildings.” 
 
    Jebido rubbed a hand over his eyes wearily. “There’s a Holy House, of course, right in the center of the compound—a big one with a tall bell tower. There was a refectory there, too, off to one side, if I remember right. Had a red roof. Another hall led off the rectory in the back, with a kitchen and quarters for the Daughters. There was also a separate, larger hall for the Daughters-In-Waiting on the other side of the Holy House with a guesthouse nearby.” 
 
    “That’s it?” Fitz asked. “You’re sure there’s nothing else you’re missing?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jebido said, sounding annoyed now. “Maybe. I haven’t been back there in more than twenty years, and the place was already ancient then. It could have all fallen down and been replaced by now for all I know.” Jebido chopped his hand in the air aggressively. “Now leave me alone. I’ve had enough of your infernal questions.” 
 
    I saw a brief glint of anger flash in Fitz’s eyes, which was a rare occurrence for him. “You’re talking to a lord, Jebido, in case you’ve forgotten. I let things go most of the time with you and Baine because you’re close friends with Hadrack. But don’t push me. You might want to remember that next time.” 
 
    “Right,” Jebido grunted, holding Fitz’s eyes. “Then leave me alone, lord.” My friend stood up stiffly and walked away after that, muttering to himself.  
 
    I watched Jebido head toward the river, where he paused on the sloped bank, staring off into the water. I sighed. “Why did you have to do that?” I asked, focusing on Fitz. I’d given my friend the condensed version of what Jebido had told Baine and me the night before and was annoyed that Fitz had pressed him so hard. “Why antagonize Jebido like that? You know going back there isn’t going to be easy for him.” 
 
    “I just asked the man a simple question, Hadrack,” Fitz protested. “It had nothing to do with his family or the girl, so what’s all the fuss about? He’s the one being an ass, not me.” 
 
    “Looks to me like both of you are being asses,” Baine said. He set the pot on a flat stone at the fire's edge, then stirred the contents with the blade of one of his knives. “At least from where I’m sitting.” Baine glanced up at me a moment later. “You never did get a chance to tell us what you and Malo talked about this morning before we left, Hadrack. Did he volunteer anything?” 
 
    “Not much,” I grunted. “He sure seemed pleased when I told him about Cazal, though.” 
 
    “Bastard,” Baine spat. “You should have let me have a go at him, Hadrack.” 
 
    “We didn’t have time for it,” I said with a shake of my head. “I was just hoping to catch him off-guard in case he revealed anything about what’s going on here.” I shrugged. “Guess I should have known better.” I was well aware that Baine hated Malo despite the man having saved his life once. My friend was clearly itching to use his knives on the former House Agent, but I knew it would be a waste of time. Malo was not the type of man to give in to torture, no matter who was doing it. “I told Hanley to take him back to Corwick Castle and lock him in the dungeons until I get back,” I added. “I’ll deal with him then.” 
 
    Baine looked up at me in surprise. “Why, in the name of The Mother, did you do that, Hadrack? I still haven’t figured out why you helped Malo recover from his wounds in the first place. You should have just cut the bastard’s throat and thrown him overboard to feed the sharks the moment we set sail from the Edge of the World.” 
 
    I shrugged, not sure why I’d saved Malo either. I probably should have killed him long ago after what he’d done, just like Baine had said. But something was holding me back—something that I couldn’t understand for the life of me. Was it because I believed Malo knew where the codex was or was there more to it than that? A debt I felt I still owed the bastard?  
 
    I glanced toward the river and Jebido, needing a distraction from my thoughts. I hooked a thumb that way. “I think I’ll go talk to Jebido,” I said, setting my mug down on the ground as I stood. “He looks like he could use a friend right about now.” I pointed at Baine. “Don’t let these slopping hogs here eat all that porridge before I get back.” 
 
    “It’s furmenty, Hadrack!” Baine called out in indignation as I walked away. “It’s not a damn porridge!” 
 
    I lifted a hand in acknowledgment, not turning to look back, then paused beside Jebido when I reached the river. We stood together in silence for several minutes with our breath wafting around us as light from a pale half-moon reflected off the shifting waters of the river. A frog croaked loudly from the bank to my left, followed by a soft plop as it jumped into the water. A moment later, I heard a series of strange chirping and purring noises coming from across the river.  
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, nudging Jebido. “Squirrels?” 
 
    My friend took a deep breath, shaking his head. “No. Just some river otters playing.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, nodding. I hesitated, not sure what to say next. “You want to talk about it?” I finally asked. 
 
    “Talk about what?” 
 
    “What’s bothering you.” 
 
    “Who says anything is?” 
 
    I snorted. “Oh, come on. You’ve been grouchier than a bear with its paw caught in a trap since last night. Nobody knows what to say to you.” 
 
    “Saying nothing works just fine for me,” Jebido grunted. 
 
    I sighed. “Do you know how many times you’ve come to me when I had a problem over the years and set me straight?” 
 
    “No,” Jebido replied. “But something tells me I’m about to.” 
 
    “She probably isn’t even at the Downs anymore,” I said. “Chances are she married someone else and moved away years ago. You said yourself a lot of the young people left after the war.” 
 
    Jebido shook his head. “Not her. Not Kathil. No, she’ll be there, Hadrack. I know she will.” 
 
    “Well, so what?” I said in exasperation. “What happened between you two was a long time ago. You can’t let it affect you now. We have a job to do, Jebido, and that’s to protect the First Daughter. Nothing else matters.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” Jebido said, turning to face me. I was surprised by the lack of emotion in his voice. “That doesn’t make it any easier, you know.” 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder to comfort him just as he’d done for me so many times in my life. “Whatever you need, my friend. Whatever you need from me, you just have to ask.” 
 
    “All I need is for this to be over with as soon as possible,” Jebido said softly. “So I can forget about that woman all over again.” 
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    We reached Morwe Downs late the next day—seven tired, dusty men riding froth-covered, blowing horses. The sun was setting in the west, but we’d made tremendous time and still had perhaps another hour before darkness fell, which lent me hope we could still avert disaster. The town was bigger than I’d been expecting, with at least a hundred houses and shops nestled together behind irregular, crumbling stone walls of reddish sandstone. The abbey was located several miles away to the east in a separate valley, Jebido had said, which meant we would have to pass through the town to reach it. I guided Angry through the open gates, surprised by the muted atmosphere inside the walls. The few people out on the streets stared at us with a mixture of fear and suspicion, and a mother holding a toddler's hand abruptly turned away, hustling the child into one of the buildings. I noticed most of the windows on the houses and shops were shuttered. 
 
    “Something is wrong here,” I told Wiflem, who rode beside me on a six-year-old chestnut stallion. “I can feel it in my bones.” A raven alighted on the eave of a house above me, and it turned its head back and forth, examining us curiously as we passed underneath it. I took the bird’s presence as a bad omen, further accentuating my growing dread. Angry snorted just then and shook his head. I could tell he didn’t like the raven any more than I did. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Wiflem agreed with a curt nod, his features drawn and serious. “It would appear you are right.” The soldier pointed to a man in a blood-splattered leather apron, who’d appeared coming out of a butcher shop ahead. The man stared at us for a heartbeat, then spun around, heading back inside. “You there. Stop!” The man hesitated, glancing over his shoulder. Wiflem crooked a finger as he and I halted our horses. “Come here. The Lord of Corwick wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    The man in the apron did as he was told, although I could tell he dearly wanted to run back inside. Wiflem had the kind of voice that guaranteed obedience, however, so he reluctantly approached us.  
 
    “Yes, lord?” the man said, staring up at me almost in awe. I noticed he was careful to keep his distance, and for some odd reason, he kept one hand pressed over his nose and mouth. I wondered if he was horribly disfigured. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked. 
 
    The man shrugged his thin shoulders. “Mostly indoors, lord,” he said, the words coming out muffled. “On account of the sickness, you see. They say it’s carried on the wind, lord.” 
 
    I glanced at Wiflem, my stomach twisting in knots. “Sickness? What kind of sickness?” 
 
    “They’re calling it the Pink Spit, lord,” the man answered. He shuddered. “On account of how pink wetness erupts from the mouth just before death.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, guessing what this Pink Spit actually was. The White Ravens had clearly beaten us here and had brought their poison along with them. 
 
    “What about The Rise?” Jebido asked from behind me. “Is it still going to happen?” 
 
    “Oh no,” the man said. “That was canceled last night when the Daughters started falling ill at the abbey. A good thing, too, or I expect many more people would be sick.” He lowered his eyes, shaking his head sorrowfully. “I’ve heard that almost all the Daughters are dead, though no one from here dares approach the abbey to be sure. It’s a sad day for us here at the Downs, sir. A sad day, indeed.” 
 
    “How many have contracted this sickness here in town?” I demanded, certain I already knew the answer to my question. 
 
    The butcher blinked. “Lord?” 
 
    “Here, in Morwe Downs,” I said impatiently. “How many people are sick with this Pink Spit?” 
 
    “Why, none so far that I know of, lord,” the man answered. “We’d been warned to stay inside where the wind and air couldn’t get to us. It seems to be working—the gods be thanked.” 
 
    “Warned by who?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
    “By an apothecary, lord,” the butcher answered. “He’d come for the festival and was the first to tell us about the Pink Spit, insisting that we all stay indoors. I only came out because I needed water from the well.” 
 
    “How convenient,” I heard Baine mutter sarcastically from behind me. “Stay indoors and do nothing to help those poor women.” 
 
    “Was this apothecary completely bald?” I asked the man in the apron. 
 
    “Why, yes, lord. How did you know that?” 
 
    “Where is he now?” I growled.  
 
    “I…I don’t know, lord,” the butcher answered. “But I imagine Cutter is probably around here somewhere.”  
 
    I stiffened at the name, then cursed, understanding now. The word Cutter hadn’t been referring to a tool for baking or archery—it was a person. 
 
    “Although, now that you mention it, lord,” the man in the apron added thoughtfully. “I think Cutter might have told the Widow Brand that he was leaving this afternoon. So, he might already be gone by now.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure he is,” I grunted, kicking Angry into motion. “Now that the bastard’s dirty work is done,” I added under my breath as my men and I galloped away. 
 
    We passed through the town in a whirl of dust, exiting through another set of gates before following a worn road that wound its way east. I let Jebido take the lead from there, noticing a large manor house rising in the hills to my right. We swept past the road heading toward the manor house, and though I couldn’t see his expression, I could tell by the set way Jebido held his shoulders that the house had to be Grayerson Manor.  
 
    “Well, we’ll deal with that later, I told myself grimly as we left the manor and its secrets behind.  
 
    It took us another ten minutes of hard riding before we reached a steep grade, and by the time we made it to the crest, all the horses were snorting and blowing from the exertion. I guided Angry and Breeze around Jebido’s second mount—a two-year-old brown filly—cursing at the big stallion and dragging hard on the reins as he tried to nip the filly’s haunches. I finally got Angry under control and halted him alongside Jebido and the white mare he rode with its distinctive black circle around one eye, careful to keep our distance. The big black wasn’t overly fond of the mare, either. 
 
     I stared east into a pleasant valley ringed by mountains on all sides. The valley was cast in deep shadows as dusk fell, but I could make out the dark, featureless walls of the abbey rising in the distance and hear the ringing of the bells from the jutting tower, the steeple of which was still being kissed by the last of the sunlight. The continuous tolling of the bell sounded like death to me. 
 
    “Come on,” I grunted to Jebido, kicking Angry into a gallop.  
 
    I gave the big black his head, barreling down the slope, with the gelding matching Angry’s pace step for step. I glanced back once to see the others quickly falling behind but gave it little thought, finally reaching the open gates of the abbey a hundred paces ahead of Jebido and the others. I burst through those gates into an open courtyard and came to a shuddering stop, feeling sick to my stomach at the sight awaiting me. Bodies lay everywhere in the torch-lit square, laid out in neat rows in front of a towering Holy House. Some of the dead had wisps of cloth draped over their faces, while others did not, revealing mostly middle-aged women in vomit-stained yellow robes. There were also at least two dozen House Agents, I saw, all together in a line to my right. Each of the corpses had the same twisted, distorted features that I remembered well from the White Ravens’ compound at the End of the World.  
 
    I swung my leg over Angry’s saddle and dropped to the ground, my heart thumping in my chest as I looked around, wondering where to start. Jebido arrived through the gates a moment later in a pounding of hooves and a cloud of dust, followed by the rest of my men. I heard my friend curse as he surveyed the carnage, just as a door banged open to my left where a three-story stone building stood. I began walking briskly that way as two young girls in brown robes appeared in the doorway, grunting with effort as they labored to carry the body of a Daughter with long grey hair outside. The bell above me continued its sad toll throughout. 
 
    “Here, let me help you,” I said automatically, taking the burden easily from the two apprentices. 
 
    “Oh,” one of the girls said, looking startled. She was perhaps thirteen, with good teeth, brown hair, and a rash of pimples dotting her cheeks and forehead. The other apprentice was younger, maybe eleven, with black hair, a wide, flat nose, and fleshy lips. 
 
    I cradled the dead Daughter in my arms, ignoring the corpse’s wide, staring eyes filled with terror and the flecks of vomit on her lips and chin as I carried her toward the courtyard.  
 
    The apprentices followed, both looking exhausted and filled with despair. “Who are you?” the girl with the pimples finally asked. She glanced toward my men as I set the Daughter’s body down gently on the cobblestones. “I thought no one was coming to help us?” 
 
    I knelt beside the dead woman and stroked her long hair that had come undone and now hung to her shoulders. “You are with The Mother now,” I said softly, closing the woman’s eyes to hide that dreadful stare. I stood wearily a moment later and faced the apprentices, afraid to ask but needing to know. “I am Lord Hadrack of Corwick,” I announced. “Where is the First Daughter?” 
 
    I held my breath after speaking, still desperately clinging to the hope that Daughter Gernet had survived the poisoning somehow. That hope was dashed moments later when the two girls shared a look before the younger one burst out crying. 
 
    I swore, glancing at Fitz as he came to stand by my side. “Where is she?” I growled at the older apprentice. 
 
    The girl motioned to the Holy House, her own eyes brimming with tears as her companion continued to sob. “In the knave, lord. We hadn’t the heart to put her out here with the others.” 
 
    “It…it was Daughter…Daughter Jin’s idea, lord,” the other girl stuttered between her sobs. 
 
    I gaped at the girl. “Jinny! Jinny is here?” I silently cursed myself for not having thought of that. The First Daughter never went anywhere these days without her granddaughter. “Where is she?” I demanded. “Where is Jinny?” 
 
    “In there, lord,” the pimple-faced girl said, her voice shaking as she pointed to the building she’d just come from. “That’s the Apprentices’ Dormitory.” I started to head that way, only to stop at the sound of anguish in the girl’s voice. “But you mustn’t go in there, lord. It’s not safe. Please!” 
 
    “Safe?” I growled, alarmed now.  
 
    “That’s where we take the really sick ones, lord,” the girl explained. She looked down at the ground. “Those not expected to make it—like Daughter Jin.” 
 
    I stared at the apprentice for a heartbeat, digesting what she’d just said—then I started to run toward the Dormitory. Jinny needed me, and by the gods, nothing, not even the risk of death by poison, would stop me from saving her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    I burst through the building’s entrance, my heart in my throat as I came to a shuddering stop inside a large room filled with rows of cots supported by crude wooden bedframes. I guessed there had to be at least forty or fifty in total, all with occupants in them as ten or so Daughters-In-Waiting administered to the sick. A host of flickering candles affixed to wooden chandeliers hung from the rafters down the center of the room, filling the building with murky smoke that curled along the ceiling. Unfortunately, the smoke and sharp tang of the burning tallow could do little to mask the overwhelming smell of piss, shit, and vomit. Nor could it hide the unmistakable reek of death hovering in the air.  
 
    I heard a woman singing softly from somewhere to my left—the words filled with infinite suffering and sadness. It seemed fitting somehow, considering the scene before me. The older apprentice rushed through the door in my wake, her eyes alight with worry as I turned on her. “Where is she?” I demanded. “Where is Jinny?” 
 
    “Lord, if you would just wait,” the apprentice said, dread in her voice now as she played nervously with her fingers. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this outrage?” 
 
    I spun around, surprised to see a Daughter forging her way determinedly toward me. The woman was old—very old—and she moved slowly but steadily with the help of a carved walking stick while an apprentice hovered by her side, holding her arm for support.  
 
    “Who are you?” the Daughter demanded before I could speak. The flesh of the woman’s face was a leathery map of deep creases and fine lines, though her startling light blue eyes were as bright and unblemished as a young girl’s. “How dare you burst in here in such a fashion! This is a place of sickness, you great buffoon, not some house of pleasure! You must leave at once!” 
 
    “My name is Lord Hadrack of Corwick,” I began. “And I—” 
 
    “The Wolf?” the old woman cut in suspiciously. 
 
    “That’s right, and I’m—” 
 
    “The biggest warmonger of them all,” the woman finished for me with undisguised contempt. “Have you come to help us, Wolf?” she added sarcastically. “Because no one else from that infernal town has! The Sheriff himself won’t leave his precious house—the coward!” She sighed wearily then, swaying on her feet. I was certain the old woman would have fallen if not for the cane and the girl holding her. “Well, you’re here now, Wolf, so you might as well make yourself useful and start emptying chamber pots.” The priestess lifted her walking stick, pointing with a shaking arm toward one of the occupied beds. “Poor Daughter Casalia, there, has the foulest of things erupting from every orifice. You can start there unless you’re too squeamish.” 
 
    “But,” I protested. “I’m here because I need to—” 
 
    “I should have guessed,” the Daughter said with an angry snort. “Of course you need something. You’re a man, aren’t you?” She waved her stick at me, coming perilously close to my nose before motioning toward the beds. “What about their needs? All you men of war ever do is take what you want, usually at the point of a sword. The world would be a far better place without you lot in it, is what I—” 
 
    “Listen to me, woman,” I growled. Now, it was my turn to cut her off. I moved forward until I was towering over the frail priestess. The apprentice shrank back from me in fear, but to her credit, the old Daughter held her ground, craning her neck to glare up at me with a fierce expression. “I’m looking for Daughter Jin, and I don’t have the time or the patience to listen to your squawking any longer. Now, where is she?” 
 
    The priestess hesitated, looking suddenly unsure of herself. “Why?” she asked. “What is she to you?” 
 
    “A friend,” I said with a sigh, my anger instantly deflating. I could see the fatigue and anguish in the priestess’s eyes behind the brightness, understanding now that she was just lashing out at me because she had no better target for her grief. “A very dear one,” I added, letting the woman see my worry and desperation. “Please, Daughter, will you take me to her?” 
 
    The priestess’s expression softened at my words, and she nodded to herself. “Perhaps I have misjudged you, lord. These last few hours have been trying.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that,” I said. “And I am truly sorry.” I turned then as Fitz and Jebido entered the building with a clatter of armor and thumping of boots. 
 
    “What do you want us to do, Hadrack?” Fitz asked. My friend’s face blanched as he took in the beds, then hardened with anger. I knew exactly how he felt. 
 
    I gestured toward the sick and the dying. “You and the others help these poor people any way that you can,” I said. I glanced at the old priestess and gave her a weary half-smile. “I understand there are chamber pots that need emptying, and I’m sure these apprentices could use help carting the dead outside and burying them.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of it, Hadrack,” Jebido said grimly.  
 
    I lifted an eyebrow toward the old woman. “Now, please, Daughter. Where can I find Jinny?” 
 
    “She’s in another room by herself, lord,” the priestess said. “I thought it only fitting, considering who her grandmother is.” The Daughter hesitated, and I saw the sudden pain of loss transform her face, the lines there deepening even more. “I mean, was.” The priestess shook off her emotions a moment later, her eyes filled with warning. “But I must caution you, lord. There is a terrible sickness within these walls, and I cannot guarantee your safety should you choose to remain here.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances,” I grunted. 
 
    “Very well, lord.” The priestess glanced at the apprentice supporting her arm. “You may go, Filda. Go help the others, sweet child. Lord Hadrack can escort me from here.” 
 
    The apprentice bowed her head. “Yes, First Daughter.” 
 
    I glanced at the old woman in surprise as she put a wrinkled, age-spotted hand on my forearm. “Don’t look so shocked, Lord Hadrack. It’s a temporary title at best, I assure you. The tragedy of what has happened here is unprecedented in the history of the House. Every Daughter in line for succession is now dead, so I have reluctantly taken on the mantle of the First Daughter for now.” She waved a hand around her. “These youngsters are in shock, lord, and they need discipline and guidance during this tragic time—a proper structure they are familiar with, you see. I’m sure once a vote can be held in Halhaven, someone more qualified for the position will be appointed. But until that time, I will do my best to honor Daughter Gernet’s memory the best that I am able.”  
 
    The priestess started to lead me away, and I had to stop myself from grinding my teeth impatiently as she shuffled along at a sluggish pace. “For some reason, lord,” the woman continued as we walked between the rows of beds. “The Mother has spared me the indignity of dying in such a horrible fashion along with my colleagues.” She glanced up at me, tears brimming in her eyes. “I am the oldest of us all by far, lord, so it’s a mystery to me why I am still alive. The gods must have a cruel sense of humor, I suppose, for every Daughter in the abbey past the age of thirty has already succumbed to the sickness.” 
 
    “What about the apprentices and the younger Daughters?” I asked. 
 
     The priestess sighed sadly. “The Daughters that still cling to life, like your sweet Jin, are all very sick. And more than half of the apprentices are dead or inflicted with this curse as well. Those of us who have not succumbed? Well, we do what we can, but it seems another one of our number becomes bedridden every hour or so. Perhaps I’ll be next? Who knows?” 
 
    “What about the servants and House Agents?” I asked, feeling uneasy about what the priestess was describing. 
 
    “Most of the servants are dead as well, lord,” the Daughter answered. “We’ve been putting their bodies in the gardens behind the House until we can get to them. Only the youngest and fittest have survived.” The old woman paused, motioning to a big man on one of the cots with his eyes closed. I blinked in surprise, recognizing Daughter Gernet’s personal bodyguard, Guthris. “As for the House Agents, this gigantic fellow is the only one of his kind to have survived this long.” The priestess paused, glancing up at me as I stared down at Guthris’ pale, sweat-streaked face. “You look confused by something, lord.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking back to the dead Ravens I’d seen inside the compound at the Edge of the World. Not one of them had survived the poisoning there—young or old—and from what I’d seen, they’d died quickly, probably within only a few minutes. But what was happening here at the abbey, although similar in some respects to the events at the Edge of the World, was clearly different. I wondered why. 
 
    We reached a doorway and passed through it into a long corridor, where I hesitated. I desperately wanted to see Jinny, but I felt the First Daughter deserved to know the truth about what had happened here first. I took a deep breath. “Daughter—uh?” 
 
    “Amolia, lord,” the priestess answered. She gestured ahead. “Daughter Jin is at the end of the passage. One of my girls was with her only a few moments ago and reported that her condition has improved somewhat. Jin is young and strong, so I have high hopes that she will overcome this sickness.”  
 
    “Well, thank the gods for that,” I said, relieved as we began walking slowly again. “Speaking of this so-called sickness, First Daughter. There is something that you need to know.” 
 
    “Oh? And what might that be, lord?” 
 
    “It’s not natural.” 
 
    Daughter Amolia blinked. “I’m not certain I understand, lord.” 
 
    “I believe everyone at the abbey has been poisoned, Daughter.” 
 
    “Poisoned?” The priestess shook her head incredulously. “With all due respect, lord. What you are saying is simply absurd. Who would dare chance The Mother’s wrath by committing such a heinous crime? I am afraid you are mistaken. This is a sickness like any other, and it will pass just like all the rest.” 
 
    “No one else is sick except for here at the abbey,” I said. “Not in town. Not anywhere. Don’t you find that just a little odd?”  
 
    The priestess’s eyebrows rose at that, and she surprised me by smiling. “Then my prayers have been answered, lord. The Mother truly is merciful.” 
 
    I sighed inwardly, guessing nothing I said would get through to this woman. I changed tact, not yet willing to concede failure. “Do you know a man named Cutter, Daughter?” 
 
    The priestess looked up at the rounded ceiling above our heads as she thought before finally shaking her head. “No, lord. I can’t say that I do. Why?” 
 
    We’d reached the end of the corridor, and I paused outside the closed door to Jinny’s room to face the Daughter. “Because I believe he is responsible for poisoning everyone,” I said. “He’s part of a cult known as the White Ravens. These people are trying to—” 
 
    “A cult, you say?” the priestess interrupted. She regarded me as if I’d suddenly gone mad, then finally shook her head in exasperation. “I must say, Lord Hadrack. I wouldn’t have taken you for a man given to hysteria. Cults? White Ravens? Poison? It all sounds so…so…outlandish. As I said before, no one would dare do such a thing and risk their eternal soul—no one! This is a sickness that has befallen us and nothing more, and I’ll hear no more about it.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I said no more talk, lord,” Daughter Amolia snapped crossly. She swept her hand toward the door. “Daughter Jin needs your comfort now. As for me,” the priestess added as she turned and began hobbling back the way we’d come. “I have more urgent things to attend to at present. I’ll send a girl around to see to your needs when I can spare one.” 
 
    “Of course, First Daughter,” I said, puzzled by her refusal to acknowledge my warning. “May I ask one thing of you before you go?” 
 
    The old woman hesitated, then turned stiffly to look back at me. “Yes, lord? What is it?” 
 
    “Can you ask your apprentices and any of the bedridden who are awake if they have heard of or seen this man, Cutter? He would have been shaven bald and might have been wearing a white robe.”  
 
    Daughter Amolia frowned, then finally bowed her head in acceptance. “If it humors you, lord, then I will do as you ask.” 
 
    “Thank you, First Daughter.” 
 
    I watched the old woman make her way slowly down the corridor, listening to the steady click of her walking stick echoing on the stone with every frail step. I took a deep breath once she was gone, then swung the door to Jinny’s room open and entered. Inside, I found a small space no bigger than eight feet long by six wide. The irregular stone of the walls were damp with sweat, and a bronze Blazing Sun hung above a cot pushed against the back wall. Jinny lay on the bed on her back, wrapped in a soiled white sheet up to her neck. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, and as I drew closer, she moaned softly, though her eyes remained closed. A half-filled chamber pot sat on the floor by the foot of the bed, giving off noxious fumes that I ignored.  
 
    “Jinny?” I whispered, dismayed by how worn and frail the girl looked.  
 
    Jin was many years younger than me, but with the sickness ravaging her body, she looked easily twice my age. I dropped to my knees by the bed, automatically reaching out to stroke Jinny’s sweat-streaked blonde hair, which lay splayed out around her head on the pillow. I noticed a basin of filthy water with a cloth floating inside, tucked under the head of the bed. I drew it out, wringing the wetness from the cloth before gently dabbing at the girl’s forehead and cheeks with it.  
 
    “Jinny? It’s Hadrack. Can you hear me?” The girl moaned again, and her eyelids fluttered though they did not open. I gently took her hand in mine, certain she could hear me. “I’m here now, Jinny. You’re going to be just fine. I promise. Nothing is going to happen to you.” 
 
    I waited then, hoping for some indication that Jin was awakening. But except for the slight rise and fall of her chest and a faint wheeze when she breathed, there was no change after almost five minutes. Undeterred, I made myself more comfortable on the floor, refusing to let go of the girl’s hand.  
 
    “I’ve got you, Jinny,” I said. “Can you feel me holding you? I’m not letting go until you wake up, no matter how long it takes. We’ll get through this together, you and me. This isn’t the end of your story. It’s not even close.” I kissed Jin’s hand, fighting back the tears as I tried not to think about a world without this wonderful girl in it. “You’re going to live, my dear friend. You’re going to live and have a long, prosperous life. You have the word of the Lord of Corwick on that!” 
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    “Hadrack? Hadrack?” 
 
    I awoke with a start, feeling a rough hand on my shoulder shaking me. I glanced up to see Fitz leaning over me where I sat on the cold floor. My friend had an odd look on his face, and I blinked, still drowsy as I tried to shake the cobwebs from my mind. “What?” I managed to grumble around a tongue thick with sleep.  
 
    “Well, thank The Mother,” Fitz said with obvious relief. He straightened. “I’ve been trying to wake you for the last few minutes. I was starting to think you’d gone and died on me.” 
 
    I suddenly realized where I was and focused on the bed, my heart filled with dread. But Jin remained in the same position as before, looking no better to me but no worse, either. I felt a jolt of panic shoot through me when I didn’t see the girl’s chest moving, terrified that she’d slipped away while I’d slept. But then it dawned on me that I still held her hand, which was warm in my palm. I got to my knees and looked closer, realizing her breathing was light and even. I’d just missed it. 
 
    “I’m still here, Jinny,” I whispered as a wave of relief swept over me. “You made it through the night, and I’m so proud of you. But now it’s time for you to wake up. I need your help, and so do the House and your sisters. Please wake up.” I waited then, breathless, but Jin remained unresponsive and motionless, oblivious to my words. I bowed my head and pressed my cheek to the back of her hand, saying a silent prayer to The Mother not to take this girl. 
 
    “Hadrack,” Fitz said, lowering his voice. He moved closer and put his hand on my shoulder, then squeezed. “I know this is a bad time, but we really need to talk.” 
 
    I looked back at him. “What time is it?” I asked, refusing to let go of Jin’s hand. 
 
    “Dawn broke about an hour ago,” my friend answered. He took a deep breath. “Listen, Hadrack. There are men outside the walls. They want to talk to you but are afraid to come inside.” 
 
    I frowned. “What men? From the town?” 
 
    Fitz shook his head. “No. They say they work for the Sheriff.” 
 
    I shrugged. “So, what do they want?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fitz said. “They’ll only talk to you.” 
 
    I glanced back at Jin, thinking her color looked a little better now than it had a moment ago. “I’m not leaving her, Fitz. Not for these men, the Sheriff, or even for the king himself. I gave her my word. You understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Fitz said. He took a deep breath. “I’m not sure they will, though.”  
 
    “Too bad for them,” I grunted with disinterest.  
 
    “There’s something else, Hadrack,” Fitz added reluctantly. “Something you need to know.” 
 
    I sighed, guessing by my friend’s tone that whatever he was about to tell me was not good. I could feel Jin’s steady pulse thumping in my hand, which gave me hope and helped lend me strength. Something told me I was going to need it. “What is it?” I finally said. 
 
    “One of the Sheriff’s men recognized Jebido. By the bastard’s reaction, I got the distinct impression that everybody around here thought Jebido was long dead. The two had words and almost came to blows. Baine and I were forced to pull them apart.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. Jebido hadn’t mentioned that part when he’d told us his story. “Anything else I should know about this?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Fitz said. “It just so happens that the Sheriff who wishes to speak with you is named Antoly Grayerson.” 
 
    I blinked in surprise, although I suppose I should have been expecting it in hindsight. “Jebido’s older brother?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    I swore under my breath. “Well,” I grunted. “This complicates things somewhat. Where is Jebido now?” 
 
    “Helping to bury the servants and House Agents in the fields behind the abbey,” Fitz replied. “I’ve got Baine and Tyris keeping a close eye on him.” 
 
    “And the Sheriff’s men?” 
 
    “Waiting for you about fifty yards from the gates.”  
 
    I nodded. “And I assume Jebido knows who these men work for by now?” 
 
    Fitz grimaced. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Hadrack?” I looked around as Jin stirred in the cot, feeling overwhelming joy as I felt her eyes on me. She tried to smile. “Is that really you, Hadrack?” she asked weakly. “Or am I still dreaming?” 
 
    I clasped Jin’s hand in both of mine and leaned closer. “It’s no dream, child, I promise. How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like a horse kicked me in the stomach a few times,” Jin whispered. She tried to laugh and failed, then licked her cracked lips. “Is there any water, Hadrack? I’m so very thirsty.” 
 
    “Fitz?” I said, glancing over my shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” my friend replied, heading out of the room at a run.  
 
    “Hadrack,” Jin said again. She tried to smile. “You look older than the last time I saw you. Older and more troubled.” 
 
    “And you look just as ravishing as ever,” I replied. “Perhaps even more so.” 
 
    “Liar,” Jin whispered. She squeezed my hand. “But I love you for it nonetheless.” A shadow crossed the girl’s face a moment later. “Do you know about my grandmother?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I do,” I said. “I am truly sorry, Jinny. She was one of the strongest, most inspiring women I have ever met.” 
 
    I saw a tear hovering on Jin’s lower eyelash, glistening like a jewel before finally dropping to her cheek. She looked away, her breath catching in her throat as she tried to pull her hand away from me. I held on, not willing to let go. “This is all my fault, Hadrack,” Jinny said in a tiny voice. “The First Daughter’s death is on my head. All their deaths are.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” I responded gently. “What happened here has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “No, you’re wrong,” Jin said more forcefully. She shook her head from side to side and swallowed painfully. “I’ve always known there would be a price to pay for my sins, Hadrack. I just thought it would only be me who was made to suffer. But now I know better.” Jin closed her eyes, her shoulders shaking as she began to sob. 
 
    “What sins?” I asked, confused now. 
 
    “You know what I did, Hadrack,” Jin replied without opening her eyes. “You were there and saw it all. I broke my vows and shed the blood of another. There is no greater sin for one who wears the yellow robes. No greater. The gods brought this sickness on us Daughters as punishment for harboring a sinner among them—me!” 
 
    I hesitated at the sound of true anguish in the girl’s voice. Jinny was talking about Luper Nash, of course. He’d been one of the nine men who had murdered my father and sister, along with Jinny’s mother, Meanda, and everyone else in Corwick. Jin had ripped open the bastard’s throat with a knife many years ago, more than willing to accept the consequences of her actions at the time despite my initial misgivings. And though she’d never once shown remorse to me, it was obvious the guilt Jinny still felt had been weighing her down more than I could have ever guessed. 
 
    “Ah, child,” I said, feeling nothing but warmth and love for the girl. “I know you want to blame yourself for this, but I promise you, what happened here has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain this sickness that came out of nowhere?” Jinny asked, finally forcing her eyes open to look at me. “How do you explain why so many of us are dead if not because of me?” 
 
    “Because you’ve been poisoned,” I said.  
 
    Jinny’s eyes widened. “Poisoned? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I replied. “Much as I wish it weren’t.” 
 
    “But, who would do such a monstrous thing?” 
 
    “Fanatics,” I answered. “Fanatics bent on destroying us all. I thought I’d dealt with them in Temba, but now it seems they’re here, too.” 
 
    Jinny struggled to sit up, and I hurried to help her. “You’re certain of this?” 
 
    “I’d stake my life on it.” 
 
    Jinny stared at me in wonder. “Then, it’s not my fault, Hadrack? Really? You mean I didn’t cause any of this?” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t,” I said just as Fitz reappeared through the doorway, holding a flask and a mug.  
 
    “There’s no drinkable water,” my friend muttered apologetically. “Apparently, the abbey’s well ran dry last week. I brought some wine instead. I hope that will do?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Lord Fitzery,” Jin said, still looking startled by what she’d learned. I was pleased to see some color returning to her cheeks. “It’s from the abbey’s own vineyards. I had some last night. It’s really quite good.”  
 
    “Wait,” I said as Fitz poured a healthy amount of red wine into the mug. I held out my hand. “Let me see that.” I accepted the mug and sniffed the contents. It smelled slightly fruity to me, but nothing out of the ordinary. “Did everyone drink this last night?” I asked Jinny.  
 
    “Yes, I imagine so,” the girl answered. “It’s tradition to serve the abbey’s wine during the feast the night before The Rise. It spends all year fermenting in preparation.” 
 
    “Even the servants and House Agents had some?” 
 
    Jinny hesitated. “Well, I’m not sure about that. Possibly with the well having gone dry. Why?” 
 
    I glanced at Fitz, who was staring at the flask in his hand suspiciously. “Damn, Hadrack. I should have thought of that. This is exactly how the bastards distributed the jimsonweed in Temba.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. “But we both know it isn’t jimsonweed, Fitz. I’m not sure what it is, but you can bet it’s the same poison the Ravens used at the Edge of the World. Not to mention what ended Cazal’s life at Taskerbery. The only question is, why are some people still alive after taking it?” 
 
    “That’s probably something only Haverty could answer for certain,” Fitz said. “But if I had to guess, I’d say the concoction wasn’t as potent for some reason. Now, whether that was done by design or accident is something only the bastard who did this knows for sure.”  
 
    “Let’s assume it was Cutter and done by design,” I said. “What do you suppose was his reasoning for making it less potent?” 
 
    Fitz shrugged. “Maybe he didn’t want everyone else at the feast to die. Maybe he was only targeting the older Daughters.” 
 
    “That makes a certain kind of sense,” I agreed. “But why them?” 
 
    “The First Daughter was old, too, Hadrack,” Fitz pointed out. “Maybe Cutter couldn’t get close to her, so he settled for this way. There were other attempts on her life before this, after all. Which means the House Agents guarding her probably never let her out of their sight.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Jin said. “Guthris was by her side at all times. Even at night. I don’t think that man ever slept.” The girl had grown paler again as she’d listened to us, although I could tell by her expression that this time, it had nothing to do with the poison she’d ingested and everything to do with her growing horror.  
 
    I shook my head, not convinced by Fitz’s argument. “Something still doesn’t add up,” I said. “Daughter Amolia told me that except for her, no one over the age of thirty survived the night. That’s a lot of dead priestesses. What would Cutter have to gain by that?” 
 
    “Daughter Amolia is alive?” Jin asked, sounding surprised.  
 
    I nodded. “Yes, by some miracle the poison didn’t affect her. She’s taken on the duties of your grandmother,” I added. “Though admittedly, only reluctantly until a proper vote can be held. The poor woman is quite distraught over Daughter Gernet’s loss. It’s obvious the two were close.” 
 
    Jin squeezed my hand tightly, her thin fingers pressing hard into the skin. “Hadrack!” she said, her eyes wide and filled with sudden understanding. “You need to listen to me! Daughter Amolia and my grandmother were never friends. Never! In fact, they detested each other. Daughter Amolia has always coveted the title of First Daughter, and she was livid when my grandmother won the seat instead of her!” 
 
    I gaped at Jin in shock just as Baine stormed into the room. “Hadrack!” he said urgently. “We’ve got trouble. Jebido is gone! The Sheriff’s men took him!” 
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    “What do you mean they took him?” I demanded, glaring up at Baine. I stood in one swift motion, regretting it a moment later when my stiff and sore muscles protested. “You were supposed to be watching him.” 
 
    “I know, Hadrack,” Baine said guiltily. “I swear, Tyris and I only took our eyes off Jebido for a moment. He gave us his word he would stay clear of the Sheriff’s men, and I had no reason to doubt him. I just didn’t anticipate those bastards coming with their horses and grabbing him like that. They were gone before Tyris or I could get an arrow off.” My friend looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    I waved Baine’s apology away, frustrated at this additional problem but knowing it wasn’t his fault. I would probably have done the same thing if I'd been in his shoes. I had no way of knowing if Jebido was actually in any danger from his brother, but I had to assume that he was by the way he’d been taken—which meant we needed to act fast. I still held Jin’s hand in mine, and I turned to look down at her on the bed, but she’d already anticipated what I was about to say. 
 
    “Go on, Hadrack. Go bring Jebido back. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “You’re certain?” I asked, reluctant to release her hand. 
 
    Jinny smiled and nodded. “Absolutely. He’s more important right now.” I hesitated, torn between my two friends, before Jin finally used her other hand to push mine gently away. “I said go, Hadrack. I don’t need you hovering over me like a mother hen. I can tell the worst is over now. I’m fine. I promise.” 
 
    “You better be,” I said, relieved. I bent and kissed the girl’s forehead, then whispered in her ear, “I couldn’t have taken it if I’d lost you, too.” I straightened as tears brimmed in Jinny’s eyes while a sudden image of Daughter Amolia appeared in my mind. I frowned. If what we suspected of the priestess was true, did that mean Jinny was still in danger? I decided I wasn’t willing to take the chance. “I’m going to have Tyris sit with you while I’m gone.” 
 
    “I don’t need—” Jinny began to protest. 
 
    “Tyris will stay with you,” I stated firmly. “End of discussion.” I pointed my finger at her. “And don’t drink anything while I’m gone, you hear me? I’ll bring some water and ale back with me from the village.” 
 
    “Yes, Hadrack,” Jin said as the fight left her eyes, replaced by resignation. “I hear you.” I could tell by the girl’s drawn face that our discussion had exhausted her, knowing the best thing for her right now was getting more sleep. It was time for us to leave.  
 
    “How do you want to handle this?” Baine asked once he, Fitz, and I were out in the corridor, heading toward the Dormitory’s main room. 
 
    “First, find Tyris and tell him no one goes near Jinny,” I said. “Especially Daughter Amolia. Also, warn him about the wine and make sure no one else at the abbey drinks any. The rest of us are going to pay this Sheriff a visit.” 
 
    “And then what?” Fitz asked. 
 
    “And then I’ll ask him nicely to return his brother to us,” I said bluntly. 
 
    “And if he refuses, Hadrack?” Fitz muttered.  
 
    “For his sake,” I growled as we entered the main room. “He better not.” 
 
    Fitz put a hand on my arm, stopping me just outside the corridor’s arched entrance. He leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “I asked around last night about Sheriff Grayerson, Hadrack. It seems he’s not well-liked in these parts, but since he answers to Lord Malharn and nobody else, he pretty much runs the town any way that he sees fit.” 
 
    “So?” I said impatiently. 
 
    “So, I also learned Lord Malharn is almost ninety years old and has been bedridden for the last six years. Apparently, the old bastard refuses to die despite the gods’ best attempts. The Lord has three daughters and no male heirs. But since Flin tradition does not allow a woman to inherit property or titles, the true power in the land at the moment belongs solely to one, Antoly Grayerson.” 
 
    “But the Kingdom of the Flins no longer exists,” Baine protested. “It hasn’t for many years. Gander law allows women to inherit both title and land all the time.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Fitz said with a shrug. “But tell that to Lord Malharn.” 
 
    “I don’t care how important this Grayerson fellow believes himself to be,” I said. “Or how powerful. He’s not a lord as designated by our king—I am. Which gives me say over him. If the bastard refuses to give us Jebido or has hurt him in any way, I promise you he will live to regret it.” I noticed Daughter Amolia sitting on the edge of a cot across the room, holding the hand of a sick apprentice. I grimaced, surprised the old woman was still awake. There was still that issue to contend with. 
 
    “What are we going to do about her?” Fitz asked as he followed my gaze. 
 
    “I’ll deal with her when we get back,” I decided. “One thing at a time. She’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    The ride back to the Downs was mostly made in silence, although I had taken a moment before we left to inform the others about our suspicions regarding Daughter Amolia. To say that they were shocked that a priestess could conspire to do such a thing would be stating it mildly. Having witnessed enough evil in my life already, however, there was little that surprised me anymore about people and their endless ambitions—not even Daughters. 
 
    We reached the road leading to Grayerson Manor and began to climb at a steady trot, with me in the lead on Angry and the others following behind in single file. All of us wore armor, with our shields on our arms and our weapons loose in their sheaths, ready for anything. Kabona rode behind me, holding an upright spear with my black and gold wolf-lion banner fluttering from the haft. Anyone seeing us coming would know with a single glance that we were a party prepared for war. I hoped it wouldn’t come down to that, but I was resolved not to shy away from it if it did. Jebido was coming back with us one way or another, even if I had to take his brother’s head to do it. 
 
    The road looped to our left after a hundred feet, cutting between two lengths of well-tended gardens dominated by red, white, and purple flowers along the edges. Plum, fig, and cherry trees grew down the center of each garden in neat rows, with stone benches interspersed beneath them. I could hear the rush of water from higher up on the hill near the house, guessing it was coming from a fountain in the holding’s courtyard or perhaps a garden closer to the manor. The road turned right around the inner garden and straightened out, leading to a line of gnarled cypress trees pressing in from either side. Curved and twisted branches formed an intertwined canopy above our heads, giving the illusion that we were heading into a tunnel.  
 
    The manor road had mainly consisted of dirt up until now, but once within the confines of the cypress trees, it had abruptly turned to cobblestones. I could see the manor house’s entrance hall and the face of a circular tower to the side of it at the end of the long tunnel as we drew closer, with the sound of our horses’ hooves amplified greatly by the enclosed branches. A man appeared on the manor’s stoop at our approach, and he walked down a set of stairs before waiting for us at the bottom. He was dressed in fine dark trousers, soft calf-skin boots, and a rich white tunic with a high collar.  
 
    The man bowed as I exited the tunnel and halted Angry in a modest-sized courtyard. A fountain with a marble statue of three dolphins leaping into the air rose to my right, with water shooting upward from the blow holes on the dolphins’ backs to cascade down their wet bodies into a blue and white tiled pool below.  
 
    “Greetings, Lord Hadrack,” the man said. He was tall and thin with a ring of short, dark black hair encircling his otherwise bald head. I guessed he was around my age. The man spread his arms away from his sides and smiled, though there was little warmth or welcome to it. “My name is Arthund Garre, the Sheriff’s steward. He has been expecting you and wishes you to join him in the Grand Hall.” 
 
    “Expecting me, has he?” I grunted. I let my eyes roam around the courtyard and manor house grounds, searching for threats. There were none that I could see. My men guided their horses to either side of me with their hands on the hilts of their weapons and their eyes just as busy as mine.  
 
    “There is no cause for concern, Lord Hadrack,” the steward said, appearing slightly nervous now, I thought. “I assure you, no one here is looking for a quarrel with you.” 
 
    “A little late for that,” I growled. “You people took one of my men against his will, remember?” 
 
    The steward frowned. “I can’t imagine what you mean by that, lord.” 
 
    “What a surprise,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Yes, well, I suggest you take the issue up with the Sherrif, lord,” Arthund replied as he smoothed his features. He finally forced a smile and gestured to his right, where a long building stood. “Your men can stable your horses there while we’re gone. The Manor’s stables are the finest in the land, and they are always kept well stocked with grain, hay, or anything else that your mounts might require. Garom, our Master of Horses, will see to their needs. His knowledge of equines is unrivaled in the Kingdom, perhaps even in the known world.” The steward winked and tried to smile again, though it came off as more of a smirk. I’d already decided that I didn’t like him. “I promise, lord, that your mounts will never have had it so good.” 
 
    “My men come with me,” I said. 
 
    “I am afraid that’s simply not possible, lord,” Arthund said. “I have strict instructions that you—”  
 
    My patience at an end, I prodded Angry forward, forcing the thin steward to retreat with a cry of fright back up the stairs to the stoop or risk getting trampled. I leaned forward in the saddle at the base of the stairs, letting the man see my resolve. “I wasn’t asking for your permission, steward,” I grunted. “Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes…yes, lord,” Arthund replied, looking thoroughly shaken. There was no smirk on his face now. The steward watched me carefully, and when I made no further aggressive moves toward him, he straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin, showing a little more backbone as I motioned for the others to dismount. “But I think it only fair to warn you, lord. The Sheriff does not react well to his orders being disobeyed.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I said, unimpressed as I swung a leg over the big stallion and dropped to the ground. I left Angry’s reins trailing on the cobblestones, knowing with his training that he wouldn’t move until I returned. I adjusted Wolf’s Head on my hip, then strode up the stairs until I stood facing the steward. “Well, I should warn you that I don’t react well to a mere bailiff or whatever he calls himself telling me what I can or cannot do. The last man who tried that with me was a Parnuthian lord, and he ended up losing every man under his command, along with his own life just a few days ago. It would be a shame if that were to happen here as well, now wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “It most certainly would, lord,” Arthund agreed softly, not meeting my eyes now. He motioned to the open door behind him. “If you will kindly follow me, lord?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to,” I said with a smile. I glanced behind me at my men, motioning with my eyes for Baine to check out the stables and the surrounding grounds. Nobody could move faster or stealthier than my friend, and if any nasty surprises were waiting for us here, he would quickly learn of it.  
 
    I passed through the doorway into a large foyer, where two women in plain cotton dresses and frilly aprons stood waiting for us. One of the women was much older than the other, with grey hair and a stooped back, while the younger one was no more than twenty, with long black hair piled on top of her head and large breasts that her simple apron and dress did little to hide. I could only pray Baine didn’t see her because I knew he’d be smitten. 
 
    “Would you care for something to eat or drink first, lord?” the steward asked me. 
 
    “This isn’t a social visit,” I grunted. “Get on with it.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Arthund replied tactfully. He flicked his fingers at the women. “You may go.” Arthund then motioned to a corridor on my left as the women hurried away without a word into what I guessed must be the kitchens. “This way, if you please, lord.” 
 
    I followed after the steward, one hand on the hilt of my sword and my shield ready as the rest of my men came after me. We marched past an open doorway and continued onward, but not before I saw Wiflem disappear through the door out of the corner of my eye. I smiled to myself as Arthund ushered us through a pair of heavy oak doors into the Grand Hall. The room was immense, with twenty-foot carved ceilings and a bank of unshuttered, double-arched wooden mullion windows facing south, each one taller than I was. Rich oil paintings of hunting scenes hung on the walls, and the yellow and black carpet beneath my boots was so thick that my soles sank into it at least half an inch. I guessed the carpet was Afrenian by its obvious quality.  
 
    “Ah, Lord Hadrack, there you are,” a man said at our entrance. He was sitting at an ornate desk across the room, and he stood abruptly, one hand holding a jeweled goblet. I noticed some of the contents had spilled onto the desktop and guessed, judging by how the man held himself, that he was slightly intoxicated. I studied him curiously, taking in his thick build, heavy shoulders, and bull-like neck. I noticed his hair and beard were black mixed with silver. But what I really focused on was the man’s nose, which was large and hooked like a predatory bird’s. It was a nose I knew well, aware I was now in the presence of Antoly Grayerson, the Sheriff of Morwe Downs and Jebido’s older brother.  
 
    “Do come in, lord,” the Sheriff continued, motioning me closer as he came around his desk. If the man was angered by the presence of my companions, he gave no sign of it, though he did frown slightly with disapproval when he took in our shields.  
 
    I saw Arthund’s expression change to one of confusion as he realized there were only the three of us instead of five, but he made no mention of it. “Thank you, Sheriff,” I said. I leaned my shield against a finely-crafted prayer bench, then clasped my hands behind my back. “Now, where is my good friend Jebido?” 
 
    “Excuse me, lord?” Antoly said, looking bewildered. “Surely you can’t mean my brother, Jebido?” 
 
    “Is there any other?” I growled. 
 
    The Sheriff took a sip from his goblet, blinking rapidly as he thought. “I am afraid you have me at a disadvantage, lord,” he said a moment later. “My dear brother was sadly taken from us many years ago. Perhaps you were unaware of that unfortunate fact?” 
 
    “Is that right?” I replied, thinking the man was either a very good actor or he truly knew nothing about Jebido’s whereabouts. I couldn’t decide which. “So, you’re telling me it wasn’t your men who snatched Jebido from the abbey just a few hours ago?” 
 
    “You’re actually serious about this, aren’t you?” Antoly said. “You truly believe my brother is alive?”  
 
    “I’m deadly serious,” I shot back. “Now, where is he?” 
 
    The Sheriff sat down heavily on the edge of his desk, looking stunned. He shook his head. “I can’t believe it. Jebido, alive after all this time? How is that possible?” 
 
    “Stop stalling,” I grunted. 
 
    “Lord, as much as I wish I could help you,” Antoly replied. “I must confess ignorance. Perhaps this man you speak of is another Jebido, or more likely, an imposter who has duped you into believing he is a Grayerson?” 
 
    I gestured to Arthund, who had moved to stand near his master. “Your steward told me you were expecting me. Why else would he say that unless you knew I’d come here looking for Jebido?” 
 
     The Sheriff sighed. “I sent my men to invite you to Grayerson Manor so that we might discuss what can be done for those poor souls at the abbey, lord. So yes, of course, I was expecting you. That’s no secret.” 
 
    I snorted just as Wiflem appeared through the door behind me. The soldier gave a slight shake of his head, then took up a position several feet away from me. I focused back on Antoly. “I’m not sure what game you’re playing here, Sheriff, but my patience is wearing thin. I’ll tear this house apart piece by piece to find him if I must.” 
 
    A door that I’d failed to notice at the back of the room suddenly opened at my words, revealing a young priest dressed in flowing black robes. “You will do no such thing, Lord Hadrack,” the man said in a deep voice.  
 
    I recognized Son Gylex immediately and growled low in my chest, automatically stepping forward with my hand on Wolf’s Head. I’d last seen the Son in Temba, and his uncanny resemblance to First Son Oriell was just as startling now as it had been then. 
 
    “No, Hadrack!” Fitz hissed in warning, putting a hand on my arm. “You can’t!” 
 
    I swallowed my growing anger, aware that my friend was right. Now wasn’t the time for bloodshed. I needed to be cautious until I understood what was really going on here. The last time I’d seen Son Gylex, he’d been in the company of one of the Seven Rings of Cardia, Lord Boudin, who I’d eventually killed barehanded and left to rot on a tiny islet. Now the bastard Son was here, looking as satisfied as a cat who’d just swallowed a fat mouse. I wondered why. 
 
    “My apologies for the interruption, Sheriff,” the Son said, turning to Antoly. “I am afraid I overheard your conversation with Lord Hadrack quite by accident as I was passing in the corridor. Having had previous dealings with the man, I felt it my duty to intercede before something unfortunate occurred.” The priest glanced at me with disdain. “Lord Hadrack’s temper can sometimes get the better of him, I’m sorry to say. Undoubtedly, it stems from his peasant upbringing.” 
 
    “Easy,” Fitz whispered to me out of the side of his mouth. “Easy now.” 
 
    I smiled, letting my friend know that I had myself under control. “Son Gylex, isn’t it?” I said to the priest. 
 
    “Yes, lord,” the Son said as he toyed with the Rock of Life hanging from his neck by a gold chain. “I am honored that you remember me.” 
 
    “How could I forget?” I said. “The last time I saw you, you were running away like a frightened girl.” 
 
    The priest colored, and I could see a flash of hatred rise in his eyes. He finally swallowed and forced a chuckle. “Yes, I remember it well. I was certain that Temba savage was going to dismember me when we met with The Fisherman.” The Son’s features hardened. “But that was then, lord, and this is now.” 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. I grinned. “How is the First Son doing these days? Is he still uglier than a boar’s arse?” I shifted my gaze to Antoly as the priest stiffened. “You’d be amazed at the resemblance between Son Gylex and the First Son, Sheriff. It’s quite startling.” 
 
    “Lord Hadrack,” Son Gylex hissed. He pointed a finger at me. “Your insults towards the First Son will not be tolerated. He is a great man! The blessed representative of The Father in this realm, you…you ungrateful heathen! I demand an apology this instant.” 
 
    “I don’t give a rat’s turd what you demand,” I said dismissively as I remained focused on Antoly. “Sheriff, I intend to search this house for Jebido one way or the other. You can cooperate with that search, or we can conduct it at the point of a sword. The choice is entirely yours.” 
 
    “Well, lord,” the Sheriff said after a moment of contemplation. He set his goblet on the desk. ‘It would seem that I have little choice.” He swept a hand around the room. “Consider my house yours, lord. Search where you will. I promise you will not find this Jebido imposter here.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that, Sheriff,” Son Gylex protested. “This man has no authority over you!” 
 
    “Better to bend in the wind than to break resisting it, Son,” Antoly said with a half-smile. He gestured to his steward. “Arthund, please ensure Lord Hadrack and his men are afforded our full cooperation. They may look in every nook and cranny on the premises if they so choose.” 
 
    “Of course, Sheriff,” Antoly said with a bow of his head. “I will see to it.” He gestured to the doorway. “Gentlemen, if you please?” 
 
    I nodded to Fitz, who, along with the others, headed out of the room in single file, followed by the steward. 
 
    “Oh, and by the way, Lord Hadrack,” Antoly said as I made my way toward the doorway. I paused to look back at him, ignoring Son Gylex’s glowering features. The Sheriff poured himself some more wine, then lifted his goblet to me in salute. “I want to wish you happy hunting, lord. If by some miracle you do find my brother instead of an imposter skulking around in the corridors of my home, please give him my best. Jebido and I were quite close once upon a time, and the thought that we could share that closeness again would be like a dream come true for me.” 
 
    “I’m sure it would,” I grunted sarcastically, convinced now that the bastard had known all along about Jebido. 
 
    I stepped out into the passageway and headed back the way I’d come. My men were already gone from sight, and as I passed a closed doorway on my right, it creaked open half an inch. “Lord Hadrack?” a female voice whispered urgently from within. I paused, dropping my hand to my sword as the door opened further. “I must speak with you.” 
 
    “Who are you?” I said, lowering my voice. 
 
    “Kathil Grayerson, lord. The Sherrif is my husband. Please, I must talk with you. It’s about Jebido.” 
 
    I hesitated as the door opened wider to accept me, then with a glance down the empty corridor, slipped through, finding myself in a large parlor that smelled of lilacs and tallow. 
 
    “Thank you for speaking with me, lord,” Kathil Grayerson said. She was a tall, handsome woman dressed in a flowing, off-the-shoulder black velvet gown with flared sleeves capped by white lace. Her black hair was parted down the middle and braided down the back, though I was certain I could see grey hairs at her temples and along the part.  
 
    I thought about what Jebido had told me about this woman, knowing how hurt he must have been to learn she’d married his brother. “Where is he?” I demanded. 
 
    The woman shook her head. “Not here, lord.” 
 
    “Then where?” I asked. 
 
    “That I don’t know, lord. Jebido was only here for a short time. My husband and that priest talked with him briefly, and then he was taken outside. I watched from my bedroom window as he and a group of my husband’s men rode away. Jebido’s hands were tied behind his back.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this?” I asked suspiciously.  
 
    Kathil Grayerson sighed and lowered her eyes, but not before I could see the misery hovering in them. “Because just like everyone else in the Downs, I thought Jebido was dead until now.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I growled. 
 
    The woman looked up at me, meeting my eyes. “I’m telling you this because I’ve always felt guilty about what I did to Jebido—how I betrayed him. I never thought I’d be allowed to make amends for that betrayal in this lifetime. But now, suddenly, the opportunity has come. If my husband knew I was talking to you about this, he would be furious. I can’t imagine what he would do to me.” 
 
    “And you have no idea where these men are taking Jebido?” I asked. “Not even a guess?” 
 
    Kathil shook her head. “No, lord, not really. I wish I did. But there is something else you need to know.” I waited, expecting the worst. “My son, Eadwin, was one of the men who left with Jebido.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, believing I understood what she wanted now. “And you want me to spare his life when we catch up with them, is that it?” 
 
    “Of course, I hope you will show him mercy, lord,” Kathil said. “But that’s not what I mean. You see, Eadwin was born eight months after Jebido…well, supposedly died. I married Antoly before I began to show the pregnancy, and—” 
 
    “And Eadwin isn’t actually Antoly’s son,” I said in dawning realization. “Is he?” 
 
    “No, lord,” Kathil replied as tears formed in her eyes. “He’s not. The gods forgive me, but Eadwin is Jebido’s son.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Did you really think I wouldn’t find out the truth!” I growled. “Your steward told me Jebido was here, so stop lying to me.” I swung backhanded, striking Antoly Grayerson across the face with all my strength. The Sheriff grunted in pain and his knees buckled, only managing to remain upright because Wiflem and Kabona each held one of his arms in their iron-like grips and refused to let him fall. “Now, where did your men take him?” I demanded.  
 
    We were back in the Grand Hall, with the Sheriff’s servants lined up along the wall, watching our interaction with obvious apprehension. Only the steward was absent from the Manor’s staff, having been taken to a separate room where Baine was currently questioning him. Arthund Garre hadn’t actually confessed anything useful yet, as far as I was aware, but the Sheriff didn’t know that. I’d also brought Kathil Grayerson into the room, not wanting to show her preferential treatment and perhaps tip off the man that his wife had been the one who had confided in me. Sometimes, the only way to get answers was to let the beast out of its cage, which I was more than willing to do if it meant finding Jebido quickly and alive.  
 
    Antoly lifted his head painfully and then attempted a lopsided grin. His lips were torn and swollen from the beating I’d given him, and his teeth were stained red with blood. “Go burn in the Pits, you hog-humping, ugly bastard,” the man managed to say. 
 
    I struck the Sheriff again without warning, this time with a balled fist to the stomach. He gasped as a thin trail of blood sprayed from his mouth, landing on my chest armor in a fine mist. I wiped the blood off the best I could with the palm of my hand as I motioned for my men to let him go. The moment he was released, Antoly dropped to his hands and knees, desperately sucking air into his tortured lungs.  
 
    I crouched down and grabbed a handful of the Sheriff’s thick hair, then dragged his head back until we were eye to eye. “You are trying my patience, Antoly Grayerson. The men who took your brother work for you. Even your own son went with them. So tell me where Jebido is, or I’ll start hacking pieces off of you next.” 
 
    “I told you to go—” 
 
    I smashed the Sheriff’s face against the floor, cutting him off, though I couldn’t tell how effective the blow had been with the thick carpeting cushioning it. “Last chance,” I grunted, lifting the man’s head again. I saw with satisfaction that blood was now seeping from his nostrils in fine streams. 
 
    “All right. All right,” Antoly said, raising a hand. “I’ll tell you what I know. Just don’t hit me anymore. I beg of you.”  
 
    “We’ll see,” I said, not convinced by the sudden change in attitude. “Start talking.” 
 
    “It was Lane Thirwood who took Jebido, lord,” the Sheriff said. “I swear I had nothing to do with it. My son and I don’t get along, and he’s always looked up to Lane. The bastard must have convinced Eadwin to help him.”  
 
    “Along with all your other men as well?” I said with a snort. “Do you really expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “It’s the truth, lord,” the Sheriff insisted. “I swear it on the First Pair. Lane knew Jebido from way back, and they hated each other. He must have lost his head when he found out my brother was alive. That’s the only thing that makes any sense. My men have been jittery ever since the plague arrived, so I’m guessing Lane convinced them and my son to go with him and leave the Downs.” 
 
    “Then why lie to me about Jebido being here in the first place if what you are saying is true?” I demanded. 
 
    “I was afraid of what you would do, lord,” Antoly said. “You have a fearsome reputation and I wasn’t thinking straight. I’d just learned myself that Lane had left with Jebido when you arrived, and I panicked. I’m sorry. That’s why I pretended I thought you had come to discuss the abbey.”  
 
    “Yet, you and that priest talked with Jebido before he was taken away, didn’t you?” 
 
    The Sheriff hesitated, working his tongue back and forth before finally turning his head and spitting out a bloodied tooth that disappeared into the thick carpeting. “Yes, lord, we did,” he admitted afterward. 
 
    “What did you talk about?” 
 
    “How shocked and delighted we all were here at the Manor that he was alive, lord.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    “Yes, lord. After that, Jebido went to see some people in the Manor he knew, and that was the last I saw of him.” 
 
    I glanced toward Kathil Grayerson, who was staring at me with fear and undisguised loathing. I hoped it was just an act after our recent conversation, but either way, I found her expression utterly convincing. Most of the servants were regarding me in the same manner as well, I noticed. I sighed wearily, thinking what Daughter Amolia had accused me of not that long ago wasn’t so far off the mark—you’re the biggest warmonger of them all. I’d known nothing but violence since my earliest memories, and it seemed no matter how many years went by, there was always more waiting around the corner. I wondered idly if I was just unluckier than most or was, in fact, the actual problem. 
 
     I shook that uncomfortable thought away and turned my attention back to Antoly. I wasn’t the one who had taken Jebido by force and, by the gods, the bastard had earned the thrashing he’d received. But now I decided I needed to take a different tact with him. “Listen, Sheriff,” I said, trying to sound reasonable. I released the man’s hair and sat back on my haunches. “I really don’t want to hurt you if I don’t have to.” I swept my hand toward the line of servants. “And I certainly don’t want to hurt any of these fine people here, either. All I want is Jebido back, safe and sound. That’s it. So, all you have to do is stop this nonsense and tell me what’s really going on here. Do that, and I promise my men and I will leave you alone.” 
 
    Antoly shook his head. “I told you everything that I know, lord.” 
 
    I looked up then as Baine appeared in the doorway. I could tell by his expression that he’d learned something important as he motioned for me to join him in the corridor.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked once we were out of earshot of the Grand Hall. 
 
    “The steward claims Son Gylex found something in the stables that might shed some light on where they took Jebido,” Baine said in a low voice.  
 
    I frowned. “Like what?” 
 
    “That he didn’t know. He overheard the Son talking about it with one of his House Agents.” 
 
    “Do you think he was lying?” I asked. 
 
    “Who, the steward?” I just nodded, and Baine snorted. “Not likely with my knife aimed where it was, Hadrack. What do you want to do?” 
 
    “What choice is there?” I grunted. “We’ll have to play this game out and see where it leads. I want you, Wiflem, and Kabona to stay here and keep an eye on things while Lord Fitzery and I meet with Son Gylex. If Sherrif Grayerson even farts without your consent while I’m gone, you have my permission to make him regret it.” 
 
    I’d ordered the priest to wait in one of the guest bedrooms on the third floor while we dealt with the Sheriff and, surprisingly, he had complied without any protest. I hadn’t given much thought to the man’s ready acceptance at the time, focused as I was on Antoly and what he knew. But now, in hindsight, I realized the priest’s reaction had definitely been suspicious. Son Gylex had rarely been shy to open his mouth in the past, and I wondered why he had kept it firmly closed this time.  
 
    I told Fitz what Baine had learned as we left the Grand Hall, and he shook his head afterward. “Those two bastards are up to something, Hadrack,” he said. “I can feel it. Everything the Sheriff said back there was a lie. It couldn’t be more obvious.”  
 
    “Of course he was lying,” I replied as we took a set of stairs covered in rich red carpet to the third floor. “The question is, why go to such lengths? What do they hope to gain from all this?” 
 
    We reached the third-floor landing and followed a tiled corridor, pausing outside the closed door of the priest’s room. 
 
    “Be careful in there, Hadrack,” Fitz whispered. “And whatever you do, keep your temper in check. Focus on that black robe he’s wearing and what it represents, not the weaselly person beneath it.” 
 
    “Sound advice,” I said, dropping my hand to the door latch. “Let’s just hope it works.” 
 
    I pushed open the door and stepped inside the room without announcing myself. If Son Gylex was up to something, then I was hoping to catch him off guard and perhaps fluster him enough to say or do something incriminating. A large House Agent immediately appeared in front of me, with one hand on the hilt of his sword and the other held outward to stop me from going further into the room. The man was broad-shouldered, with cropped brown hair and a neat beard cut square at the end. He looked just like every other House Agent I’d ever met—competent, confident, and ready for anything that might come his way. 
 
    “That’s all right, Tadian,” Son Gylex said in his deep voice from further inside the room. “Despite Lord Hadrack’s shocking lack of courtesy, you may let him pass.” 
 
    The House Agent nodded and stepped aside, but not before looking me up and down with careful interest. I could tell by the man’s calculating eyes that he was deciding the best way to kill me if the need arose. I couldn’t help but smile back at him with professional courtesy, since I was doing the very same thing with him. 
 
    I stepped further into the room, noting a second House Agent standing behind the priest, who was sitting at a gleaming table eating from a heaping plate of plums, figs, and grapes. “We need to talk, Son,” I said, trying to keep the dislike from my voice. Judging by the man’s scowl, it appeared that I’d failed miserably. 
 
    The priest sighed and pushed his plate aside, then wiped his hands on the sides of his robe. He took a sip from a mug on the table afterward, then set it down gently as he regarded me. I was struck once again by how much he resembled a younger First Son Oriell. “You are like a hard little turd clinging to the hairs of my ass that I can’t get rid of, Lord Hadrack,” Son Gylex said. “Did you know that?” 
 
    I laughed, actually amused by the image. Son Gylex had never struck me as a man with anything resembling a sense of humor. “And you are an arse-kissing little roach that I’d dearly love to squash beneath my boot,” I replied. 
 
    “Ah, but that’s the problem, isn’t it, lord?” the priest responded, looking unaffected by my insult. “You can’t do that, now can you? Not without risking Banishment from the House and losing your immortal soul, anyway. Not to mention what the king would be forced to do to you for harming a priest. Quite the dilemma, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Don’t push me,” I grunted. “Seeing you squirm as my blade guts you would almost be worth it.” 
 
    “Yes, almost,” Son Gylex said smugly. He sat back in his chair, then removed a tightly rolled scroll from beneath his robe. He tossed it toward me on the table, where it bounced and rolled before stopping a foot from the edge. “I assume this is what you came for, lord?” 
 
    “And what might that be?” I asked, not reaching for the scroll.  
 
    “From the words inside, it appears to name the location where your dear friend, Jebido Grayerson, has been taken, lord. That’s my interpretation, anyway.” 
 
    I glanced at Fitz, who pursed his lips. What possible reason would the Son have for giving up that kind of information? Especially to me. “Is that right?” I finally said, still not reaching for the scroll. “That’s awfully convenient.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to read it at least, lord?” the priest prompted.  
 
    “How do I know it’s genuine?” I responded. “How do I know there won’t be a hundred men waiting for me at this supposed location?” 
 
    “My goodness, Lord Hadrack,” Son Gylex said. “You certainly do have a suspicious mind.” He leaned forward, reaching for the scroll. “If you don’t want it, then so be it. After all, one man’s life means little in the grand scheme of things beneath The Father’s benevolent gaze.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, ignoring the priest’s satisfied smile as he sat back in his chair. 
 
    I picked up the scroll and slipped off the iron ring, then unrolled it and lifted it shoulder height to read the words written neatly on the parchment. When I was done, I handed the scroll to Fitz while I regarded the priest with wary eyes. “And you say you found this in the stables?” 
 
    “Well, to be fair, lord,” Son Gylex said. He gestured to the House Agent near the door. “It was actually Tarian who found it by chance while checking on our horses. I’d initially debated about showing it to you since you have been nothing but rude to me from the moment we met. But in the end, I chose to be the bigger man. I was set to bring it to you after I’d finished eating when you—uhm—took the initiative by throwing open my door and barging in here.” 
 
    “And what is it you want in return?” I asked. 
 
    “Want, lord?” Son Gylex said with a wide smile. “I’m not looking for compensation, I assure you. I’m just a simple priest doing a favor for one of the king’s most trusted warriors and confidants. Surely you can see that?” 
 
    “Actually, what I see is a sniveling, untrustworthy little bastard,” I grunted as Fitz groaned beside me. I smiled. “One who hides behind his robes and office. Isn’t that about right, Son?”  
 
    The priest’s face hardened at my words. “Well, Lord Hadrack. I must say, your lack of gratitude is most unbecoming. I could have simply kept the scroll hidden and you would never have known of its existence.” 
 
    I leaned both hands on the table, ignoring the House Agent behind the priest as he dropped his hand to his sword. For his part, Son Gylex showed no reaction. “I don’t know what your game is, Son,” I said. “Nor for that matter whose boots you are actually licking. But if this is a trap, I will find you no matter where you run and hide and tear you apart one piece at a time, regardless of the consequences.” 
 
    The priest blinked at the determination in my voice, and I saw some of his confidence and arrogance begin to wilt. But then he straightened in his chair, steadying beneath my unwavering glare. “I assure you, Lord Hadrack, that I am simply a man passing on useful information. You have my word that that is the extent of my involvement.” 
 
    “We’ve already established what your word is worth,” I said contemptuously as I straightened.  
 
    I turned to go, then hesitated as Son Gylex cleared his throat. “There is another matter which I do believe needs addressing, lord.” 
 
    Here it comes, I thought. “Which is?” I asked. 
 
    “Her Lady of the Blessed Light Abbey,” the priest said. “I understand this horrific plague has been isolated there and has not spread further into the countryside. Is that correct?” 
 
    I hesitated, wondering if the man was connected with Cutter and the White Ravens. It seemed hard to believe the bastard just happened to be here at the same time the abbey was attacked. “Why do you ask?” I said.  
 
     “Well, I’ve made arrangements for supplies and such to be taken to the abbey from the town—all paid for by the House, of course. With the death of the First Daughter and so many of her veteran flock—the gods rest their souls—the First Son will naturally be forced to take on a more active role in managing both sides of the House.” Son Gylex smiled triumphantly. “That is, until such time as suitable replacements can be found for those who have tragically passed on, naturally.” He shook his head in mock sadness, unable to hide the ghost of a smile still playing across his thick, worm-like lips. “But with the war against Cardia and Parnuthia still waging and our king distracted as he is, that might take some time—years perhaps. Knowing the First Son intimately as I do, I know he will take on this additional burden for the sake of our Kingdom, though obviously with a heavy heart. Considering the circumstances, what choice is there for the great man? Don’t you agree, Lord Hadrack?” 
 
    Oh, you little bastard, I thought, starting to understand what was going on now. I glanced at Fitz, and I could tell by his expression that he understood as well. “You are a disgrace to that robe,” I hissed at the priest, unable to contain my anger any longer. I dropped my hand to the hilt of my sword, only to feel Fitz’s strong grip on my wrist holding me firm.  
 
    “No, Hadrack. You can’t!” 
 
    “Lord Fitzery is correct, Lord Hadrack,” Son Gylex said mockingly. “You can’t, and you won’t, despite all your bluster. Pull that weapon from its sheath, and I assure you my men will cut you down without a second thought.” 
 
    I hesitated, meeting Fitz’s eyes, which I could read were pleading with me not to do it. I finally nodded to my friend and he released me, although he continued to watch me warily. “Very well, Son,” I said. “You win, for the moment at least.” 
 
    “A wise decision, lord,” Son Gylex said with a nod of approval. “Very wise. I’m impressed. I didn’t think you had the intelligence to resist your most basic impulses. However, with that said, I suggest from now on that you leave the complexities of the House to those more capable of understanding them.” He looked down his nose at me with undisguised hatred and contempt. “You may be uniquely qualified at swinging a sword, lord, which I admit does have its uses from time to time. But at the end of the day, all you will ever really be is a peasant, no matter how many undeserved titles are bestowed upon you.” He waved a hand dismissively. “You may go, lord. After all, I do believe you have a friend who is in imminent danger and needs rescuing. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I growled at Fitz. I could feel my entire body shaking with rage, knowing if I remained in the same room with Son Gylex much longer, I’d smash in the ugly bastard’s face until nothing was left but a bloody pulp.  
 
    “I’ll be sure to give the First Son your best when I see him next, lord,” the priest added to my back with a snicker as I trailed after Fitz. “He’s been following your exploits with the utmost interest.” 
 
    I hesitated inside the arched doorway, motioning to a worried-looking Fitz in the corridor that everything was fine. Something the Son had mentioned just a few moments ago had just jumped to the forefront of my mind. I shook my head, realizing I might have misjudged someone—someone who could end up being the fly in Son Gylex’s ale.  
 
    “By the way, Son,” I said, turning to look back at the seated man. “The First Daughter still lives. I just thought I should mention that. I guess there’s no need for the First Son to intercede after all. Now, is there?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at the astonished look on Son Gylex’s face, replaced quickly by apprehension. “That’s impossible,” the man managed to stammer. “I have it on good authority that Daughter Gernet died last night from the poi—” 
 
    “The poison?” I finished for the priest as his face fell in dismay at his mistake. “Is that what you were about to say?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Son Gylex blustered. “Obviously, I misspoke. What I meant to say was the plague.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” I agreed. “We’ll be meeting again soon to discuss all of this House business in greater detail, Son. You can bet your life on that. But right now, just as you said, I have something more important to do.” I winked at the still-stunned priest. “If I were you, I’d start praying Jebido is where that scroll of yours says he will be and that this isn’t a trap. Because if it is, I promise not even The Father or that robe you’re wearing will be enough to save you from my vengeance. Good day, Son Gylex.” 
 
    Then I walked out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “You thought what?” Daughter Amolia demanded incredulously. She didn’t wait for me to answer, her eyes ablaze with indignation as she stamped her cane on the floor. “How dare you presume that I would betray and murder my own sisters! Not to mention selling my soul for a position I did not earn! This is an outrage, I say! An outrage!” 
 
     I lifted my hands to try and placate the angry old woman, wondering what I could say to make things right. So far, every word out of my mouth had only managed to fuel the fire and increase her fury. “I’m sorry, Daughter,” I finally said for want of anything better. “I should never have questioned your loyalty to the House.” 
 
    “Of course you shouldn’t have, you gigantic fool!” Daughter Amolia snapped. “I’ve given my entire life to The Mother since long before any of you were born. Do you honestly think that at the near culmination of that life, I would stoop to such a thing for the sake of a heartbeat or two of prestige and power? I told you I took this title to bring calmness and order to those who needed it and for no other reason, and I meant it!”  
 
    We were in Jinny’s small room, with the younger priestess sitting up in bed. I’d been overjoyed to find her awake when I’d returned from Grayerson Manor, looking fresh and alert. Baine, Kabona, Tyris, Wiflem, and Fitz stood where they could in the cramped space, leaving little room for any of us to move. 
 
    “And you, child,” Daughter Amolia said harshly, turning her gaze and wrath on Jin now. “If your grandmother was still alive, she’d be horrified to learn you are capable of harboring such evil thoughts against a fellow sister. Shame on you!” 
 
    “I am truly sorry I doubted you, First Daughter,” Jin said, unable to hold the older woman’s eyes. She looked down at her hands as she played with her fingers. “Please do not blame Lord Hadrack for this. I am the one who planted the seeds of doubt about you in his mind. I know it was unforgivable, and all I can do is beg for your forgiveness.” 
 
    Daughter Amolia took a deep breath in a bid to calm herself, leaning on her cane for support. I started to reach out to her in case she stumbled, but dropped my hand to my side when the priestess glared at me in warning. She focused back on Jin. “Tell me why, child? Tell me why you would think me capable of such a monstrous act?” 
 
    “You ran for the position of First Daughter once before,” Jin said weakly. “Against my grandmother years ago.” 
 
    “I did,” Daughter Amolia agreed. “And what of it? I lost. This is not news to anyone. It’s hardly a reason to accuse me of genocide against my own order. Surely you have more than that with which to back your claim?” 
 
    “My grandmother told me that you and she were not friends,” Jin continued. “That, in fact, the two of you disliked each other immensely.” 
 
    Daughter Amolia chuckled softly, then with a weary groan, she carefully lowered herself onto the edge of the cot. “Of course we disliked each other, child. That is also well known. But I assure you it had nothing to do with my losing the First Daughter’s seat to her.” The old woman paused, turning reflective. “Well, I suppose, in hindsight, it probably didn’t help matters between us, either.” 
 
    “So, you weren’t jealous of her?” Jinny asked. 
 
    “On the contrary,” Daughter Amolia said. “I daresay that it was your grandmother who was jealous of me.” 
 
    “What?” Jin gasped in surprise. “Why?”  
 
    Daughter Amolia tapped Jin’s knee beneath the thin sheet covering her. “Because of a handsome, dashing young blacksmith named Barkly that we’d both become enamored with during our apprenticeship together many, many years ago.” The priestess’s expression took on a faraway look. “Barkly favored me in the end, as it turned out, leaving Daughter Gernet angry and heartbroken. She never did forgive me for winning his affections over her, not that our love affair lasted that long anyway. The man had a young wife and babe in town, as it turned out.” The priestess’s lips twitched in amusement as she looked around. “I’m sure everyone here finds it rather hard to believe now, but I was quite fetching in my youth and turned more than one male head my way.”  
 
    Daughter Amolia’s smile faded, and her expression hardened as she focused on me. “So, Lord Hadrack? Are you satisfied now that I’m not some mad, power-hungry murderer?” 
 
    “I am,” I said. “And once again, I’d like to offer you my—” 
 
    The priestess lifted a wrinkled and age-spotted hand. “Save your apology, lord. Besides, I believe you have more important things to do than stand here all day trying to absolve yourself of guilt. Like getting your man back for one, not to mention avenging my sisters for this heinous crime!” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed. “I do.” I hesitated. “There is one other problem we need to address first, though.” 
 
    “Only the one?” Daughter Amolia said with a resigned sniff. She motioned with her cane. “Do go on, lord.”  
 
    I told the priestess in as few words as possible what had happened at Grayerson Manor, culminating with Son Gylex’s reaction when I’d informed him that the First Daughter still lived. Daughter Amolia listened to me in silence, although at one point, when I brought up the poison again, Jin and she clasped hands. Finally, when I was finished, I waited, unsure of what to expect from the old woman.    
 
    “So, what you’re saying is you think the First Son is involved in all this?” Daughter Amolia asked warily. 
 
    “I don’t just think it, First Daughter,” I said. “I know he’s involved. That bastard has always coveted control over the House ever since he was a low-ranking Son kissing the boots of his betters.” 
 
    “That’s what you thought about me mere moments ago,” Daughter Amolia pointed out dryly. “And you were wrong about that.” 
 
    “I was,” I agreed. “But I’m not wrong about him.” I took a deep breath. “Which leads me to my next point.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Clearly, whoever is behind all this was not expecting you to survive the poison,” I said. “None of the other older Daughters did, so why would you? The fact that you not only live but have also taken on the role of First Daughter has undoubtedly thrown their plans into disarray.” 
 
    “But they don’t know Daughter Gernet is, in fact, dead,” Fitz pointed out. “You never told Son Gylex that part. He just assumed that you were talking about her.” 
 
    “True,” I agreed. “He did make that assumption, which was my intention. But regardless of what he thinks, I doubt whoever Son Gylex answers to will sit by and do nothing after all this careful planning. The abbey and the First Daughter are vulnerable right now, and they know it.” 
 
    “Which means they’ll be coming for her to finish the job once and for all,” Baine said with a grimace. 
 
    “That’s what I think, yes,” I replied. “We need to get you away from here as soon as possible,” I added to Daughter Amolia. I flicked my gaze toward Jin. “And you are coming as well.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave now!” Daughter Amolia said, looking horrified. She gestured to the closed door. “My girls out there need me.” 
 
    “You won’t be much good to them if you’re dead,” I said bluntly. “And we both know why my men and I can’t stay here to protect you. Besides, with you gone, the threat against them goes with you. Which leaves us only one alternative—you are coming with us, and I won’t hear another word about it.” 
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    Less than half an hour later, we were on the road with the First Daughter, Jin, and two apprentices riding in a covered wagon pulled by a pair of cantankerous mules that continuously snapped at one another. I’d initially resisted the idea of bringing the young girls with us, but both Jin and Daughter Amolia had stubbornly insisted upon it until, finally losing my patience, I’d relented. Tyris drove the wagon with his horse tied to the back of it while Kabona, Wiflem, and Baine brought up the rear of our little procession. Fitz and I took the vanguard. 
 
     It was well past noon by the time we returned to the road leading to Grayerson Manor, and though my men and I were braced for anything, we passed the holding without seeing any signs of movement coming from the hills. We reached Morwe Downs not long after that, with the town still looking abandoned except for one man on his hands and knees on a side street retching. Several dogs circled the man in excitement, but so far, they hadn’t gathered enough nerve to try moving in on whatever he’d emptied from his stomach.  
 
    I thought about stopping to buy provisions, while at the same time letting the inhabitants know there was no mysterious plague riding on the wind, then changed my mind. Every moment we remained in the area increased our risk of getting caught. And though I hadn’t seen evidence of any other fighting men at the Sherrif’s and Son Gylex’s disposal except for the two House Agents, the chances were good there would be more close by that they could call upon. 
 
    Once we were free of the town and the mountains surrounding it with no signs of pursuit, I slowed our pace somewhat, giving the horses and the mules a much-needed break. The road we traveled on was the same one we’d taken earlier on our way to Morwe Downs, and it eventually led us back to a small village named Farnswood. The place was nothing more than a few wattle and daub huts strung together that we’d passed through without stopping, but this time, I decided we’d halt long enough to buy whatever supplies the inhabitants could spare. It was also a good opportunity to let everyone stretch their legs after the long ride. 
 
    “Dusk will fall in another few hours,” Fitz grunted. He stood beside his brown mare, stroking her shoulder affectionately as she took long gulps from a sun-faded, wooden water trough. 
 
    I glanced up at the sky, then nodded my agreement. I was standing at the other end of the trough with Angry, careful to keep him away from the mare as he drank. The big black had been in a bad mood all day ever since he’d gotten wind of the mules. “We can still make another five miles or so before it does,” I said. 
 
    Fitz glanced past me toward the wagon, where the rest of my men were loading the few supplies we’d managed to purchase inside, then focused his attention to his right. “They’re going to be a problem when the fighting starts, Hadrack,” he said with a sigh.  
 
     I followed my friend’s gaze, knowing who he meant. The two young apprentices stood in the town’s overgrown square, watching as Jin and Daughter Amolia—sitting on matching three-legged stools twenty feet apart—heard confession from any of the townsfolk who wished to unburden their souls. From what I could see, there were a lot of takers—perhaps as many as twenty people. Farnswood was so small that they didn’t even have a Holy House, with the inhabitants forced to travel to a larger village a mile away to the northeast for prayers. Because of that, it hadn’t come as a surprise to me that the villagers had jumped at the chance to confess, though I understandably chaffed at the delay. Unfortunately, both priestesses insisted on the ritual regardless of how long it took, stating that the sanctity of the House rules outweighed any perceived danger they might be in.  
 
    “What choice is there?” I finally asked my friend, tearing my eyes away from the priestesses. “I can’t spare any of us to escort them back to Halhaven, and I don’t dare let them try to make the journey on their own.” 
 
    “I know that, Hadrack,” Fitz agreed. “I was just stating a fact, is all.” 
 
    “Have you ever been to this place?” I asked to change the subject. 
 
    “Where? Cheaton?” 
 
    I nodded. Cheaton was where we would supposedly find Jebido, according to the scroll Son Gylex had allegedly found. I knew we were almost certainly heading into a trap, but I also knew it might be my only chance at saving Jebido—assuming he wasn’t already dead. 
 
    “Once when I was little,” Fitz answered. “I went there with my father and older brother, Daholf. The gods curse his soul.” 
 
    “Do you remember any of it?” I asked, knowing how much Fitz had hated and resented his older brother, who had mercifully died in a hunting accident years ago. 
 
    “Just that it smelled like fish everywhere you went,” Fitz muttered. He finally shrugged and managed a weak smile. “It was a fishing town, after all. That’s about all I remember.” 
 
    “So, nothing special?” 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    “Then the real question,” I mused out loud, “is why would they take Jebido there of all places?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Fitz said. “But I’m willing to bet my last Jorq that we’re not going to like what we find when we get there.” 
 
    I regarded my friend thoughtfully. “You think he’s already dead, then?” 
 
    Fitz let out a deep breath. “I hope I’m wrong, Hadrack. But I can’t see why they’d keep Jebido alive this long. Those bastards obviously know how you feel about him, or else they would never have taken him like that in the first place. Jebido is the perfect bait whether he’s dead or alive. Unfortunately, at least in my opinion, a dangerous man like him is more manageable dead.” 
 
    I thought about that, praying my friend’s conclusion was wrong, though a part of me saw the logic in his argument. I felt a moment of infinite sadness sweep over me, unable to fathom life without Jebido Grayerson in it. I’d lost so much recently, and the thought of losing him as well was almost too much for me to bear. Fitz saw my expression, and he nodded sadly before pulling the mare away from the water with a soft cluck of his tongue and heading back toward the wagon. Angry looked up sharply as they left, watching them briefly before he shook his head with a rattle of his harness while slopping water all over me at the same time.  
 
    “You did that on purpose,” I said accusingly as I wiped tepid water from my beard. Angry pricked his ears and then bobbed his head, forcing a chuckle out of me before he gave me a gentle nudge with his muzzle—his way of asking to be patted. I rubbed the velvety smoothness of his nose, feeling remarkedly better than I had only moments before. I continued to stroke Angry’s muzzle as I looked south, buoyed by sudden confidence as the sun slowly sank in the west. Jebido was out there somewhere, and Fitz was wrong—I could feel it. My friend was alive, and by the gods, I intended to make sure he stayed that way, regardless of the cost. 
 
    We traveled for two more days without incident, careful to stay off the main roads when possible and avoid any settlements, although having the wagon along greatly complicated matters. We saw no one who appeared interested in us along the way but, even so, I knew we were still on lands that belonged to Lord Malharn, which meant Sheriff Grayerson’s authority still held sway over them. Unfortunately, the fishing town of Cheaton was also part of the lord’s impressive domain, which meant we would need to be doubly cautious once we reached it.  
 
    On the morning of the third day after leaving Morwe Downs, I took a turn driving the wagon, delighted to have Jin come and sit with me as the sun rose, quickly warming us. The young priestess had made a remarkable recovery, with her gaunt cheeks filling out and her skin gleaming with youth and good health. 
 
    I glanced sideways at the girl beside me, surprised to see her smiling with her eyes closed and her head tilted back, enjoying the sunlight. “What’s that all about?” I asked. 
 
    Jinny opened her eyes lazily. “What’s what about, lord?” 
 
    “That smile on your face. You look awfully content for someone who is on the run and hasn’t had a bath in days.” 
 
    Jin shrugged, then grabbed my arm and snuggled into me with her head on my shoulder. “Maybe it’s the company I’m keeping, lord.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine how,” I grunted. “I smell worse than you do.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Jinny agreed, blinking up at me with wide-eyed, mock seriousness. “But it’s your only fault, lord. I swear.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh out loud at the priestess’s sincere expression, although the twinkle in her eyes did manage to give her away. Baine was taking a turn riding ahead of us with Fitz, and he turned to look back in his saddle at the sudden commotion. I saw him smile widely as he studied us before he faced ahead again. 
 
    “How are the girls holding up?” I asked, referring to the apprentices. One of them was the girl with the pimples I’d first met when I arrived at the abbey. Her name was Judee. The other was Daughter Amolia’s personal apprentice, Filda. 
 
    “They’re managing,” Jin replied. “After what happened at the abbey, this really doesn’t seem so bad.” 
 
    “No, I imagine not,” I said. “And the First Daughter?” 
 
    I saw a flicker of worry cross Jin’s face. “The travel is difficult for her, lord. I believe she’s in considerable discomfort.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said with a frown. “Is there anything that I can do?” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what, lord. I’ve tried to make her as comfortable as possible, but the constant bumping and jarring are unfortunately taking their toll.” 
 
    “Well, hopefully, that won’t be for much longer,” I said. “Fitz told me we should reach Cheaton by nightfall.” 
 
    Jin’s features darkened even further. “And then what, lord?” 
 
    “And then we get Jebido back,” I said casually. “After that, I intend to return to Grayerson Manor and remove the Sheriff’s head from his shoulders.” 
 
    Jin sat up, resting her clasped hands in the lap of her yellow robe. “I overheard Tyris and Wiflem talking last night, lord,” she said. “They believe you are heading into a trap.” 
 
    “And they would be right,” I said cheerfully. 
 
    Now, it was Jin’s turn to frown. “Yet, you seem unbothered by the notion, lord.” 
 
    I winked. “That’s because I have no intentions of stepping into it, child.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Haven’t you wondered why no one has come after us yet?” I asked. 
 
    “Why, I thought that was because we stayed off the roads, lord. That they simply couldn’t find us.” 
 
    I grinned. “They didn’t need to find us. They already know where we are heading.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jin said, understanding now. “You’re saying they’ll be waiting for us in Cheaton?” 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s what I would do if it were me. There are any number of routes we could have taken, but they all lead to the same place in the end.” 
 
    “What are you planning, lord?” 
 
    “Do you think Daughter Amolia can ride?” I asked, ignoring her question. 
 
    “Ride, lord? Do you mean a horse?” 
 
    “More like a mule,” I said with a smile. If we lash her aboard and have one of the apprentices ride with her, do you think she can manage it?” 
 
    Jin bit her lower lip as she thought. “For how long, lord?” 
 
    “Perhaps two or three hours,” I said. “No more than that.” 
 
    “It will be difficult for her, lord,” Jin said, worry in her voice now. “I’m not sure if she can do it.” 
 
    “I understand it won’t be easy,” I said. I reached over and squeezed the girl’s arm reassuringly. “But I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t necessary.” 
 
    “What are you up to, lord?”  
 
    I smiled. “In the words of a man who is thankfully long dead,” I said. “Always the spider, never the prey!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “You’re being a fool, Hadrack!” Baine hissed.  
 
    We were hidden in a line of spruce trees marking the boundary between two ripening wheat fields, having abandoned the wagon on the side of the road several hours before in favor of moving cross country where we were unlikely to be seen by the Sheriff’s men. I was convinced they planned to ambush us before we got to the town, ensuring there were no witnesses to the crime. Killing Daughters was not something anyone would take lightly, after all, and if the townspeople got wind of it, those men knew they would be torn apart limb from limb long before they could ever hope to face the king’s justice. 
 
    “You’re not the first person to call me a fool,” I said with a chuckle as I began removing my armor. I paused after unbuckling my greaves, flaring my nostrils as I caught the heady scent of the ocean on the strong breeze sweeping through the trees. The coast was close, which was good news. “Nor, I wager, the last,” I added. I glanced at Fitz, whose face was cast in deep shadows from the trees overhead as dusk fell around us. “How far away are we from the village, do you think?” 
 
    My friend shrugged. “Perhaps a mile or so, Hadrack. It’s hard to say. I was only here once, and I wasn’t exactly paying attention to details at the time.” 
 
    “But all I have to do is keep heading east from here, is that right?” I asked. 
 
    “More or less,” Fitz agreed. “When you reach the coastline, you should see Cheaton to the north.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said as I unbuckled Wolf’s Head and handed the weapon to him. 
 
    “We both know I’m better suited for this, Hadrack,” Baine grumbled, still not letting it go as he paced back and forth. “I can go places that you can’t.” 
 
    “He’s right, you know,” Fitz chipped in as he balanced my sheathed sword on his shoulder. He hooked a thumb toward Baine. “Nobody is even going to look twice at him. You, on the other hand, stand out a little too easily.” 
 
    “I’m going,” I said stubbornly. “This isn’t my first time doing this, you know.” And it was true, I thought as I stooped and rubbed dirt on my face and hair. Once, long ago, I had posed as a drunken beggar to gain access to Halhaven so I could pretend to assassinate Prince Tyden, who, not long after that, would become king because of my actions. It had worked perfectly then, and I saw no reason why it wouldn’t work now.  
 
    “I do not like this, Tacha Mawee,” Kabona rumbled with disapproval from where he leaned against a tree trunk with his meaty arms folded across his chest. 
 
    “Of course you don’t, General,” I said cheerfully. “I can’t even take a shit without you looking over my shoulder to make sure it came out right. Don’t worry. Everything will be just fine. You’ll see.” 
 
    “What makes you think the boy will still be in the village?” Fitz asked. “For all we know, he might have headed back to Morwe Downs by now.” 
 
    “He’ll be there,” I said confidently. I nodded my thanks as Tyris handed me a worn cloak from his saddlebag, then tapped the pocket of my trousers containing the letter Kathil Grayerson had written to her son before we’d left Grayerson Manor. “And once Eadwin reads the truth about who his father actually is, he’ll tell me everything. It’s simple, really.” 
 
    “Nothing is ever simple around you,” Baine muttered as I donned the cloak. “It’s been that way since the first day we met.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s true, my friend. But at least you’ve never had to worry about getting bored.” 
 
    “How are you going to convince the Daughter and Son to go along with this plan of yours?” Fitz asked. “Especially the Son. There’s always a chance he could be in on this.” 
 
    My friend was talking about the priestess and priest presiding over the Holy House in Cheaton. I had no idea who they were or where their loyalties lay, but they would be integral to my plans this night. I fumbled around my neck where my brother’s Pair Stone hung from a thong, searching for the Blazing Sun pendant nestled with it that Jin had given me. I lifted it out. “This belonged to First Daughter Gernet,” I explained. “It has her official seal on the back, so it should be more than enough to gain the Daughter’s cooperation. Hopefully, the Son will follow her lead.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Fitz said doubtfully. “A lot has to go right for this to work, Hadrack.” 
 
    I glanced at him in annoyance. “If you have a better idea, Fitz, now is the time to bring it up.” I waited, but my friend remained silent. “All right, then. Just make sure you get us that boat. One big enough to carry the horses.” 
 
    “And if I can’t find one large enough?” Fitz asked.  
 
    I hesitated, thinking of Angry. “Then we’ll have to leave them behind,” I said reluctantly. “There’s no chance we’ll be able to outrun those bastards with the Daughters and apprentices riding mules. The sea is our only recourse, so let’s just hope the gods are watching over us and it doesn’t come to that.” I clasped my friend on the shoulder. “Remember what I said. If Jebido and I don’t appear before dawn breaks, set sail and get Jin and the First Daughter to safety.” 
 
    “But—” Fitz began to protest. 
 
    “No buts,” I said firmly. “Take no chances with their lives. If you see anything looking even remotely suspicious at all, you leave with no questions asked. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Hadrack.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, satisfied. I glanced through the trees to the east, gratified to see a three-quarter moon rising above the horizon. “Nobody moves from here until the moon is directly overhead. That should give me enough time to get things rolling.” I motioned to Baine and then my cloak. “This looks just a little too pretty, don’t you think?” 
 
    A knife appeared in Baine’s hands, and he quickly went to work, cutting at the sleeves and the hem until the cloth hung in tatters. “I’ll take that,” I said once Baine was done, indicating the knife.  
 
    My friend handed me the blade and a sheath wordlessly. He shifted his gaze past my shoulder a moment later, and I turned, focusing on Jin and Judee standing together near the picketed horses and mules. They were alone. I felt sudden anxiety, wondering where the First Daughter was before I saw her sitting in the shadows against the base of a tree with her head down. Filda, the apprentice, crouched next to her, stroking the old woman’s hair. The ride over mostly rough terrain had been merciless on the priestess, but she’d borne it with little complaint. Unfortunately, I knew there would still be more riding for her to suffer through before this night was out.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to tell her before you go?” Baine asked. 
 
    “Tell who what?” I grunted distractedly as I hung the knife on my belt. 
 
    “Jin,” Baine replied. “She still doesn’t know about everything that happened in Temba.” 
 
    “I already told her what happened,” I said.  
 
    And I had, although I’d been vague about most of it, careful to omit any information about Malo and the real codex. I’d explained to the young priestess that the entire issue of The Fisherman and the codex he’d had for sale had turned out to be nothing but a hoax and a complete waste of my time. Jin had readily accepted that without showing much surprise since she’d been expecting that result all along. It had been Jin’s grandmother who had insisted I go to Temba in the first place, after all, not her.  
 
    “I’m talking about your wife, Sarrey,” Baine said. “Did you mention her at all, Hadrack? Or that you’re the King of Temba now?” I fell silent, and Baine smirked. “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Why does it matter?” I finally asked while wondering why I’d chosen to leave that part out. 
 
    Baine snorted. “You sure are blind to things sometimes, Hadrack.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means Jin may wear the yellow robes now, but underneath them beats the heart of a woman—a beautiful young woman. She’s not Little Jinny anymore, you know. You might want to consider that before leading her on any further.” 
 
    I gaped at Baine. Leading her on? I stared after my friend in confusion as he turned and walked away without elaborating any further. Finally, still wrestling with Baine’s words, I strode toward Jin, motioning for her to join me along the tree line where we could talk privately. 
 
    “Yes, lord?” Jin asked. I could hear the worry in her voice, knowing that she, just like everyone else in our little group, was unhappy that I was going to Cheaton alone. 
 
    “Uh, Baine just reminded me that I’d forgotten to tell you something about my time in Temba.” 
 
    “Oh, and what might that be, lord?” 
 
    “While I was there,” I said uncomfortably. “I met someone.” 
 
    Jin chuckled. “Well, I expect you must have met a great deal of someone’s, lord. That’s hardly remarkable.” 
 
    “It was a woman,” I added, forging onward. “A princess, actually.” 
 
    I sensed Jin tense. “I see. And your point, lord?” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips, committed now. “We were married in Temba, Jinny,” I said. “Believe it or not, I’m the King of Temba now, although I rarely think of myself that way.”   
 
    “And you’re just telling me this now, lord?” Jin asked after a brief pause, sounding more annoyed than anything else. “After three long days on the road, this is the moment you choose to inform me?”  
 
    “It just slipped my mind until now,” I said weakly. “It was Baine who reminded me. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Are you happy, lord?” Jin asked, brushing off my apology.  
 
    “Happy?” 
 
    “Yes, lord? Are you happy?” 
 
    I hesitated, not sure how to answer that. Jinny finally sighed, breaking the awkward silence that had risen between us. She put her hand on my filth-covered cheek and stroked it gently. “Poor Lord Hadrack. So much pain.” She smiled up at me sadly. “Or would you prefer if I called you King Hadrack now?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I growled.  
 
    Jin took a deep breath and pulled away her hand. She wiped the dirt off her palm on her robe, regarding me with an unreadable expression. “I am truly happy for you, lord, even if you are not.” 
 
    “You’re not upset?” I asked warily. 
 
    “That you didn’t tell me, lord?” Jin replied. “Yes, I suppose I am. But you have a lot on your mind, so I understand.” 
 
    “No,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re not upset that I’m married?” 
 
    “Are you not allowed to marry whomever you wish, lord?” Jin asked. “Have the gods forbidden it for some reason?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I muttered, feeling foolish and tongue-tied. 
 
    “Is it not natural for a man to marry a woman he loves, lord?” Jin didn’t wait for me to answer. “Well, of course it is. So why, then, would I possibly be upset about it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, thinking if I had more time, I’d give Baine a good thumping. It was his meddling that had gotten me into this. “I guess I should have known better.” 
 
    “Yes, I expect you should have, lord,” Jin replied. 
 
    We stood awkwardly together for a moment until I eventually said, “Well, I’d better get going.” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine you should,” Jin responded in a flat, almost disinterested tone. 
 
    I hesitated, thinking I should add something else to break the tension, until finally, I simply nodded and turned away, wondering what had just happened. Jin and I had always been close from the moment we’d met, almost like brother and sister, due to our bond of being the only two survivors of the Corwick massacre. But now, suddenly, it felt like a deep chasm had just opened up between us—one which I had absolutely no idea how to close again. 
 
    I trudged toward my men, feeling suddenly depressed. “Thanks a lot,” I grunted moodily at Baine as I passed him.  
 
    My friend just stared at me in confusion as I kept going without another word toward the tree line and whatever awaited me in Cheaton. 
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    Cheaton was larger than I’d been expecting—at least from what I could see in the darkness, anyway. The Holy House was hard to miss, though, built as it was off the town square and lit up by braziers along the wide stone walkway leading inside. Someone had hung a lantern from a pole extending out from the bell tower, and its light seemed to beckon me onward as I slipped among the shadows cast by smaller buildings. I paused in the mouth of a rat-infested alleyway, waiting scrunched down behind a rain barrel as two men appeared on what passed for the main street. The men were singing, each with an arm draped around the other’s shoulders, while their free hands held stoneware jugs that they waved around as they sang.  
 
    I could smell the reek of their unwashed bodies and the pervasive odor of fish that seemed to cling to everything, just as Fitz had warned me. The men paused, causing my heart to stop beating, until one drank from the jug he held while the other continued to sway drunkenly and sing. The drinker belched afterward, then realizing his jug was empty, he threw it into the alley over my head. I expected to hear the jug break into pieces as it hit the ground, but there was nothing except a slight thump. 
 
    I waited until the men had disappeared before I stood and began to search for the jug, eventually finding it intact on top of a pile of filthy straw. I returned to the mouth of the alley with my prize, and after ensuring my hood was up and my face well hidden, I hunched my shoulders and stumbled unsteadily out onto the street. I began to sing, pausing now and then to pretend to drink as I made my way toward the square and the Holy House. I was less than fifty yards away when two men wearing mail with swords on their hips appeared, exiting from a building to my left. One of them lifted the skirt of his mail coat and untied his pants before pissing against the building’s wall while the other waited, looking annoyed.  
 
    The waiting man glanced my way briefly as I stumbled closer, then, looking disinterested, returned his focus to his companion, who was still busily relieving himself. “Are you almost finished?” he grunted impatiently. 
 
    “Why, Lect? Do you want to come and hold it for me? Maybe give it a shake or two?” 
 
    Lect snorted in irritation. “Just hurry up, you damn fool. Cutter’s waiting for us.” 
 
    I stiffened and lifted my head, staring at the men in surprise as I came abreast of them. Cutter?  
 
    “What are you looking at, you drunken old goat?” Lect barked at me. 
 
    I realized I’d almost given myself away, and I hurriedly held out my free hand, palm out, making sure to make it shake noticeably. “Can you help a poor soul down on his luck, lord?” I asked in a trembling voice. “Anything at all will do.” 
 
    “How about my boot up your foul-smelling arse unless you get out of here?” Lect growled, turning to face me with his hands on his hips. “Will that do?” 
 
    “No, lord. Thank you, lord,” I muttered, stumbling away from them down the street as fast as I dared go.  
 
    I looked back after ten paces to see the two men striding away, with me already forgotten. What was I going to do? I knew the chances there might be a different Cutter here in Cheaton were next to impossible. But if I followed after those men to find out, my entire plan could fall apart. I reached the end of the street, which led into the square, glancing up at the Holy House across from me in indecision. I knew those two men might lead me to Jebido, but then what? I was alone and only armed with a knife. I had no idea how many men I might be up against. I looked at the moon, which I saw with a groan was nearly overhead. I was almost out of time.  
 
    Stick with the plan, I finally told myself, feeling my rapidly beating heart start to calm down as the decision was made. I resumed my drunken disguise, staggering across the square while keeping my head down and not looking at the occasional passersby. I’m coming, Jebido, I thought as I neared the Holy House. I’m coming for you, my friend. 
 
    

  

 
   
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    The Daughter was young—no more than twenty years old—and I guessed Cheaton was probably her first posting since earning the yellow robes of her office. She was rather plain looking, with braided brown hair piled on top of her head and fanned out at the top in the traditional priestess hairstyle. Her teeth were small and uneven, and her nose was long and thin, while her eyes—which were regarding me with both sadness and pity—were a pale blue. I’d learned her name was Gytha.  
 
    We were standing in the Daughters’ half of the knave, separated from the Sons’ side on my left by a column of white pillars supporting arched wooden beams running down the center of the room. A ten-foot marble statue of The Mother rose at the end of the knave in front of me, and I felt certain I could feel Her eyes watching me, which I took to be a good omen. I could hear the Son’s voice echoing softly through the openings to my left, but I had yet to see him. That was perfectly fine by me. 
 
    “I’m glad you have come to us, my child,” Daughter Gytha said to me kindly. “I believe some hours of prayer and contemplation will help alleviate these delusions of yours.” I’d only had a chance to tell the priestess who I was so far, which had garnered the expected result—polite disbelief. Daughter Gytha patted my arm in a friendly way, showing no repulsion or contempt at my appearance. All were welcome inside the House, regardless of their stature outside of it. “There is nothing better than a talk with The Mother to set the mind straight, I always say,” the priestess added with a well-practiced smile. She motioned to the neat rows of benches to my right. “Sit and pray, my child. I must prepare for tomorrow morning’s sermon, but after that, if you are still in need, we can talk more about what ails you.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said as the priestess turned to go. She hesitated, watching me warily with her hands clasped together in front of her as I loosened my cloak. Just because all were treated equally inside the House didn’t mean incidents of violence couldn’t happen occasionally, especially from those unhinged. “I really am Lord Hadrack of Corwick,” I continued. “And I need your help.” I fumbled for the Blazing Sun hanging around my neck, then lifted it over my head before handing it to the Daughter. The gold chain and intricately engraved pendant with its embedded jewels gleamed with obvious power and wealth—something that a man who looked like I did should clearly not possess. 
 
    “What is this?” Daughter Gytha said in surprise. I saw a flash of suspicion arise in her eyes before her training asserted itself and it faded, replaced by calm curiosity. The priestess wore a similar pendant around her neck, although it was not nearly as richly decorated. “Where did you get this, my child?” 
 
    “That belonged to the First Daughter,” I said. “You can see her seal on the back.” 
 
    Daughter Gytha turned the Sun over, with the clenching and unclenching of her jaw the only reaction as she studied the seal. The priestess finally looked back up at me, color in her cheeks now. I realized that she was angry and was doing her best to try and hide it. “How do you come to possess this, my child? Did you steal it?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. I hesitated as a figure appeared in one of the arched openings—a man in flowing black robes. The Son was young and tall, with cropped black hair and a pleasant round face filled with good cheer.  
 
    “Is everything all right, Daughter?” the Son asked. He glanced at me more out of curiosity than anything else. 
 
    “Don’t say anything to him, please,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth. “You must trust me. The fate of the House might well depend on it.” 
 
    The priestess stiffened, glancing sideways at me before eventually forcing a smile. “Everything is perfectly fine, Son Noah,” Daughter Gytha said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course,” the priest replied with a slight bow. “If you have need of me, just ask.” He turned and disappeared back into his side of the knave a moment later with his hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said once the man was gone. 
 
    “You have one minute to explain yourself,” Daughter Gytha said. “After that, I’ll have—” 
 
    “Is there somewhere we can talk more privately, Daughter?” I asked abruptly. 
 
    The priestess hesitated, fingering the Blazing Sun in her hands before finally coming to a decision and nodding. “Yes, my child. Follow me.” 
 
    I spent the next twenty minutes inside the confessional room with the priestess, describing everything that had happened since my return to Temba. The Daughter had been skeptical at first, but once I told her about the abbey and what had befallen her fellow sisters there, whatever resistance to my story she still possessed faded away. Usually, it’s the task of a priestess to console others in need, but this time, it was she who clung to me, sobbing in my arms for long minutes—minutes that I begrudgingly knew I needed to give her despite my time constraints. Finally, when no more tears were left, I told Daughter Gytha why I was there and what I needed from her. 
 
    The priestess blinked in surprise when I was done. “Sanctuary? You are asking for Sanctuary from us, lord?” 
 
    “Yes, Daughter,” I said.  
 
    “That’s quite an unusual request, lord,” the priestess said thoughtfully. “But I don’t see how that will help. Won’t you and the others be trapped inside the House?” 
 
    “You let me worry about that,” I said with a smile. “Now, will Son Noah go along with it?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” the young priestess said, pressing her lips together. “Neither of us have ever experienced such a thing.” 
 
    “It’s imperative that the Son cooperate,” I said. “If he doesn’t, the First Daughter will be in perilous danger. I only need until dawn at the latest. Can you do it?” 
 
    The priestess’s expression hardened with determination as she drew her shoulders back. “I’ll do it, lord. Regardless of what Son Noah says. You see if I don’t.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, satisfied. “Now, this is what I need you to do.” 
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    It didn’t take long for word to spread around the village that the famous Wolf of Corwick had requested Sanctuary in the Holy House. I watched from my vantage point in the shadows across the square as a boisterous crowd grew in front of the tall building. There was an undeniable buzz of excitement in the air, with questions tossed back and forth, demanding to know why a lord would request Sanctuary. No one had an answer, though, which made the entire thing all the more mysterious and exciting—which was exactly what I was counting on.  
 
    I sat uncomfortably on the ground across the square with my back propped up against the uneven cladding of a storage shed and my feet splayed out. I still had the stoneware jug with me, which I’d been careful to leave outside the Holy House before entering. Alcohol was something the Sons and Daughters absolutely would not tolerate inside the House, and anyone thought to be under the influence was quickly asked to leave. I pretended to drink from the jug while examining the growing crowd intently. Finally, I saw what I was looking for—three men approaching in a hurry from the east, wearing mail coats and swords at their sides. It had begun.  
 
    I stood shakily and, with my hood up, I began to weave my way across the square, heading toward the armed men, who had come to a stop a little distance away from the rest of the crowd. The light cast by the braziers on the Holy House’s stoop lit up many of the excited faces of the villagers in stark relief, so I was careful to keep my head down as I shuffled closer and closer to my targets. I could tell the men were talking, but with the constant noise coming from the villagers, I couldn’t hear what they were saying. 
 
    I reached the back of the milling crowd, waving my jug in the air and emulating everyone else as I started to throw questions at the Holy House and the frightened-looking Son-In-Waiting standing there, blocking access to the doors. The boy was more of a figurehead than anything else, for it was clear he could do little to stop the villagers from entering the House if they chose—which, of course, none would. Sanctuary was just that, and any who dared cross the threshold of the House until it was over risked their eternal souls. I couldn’t help but smile. It was perfect. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I overheard one of the armed men say to his companions. 
 
    I casually inched closer, watching them out of the corner of my eye from beneath my hood. I thought I recognized the speaker from earlier—the man taking a piss—but I wasn’t certain. 
 
    “I’ll go ask that boy what’s going on,” a second man said. This one was short, with thick arms and a long grey beard. “Harl, you and Eadwin wait here.” 
 
    I tried not to stare directly at the third man, whose back was facing me as Long Beard strode off, heading toward the Holy House. Eadwin was half a head shorter than Jebido, but I could see he had the same wide shoulders and stance as his father.   
 
    “Cutter is going to lose his mind when he hears about this,” the man named Harl said to Eadwin. 
 
    The boy spread his arms wide. “I don’t get it. What does the Wolf hope to gain by doing this?” 
 
    “Safety, I expect,” Harl grunted. “At least for the moment. The bastard is smart. I’ll give him that. But he’s got himself into a trap now, and all we have to do is wait him out.” 
 
    “For how long?” Eadwin asked. 
 
    Harl shrugged. “Dunno. As long as it takes, I guess.” 
 
    “We could just go in there and get him,” Eadwin suggested. “There’s enough of us to do the job, no matter how good he and his men are.” 
 
    “Have you gone stark raving mad?” Harl demanded contemptuously. He shook his head. “And risk our souls? I don’t think so. The Sheriff doesn’t pay me enough for that.” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen,” Eadwin replied stubbornly. “Cutter says—” 
 
    “Cutter is a fool, boy,” Harl cut in. “Always going on and on about his One True God. The man may be somewhat useful at times, but he’s still a fool.”   
 
    “He’s not so bad,” Eadwin said resentfully. 
 
    “The Father’s balls he isn’t!” Harl replied with a sneer. “What’s the matter with you, boy? Cutter’s yarns are just that, yarns! If you’re starting to fall for that nonsense of his, then you’re just as stupid as he is.” 
 
    The man with the beard returned before Eadwin could comment, and he motioned his companions closer. “They’re in there all right. The lad doesn’t know anything useful other than that, though. He says the Wolf and his men are holed up in one of the receiving rooms, but no one is allowed in to see them. Apparently, he’s got a couple of Daughters and their apprentices with him, too.” 
 
    “Then we’ve got the bastard,” Eadwin said excitedly. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” Long Beard said doubtfully. “But something doesn’t feel right about all of this. From everything I’ve heard about the Wolf, it just seems too easy.” He glanced back at the Holy House, then nodded as if coming to a decision. “Eadwin, you stay here and keep an eye on things. Harl and I are going to go talk with Cutter and Lane. They’ll know what to do.” 
 
    “But I thought Lane was waiting for the Wolf outside of town?” Eadwin said. 
 
    “He was,” Long Beard grunted. “Now he’s not.” The man prodded Eadwin in the chest with a finger. “Don’t do anything stupid while we’re gone, boy. Just because you’re the Sheriff’s son doesn’t mean you get to make any decisions. You hear me?” 
 
    “I hear you,” Eadwin muttered sullenly. 
 
    I waited, not believing my good luck as Long Beard and Harl headed back the way they’d come. I shifted positions once they were gone, getting a better look at Eadwin. The boy’s face was long and narrow, and his nose was impressively hooked beneath a sparse beard. I couldn’t help but smile, feeling somehow closer to my friend now that his son was so near. I casually reached for Baine’s knife, sliding it out of its sheath and holding it hidden in the sleeve of my cloak, and then I moved closer. One step, two steps, then three, until I was directly behind the boy, whose attention was caught by a man and woman near the Holy House stoop kissing to a loud round of catcalls and cheers.  
 
    “If you move or make a sound, I’ll tear your liver out,” I hissed in Eadwin’s ear, pressing the point of my blade against his right side just below his ribcage. The boy stiffened and started to look behind him. “Don’t!” I grunted in warning. “Keep your eyes on the House.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Eadwin demanded aggressively, though he was careful to obey my command.  
 
    “A friend of your father’s,” I said.  
 
    “My father?” 
 
    I put my hand on the boy’s shoulder and turned him until we were facing the shed across the square where I’d waited earlier. “Start walking,” I ordered. “And remember, one cry for help and you’re a dead man.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Eadwin said as we headed away from the Holy House. “If you’re a friend, why the knife?” 
 
    “Because you don’t know I’m a friend yet,” I answered. “But you will soon enough.” We reached the shed without incident, and I guided the boy behind it before pressing him against the building’s back wall. I put the knife to his throat. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Now, how could I possibly know that?” Eadwin replied. His voice was calm and even, and I nodded my approval. The boy wasn’t easily scared.  
 
    “I’m Lord Hadrack.” 
 
    Eadwin sucked in air between his teeth in surprise. “But, I thought you were in—?” 
 
    “You thought what I wanted you to think,” I grunted. “Can you read?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can you read?” 
 
    “Of course I can read. I’m no peasant.” 
 
    “Good,” I muttered. I fumbled with my free hand in my pocket, withdrawing the note Eadwin’s mother had written. “Then read this,” I said, offering it to the boy. 
 
    Eadwin accepted the note, breaking the wax seal and unfolding it before shaking his head. “It’s too dark. I can’t see anything.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said with impatience. I marched the boy into a patch of moonlight. “Now read.” 
 
    Eadwin did as I asked, with his lips moving silently as he read the words. Finally, he looked up at me. “This can’t be true.” 
 
    “It is,” I grunted. “That’s your mother’s seal, and you know it. You’ve been lied to all these years. Jebido Grayerson is actually your father, not the Sherrif.” 
 
    Eadwin turned the parchment over, studying the seal. I could see the confusion on his face in the moonlight, along with what I thought was dawning realization. “But if this is true,” he eventually mumbled, shaking his head. “Then I’m—" 
 
    “On the wrong side,” I finished for him. I slowly lowered the knife, though I kept it ready just in case I was reading the boy wrong. “I’m willing to bet there was something about Jebido that you found familiar, right?” I added. “That you liked him and felt close to him even though you couldn’t explain why you felt that way?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eadwin readily admitted. “How did you know that?” 
 
    I grinned, lowering the knife even more. “Because he’s one of the finest men I’ve ever met,” I said proudly. “And I can tell that his blood flows in you. You and Jebido are cut from the same cloth. It’s obvious.” 
 
    Eadwin nodded, looking calmer and more relaxed now. “My mother says I’m to help you, lord. That once this is over, she and Jebido can reunite.” He shook his head in wonder. “I still can’t quite believe it. I’ve grown up hating my father all these years, and now I learn he’s been my uncle all along.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel sorry for the boy, knowing it would take time for him to fully process what he’d just learned. Unfortunately, we didn’t have any more time to spare. The fact that Eadwin had called me lord for the first time, however, gave me hope that the worst was behind us. “Where is he?” I asked, putting my free hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Where are they holding your father?” 
 
    Eadwin blinked. “What, lord?” he whispered.  
 
    I squeezed his shoulder until the boy winced. “Jebido. Where is he being kept? There’s no time to lose if we want to free him.” 
 
    “Oh, of course, lord,” Eadwin said. “Forgive me, I’m just a little overwhelmed, is all. Jebido—uhm, my father is at the docks. They’re holding him in the hold of a merchant vessel.” 
 
    “How many men are guarding him?” 
 
    “Two for certain, lord,” the boy said. I could see something in his eyes now—a flash of excitement and determination. “Are your men with you, too? Or are they in the House?” Eadwin asked. 
 
    “They’re securing us a boat,” I grunted. “We might even run into them at the docks if we’re lucky.” 
 
    “That’s good news, lord,” Eadwin said. He grinned, looking more relaxed. “You never had any intentions of taking Sanctuary, did you?” 
 
    I chuckled. “No, lad. It was just a ploy to draw everyone here. I was hoping I’d see you and get a chance to show you the truth. It looks like your mother and Mother Above combined forces to make sure that happened.” 
 
    “I’m glad they did, lord,” Eadwin said. He motioned toward a vacant street. “If we go that way, we can circle around toward the docks. That way, we won’t run into any of Lane’s or Cutter’s men.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “Lead the way.” 
 
    We reached the abandoned docks ten minutes later, and I guessed the fact that no one was around was largely due to the ongoing excitement at the Holy House. I kept an eye open for Fitz and the others but saw no sign of them.  
 
    “That one, lord,” Eadwin said, motioning north toward a large ship moored at the end of the pier. I saw a man on board holding a torch and pacing near an open gangway, with a second man leaning against the railing near the bow. We paused in the shadows near a fisherman’s hut that stunk of rotted fish. “What do you want to do?” the boy added. 
 
    “Can you get me on that ship without those guards questioning you?” I asked. 
 
    Eadwin grinned with the self-assurance of youth. “Of course, lord.” 
 
    I lifted the knife I held. “I’ll handle things from there with this.” 
 
    “I can take the man at the bow, lord,” the boy said, unable to hide the excitement in his voice. 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked, surprised.  
 
    “I’m sure, lord,” Eadwin grunted. “I never liked him much, anyway. Bastard always cheated at dice.” 
 
    I clapped the boy on the shoulder. “Good lad,” I said. I motioned to the ship. “Can that hold horses?” 
 
    “It’s a merchant’s ship, lord,” Eadwin replied. “There’s room for some, yes. Maybe ten or so, I’d guess.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, thinking if Fitz hadn’t located us a ship yet, I might have just killed two birds with one stone. “Then let’s get on with it.” 
 
    I followed after Eadwin, who walked along the pier as if he owned it, whistling casually. I saw the man with the torch pause to look our way while the one at the bow cupped his hands around his mouth. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Eadwin, you blind fool,” the boy shouted back with a laugh. 
 
    “Oh,” the man at the bow said, relaxing. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “One of Cutter’s spies,” Eadwin replied. He reached the gangplank and headed up. “Doesn’t talk much.” 
 
    “That’s how I like those White Rag bastards,” the man at the bow replied with a chuckle. 
 
    “That’s the truth,” Eadwin agreed.  
 
    The boy reached the top of the gangplank and stepped onto the deck, nodding to the man with the torch before sauntering toward the bow. I followed, pausing near the man with the torch while keeping my head down. I’d put my hands inside the sleeves of my cloak earlier, hiding the knife from view. Now I just had to wait and bide my time.  
 
    Eadwin reached the bow, and I heard him say something to the man there, though his words were lost on the wind. A moment later, the boy whipped out his sword and slammed it into his adversary’s chest. That’s all I needed to see, already moving as the man with the torch gasped in amazement. He turned at the sound of my boots on the decking, his eyes round and full of fear. Somehow, the man had the presence of mind to swing his torch at my head, and I instinctively ducked, feeling the heat through my hood as the flames swept over me. I sprung forward afterward, using the strength in my legs as I stabbed upward with my blade into the man’s belly. He whimpered, the torch falling from numb fingers as he stared at me in horror before his eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed in a heap.  
 
    “Nice work,” I said, stooping to pick up the fallen torch as Eadwin joined me. 
 
    The boy grinned, looking pleased with himself. “Thank you, lord. It was easy.” 
 
    “Like father, like son,” I said with a chuckle. I motioned with the burning torch. “Lead the way.” 
 
    We found Jebido in the hold, just as the boy said we would. My friend was chained by the wrists to the hull, with his eyes closed and his head hanging. He looked bloody and beaten, and for a moment, I was certain he was dead. I pressed the torch into Eadwin’s hands, then anxiously rushed forward, dropping to my knees. 
 
    “Jebido,” I said, shaking him gently. “Jebido. It’s me, Hadrack!” 
 
    My friend opened his swollen eyes painfully and moaned as he tried to focus on me. “What?” he managed to croak. 
 
    “It’s me, Jebido,” I said with relief. “It’s me, and I’ve brought your son, Eadwin, along.” 
 
    Jebido blinked as he tried to form words around his torn and bloody lips. “My son?” he finally said groggily in confusion. He looked over my shoulder, then started shaking his head in agitation. “Hadrack, you damn fool!” 
 
    I heard movement behind me and turned, having less than a heartbeat to realize that Eadwin was standing over me with his sword raised. Then something smashed into my forehead, and I knew nothing else. 
 
    

  

 
   
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    I awoke to darkness and the sensation of motion, wincing as the back of my head banged against something hard and unyielding, sending a shock of pain arcing along my temples. I groaned, becoming uncomfortably aware of a steady ache burning along my shoulders. I tried to move, but my arms were held firmly above me by what I guessed were manacles clamped around my wrists. I cursed, thinking about how Eadwin had managed to fool me so completely, even going so far as to allow two of his companions to die to complete the illusion that he was on my side.  
 
    “Well, it’s about time you woke up,” a voice grunted out of the darkness. 
 
    “Jebido? Is that you?” 
 
    “Who else would it be, lad?” 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked. 
 
    “Seems like I should be asking you that question right about now. That bastard Eadwin hit you pretty hard.” 
 
    I stared in the direction my friend’s voice had come from, but I could see nothing, not even the slightest hint of light. I felt suddenly dizzy and leaned my head back against what I now knew was the merchant ship’s hull, as the deck beneath me pitched and rolled. I closed my eyes, listening to the steady creaking of the planking as it shifted beneath the pressure of the water outside. Clearly, we had put out to sea. “What happened?” I finally asked. 
 
    “What happened was you managed to do exactly what they wanted,” Jebido grunted sourly. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    I sighed. “I guess I wasn’t.”  
 
    “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “Where is Eadwin?” 
 
    Jebido chuckled without humor. “You mean my son? He went topside when we set sail a few hours ago.” 
 
    I digested that for a moment. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a son?” I asked. 
 
    Jebido snorted with disgust. “Because I don’t, Hadrack, that’s why. I never did. You sure can be thick-headed sometimes, you know.” 
 
    “Are you saying it was all a lie?” I asked, feeling anger beginning to burn like a white-hot knife in the pit of my stomach. “From the very start?” 
 
    “Of course it was a damn lie,” Jebido muttered. “I never lay with Kathil before I left the Downs. Although, admittedly, there was a time when I desperately wanted to. But it never happened, thank the gods, so how could he possibly be my son? After Eadwin hit you and locked you up, he told me how they planned the entire thing. Seemed pretty damned pleased with himself too—the bastard.” 
 
    “But his mother—” 
 
    “Is nothing but a conniving witch,” Jebido finished for me. “Albeit a very smart one. Knowing Kat, I’m sure this was all her idea. Son Gylex doesn’t strike me as the particularly imaginative sort, and my brother sure isn’t bright enough to devise a plan as intricate as this one. And like a fool, you happily obliged them by walking right into their trap.” 
 
    “But, how could they have known I’d go after you? The Sherrif had no idea you were alive, let alone that you meant more to me than just being a lord’s regular sworn man.” 
 
    “I’m guessing Son Gylex told Antoly about our relationship once the Son found out he and I were brothers,” Jebido said. “There was no reason for him to even suspect that we were related before that.” 
 
    “Any idea why he was at the Manor in the first place?” I asked. “That can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “Who, Son Gylex?” Jebido asked. “Probably so he could confirm the poisoning was a success before reporting back to the First Son.” 
 
    “But then we showed up and protected the new First Daughter,” I said. “Which messed up the bastard’s plans.” 
 
    “So it appears,” Jebido agreed.  
 
    “All right,” I said as I thought about that. “It all makes sense. But why bother going to the trouble of drawing me to Cheaton? Why didn’t they just attack us at the abbey?” 
 
    “Probably because they wanted to keep their hands clean and not be associated with what happened there. Besides, the way Eadwin tells it, the Son and Antoly wanted to capture you alive. They were worried you might have more men than the few Lane had seen. You have to remember that Antoly had no idea we would be showing up at the abbey in the first place. Those bastards had to move fast with very little information to go on, but despite that, it seems to have worked out rather nicely for them.” 
 
    Always the spider and never the prey! I thought, disgusted with myself as I replayed the events at Grayerson Manor in my mind while looking at it from an entirely different perspective. Everything had been carefully orchestrated from the moment we’d ridden into that courtyard, I now realized—staged to get me to Cheaton with only a few men for protection. I shook my head, wondering how I could have been so naïve and stupid. Jebido’s criticism of me was accurate and well earned. 
 
    “So, they each fed me a little piece from the information pie,” I said. “Kathil Grayerson, the Sherrif, and the Son, hoping I’d bite.” 
 
    “Sure seems that way,” Jebido agreed. “I’m betting that was also Kat’s idea. She probably figured you might become suspicious if you heard the entire story from only one source.” 
 
    “And her son was in on it all along?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Jebido grunted. 
 
    “How come they kept you alive?” I asked, thinking about what Fitz had told me about Jebido being just as valuable to them, whether dead or alive. 
 
    “I’m guessing that was my brother’s doing,” Jebido said with a sigh. “He really had thought me dead all these years, and I believe he was genuinely happy to learn otherwise—at least until Kat poisoned his ear. Antoly and I were quite close once, Hadrack, and I’d wager that’s the only reason I’m still breathing.”  
 
    I nodded to myself, agreeing with my friend’s assessment. “I still can’t believe I fell for it,” I finally said, not hiding my bitterness. “I should have been more suspicious of Kathil.” 
 
    “You fell for it because you wanted to believe it was true,” Jebido said, his tone less accusing now. “Besides, Kat can be very convincing. Believe me, I know.” He paused. “Let me guess. The note to Eadwin was her idea, not yours.” 
 
    “It was,” I admitted.  
 
    “Ah, Hadrack,” Jebido said sympathetically. “It’s understandable why you were duped. You were worried about me lad, and, because of that, you weren’t thinking as clearly as you might have otherwise. I’m sure that’s what the bitch was counting on. I probably would have done the same thing if it had been me.” He sighed again. “The truth is, it’s not just you. This entire thing is partly my fault, too.” 
 
    “Your fault?” I said in surprise. “How so?” 
 
    “When I told you and Baine about my father and what happened at Grayerson Manor, I didn’t tell you the entire story. Especially about Kat. If I’d told you then what kind of woman she really was, the chances are you wouldn’t have trusted her so easily.” 
 
    “So, why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” Jebido said so softly I barely heard him. “Maybe I’m still under that witch’s spell, I don’t know. Whatever the reason,” he added, his voice firmer and louder now. “There’s not much point in either of us fretting over it. What’s done is done. What we need to do now is focus all our energy on getting out of this. So, since we have nothing better to do, why don’t you tell me everything that’s happened since we last saw each other?” 
 
    I spent the next few minutes describing the events at Grayerson Manor, then about our flight from Morwe Downs with Jin and the First Daughter.  
 
    “You did what?” my friend asked with a chuckle when I told him about requesting Sanctuary in Cheaton. I could hear the admiration in his voice. “That was smart, Hadrack. Really smart.” 
 
    “Not smart enough,” I grunted. “It didn’t work.” 
 
    “Maybe not for you,” Jebido said. “But hopefully, Baine and the others are still out there. Knowing that boy, he’s not going to sit on his hands when he finds out you’re missing. There’s still hope.” 
 
    “You’re assuming Eadwin’s friends haven’t taken care of them by now,” I replied pessimistically. “I mean, why else would we have set sail? They wanted the First Daughter dead, too. Remember?” 
 
    “True,” Jebido said. “But you told me you made Fitz swear to leave if he thought there was any danger to her. We both know I don’t care much for the man, Hadrack, but he’s no fool. I’m sure they got away. For all we know, they might even be following us right now.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” I said, trying to keep the doubt from my voice. We sat in silence for a time, listening to the creaking of the hull before I finally asked, “Any idea where we’re heading?” 
 
    Jebido took a deep breath. “Eadwin told me somewhere up north, whatever that means. Apparently, there’s someone there who he says is quite anxious to meet you.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I grunted sarcastically. 
 
    I looked up then as the faint glare from a torch appeared through the few minute cracks in the decking above my head. I heard the sound of heavy footsteps on the planks, then the squeal of rusty hinges as the trapdoor to the hold was abruptly yanked open, revealing worn stairs and a small patch of light on the floor at their base flickering in the firelight. I waited as a pair of boots appeared, the tops of which were covered by the hem of a familiar white robe. I sighed, guessing I was about to meet the elusive Cutter.  
 
    The Raven reached the decking, holding his torch up while he studied me, while a second man followed him down. Cutter was short and, as I’d been expecting, bald, with the tightly stretched skin enveloping his egg-shaped head glowing orange in the firelight. The second man was heavy-set, with silvery hair and deep creases from age on his cheeks above his grey beard. I’d never seen either of them before, although I did recognize the third man down the stairs, unable to hide my resentment as Eadwin grinned mockingly at me. 
 
    “So, Lord Hadrack,” the Raven said, handing the torch to Eadwin before drawing closer. “My name is Cutter del Trevain.” I hid my surprise—del Trevain was a Temba name. The Raven’s voice was soft and controlled with a touch of culture, reminding me greatly of Muwa, and I wondered if they’d known each other. This is a highly educated man, I thought to myself. Which makes him doubly dangerous. “I do hope you will forgive your current harsh surroundings, lord,” Cutter continued. “Had I a choice, I would have provided more suitable arrangements for a man of your stature. But alas, this rather ill-smelling hold will have to do for now.” 
 
    “There are other options,” I said. “You could always take us up top in the fresh air, or better yet, simply let my friend and me go.” 
 
    Cutter smiled, revealing strong white teeth. I guessed the man was perhaps thirty years old, but since all Ravens shaved their entire bodies of hair, it was always difficult to tell their ages. “Unfortunately, that won’t be possible, lord.” 
 
    I shifted my eyes to Cutter’s taller companion. “I take it you must be Lane?” 
 
    The man smirked. “Nice to know you’ve heard of me, Lord Hadrack.” 
 
    “Don’t waste your time talking to that rat turd, Hadrack,” Jebido spat from where he sat chained to the wall. “All he’s good for is hitting a man who can’t fight back.” 
 
    I saw Lane’s features redden and turn stiff with anger. This one has a temper, I thought, hoping I might be able to turn that to our advantage at some point.  
 
    “And all you’re good for is stabbing a man in the back,” Lane growled as he took a threatening step toward Jebido. 
 
    He was halted by the Raven, who put a hand on his arm. “That will be enough, Lane. This man is just trying to get a reaction from you.” Cutter sighed in exasperation as he studied the older man critically. “You really do need to learn to control your emotions better. We’ve spoken about this.” 
 
    “And you need to learn to mind your own business,” Lane said as he glared at the Raven. 
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” Cutter said after a moment, looking unfazed. “But for now, do be quiet, won’t you?” The Raven turned to me, ignoring the look of fury on Lane’s face. “Now, Lord Hadrack. Where were we?” 
 
    “I believe you were going to let us go,” I said. 
 
    “Ah,” Cutter replied. “That’s right. We all must cling to our delusions, it seems.”  
 
    “Delusions just like your One True God, perhaps?” I shot back. 
 
    Cutter chuckled as he put his hands inside the sleeves of his white robe. “I expect time will tell which of us is the deluded one, lord. Now, I wonder if you would be so kind as to answer a simple question for me?” 
 
    “Why would I want to do that?” 
 
    “You seem to me to be a particularly perceptive man, Lord Hadrack,” Cutter said as he regarded me intently. He gestured to Lane. “So, I’m sure it hasn’t escaped your notice that my overly emotional companion here and your dear friend Jebido despise each other.” 
 
    “What of it?” I grunted warily, guessing where the bastard was going with this. 
 
    “I think by your expression that you understand my meaning quite well, lord. And I assure you, what happens to Jebido next will be a little more unsettling than a simple beating or two.” 
 
    I glanced at Jebido, who shook his head stubbornly. “What do you want to know?” I said, ignoring my friend’s hiss of anger. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Cutter replied, looking satisfied. “Now, word is you raided our stronghold at the Edge of the World recently. Is that correct?” 
 
    “You already know it is,” I replied. “And I’m sure you also know that everybody there died.” 
 
    “Yes, how unfortunate,” Cutter said as if he were merely commenting on a fly landing in his ale. “But that’s not entirely true, is it, lord?” The Raven didn’t wait for me to answer as he leaned closer with his hands on his knees. “I understand that you captured the Eye of God and brought him back to Ganderland with you. Would you be so kind as to tell me where he might be at present?” 
 
    “Malo?” I said, trying to look surprised, although I’d been anticipating the question. “Where do you think that bastard is? I got what information I could from him, then slit his throat and fed him to the fish.” I looked the Raven up and down. “Which is exactly what I plan on doing with you, too.” 
 
    Cutter took a deep breath, his features flat and emotionless. “You wouldn’t be lying to me, now would you, lord?” 
 
    “Oh no,” I said. “I promise you I’m telling the truth. I really do intend on killing you that way.” I saw the skin over Cutter’s cheekbones tighten, and I smiled, knowing I’d finally gotten to the bastard. It wasn’t much of a victory, but it was something.  
 
    “It seems you have retained a sense of humor despite your difficult surroundings, lord,” Cutter said in his cultured voice, showing no further signs of anger. “I applaud you for it. But I was referring to the Eye of God and whether or not you just lied to me regarding his fate, not my own.” 
 
    “Why would I lie about that?” I replied. “Malo was a damn traitor to the House and got what all traitors deserve. What possible reason would I have had for keeping him alive?” 
 
    “I was under the impression that you and he were friends once,” Cutter said, straightening before returning his hands to his sleeves.  
 
    “Well, your impression is wrong,” I grunted. “I hated the bastard almost as much as he hated me. I did the world a favor by killing him.”  
 
    “I see,” Cutter said, studying me with cold, unblinking eyes. I still couldn’t tell by his expression whether he believed me about Malo or not, but either way, I had no intentions of telling him the truth, no matter what the consequences might be. The Raven finally sighed, nodding to himself. “I want to thank you for your candor, Lord Hadrack. While the Eye will be greatly missed, the movement that he began will, of course, continue. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a lovely bottle of Cordovian wine I’d like to sample in my cabin.” 
 
    I said nothing, watching as the Raven made his way up the stairs, followed by Lane, who paused just below the hatchway opening to glare down at Jebido. “I’ll see you tomorrow night,” he growled. “We’re going to be together for the next few weeks, so you better get used to seeing my handsome face.” The man winked. “And guess what? That White Rag bastard won’t always be around to protect you.” 
 
    Lane was as good as his word, showing up every day when dusk fell to either put the boots to Jebido or use the butt end of a fishing gaffe to beat him around the head and shoulders. But, as vicious as the beatings were, it was clear the man was being careful not to take them too far, even though I could tell he dearly wanted Jebido dead. Cutter would appear occasionally and intercede on Jebido’s behalf, but for the most part, the Raven seemed to have lost interest in us and I rarely saw him.  
 
    As for me? For some reason I was left strictly alone, allowed to watch and stew in my misery and helplessness during the beatings, while Jebido, to his credit, never said a word in protest, accepting them in silence. The fact that he never cried out only seemed to anger and frustrate Lane more, which I understood was my friend’s only way of exacting revenge against his nemesis. After the first week of daily beatings, it had come down to a battle of wills between the two of them, and I constantly worried that Lane would eventually realize he was in a fight that he couldn’t win. I feared when that moment finally arrived, that’s when Jebido would die.  
 
    The days passed, each running into the other, with the air in the hold turning colder and colder until, eventually, both Jebido and I were shivering uncontrollably in our bonds, even in the middle of the day. I’d long ago lost the feeling in my hands and feet, and helpless to do anything else, I spent most of my time sleeping with my body curled up for warmth the best that I could manage.  
 
    I heard the familiar hatchway door creak open as dusk approached on yet another day in our captivity, and I groaned, knowing what was coming next. I cracked open my eyes and stared with dread through the gloom toward the stairs. “Jebido?” I whispered in warning, glancing toward where my friend lay. I could see little except a vague form in the darkness. 
 
    “I know, lad,” my friend whispered back. “It’s all right. Go back to sleep. This won’t last long. He’s weak and tires easily.” 
 
    “Give in to him this time,” I begged, just as I had many times before. “A whimper, anything. Please. He’ll kill you if you don’t.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that,” Jebido replied sadly.  
 
    I nodded without saying anything, not surprised. I did know. I pushed myself up against the ship’s hull, and for some reason, I yanked my numb arms outward, pulling savagely at the manacles with what little strength I had left, even though I’d done it a thousand times to no avail. I cursed helplessly as the chains held me easily, jingling merrily as if mocking my weakness while a pair of boots lit by a torch appeared on the stairs. Finally, I gave up fighting and let my head hang in despair as I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry, Jebido,” I gasped around frozen lips. 
 
    “For what, lad?” 
 
    I had to force myself to say the words, my tongue thick with emotion. “For failing to protect you. I never should have brought you along for this.” 
 
    I heard Jebido’s quick, indrawn breath before, with his voice catching, he said, “You haven’t failed me, lad. Don’t you ever say that to me! You and Baine are the best things that have happened in my life. Where else would I rather be than at your side right now?” 
 
    I lifted my head and opened my eyes, about to reply when I got my first good look at the face of the man descending the stairs. I realized in surprise that it wasn’t Lane as I’d been expecting—although I almost wished it had been. The man was grinning at me in recognition, with an equal amount of triumph and hatred burning in his eyes. I knew the bastard had a right to that look, since not that long ago, I’d impaled my sword in his wife’s stomach, tearing out the bitch’s innards in retribution for what she’d done to Einhard’s son, Einrack.  
 
    “Hello, Lord Deneux,” I said through chattering teeth. “It’s been a while. I wish I could say that I’m happy to see you.” 
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    The castle was called Morant’s Hall, which was a rambling holding built along the southernmost tip of a mile-long peninsula attached to the frozen wastelands known as the Tempered Realm. Lord Deneux had told me the castle had been built hundreds of years ago by a Parnuthian lord who preferred the cold and isolation.  
 
    He couldn’t have picked a better place, I thought grimly as I looked around, dismayed at the frantic activity around me.  
 
    I counted at least ten ships of varying sizes and shapes moored along the coastline, with large chunks of small, island-like masses of ice drifting lazily past them on the tide. The sky over the water was filled with red-legged terns that hovered close to the frigid water, searching for fish and crustaceans. The steady ringing of hammers and chisels filled the air from the mainland, along with the guttural rasp of saws as men worked to repair the castle and expand its defenses. I noted sourly that many of those men were chained in pairs, each with similar flat features, strange dark eyes, and straight, long black hair.  
 
    The prisoners were dressed in thick, fur-lined animal skins from head to toe, setting them apart from the Cardians striding back and forth in their bright red capes, conical helmets, and dark cloaks. I’d heard stories that tribes of people lived in the Tempered Realm but had thought them to be just that, stories and nothing more. Now I knew different. Though I wondered who in their right mind would choose to live in such an inhospitable place.  
 
    I focused back on the holding. According to Lord Deneux, Morant’s Hall had been abandoned generations ago and forgotten, left to rot among the sprawling forests and frozen tundra until the Cardians had arrived here early last spring to reclaim it. I suspected the reason they’d done so would turn out to be nothing but bad news for Ganderland—as if there wasn’t enough of that going around already.  
 
    “You look rather unsettled, Lord Hadrack,” Lord Deneux said, sounding amused.  
 
    We were standing on a stoutly built wharf of freshly cut planks, with a guard of six men dressed in red capes carrying shields and spears watching us closely. Lane and Eadwin had taken Jebido off the merchant ship earlier—which was moored behind me along the dock—and I had no idea what had become of him. I had also seen nothing of Cutter so far, not that the fact bothered me much.  
 
    I shivered as the cold northern wind sliced easily through the thin, soiled cloak I wore, biting into my skin relentlessly. Tiny flakes of snow swirled around me, quickly building up in my hair and beard. My hands were shackled in front of me, with additional shackles around my frozen ankles, separated by a three-foot chain that rattled against the snow-covered planks with every step I took. The bastards had taken my boots and I was barefoot, and I could see my toes turning bluer by the moment. 
 
    “Are you planning on moving here?” I asked around my numb lips. “Because this doesn’t exactly seem like your style, lord. You strike me as a man more suited to luxury and leisure than a life of hardship.”  
 
    The Cardian chuckled. “You are, unfortunately, correct, lord. This godforsaken land is most certainly not my style.” He winked. “But a man must do what is asked of him in this time of great strife, yes?” 
 
    “Asked by who?” I grunted. 
 
    “Why, the powers that be, of course.” 
 
    “The Emperor?” Lord Deneux just smiled knowingly as he guided me along the pier toward a road covered in a dusting of light snow. The Cardian soldiers followed, marching smartly behind us, looking indistinguishable to me in their matching armor and conical helmets. “The Seven Rings, then?” I asked after a moment, doing my best to ignore the stabbing pain in my feet. 
 
    Lord Deneux laughed. “If you wish to go fishing, lord, then I suggest you get yourself a net. It’s more efficient that way.” 
 
    I said nothing after that, using the silence between us to study as much of the building site as I could, noting the strengths and weaknesses in its defenses. I realized Morant’s Hall would become a formidable fortress once the repairs were finally completed. But even so, that time still appeared to me to be many weeks away, perhaps even months, for the entire western wall was almost non-existent, and the gatehouse was only partially finished—which meant, at least for now, that the holding was vulnerable. 
 
    A Cardian soldier appeared as we approached the half-finished gatehouse, walking crisply toward us with his helmet held under one arm. He was clean-shaven and tall, with a shock of grey hair shaved close to his scalp on the sides and left long on the top. His polished knee-high black boots sent up puffs of snow with every stride as his fur-lined red cape billowed out behind him.  
 
    “Ah, Captain Drewis, there you are,” Lord Deneux said as the man fell into step with us. Lord Deneux gestured to me. “This is the famous Lord of Corwick.” 
 
    The Cardian soldier barely glanced at me, his face etched in seriousness. “It happened again this morning, my lord,” he growled. “That’s the third time this week.” 
 
    Lord Deneux sighed, pausing our little procession in the middle of the road. “The Ghost?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Captain Drewis said with a nod. “He took another one of our supply ships.” 
 
    Lord Deneux grimaced. “Were there any survivors?” 
 
    “None, my lord,” the soldier said. “Just like every other time.” 
 
    “This man is becoming something of a nuisance, Captain.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. He most certainly is.” 
 
    “But our guest arrived safely, did he not?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord. He came with three heavily armed ships—too many for the Ghost to handle. He’s waiting for you in the Hall with the others.”  
 
    “Very well,” Lord Deneux said, nodding with satisfaction. “Then double the patrols along the coast until further notice. The bastard is bound to make a mistake sooner or later, and when he does, I’ll string him up from the castle walls by his ball sack as an example.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it, my lord,” the soldier said. He hesitated. “As I’m sure you are aware, my lord, we are now dangerously low on rations. It’s been over a week since a ship has gotten through. Might I suggest we send escorts to ensure—?” 
 
    “I don’t have the men nor the ships to spare for that right now, Captain,” Lord Deneux snapped. “We are on a tight schedule as it is, unless you’ve forgotten.” He tightened the cloak around his neck, then absently wiped snow from his beard. “For now, halve the rations to the slaves. That should help.” 
 
    “I already did that last week, my lord.” 
 
    “Then do it again,” Lord Deneux said in exasperation. 
 
    “As you wish, my lord,” Captain Drewis responded, although I thought I detected a hint of disapproval in his tone. He bowed slightly, then turned on his heel and marched back into the holding. I’d spent the entire conversation shifting my weight from one foot to the other while I waited, trying to keep my feet out of the freezing cold snow to keep the blood flowing. It hadn’t helped much. 
 
    “A fine soldier, that one,” Lord Deneux said to me. “Just not overly imaginative, is all.” 
 
     “If you say so,” I grunted, desperate to get inside where it was bound to be warmer. I almost cried out with joy when we started moving toward the gatehouse again. “Trouble in your little kingdom, lord?” I asked as we walked side by side with our combined breaths rising around us. 
 
    “Nothing that can’t be handled,” Lord Deneux said with a shrug.  
 
    The Cardian led me through the gatehouse into a small courtyard, where several young native boys in chains were shoveling snow into an open wagon. The snow had started falling harder in the last minute or so, and for every shovel full the boys picked up, another fell to take its place. I could see the despair in their oddly slanted eyes, feeling nothing but sorry for them as Lord Deneux guided me toward a two-story keep. We made our way up the icy ramp leading to the entrance, then stepped inside a vast room filled with glorious warmth from a crackling fire burning in a central hearth. I sighed with pleasure when the door slammed behind the last of the Cardian soldiers, cutting off the biting wind. 
 
    “You,” Lord Deneux said, gesturing to one of the soldiers. “Take those bindings off Lord Hadrack’s legs, but leave the wrists. All of you can go after that.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I waited as the soldier unlocked me, studying the four men sitting around the hearth. They had been talking amongst themselves but had fallen silent at our entry. I recognized Cutter, Lane, and Eadwin, but the fourth man was a stranger to me.  
 
    “Come, Lord Hadrack,” Lord Deneux said, gesturing toward the fire as the Cardian soldiers filed back out into the cold. “Come warm yourself.” He grabbed a stool from a sidewall and placed it at the end of the hearth opposite Eadwin, indicating that I should sit. I did as he asked, returning the intense gaze coming from the stranger sitting to my right. “I believe you know Cutter del Trevain, lord?” Lord Deneux said, motioning toward the Raven on my left, who abruptly stood and made his way to a back table without acknowledging me. I merely nodded. “And Lane Thirwood, as well as Eadwin Grayerson, of course.” The lord dragged a high-backed chair across the stone floor to the hearth, sitting down next to me before rubbing his hands over the fire.” He nodded almost nonchalantly toward the fourth man as he sighed with pleasure. “And this is Lord Gerthand Lafeeve.” 
 
    I stiffened at the name, knowing it, along with six others, off by heart. It was the name of a man I’d vowed to kill. “You’re one of the Seven Rings,” I said, pleased to find my lips were starting to thaw and I could make myself understood. 
 
    “Indeed, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve replied. His voice was deep, almost booming, and his long white hair was swept back from his high forehead and oiled. Lafeeve’s beard was thick, matching the color of his hair, and I noticed the lobe of his right ear was missing. The man was heavy-set, with a noticeable paunch despite his chainmail coat, and I guessed he might be as much as sixty years old. I dropped my eyes to the glittering ruby ring on the lord’s left hand and smiled. 
 
    “Something amuses you, Lord Hadrack?” Lafeeve asked.  
 
    “I was just admiring your ring, lord,” I said. “It’s quite spectacular. Coincidently, I have one identical to it.” 
 
    “I doubt that somehow, lord,” Lafeeve said with a condescending smile as he lifted his hand. “These are unique to members of the Seven Rings. There are only the seven in existence, after all.” 
 
    “Precisely my point,” I replied, holding his eyes. 
 
    Lord Gerthand ran his fingers through his hair as we locked gazes. I found the simple gesture somewhat feminine for some reason. He eventually nodded. “So, I take it Lord Boudin is dead?” he asked, breaking eye contact to look into the fire. 
 
    “Very much so,” I agreed with a nod.  
 
    Lafeeve looked up. “You killed him personally?” 
 
    “I most certainly did, lord,” I confirmed. I gave him my best smile as he and Lord Deneux exchanged glances. “And I enjoyed it immensely,” I added. 
 
    Lafeeve pursed his lips at that, reaching for a tankard of ale perched on the edge of the hearth. He took a long gulp, wiping his mouth with the back of his ring hand before fixing his gaze on me again. “We were wondering what had become of him and his ship. There had been no word.” 
 
    “I’m surprised Son Gylex didn’t tell you,” I said. “Then again, now that I think on it, the ugly little bastard ran away so fast with his tail between his legs that I doubt he was even aware of Lord Boudin’s fate.” I winked. “And as for our dear departed lord’s ship, Spearfish, it has become a very welcome addition to my fleet—the same fleet, I might add, which I intend to use to crush your worthless empire once and for all.” I glanced at Lord Deneux in the sudden, awkward silence. “I wonder if I might trouble you for something to drink, lord? My throat is a little dry after the long voyage.” 
 
    Lord Deneux shifted his eyes to Lord Gerthand, who nodded imperceptibly. So, now we know who’s really in charge here, I thought. The Cardian stood without a word and retrieved a mug, then filled it with dark ale before handing it to me and sitting down again.  
 
    “My thanks, lord,” I said, accepting the mug in my bound hands. I took a long, grateful sip, enjoying the instant burning in my gut.  
 
    “You say you possess Lord Boudin’s ring, lord?” Lafeeve said. He took a deep breath. “Is it on your person, perchance?” 
 
    I chuckled, licking the foam off my mustache. “Of course not, lord. Your men searched me weeks ago, as you must surely know.” I glanced at Eadwin, letting him see the threat smoldering in my eyes. “I want my Pair Stone back, by the way. It belonged to my brother. And Daughter Gernet’s Blazing Sun while you’re at it.” 
 
    Eadwin tapped his chest where I knew the Pair Stone lay beneath his mail and smirked, while Lord Gerthand just sighed, scratching at his chin through his beard. I hadn’t seen the Sun again since I’d been captured.  
 
    “We will need to make arrangements for the return of the ring, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve finally said. “This is not negotiable.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, realizing I might have just gained some leverage. I shrugged casually. “It’s just a ring, lord. I’m sure you can have another one made that’s just as fine. Besides, I was planning on melting down the gold band to add it to the inlay of this fine goblet I’m having crafted. I’ve found nothing makes wine taste better than gold, lord. I imagine that fat ruby in the center will only help to enhance the decorations as well, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You are playing games with me, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve growled. 
 
    “All life is a game, lord,” I shot back. “And this one is just beginning.” 
 
    “We could torture you until you tell us.” 
 
    I smiled. “That’s been tried before, lord. By better men than any of you sitting here. It didn’t work then, and it won’t work now.” 
 
    “Give me a day with him, lord,” Eadwin grunted. “I’ll make him squeal like a hog at slaughter.” 
 
    “You should keep that mouth of yours closed while men are talking, puppy,” I said contemptuously to the boy. “You might learn something useful that way.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Eadwin sneered. “Those are big words coming from a neutered old man like you. Where are your teeth and claws now, Wolf?” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for, boy,” I whispered. 
 
    The words were barely out of my mouth before I moved, dashing the half-full cup of ale in my hands into Lord Deneux’s eyes where he sat to my left. The Cardian cried out in surprise, pawing at his face as I leaped onto the stone of the hearth. I ignored the searing heat burning the soles of my feet and dashed along them, heading at speed toward the opposite end. Lane was the first to get over his shock, and he jumped to his feet while reaching for his sword. I hurtled my body through the air at him, putting my shoulder into the man’s chest, propelling him backward to crash into a stunned Cutter and sending both men tumbling to the ground in a heap of arms and legs.  
 
    I barely noticed as I landed on the floor on my hands and knees and then rolled once before springing onto the balls of my feet, screaming a war cry. Everything had happened in a heartbeat, and both Lafeeve and Eadwin still sat in their chairs, staring at me in open-mouthed astonishment. I rushed at Eadwin as he began to stand and lashed out with my foot, catching him solidly between the legs. The boy screeched and began to buckle at the knees as I wrapped the short length of chain holding my manacles together around his neck. I darted behind Eadwin and heaved back with all my strength, bending the howling boy like a bow until he was balanced on his toes. Eadwin began frantically pulling at the chain restricting his air flow while gasping like a carp flopping on a riverbank. I increased the pressure, intent on crushing the bastard’s windpipe. 
 
    “Enough, Lord Hadrack!” I heard Lafeeve shouting through my red haze of battle rage. I vaguely became aware of a sword blade pricking against my side as Eadwin weakened in my grip, his breath rattling in his throat. “Enough, I say! Let that man go this instant or suffer the consequences!” 
 
    I reluctantly loosened my grip, nodding to Lafeeve as Eadwin slowly sank to his knees, gasping and sobbing as he clutched his tortured throat with both hands. I saw a leather thong encircling the back of the boy’s neck and grabbed it firmly in my fingers, yanking free my brother’s Pair Stone. I leaned closer to Eadwin and whispered in his ear, “Touch anything of mine again, and I swear nothing in this world will protect you from me.”  
 
    Then I contemptuously kicked the boy to the floor before making my way toward the other end of the hearth, with the only sound in the vast hall the echo of Eadwin’s ragged breathing. I carefully sat down in my chair, meeting Lafeeve’s wary eyes as Lane slowly rose to his feet before stooping to help the stunned Raven up. 
 
    “Now then, Lord Gerthand,” I said, dropping my bound hands into my lap. “I believe we were in the process of making a deal, were we not? So, let’s talk.” 
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    “Well, this brings back some bad memories,” Jebido grunted through his teeth. 
 
    My friend and I were connected at the ankles by a five-foot length of chain as we labored to drag a large stone along a trail of compacted snow. We were using ropes attached to steel rings woven into a thick canvas cloth that I thought looked somewhat like a giant slingshot as we fought our way toward the masons working on the incomplete western wall of Morant’s Hall. I glanced over my shoulder at one point, trying not to let despair eat away at my gut when I saw another horse-drawn cart filled with rocks arriving from the quarry that lay half a mile to the north. A second one was right behind it, and it seemed to me that no matter how many of the damn stones we lugged away, there were always more waiting for us when we returned.  
 
    Jebido and I were not alone in our labor, of course, for there were as many as thirty other slaves hauling the stones westward as well. The difference was those men worked a hundred feet away from us, using a graded, narrow pathway that encircled the castle to bring the stones to the masons on the wall or to the nearly completed gatehouse instead of crossing the uneven open ground like we were forced to do. None of the others were using a sling to move them like Jebido and me either, but were instead transporting them on something called a sledge—which was essentially a long cart perched on narrow wooden runners that glided across the frozen ground. I could only stare at those sledges with envy. 
 
     All the slaves I could see were clearly native to the Tempered Realm, and they’d just returned to their labors after taking a short break to rest and drink some ale. Unfortunately, Jebido and I had not been allowed to join them, nor I’d been told with relish by Jorly—the soldier guarding us—would we ever be. The harsh conditions Jebido and I found ourselves in were all designed with one purpose in mind—to break my spirit just as Lafeeve had threatened. I was determined not to give him the satisfaction of letting that happen no matter how difficult things became, although I knew it was still early in our ordeal and that the going would only get worse from here on. 
 
    “I’m sorry I got you into this,” I said to Jebido between chattering teeth. I was bent almost double, dressed in a tattered, hoodless cloak and thin tunic, neither of which was particularly successful at stopping the biting wind. I was also wearing woolen breeches and thick leather leggings that, thankfully, had been treated with beeswax, which helped keep my feet dry. Jebido and I were dressed identically, and dry feet was about the only luxury we had going for us as we struggled to pull the rock up an uneven grade. Heavy snow had been falling for most of the day, coating our hair and beards, and I shivered as I felt the melt-off from the heat of my body trickle down my spine beneath my cloak.  
 
    “Well,” Jebido gasped. He glanced sideways at me before smiling wearily. I saw the tip of his hooked nose was bright red, with matching red spots on both weathered cheeks. “I did say I wanted to be by your side no matter what, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, you did say that,” I agreed just as I felt my left foot slide out from under me on a patch of ice. I fell to one knee in the snow, knowing even as I did what was coming next.  
 
    “On your feet, you lazy oaf!” Jorly’s voice rang out.  
 
    I heard the snap of the whip an instant before I felt a sharp burning across my left shoulder, and I clamped my jaws together, refusing to cry out and give the Cardian any satisfaction. Jebido wasn’t the only stubborn one, after all.  
 
    “I said up, or you’ll taste it again!” Jorly cried, stomping towards us with his whip trailing behind him in the snow, ready to strike once more.   
 
    I forced myself to my feet, waving off Jebido’s helping hand while glaring at the Cardian. It hadn’t taken me long to learn to hate Jorly, and I was greatly looking forward to killing the bastard. I just hadn’t figured out how to do that yet. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Jorly demanded. The Cardian was big, with a puffy red face and bulging dark eyes protruding from underneath his dented helmet. He flicked his wrist sideways, causing the ten-foot-long thong of the whip to writhe in the snow like a coiling snake. “Do you want another one, Wolf? Because I can do this all day.” 
 
    “No,” I grunted, knowing from experience that the man meant what he’d said.  
 
    “What was that?” Jorly demanded. I heard the whip snap a second time, wincing as the rawhide popper at the tip struck me in the small of the back, tearing through the two layers of thin cloth to reach the vulnerable skin beneath. “I asked you a question, Wolf!”  
 
    “No, sir,” I said through clenched teeth. “I do not want another. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “That’s better. Now, get moving. You lazy bastards are falling behind.” Jorly turned away then, fumbling at his trousers before aiming a thin stream of steaming yellow piss onto the freshly fallen snow.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Jebido whispered out of the side of his mouth as we strained to pull the rock. 
 
    “Fine,” I grunted. “Remind me to make sure that bastard Jorly suffers when I finally kill him.” 
 
    Jebido snorted. “I don’t think you’ll need my help remembering that, Hadrack. Or for any of them, for that matter.” 
 
    I nodded and said nothing else, conserving my energy as I thought about Lafeeve and the ending of the conversation I’d had with him the day before, which, unfortunately, had put Jebido and me in our current predicament.  
 
    “The Emperor has great plans for you, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve had told me, surprising me by refusing to even consider making a deal. I’d offered to tell him where the ring could be found in exchange for releasing Jebido, but he’d flatly declined, which I’d found odd. Perhaps he’d known I was just going to lie about it, anyway. I don’t know. “A parade, I believe, with you marching through the streets of Caladore in chains to kneel at his feet,” the older lord had continued. “But unfortunately for all of us here, the Emperor wants you to arrive reasonably intact. Which means that despite my bluff earlier, I am forbidden to torture you or harm you in any noticeable way. Nor am I allowed to hand you over to Lord Deneux, although you and I both know he is itching to repay you for taking the life of his dear wife.” Lafeeve had sighed then. “But alas, at least my good friend will have the satisfaction of witnessing your ultimate humiliation, which will be followed shortly thereafter by your very public torture and execution.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” I’d grunted sarcastically. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “In one week’s time, lord,” Lafeeve had replied seriously. “Once some minor repairs to my ships are completed.” I hadn’t been sure at the time if he’d simply failed to recognize my sarcasm for what it was or had just discounted it as meaningless. “But, I still would like to know where Lord Boudin’s ring is,” the lord had continued. “Preferably before we set sail. So, will you cooperate and save us both the trouble?” 
 
    I’d smiled at that. “What do you think, lord? I offered you a deal and you said no, so you can burn in the Pits now for all I care.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t say that I’m surprised, Lord Hadrack, considering what I’ve just told you,” Lafeeve had said, absently running his fingers through his hair again. It was a gesture that I’d noticed the man did quite often. “But there are other means to get what I want from you than torture.” 
 
    “Oh? And what might those other means be, lord?” I’d asked casually, while inside, I’d been terrified that he’d decided to use Jebido against me. I’d been counting on my friend continuing to enjoy his brother’s protection, although truthfully, I couldn’t know for certain how far that supposed protection went. 
 
    Lafeeve had smiled, surprising me once again. “I can break you, lord. I can work your fingers to the bone day and night for the next week until you come crawling to me on your hands and knees, begging to tell me where the ring is. It’s that, or you can spend the week in relative comfort. The choice is entirely yours.” 
 
    I hadn’t bothered dignifying the lord’s request with a reply and, because of that, I’d been dragging rocks alongside Jebido ever since.  
 
    “I’m not sure which is worse, Hadrack,” my friend muttered through frozen lips, breaking into my thoughts. “The darkness, heat, and tight confines of Father’s Arse, or this infernal wind and cold. I can’t feel my feet anymore, and my balls are so cold I’m worried they’ll drop off at any moment.” 
 
    “You’re too old to need them anyway,” I said, managing a half-hearted chuckle.  
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “Enough talking, you two,” Jorly snapped. “You’re like a couple of old women constantly gossiping around the hearth. Now put your backs into it! You’ve still got a long day ahead of you!” 
 
    Four days later, even if we wanted to, Jebido and I couldn’t spare the energy to talk anymore while we labored. It had snowed relentlessly for most of that time, with the wind gusts coming off the water so strong at points that it was virtually impossible to see anything more than three feet in front of you. Due to the weather, I'd hoped that Jebido and I would finally be given a break from our labors. But that hope was quickly dashed when the masons fashioned a barrier from sailcloth and tent canvas to allow them to continue working despite the weather conditions—which also meant so must we. Jebido and I were beyond exhausted, teetering and falling constantly in the knee-high snow, with the ever-present sting of Jorly’s whip now barely even noticed by either of us anymore.  
 
    None of the other slaves would even look our way or acknowledge us now, lost as they were in their own worlds of misery and pain. Occasionally, one of the older men would succumb to the severe weather and collapse, only to be rolled aside by the uncaring Cardians, where his body would quickly be buried in the never-ending snowfall. Neither Jebido nor I had eaten anything in the four days since we’d been working, given only a cupful of flat, tasteless ale at night when we were finally returned to our tiny cell around midnight. 
 
    “I can’t do this much longer,” Jebido told me on our fourth night. We were sitting against the frigid stone wall of our cell, with the room so small we couldn’t lie down to sleep. He paused to cough, and I winced at the agonizing wheezing sounds coming from him that seemed to last forever. Finally, when he was finished, Jebido hocked deeply and then spat against the opposite wall. “I’m sorry, Hadrack,” he said so softly I barely heard him. “I’m all used up.” 
 
    I offered my friend my cup of ale with a hand shaking from cold and fatigue, but he refused, pushing it away without a word like he had every other time I’d tried the last four nights. “Only a few more days,” I said, trying to sound optimistic, although inside, I felt nothing but worry for my friend. “You can do it. We’ve gotten through much worse than this before, you and me.” 
 
     “Yes, but I was a lot younger then,” Jebido replied through chattering teeth. “Besides, what makes you think they’ll be taking me with you to Cardia?” 
 
    I hesitated, realizing that my friend had a valid point. “I…I just assumed they would,” I muttered weakly. 
 
    Jebido snorted. “I’m only being kept alive because of my brother, or more likely, Kat. She’s probably enjoying the thought that I’ll be spending the rest of my life as a slave. You might have only a few more days left in this cursed place, Hadrack, but we both know the truth—I’m going to die right here.” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” I protested, terrified that he might be right. “Don’t even think it!” I reached out in the darkness, fumbling for Jebido’s shoulder before resting my hand on him. I squeezed gently, trying not to dwell on Jebido’s trembling frame or how thin I could feel he’d become. “We’ll get out of this somehow,” I promised. “Together. Trust me, old friend. I’m not going anywhere without you, even if I have to tear down this godforsaken place stone by stone.” 
 
    The next morning brought welcome relief from the snow, although the strong winds still remained, adding fuel to the already bitter coldness that seemed to have increased twofold since the day before.  
 
    “You!” Jorly said, pointing to me as Jebido and I were led outside through a side gate by four silent soldiers carrying spears. The Cardian was dressed in a thick cloak with a fur mantle, black leather gloves, and heavy boots, but he still managed to look cold and irritable, which I knew did not bode well for Jebido and me. “Come with me, Wolf. You’re wanted in the Hall.” Jebido and I shared a surprised glance as Jorly gestured to my friend with the handle of his whip. “Take those chains off them and return this one to his cell until you hear from me,” he ordered the soldiers. The Cardian pressed a knuckle to a nostril and blew snot out, then grinned at Jebido. “Looks like it’s your lucky day, old man. But don’t get used to it. You’ll be back to work in no time.” He crooked a finger at me, turning his back. “This way, Wolf.” 
 
    I followed after Jorly, trailed by two of the soldiers as we made our way around the castle walls to the gatehouse with the hard, crusty snow crunching beneath our feet with every step. The sun was already up in the east, the first time that I’d seen it in days, though if there was any warmth radiating from it, I couldn’t feel it. We passed through the gatehouse, where slaves in the courtyard were using a treadwheel crane to lift blocks up to the masons working on the scaffolding surrounding one of the almost-completed turret towers. Those scaffolds were enclosed by billowing canvas sheets, and I could see numerous braziers through the cloth burning along the ground, with some even higher up on the scaffolding. 
 
    I snorted and shook my head as we headed for the keep. “Your masons are weak, Jorly,” I said. “If we can work in the cold, why can’t they?” 
 
    “It’s not for them, fool,” the Cardian snapped over his shoulder. “It’s to keep the mortar warm so it sets properly. Now shut your mouth.” 
 
    I glanced back at the scaffolding without saying anything, impressed despite myself by the Cardians' ingenuity. They might not be much in the way of fighters, but the bastards could build. I had to give them that.  
 
    “Ah, Lord Hadrack, there you are,” Lafeeve said cheerfully when I entered the keep. He was sitting by the central hearth in the same chair as the last time I’d seen him, although this time, he was only accompanied by Lord Deneux, who was leaning over the fire, prodding at it with an iron poker. “Please, come and join us,” Lafeeve added, motioning me closer.  
 
    I could only stare in wonder at the flickering flames in the hearth, feeling glorious warmth already sinking into my flesh. I took several steps into the room, watched closely by the Cardian soldiers and Jorly, who was fingering his whip. I could tell by his expression that the bastard was hoping I’d do something rash, which would give him an excuse to use it on me. But I knew I was so weak after the last four days that there was little chance of that happening. I took a deep breath, catching the sudden, intoxicating scent of roasting meat drifting from the kitchens as my mouth started to water. 
 
    “How have you been, lord?” Lafeeve asked jovially, seemingly unaware of the delicious smells.  
 
    “Never been better,” I said, trying my best to suppress the insistent rumbles coming from my stomach. I was only half successful, but if Lafeeve or Lord Deneux noticed, they made no comment. 
 
    “We were just about to have something to eat, lord,” Lord Deneux said. He smiled at me, but there was little warmth to it. “You can join us if you like?” 
 
    “Just like that?” I grunted. I wiggled my toes inside my leggings, feeling a strange prickling in them as well as along the tips of my fingers. I realized it was the first time I’d felt my extremities in days. 
 
    “Well, there is still the matter of the ring to address first,” Lafeeve said almost regretfully. “I was hoping you would have come to see me by now, lord.” 
 
    “And miss out on all the fun outside?” I said. “Why would I want to do that?” 
 
    Lafeeve stared at me for a moment, then burst out laughing, joined a moment later by Deneux. “I must say, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve finally said once he’d gained control of himself again. “Your fortitude in this matter has been quite surprising. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the like.” 
 
    “Does that mean I won’t be dining with you, then?” I asked.  
 
    “Do you intend to tell me where the ring is?” Lafeeve responded. “The truth, of course.” 
 
    “No,” I said bluntly.  
 
    “You’d rather return to dragging stones, is that it, lord?” 
 
    “I prefer the company out there than in here, lord,” I shot back. “So, yes, I think I would.” 
 
    “Ah, you are referring to Jebido Grayerson, of course,” Lafeeve said thoughtfully, unaffected by my insult. “Another remarkable man, it seems. You two make quite the formidable pairing.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “A pity we can’t use his friendship against you, but Lord Deneux gave his word that the man would remain unharmed. And though that fact has become most inconvenient to my needs, I feel it is necessary that we uphold his trust.” Lafeeve shrugged. “After all, take away a man’s word in this world, and you are left with nothing but a savage, much like the Piths from your own lands or the Nunians here.” 
 
    “Well, the Nunians may be savages, lord,” Lord Deneux said with a chuckle. “But they make excellent slaves. Very docile, strong, and obedient.” He winked. “And I can tell you from experience that their women have no shame in bed.” 
 
    “Really, lord,” Lafeeve replied disapprovingly. “Must you be so vulgar? If you’re expecting to win a seat at the Seven Rings some day, you will need to refine the way in which you express yourself.” 
 
    “Forgive me, lord,” Lord Deneux said, looking properly chastened. “I’ve been around fighting men so long lately that I’ve forgotten my manners.” 
 
    “Perfectly understandable,” Lafeeve said, looking down his nose at the other man. “Though I suggest you don’t let it happen again.” He focused back on me. “Now, Lord Hadrack. Where were we?” 
 
    “I believe you were going to send me back to work, lord.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s how it’s to be, then?” 
 
    “I haven’t changed my mind in the last two minutes,” I said firmly while doing my best to ignore the smells coming from the kitchens. 
 
    “Well then, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve said, slapping his thigh before standing. “I guess that’s that. However, there has been a change of plans, which means you will not be returning to work after all. My ship has been repaired faster than expected, and since I’m told we have a small threshold of good weather left before more snow arrives, I will be setting sail for Cardia within the hour. Needless to say, you will be coming with me.” 
 
    “What about Jebido?” I blurted out, unable to hide my surprise and sudden fear for my friend. 
 
    “What about him?” Lafeeve replied.  
 
    “He’s not well, and I would ask that—” 
 
    “You are not in a position to ask for anything from anyone, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve said, cutting me off with an annoyed look. “Your friend will remain here, working as before until he dies. That is the agreement Lord Deneux has made.” The Cardian raised an eyebrow. “Unless you would prefer he break that pact and just cut the man’s throat and be done with it?” 
 
    “No,” I said helplessly, lowering my eyes. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Lafeeve said. “You may have thwarted me for now, Lord Hadrack, but I assure you it won’t be forever. The ring’s location is important to us, but I have faith that it will be recovered eventually, with or without your help. I had hoped you would be reasonable about this—one lord to another—but that clearly has not been the case. So, enjoy your victory now, for I assure you it will not last long.” Lafeeve leaned forward and smiled a wolfish grin at me. “The Emperor has torturers in his employ who have been perfecting their craft for many years, lord. Just because I cannot take matters into my own hands and make you sing like a bird, does not mean they can’t or won’t. You would do well to dwell on that during our upcoming voyage.” 
 
    “And there’s something you might want to dwell on as well,” I said, looking up and meeting the other man’s eyes. 
 
    Lafeeve pursed his lips. “And what is that, lord?” 
 
    “That I intend to kill you long before we ever reach Cardia,” I said calmly. I nodded my head toward Lord Deneux. “You and that turd-sucker right there. So, I suggest you both sleep with one eye open the entire time we’re at sea, not that it will save you in the end. And once you’re dead, I’m going to return to this place and burn everything you’ve built here to the ground and then piss all over it!” 
 
    Lafeeve’s eyes narrowed at my threat, and I could see twin red spots of anger glowing on his cheeks. “Those are awfully bold words coming from someone in your position, lord,” he growled in warning. “Words that could get you into a great deal more trouble than you’re already in.” 
 
    I laughed contemptuously. “Trust me, lord,” I said, glaring at the Cardian. “Those weren’t just idle words. What I just said will come to pass, I promise you.” 
 
    I had no idea then how I could accomplish my vow, of course, it being more bravado than anything else. But soon enough, events would transpire to give me the opportunity I needed—and when it finally did, Cardian blood would begin to flow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Lord Gerthand Lafeeve’s ship was what was known as a balinger—which was a long, flat-bottomed vessel driven both by oars and a single square sail. Although I guessed by the many oar-holes on the hull that the oars were likely its primary source of propulsion. I estimated the ship was at least ninety feet long by perhaps eighteen wide, with a large, enclosed aftercastle at the stern covered in a thin sheen of ice that glinted almost blue in the sunlight. There was no forecastle at the flared bow like on my cogs, however, with only a fluttering, brightly-colored blue and white canvas awning covering it instead.  
 
    I could see armed men moving about beneath the awning, with others busy elsewhere on the ship preparing for our departure. An exquisitely carved wooden bust of a long-necked swan crested the ship’s bow, and I saw that the vessel was fittingly enough named Graceful Swan. A second, much smaller balinger floated nearby, moored to the pier with thick, ice-covered ropes. I noted a great deal of activity on that ship and wondered if it was coming with us. A third balinger rested along the shore on log rollers placed far enough up to protect it from high tide. The ship was covered in ice and snow and looked abandoned. 
 
    “The Swan is impressive, is she not, Lord Hadrack?” Lafeeve said to me as I stepped from the gangplank onto the ship’s slippery upper deck, which was at best four feet wide and ringed the entire hull.  
 
    I said nothing as I glanced to the lower decking below me, where I counted nineteen men in chains and tattered clothing sitting and shivering on cramped benches. The oars on the ship’s starboard side had been extended through the oar-holes into the frigid water, but those along the port side still lay on the decking until we were ready to push off from the pier. None of the prisoners spoke or bothered to look up at the sound of Lafeeve’s voice, remaining with their heads hanging as they waited in what I took to be hopelessness and despair. I could hardly fault them for that.  
 
    A narrow wooden platform ran down the length of the ship above the rowers’ heads, connected to the bow and stern and broken only by the towering mast in its center. A man holding a whip paced back and forth along the platform with his breath rising around him, while a second man sat on a small bench near the awning looking bored with a kettle drum wedged between his knees. 
 
    “Well, lord?” Lafeeve prompted after a moment, clearly disappointed by my lack of enthusiasm. He rubbed his hands together, then blew on them for warmth. “You are a renowned seafaring man, I understand. So, what do you think of her?”  
 
    “She appears to be a fine ship, lord,” I said grudgingly. I was once again fettered with manacles on my ankles and wrists that were connected by chains, for it was clear the Cardian lord was taking no chances with me after my earlier threat. I shivered in my thin cloak, narrowing my eyes against the brisk wind blowing in from the west. 
 
    “Oh, the Swan is better than that, lord,” Lafeeve crowed, pumping out his chest. “Much better, I assure you. I designed her myself you know. From the bottom of her keel, to the top of her lovely mast. She’s fast as the wind and as light as a feather.” 
 
    I nodded, not saying anything, although, in truth, I had to admit I was impressed. From experience, I knew designing a craft like this was no small feat—assuming the bastard wasn’t lying to me. 
 
    Lafeeve took my elbow like an old friend, guiding me along the deck toward the stern while four soldiers with spears followed. I had to waddle like a duck because of the chains. “Mind the ice now, lord,” the Cardian warned. He chuckled. “I wouldn’t want you to slip and crack your head open. The Emperor would be most upset.” Lafeeve swept his hand out almost giddily to his left a moment later. “Would you look at that beautiful mast, lord? Twenty-eight glorious feet of the finest Sitka spruce to be found. I had to transport it from the Ashronto Grove in the Northern provinces of Cardia to my shipyards along the southern coast.” The Cardian chuckled and shook his head. “You can’t imagine what that cost me. But it was worth it. I’d wager you won’t find a stouter mast anywhere.” 
 
    “How nice for you,” I said sarcastically, not even looking at the mast. 
 
    Lafeeve frowned at my tone. “Am I boring you, lord?” 
 
    “I’ve never met a Cardian yet who didn’t,” I grunted. 
 
    Lafeeve colored at that as he patted down his hair, which the brisk wind was toying with relentlessly. I noticed with amusement that he was going bald at the crown, which he was clearly trying to hide. “Must you always be so abrasive, Lord Hadrack?” Lafeeve grunted. “I am simply trying to be civil with you.” 
 
    I just shrugged. “You want to have a civilized conversation with me, lord? Then, all you have to do is take off these chains. We can talk all you want after that.” 
 
    “So you can wrap those monstrous hands of yours around my throat like you tried to do to that poor boy?” Lafeeve said with a snort. He shook his head. “I think not, lord.” I looked away, staring up at the sky as several large birds flew overhead, not saying anything until Lafeeve finally sighed. “Well, I see there’s not much point in continuing this tour, lord. Besides, I’m no longer in the mood for it, not to mention it’s well past time we were off anyway.” He turned, motioning to his left. “Hektar, a word, if you please.” 
 
    The man on the platform nodded, walking along it with long, easy strides to join us at the stern. Hektar wasn’t tall, but he was solidly built, with a bent nose that had clearly been broken more than once and a livid scar on his left cheek shaped like a crescent moon. He wore only a light, sleeveless tunic, high black boots, and baggy trousers, seemingly unaffected by the bone-chilling cold like the rest of us.  
 
    “My lord?” The man’s voice was grating and guttural, and I could tell immediately that he and I were going to have a problem as he studied me with the deadest eyes I’d ever seen on a man. 
 
    “Lord Hadrack has graciously offered to join your crew on the oars for the duration of our voyage,” Lafeeve said.  
 
    Hektar looked me up and down, his expression hard and uncompromising. “Is that right, my lord?” 
 
    “Indeed. With those mighty shoulders, he should be a real asset to you.” The Cardian hesitated, a smile playing about his lips. “By the way, Hektar, I think you should know that this man is from Ganderland. I do hope that won’t affect how you treat him?” 
 
    Hektar’s expression didn’t change, though I thought I could see an added gleam in his eyes—a gleam that I was quite certain was fueled by hatred. 
 
    “I understand you are currently short a man on the benches,” Lafeeve continued. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Hektar said. “One died from fever only an hour ago. I was going to replace him with one of the locals, but Lord Deneux said he couldn’t spare any more of them.” 
 
     “Then we are in luck that we have Lord Hadrack to stand in,” Lafeeve said as he glanced smugly at me. “After all, we wouldn’t want to be rowing about in circles, now would we, Hektar?” 
 
    “No, my lord.” Hektar agreed seriously. There was clearly no sense of humor in this man. “We most certainly would not.” 
 
    “Well then, lord,” Lafeeve said to me. “I will leave you in Hektar’s more than capable hands. I’m sure the two of you will get along quite nicely during our journey.” The Cardian headed away, pausing after several steps to look back at me. “Oh, and by the way, lord. Hektar’s mother and father were killed by Gander raiders when he was just a boy. I’m afraid he’s not overly fond of your kind. I do hope that won’t be an issue?”  
 
    I didn’t bother responding as Lafeeve gave me a self-satisfied smile before heading for the aftercastle and disappearing into a cabin. “So, what now?” I grunted at Hektar once Lafeeve was gone. “Did you want me to take a turn steering the ship for you, or maybe I could pound away on that drum over there?” 
 
    Hektar growled low in his chest, and before I realized what he intended, he grabbed me by the back of the neck with one hand and my elbow with the other, then flung me without a word off the edge of the deck. I cried out in surprise, unable to bring my chained hands up high enough to protect my head as I fell the short distance. I collided heavily with several rowers on one of the benches and lay sprawled on top of them for a moment, all of us stunned before one of the men cursed and pushed me away, striking me with his balled fist. I fell to the floor, where I instinctively rolled over onto my back, lying between the rowers’ benches as I glared up at Hektar, who stood looking down at me with his whip curled over his shoulder and both hands on his hips. The slaves began to kick me and spit on me then, and I could do little in the tight confines except bring my knees and hands up to protect myself from the blows.  
 
    I heard the heavy clump of boots on the deck a moment later, followed by a scream of pain from one of the slaves kicking me as he was struck across the back with a rawhide knout. “Enough of this, you worthless turds!” the wielder of the whip shouted as he pushed his way among us while lashing out indiscriminately at the seated slaves. “Enough, I say!” The slaves instantly ceased their movements, each man dropping his manacled hands into his lap while lowering his head. “You!” the soldier growled, pointing his whip at me. “Get up, troublemaker!” 
 
    I struggled to rise, hampered both by my chains and my size. 
 
    “Father’s balls, boy!” the Cardian snapped impatiently. “I don’t have all day.” 
 
    I finally managed to get my feet under me, grabbing the knee of one of the slaves with my hands for leverage. The man lifted his head slightly to glower at me but said nothing as I finally stood unsteadily. I recognized him as the one who had punched me, marking his features in my mind for later.  
 
    “Over there, troublemaker,” the Cardian said, pointing to an empty spot on the back bench along the starboard side.  
 
    I glanced up as I made my way out from between the benches, realizing that Hektar was gone, though several soldiers with spears were watching me closely from the upper deck. I shuffled toward where I’d been told, then sat with my shoulders brushing against the man sitting next to me against the hull, who refused to look my way. I noted that he had a wiry build, blond hair, and a long, thin nose.  
 
    “Don’t move, troublemaker,” the Cardian growled. He knelt and drew a short length of chain attached to an iron ring embedded in the deck beneath the bench and locked them to the chains on my ankles. He then took another chain hanging from a hook along the hull and secured my wrists to the man beside me. The Cardian straightened after that, looking satisfied. “There, that should hold you.” 
 
    “For now,” I said softly. 
 
    The Cardian’s eyes widened in disbelief that I’d dare speak before he struck me backhanded without warning. The blow caught me on the left ear, setting it to ringing, although I was careful not to show any reaction. “Speak again, troublemaker,” the Cardian hissed, shoving his whip under my nose, “and I’ll ram this thing up your arse and make you lick it clean.” 
 
    I opened my mouth despite his threat, then clamped it shut at the murderous look in the man’s eyes. I decided I’d pushed things far enough for one day and lowered my head in obedience. Sooner or later, an opportunity would present itself, and when it did, I would be ready. 
 
    We were underway a few minutes later, with all twenty slaves rowing in unison as the drummer pounded out his steady beat while we slipped from the harbor into open water. The sail remained lashed to Lafeeve’s precious mast, useless as we headed directly into the wind. The monotonous work was hard yet pleasurable, and I quickly fell into a rhythm with my silent partner. My body soon warmed as we rowed, allowing me to forget about the bitter cold for a change and let my mind drift, imagining the many ways I might kill Lafeeve. I had seen no sign of Lord Deneux on the Graceful Swan but hoped he was also here since Lafeeve had said he’d be in Cardia to witness my execution. 
 
     Perhaps he was on that second balinger I’d seen preparing to set sail, I thought as a shadow from above fell across me. I looked up, briefly meeting Hektar’s cold eyes as he slowly walked along the platform toward the bow.   
 
    “You are a fool,” the man beside me whispered once the Cardian had moved out of range. He glanced at me. “Why antagonize them so?” 
 
    “Why not?” I said with a cocky grin as we rowed, feeling better and more confident than I had in days. “If you act like a mouse, my friend, then they’ll treat you like one.” I doubted anyone could hear us with the constant creaking of the oars, the rattle of chains, and the beating drum, but I matched his tone anyway, more to protect him than me. I knew Lafeeve wanted me alive and intact when we reached Cardia, but he likely cared little for this man’s fate. “My name is Hadrack, by the way,” I added, keeping my titles to myself. I knew most of the slaves already resented me for getting some of them flogged earlier, and I was fairly certain knowing a lord and king was amongst them would probably only add to their dislike.  
 
    “I’m Ricio,” the other man grunted. “And on this ship, it’s better to be a live mouse than a dead man.” He snorted softly, staring straight ahead now as we worked. “I’ve seen others who thought much like you, and they are all food for the fish now. So be warned.” 
 
    I felt my grin slowly dissolve. Ricio was right, of course. Now was not the time for arrogance and jokes but for serious planning. I glanced up again as Hektar returned with the whip draped across his shoulders. I lowered my eyes, listening to his receding footfalls as he headed for the stern. “How many men do they have?” I whispered after the Cardian was gone. 
 
    “Why?” Ricio grunted. 
 
    “It’s good to be prepared,” I answered. 
 
    Ricio shrugged. “Around twenty fighters and ten crew.” 
 
    I grimaced. “How long have you been on this ship?” 
 
    “Two years, I think.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Marcuria,” Ricio answered. He sighed. “I was an important man there once. A warrior with three wives, two swords, and a coat of fine mail. Now I’m nothing but a breathing corpse chained to an oar waiting to die.” 
 
    “Maybe we can change that,” I said. 
 
    Ricio chuckled pityingly. “Not likely.” 
 
    “Enough talking down there!” Hektar shouted, startling me. I’d been so focused on our conversation that I hadn’t paid attention to the sounds of him returning. I heard the snap of the man’s whip, followed immediately by a vicious stinging burning across my shoulders. “Row, you bastards! Row!” the Cardian cried. The whip cracked again, and Ricio hissed through his teeth, though I didn’t dare look his way. “Your master wants us to reach Egrond by nightfall,” the Cardian bellowed as he stalked along the platform. “And by the gods, I intend to see that we do!” The drum beat began to increase, even as I heard the crackle of Hektar’s whip once again. I tensed, expecting more pain, but the blow struck a man to my left on the other side of the aisle that separated us instead. “So row, you ugly, useless bastards! Row like your sorry lives depend on it—because I promise you, they do!” 
 
    I waited until the mast in the center of the ship temporarily blocked my view of Hektar, though I could still hear him shouting curses just fine. I leaned close to Ricio. “What’s Egrond?” I whispered. 
 
    “An island,” the Marcurian whispered back. “It’s where we’ll be stopping for the night.” He looked up fearfully as Hektar reappeared. “Now, leave me alone.” 
 
    I nodded, falling silent. There wasn’t much I could do to escape the Cardians while locked in chains on a ship in the middle of the ocean. But an island was a different story—one which might bring with it an opportunity. I smiled and pulled at the oar with enthusiasm. I couldn’t wait to get there. 
 
    

  

 
   
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Egrond turned out to be a huge disappointment in the end. I finally got my first look at the island at dusk, shortly after we’d put into a shallow cove and stowed our oars away. Each man was then unlocked from the benches one by one and taken topside, where he was allowed to relieve himself over the ship’s side before being returned to his chains. Being at the back of the benches, I was one of the first taken to the upper deck, and I sat balanced on the gunnel near the bow with my bare arse hanging over the water while the tide churned and slapped against the ship’s hull beneath me.  
 
    I paid little attention to my purpose for being there at first, studying the small island in the waning light with anticipation. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much to see—nothing but dark, faceless rocks and stands of shadowy scrub brush surrounded by grey, reed-tangled seas that lashed against the shoreline. The only point of interest was a rectangular holding with crumbling stone walls built along the island’s leeward side on a high gravel spit that extended a hundred feet into the water. I saw a second ship had followed us into the cove, recognizing the other balinger I’d seen at Morant’s Hall that morning. There were no other vessels on the water besides the two of us, and I could see no signs of activity along the shoreline. I wondered if there was a harbor hidden somewhere along the spit that I couldn’t see, though logically, the calm waters of the cove would have been the ideal location for one. 
 
    I felt overwhelming disappointment sweep over me, and for a heartbeat, I considered just allowing myself to drop over the side of the ship into the sea in a bid to escape. But thankfully sanity quickly returned, for my feet and hands were still manacled and I knew swimming would be almost impossible. Besides, there was nowhere to go and I doubted I would last long in the frigid water anyway. 
 
    “Hurry up, you,” Hektar growled my way. He and another Cardian soldier were standing downwind of me, looking impatient as the stiff breeze swept over them. I could see their eyes constantly shifting to the holding with longing, guessing there must be plenty of ale and whores within its walls. Hektar was wearing a billowing, fur-lined cloak, the first time I’d seen him dressed in anything warm. “How long does it take to shit, Ganderman?” Hektar grunted with annoyance. “My woman squeezes out babes faster than you.” 
 
    “Almost done,” I muttered, pretending to strain, although since I’d eaten little in the last week except for some tasteless gruel earlier that day with the other slaves, nothing was coming out of me worth mentioning.  
 
    My enthusiasm over Egrond had quickly waned once I’d had a good look at the place, and I knew now that there would be no chance of escaping my captors here. Ricio had been right all along. Yet even so, I remained where I was despite the biting cold wind quickly freezing the skin on my exposed buttocks. The truth was, I was enjoying being away from the benches after the long day of rowing and was not looking forward to returning to the foul-smelling lower deck to be chained up for the night.  
 
    Finally, unable to justify delaying any longer, I carefully wormed my way off the railing to the deck, then awkwardly pulled my breeches back up and tied them with shaking, frozen fingers. 
 
    “About damn time,” Hektar grumbled. He motioned to his companion. “Right. Take him back down and bring up the next one. The sooner this is over with, the better.” 
 
    Ricio was the next man to be taken above, and once he’d been returned and chained beside me once more, I leaned close to him. “How many whores are on the island?” 
 
    The Marcurian glanced around cautiously, but now that the workday was done, we slaves were afforded a little more leniency and were allowed to talk amongst ourselves in low whispers. He snorted. “Three. I hear they’re all uglier than Hektar’s arsehole, but they’re cheap and warm where it counts. Why? What good will they do you?” 
 
    I ignored his question, thinking with only three whores to service the crews of two ships, it would likely take a fair amount of time—time which might give me an opening. “How many Cardians do they leave to watch over us?”  
 
    “Only two, usually. Where can we go?” 
 
    I nodded, encouraged. “What about Lord Gerthand? Does he stay on board or go ashore?”  
 
    Ricio shrugged. “I’m not sure. They have a punt on the island that brings the men across. That’s all I know.” 
 
    “So, maybe we only have those two men to deal with, then,” I mused out loud. 
 
     Ricio snorted. “Two guards or two hundred, it hardly matters. We can’t break out of these chains to get at them anyway.” 
 
    “True,” I admitted, still not ready to give up on the idea of escape. “For now. But there’s always hope.”  
 
    “No, there isn’t,” Ricio responded pessimistically. “If you try anything, the chances are good you’ll wind up dead. The last man who tried to escape was nailed to the bow along the waterline for his trouble. It took him three days to die.” The Marcurian shook his head. “Take my advice. Stop thinking about anything except getting some sleep. You’ll live longer that way.” He shifted away from me, leaning his head and right shoulder against the hull while stowing his manacled hands underneath his cloak for warmth. “Tomorrow will be a long day,” Ricio added, closing his eyes. “But the good news is it will start getting warmer the further we travel southwest.” 
 
    “How long until we’re in Cardia?” I asked. 
 
    Ricio sighed, keeping his eyes closed. “Three or four weeks, usually, depending on whether we get lucky and the winds are with us. The Cardians always follow the whale path to Aramtala from here, for the seas are smoother and the trade winds are strong.” 
 
    I nodded. Aramtala was the huge continent where the Kingdom of Cardia lay. I had been there once before when I’d gone to rescue Alesia and Einrack from the Shadow Pirates. I thought of the Swails, who had been instrumental in helping me accomplish that feat. “Will we pass close to Swailand?” I asked, sensing a possible opportunity. 
 
    “Yes,” Ricio said. “First, we’ll reach the coast of my homeland, Marcuria, then Swailand. After that, it’s on to Cardia.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” I said, smiling. I had many friends among the Swails, and I knew they would gladly help me if I could get word to them somehow. “Then that’s where we’ll make our escape.” 
 
    Ricio cracked an eye open to look at me. “If you say so,” he grunted sarcastically. 
 
    An hour later, I was still wide awake, with my body propped sideways against Ricio as I feigned sleep. The Marcurian was snoring loudly, as were many of the other slaves, with the deep rumblings around me broken only by the occasional cough or fart. I watched through slitted eyes as our two Cardian guards walked slowly around the decking above me in a circuit, each keeping the same distance from the other and carrying a lit torch. I’d seen no one except for those two men since the rest of the crew had gone ashore more than half an hour ago. A three-quarter moon appeared suddenly behind a bank of clouds to the east, casting the lower deck in eerie silver light for a moment before disappearing again. 
 
     I sighed inwardly. I knew I should heed Ricio’s warning and get some rest, but I just couldn’t stop my mind from spinning. How was Jebido doing without me there to watch over him? Was he all right? Where were Baine, Fitz, and the others? Had they gotten Jin and the First Daughter away to safety? And what had become of my armada? Were they even now engaging with the Cardians laying siege to Calban? What had become of King Tyden? Had he managed to rebuild his fleet? And what about that White Raven bastard, Cutter? I’d seen nothing of him since the first day I’d arrived at Morant’s Hall and could only imagine what the bastard had been up to in the interim. I thought next about Jebido’s brother, Sherrif Grayerson, trying to understand how he fit into the scheme of things. Was the man aligned with the Cardians, the First Son, the White Ravens—or all three?  
 
     I felt a headache coming on and had to suppress an angry snort, feeling helpless in my chains out in the middle of nowhere while people who needed and depended on me were in grave peril. It was beyond maddening. I finally closed my eyes, willing my mind to go blank. I must have dozed off after a while, for the next thing I knew, the moon was hanging directly overhead. I stared at it groggily, licking my dry lips, while automatically registering that our Cardian guards were still walking about on the deck as before. I suppressed a yawn, still half asleep, just as I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stiffen. There was a different smell in the air, a musky odor of seaweed and fish that hadn’t been there earlier. 
 
    “Say nothing,” a hoarse voice whispered from the shadows behind me. “I don’t have much time. The rest of them are on their way back.” 
 
    I could only nod my understanding, breathless, as I waited with my heart thumping in my throat from excitement and hope. I heard furtive movement behind me as the musky odor drew closer, and I almost cried out in surprise when something brushed against me before I felt an ice-cold object pressed urgently into my hand. It was a key. 
 
    “I must go, my lord,” the man whispered, sounding anxious as shouts of merriment and loud voices arose from the island's direction. “They’re in the water. Good luck. We’ll be watching.”  
 
    I started in surprise. My lord? “Wait,” I hissed softly. “Who are you?” There was no reply—no sound at all. I twisted my head, trying to look behind me, but a large cloud bank had drifted over the moon again, leaving the lower deck bathed in total darkness. I strained my ears but heard nothing except for the steady footfalls of the Cardians above and the ale-fueled laughter coming from the soldiers returning in the punt. Now what? I had a key that I assumed would unlock not just my manacles but the other slaves as well. But what good would it do with the guards staring down at me? The moment I moved, they would know. 
 
    “Chrastin, you bloated old goat!” a voice suddenly echoed from the water. “Stop playing with your cock up there and drop the ladder!” 
 
    “Hold on, you drunken fool,” one of the guards along the upper deck said grudgingly. I heard him moving about, followed by a distinctive thumping against the hull as a rope ladder was thrown down to the waiting soldiers.  
 
    Men started to come aboard right after, most weaving and laughing as they clambered up the ladder onto the upper deck. I knew whatever chance I’d had to escape had passed, at least for now, and I squeezed the key tightly in my hand as I thought about what to do next. Ricio snorted beside me, shifting positions and scratching at his beard before settling down again. I took a deep breath as my mind raced while the Marcurian began to snore softly once more.  
 
    I thought about my benefactor. Why had he called me, my lord? Was he one of my men? Was my armada out there in the darkness somewhere, or perhaps just Sea-Wolf come to find me? I shook my head, discarding that thought the moment I’d had it.  If my men were here, I knew they would have swarmed this ship and the island with overwhelming numbers, not sent in a lone man with a key. Which meant whoever that man was, he must not have the resources needed to take the ship on his own. I thought about the man’s voice. It had seemed familiar to me, though no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t place it. I eventually stopped trying, turning my thoughts to what came next instead. Graceful Swan would no doubt set sail at first light, and Ricio had told me Egrond would be our last landfall before we reached Aramtala—which meant somewhere between here and there, I needed to take over the ship.  
 
    I glanced around me at the sleeping slaves, knowing the only way I could hope to accomplish that would be with their help. I slipped the key deep inside the filthy leggings wrapped around my right calve, then leaned against Ricio again and closed my eyes, trying to slow my rapidly beating heart and calm myself. 
 
    Tomorrow, I thought, smiling to myself in the darkness. Tomorrow, the Swan will be mine! 
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    The next day brought with it rough, sloppy seas, a brisk north wind, and dull, grey skies, but unfortunately, it also brought little opportunity for escape. A storm had been raging off our starboard bow all morning, pacing us about ten miles away but showing no signs of turning, though I could tell by the anxious looks on the Cardians' faces that they were worried. As it turned out, they had a right to be, for the storm abruptly changed directions around midday, churning black and deadly as it headed right for us. The Cardians set a ferocious pace on the oars the moment the storm shifted, with barely a pause between drumbeats as we tried to outpace the approaching weather. Hektar’s lash snapped and hissed continuously while he prowled the platform above us like a caged beast, only pausing long enough to scream for more speed. 
 
    “Row, you lazy, good-for-nothing sons of turds!” the Cardian cried, though, in truth, we were giving everything we had by then.  
 
    His whip cracked a moment later, and I saw the man who’d punched me the day before grunt as the rawhide tip struck his back. He glanced up at Hektar afterward, and I could see the hatred burning along his scarred features. I’d learned from Ricio that the man’s name was Svarni, and that he, along with most of the other slaves on the benches, had been Afrenian mercenaries before being thrown into irons. Svarni had been the mercenaries’ leader, and Ricio had warned me that he had a mean temper and wasn’t a man to cross.  
 
    “Row, you piss-guzzling dog humpers!” Hektar screamed from above. “Is that the best you can do? If that bitch of a storm out there catches us, we’re all dead! Is that what you want? Now row, you useless bastards! Row!”  
 
    The Cardian paused in his diatribe long enough to lash out with the whip again, this time striking a man in the front benches. I knew sooner or later my turn would come—it always did—and I lowered my head, closing my eyes as I worked to the beat while the howling from the storm bearing down on us grew closer and louder. The drum began to pound even more urgently a moment later, one note indistinguishable from the next as stinging rain began to lash down on our unprotected heads and the wind howled. I redoubled my efforts, for once having common ground with Hektar, knowing that the man was right. If we couldn’t stay ahead of the storm and it caught us this far out in the open, we were all as good as dead men.  
 
    I began to pray to The Mother as we slaves worked feverishly. But despite my prayers and our efforts, not to mention Hektar’s furious encouragement, the full might of the storm overtook us a few minutes later, bringing with it night-dark skies, shrieking winds that hurt the ears, and roiling grey seas the size of mountains. But, as if that weren’t enough, the storm also brought swarms of deadly ice projectiles that hurtled from the sky like swooping hawks to crash and disintegrate against every unprotected surface on the ship. The Graceful Swan began to swing about into the wind beneath that unstoppable barrage a moment later, and I guessed, like a true Cardian, the coward on the rudder had left his post to take refuge.  
 
    I heard Hektar yelling at the slaves along the port side to cease their rowing, and I took a chance and glanced upward to see the Cardian lying prone on his stomach along the platform above me. The man’s eyes were wide with fright as tiny chunks of ice exploded all around him against the planks. I almost laughed at the Cardian’s expression, but then an ice pellet struck me a glancing blow to the forehead before careening away, taking my amusement with it. 
 
    “You men to starboard!” Hektar screamed, pointing our way with the butt of his whip. “Row, you worthless bastards! Row! Bring us about!” 
 
    I glanced at Ricio, who gave me a frightened look just as an icy wave broke over Graceful Swan’s side, burying both rows of benches in a torrential flood of water. I shook my head after the wave had receded, spitting out seawater just as a second wall breached the gunwale on the opposite hull and cascaded over us. I heard men screaming and shouting in fear, and I cursed, barely able to see anything with the salt burning my eyes as water up to my ankles sloshed back and forth across the deck with the rocking of the ship. All the slaves had stopped rowing, rooted in place by both fear and indecision as they stared up at the sidewalls, waiting for the next wave that might finish us. 
 
    “Row, you bastards!” I finally roared as that feared third wave arrived, mixing with the ice pellets that still peppered the deck by the hundreds. I shook water out of my eyes after the wave receded, sputtering and coughing as I kicked Ricio. The Nunian was lying bent over the bar of the oar with his manacled hands covering his head as he retched up seawater. “Row, if you want to live!” I snarled at him. I focused next on the slaves chained to the oars in front of me. “All of you men on the starboard side!” I cried, banging my manacles against the oar handle to get their attention. “Pull, damn you! Pull if you ever want to set sight on land again!” The slaves on the opposite benches immediately began to work feverishly at my words, matching strokes with those in front of me who had also heeded my call. “No, not that way!” I shouted, motioning to the men on my left. “Back, you fools! Back your oars and work with us! We need to turn her into the wind, or we’ll capsize!” 
 
    After that, I put my head down and gave everything I had, trying not to think about my chattering teeth or that I couldn’t feel my feet anymore. I wasn’t sure how many of the slaves on the port side had heard me, or for that matter, if they would even obey my orders. Either way, there was no time left for me to worry about it anyway. Ricio had finally regained control of himself, and together, the ten of us on the starboard side benches began to row like madmen, fighting the stubborn resistance of the roiling waves outside the hull. I was convinced the great oar in my hands would snap off at any moment as we worked, but it didn’t, and somehow, the ship slowly began to turn her stern toward the storm. 
 
    “Good!” I heard Hektar shouting encouragement from where he still lay above us. “That’s it! Keep going! Good lads! That’s the spirit! Don’t stop now, lads! Don’t stop! Almost there!”  
 
    I could feel Graceful Swan heaving and wallowing beneath my waterlogged feet as she fought for her life, with her hull creaking and groaning beneath the pressure of the enraged sea outside her hull. “Come on,” I whispered, praying Lafeeve had built her as strong as he’d claimed. “Come on, girl. Hold together.”  
 
    The ship suddenly rose on a trough, and I felt the oar in my hand treading uselessly as Ricio and I rowed empty air for a heartbeat before we plummeted downward again. I heard several of the oars along the line of benches snap when we crashed back into the water, though the one Ricio and I held survived somehow. Graceful Swan’s bow dipped below the sea briefly a moment later, then fought her way back up, shedding tons of freezing seawater that fell on us like a waterfall. 
 
    “We’re doomed!” Ricio cried out. 
 
    “We’re not!” I screamed back at him. “Not as long as we’re still breathing. Now fight, damn you! Fight!” 
 
    I don’t know who I was trying to encourage more—the Marcurian or the ship under assault—but either way, somehow, Graceful Swan began to turn sluggishly inch by agonizing inch.  
 
    “That’s it!” I heard Hektar shout, though I was too exhausted to bother looking up at the man. I was working on pure will now, with my body wracked with pain in every muscle and my hands splintered and bloody from the oar. “We’re almost there!” the Cardian screamed frantically. “Steady, lads! Steady, now! Don’t falter!” 
 
    We rowed, and we rowed while Hektar alternated between cursing at us to try harder or pleading with the gods to show mercy. It seemed to me that the ship was riding troughs and spinning wildly in circles for hours on end, though somewhere in my frazzled mind, I knew it was impossible, for we surely could not have survived that long. All I thought about was Hektar’s hoarse voice, the oar in my hands, and the pain in my body as I rowed, oblivious to anything else around me until, eventually, the pain subsided, leaving only the oar and Hektar to focus on in my exhausted delirium.   
 
    “You’ve done it, you beautiful, dung-eating bastards!” Hektar eventually crowed, sounding like he couldn’t quite believe it himself.  
 
    I could hear men cheering loudly from the upper deck, realizing in surprise that the shrieking of the wind had fallen off and the ice pellets had been replaced by a gentle rain. When had that happened? I cracked open a weary eye and looked up, my chest heaving and shoulders aching as I watched Hektar stand up before dancing a delighted jig on the platform. He twirled, laughing as our eyes met before I saw his features abruptly harden, the real man returning. The Cardian’s whip lashed out at me a moment later, quick and deadly as a cat. I saw it coming but was too exhausted to bother trying to avoid it, barely registering the pain as the tip tore open my cheek. 
 
    “That’s for not obeying my orders right away,” Hectar grunted down at me as he recoiled his whip with an expert twist of his wrist. He smiled cruelly before turning away and strutting along the platform toward the bow, twirling the whip in the air over his head and making it snap. “All right, you lazy buggers!” the Cardian bellowed. “The excitement is over now. Get back to work! You’ve sat around long enough!” 
 
    To this very day, I don’t know how we managed to survive that storm, but somehow we did. Perhaps The Mother had heard our prayers. Who knows? One thing I’d always wondered about, though, was why the Cardians hadn’t lifted the sail to flee southward on the wind when the storm first appeared. That would have been the logical thing to do, at least in my opinion. The only reason I’d ever been able to come up with was they must have been afraid that they’d get blown onto the tip of Ganderland’s northern shores.  
 
    Whatever the reason was, it hardly mattered in the end, for a very different storm was coming for the Cardians only a few short hours later, and when it arrived, not one of the bastards would be left alive to speak of it.  
 
    

  

 
   
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up down there, Ganderman!” Hektar growled. “You move like a toothless old woman.” 
 
    I didn’t bother answering, reaching up to take the wooden bucket being lowered to me on a rope from one of the Cardian soldiers. I was drenched from head to toe and shivering, feeling wetter and even more exhausted than I had earlier during the storm. Two of the staves along the rim of the bucket we were using had snapped off several inches above the top iron loop, and the grinning soldier who was hauling up the water I’d been scooping from the bilge was taking great delight in making sure half the contents slopped over me each time the bucket ascended. 
 
    Three Cardian archers were watching from the upper deck as Ricio and two other slaves joined me in bailing out the water while the rest continued to row. I was working between the last two benches on the port side, walking back and forth from the keel, where the water was the deepest, to the hull, where I was forced to wait, unable to avoid the overflow falling on me from above. The rowers on those benches were none too happy either, for they were getting sprayed with water almost as much as I was.   
 
    I took hold of the empty bucket with numb fingers and fought to untie the rope, then made my way unsteadily back to the keel before I dropped to one knee in the icy water while the ship rolled on the waves beneath me. I filled the bucket and returned, tying it again by the coarse rope handle before signaling to the man above that I was ready. I waited after that with my head down while the expected shower of cold seawater cascaded over me, followed by laughter coming from the upper deck.  
 
    Let them laugh, I thought as I shook the wetness from my eyes and hair. They won’t be laughing much longer.  
 
    The bucket returned a moment later, and as I made my way back along the benches with it, I deliberately stumbled into the rower closest to the hull. It was Svarni. 
 
    “Watch it, you clumsy fool!” the mercenary growled at me with murder in his eyes. 
 
    I said nothing as I made the trip to the keel and then back again, waiting for just the right moment to make my planned move as the slopping bucket ascended. The soldier finally disappeared from sight to empty the bucket’s contents, and the moment he was gone, I started to cough, bent over almost double near the Afrenian leader. “Tonight,” I hissed between coughs close to the man’s ear. Svarni stared at me in puzzlement afterward, though he knew better than to say anything as I straightened. The empty bucket returned a moment later, and this time, as I made my way through the benches, I pretended to slip, landing heavily on my side in the ankle-deep water with a cry of surprise. 
 
    “Get up, Ganderman, you lazy boar’s tit!” Hektar predictably screamed a heartbeat later. I heard the snap of his whip and flinched, though mercifully, he’d just cracked it in warning.  
 
    I raised a hand up to the Cardian in apology, putting the other one on the mercenary leader’s knee to help me stand just as I had the day before. “I have a key,” I whispered to the man as I struggled to rise. “Are you and your men with me?” 
 
    Svarni snarled, showing no reaction other than to give me an angry shove. I was off balance and staggered backward, colliding with the rowers on the bench behind me as the bucket slipped out of my unfeeling hand. I bent to retrieve it, ignoring the curses while meeting the Afrenian’s eyes. Svarni held my gaze, looking at me with what I took to be equal amounts of distrust and hope. I raised an eyebrow, my meaning clear, trying not to show my relief when the man gave an imperceptible nod before looking away. I had to fight to contain my grin. It was settled—tonight, we would take the ship. 
 
    Six hours later, I was once again chained to the rowing bench alongside Ricio. The air had turned slightly warmer as we’d traveled westward, though not enough to melt the thin sheen of slippery ice covering the decking or thaw out my hands and feet. All the slaves had already been taken topside to relieve themselves, and most were settling down now to sleep for the night. I had no way to know if Svarni had managed to relay my message to his men or not. If he had, the mercenaries were far better actors than I would have given them credit for. We’d caught a steady breeze coming from the east at dusk, so the Cardians had raised the sail, which all of us on the benches were thankful for since we would have had to take shifts rowing all night otherwise.  
 
    The sky overhead was deeply overcast and pitch black, with only the light from the torches of the men watching over us to see by. I couldn’t have been happier, having feared a bright moon. I could hear the sounds of a flute and laughter echoing from the stern above, guessing that the Cardians were celebrating the fact that we’d survived the storm relatively intact. I grinned. The only thing better than facing a Cardian in a fight was facing a drunken one. Ricio shifted beside me, still awake, and though I could barely see his features, I sensed his eyes on me. I hadn’t told him what I was planning yet and decided that the time to do so had now come. 
 
    “You’re up to something,” the Marcurian said, somehow sensing my thoughts. 
 
    “I am,” I agreed bluntly. The ship’s hull creaked and groaned as I leaned closer to my rowing partner, trying to keep my voice as low as possible. I doubted I needed to worry all that much with the raucous noises coming from above, but I saw no reason to take a chance. “Last night at the island, a man came on board while everyone slept. He gave me a key to our shackles.” 
 
    “What man?” Ricio asked in surprise. For the first time since I’d known him, I thought I could hear a hint of something other than resigned despair in the Marcurian’s voice. 
 
    “I don’t know who he was,” I said with a shrug. “It doesn’t matter anyway. All that matters is we have a chance to get free. But we must be careful.” I hesitated as one of the guards prowling overhead paused to look down at us. I waited until he’d started his rounds again before I added, “I spoke to Svarni earlier today, and he’s agreed to help.”  
 
    “How did you manage that?” Ricio asked. I heard him chuckle softly to himself before I could answer. “When you fell today,” the Marcurian continued with admiration in his voice. “That was all an act, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “It was,” I replied. “It was the only way to get the message to him. We’re going to take the ship tonight. Are you with us?” 
 
    “Need you ask?” Ricio growled. “I’ve been waiting a long time to get my hands on Hektar’s throat.” 
 
    “Not if I get to him first,” I said. 
 
    Ricio chuckled again. “We’ll just have to see about that. When do we do it?” 
 
    I gestured upward, though I doubted the Marcurian could see me. “We’ll wait until those Cardian bastards are so drunk they won’t know their heads from their arses. I’m thinking a few more hours should do it.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Ricio said.  
 
    “Psst!” 
 
    I glanced to my left, where I could just make out the form of the rower there. “When, Ganderman?” the slave whispered, sounding anxious. 
 
    I knew the question must have originally come from Svarni. “Not until they’re all asleep,” I hissed back just as the sounds of singing began from the upper deck, followed by the stamping of feet and clapping of hands as the Cardians started to dance to the music of the flutist. “Everyone stay alert.” 
 
    “My master says to tell you if you fail or betray us, Ganderman, that he’ll find a way to kill you.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I grunted, thinking the mercenary’s threat was the least of my problems right now.  
 
    I still remember what it was like waiting in the belly of that ship, freezing and shivering on that hard slab of planking as the minutes slowly went by. The Cardians were, without a doubt, incompetent in many ways, but from the sounds of their merriment, I had to concede that they damn well knew how to celebrate.  
 
    Finally, after many more hours had passed than I’d planned, all grew quiet from the upper deck, with only the steady plod of the two guards walking their lonely routes above us breaking the silence. I watched them for a time, noting how they rarely, if ever, glanced down at the rowing benches, secure in the knowledge that we slaves could do nothing in our chains but sleep and dream of freedom. I vowed that was about to change, for either those dreams would soon enough become reality, or we’d all most likely be dead.  
 
    I nudged Ricio to make sure he was awake, then carefully drew the key from my wet leggings while keeping my eyes on the sentries. “You need to give me some slack,” I said softly to the Marcurian. Ricio leaned close to me, freeing up some of the chain holding us together at the wrists. Satisfied it would be enough, I bent forward, searching for the lock securing my leg chains to the iron ring while the Marcurian kept a lookout for our guards. I held my breath once I’d located the lock while fumbling clumsily with the key, cursing silently at my numb, unresponsive fingers. Terrified that if I continued this way, I would drop the key and lose it in the darkness, I sat up again before putting the fingers of my right hand in my mouth. 
 
    “Did it work?” Ricio hissed. 
 
    “I don’t know yet,” I said around my fingers as I sucked on them, warming them with my saliva. “My hands are too cold. Patience, my friend.” 
 
    I heard the Marcurian snort, but he said nothing else. Finally, after several minutes of sucking and then blowing on my hands, I flexed my fingers, satisfied that I had better control of them now. I bent over a second time and grasped the lock on my right manacle, then almost cried out joyfully when the iron key slipped into the keyhole on the first try. I held my breath and turned the key, sagging with relief when I heard a faint click as the lock popped open.  
 
    “Well?” Ricio asked breathlessly.  
 
    “It worked,” I replied. I dropped the lock to the deck, then shifted to the one on my left foot, needing three tries before I got it free. I unclasped the leg irons and then started eagerly on the restraints on my wrists. Once free, I worked on Ricio’s bonds, unlocking them quickly before I pressed the key into the Marcurian’s hands. “Free the others but keep quiet until you hear from me. I’m going to deal with our guards.” 
 
    “Maybe you should wait until there are more of us,” Ricio suggested, sounding worried.  
 
    I shook my head. “All it will take is one noise down here, and those bastards will sound the alarm. A single man has a better chance of remaining unseen and getting the job done.” I thought suddenly of Baine, missing my friend and wishing he was with me. I knew nobody could move quicker or quieter than he could, but I vowed to do my best.  
 
    “But—”  
 
    “Just do what I said,” I growled, eager to be off. “Trust me, Ricio. I’ve done this sort of thing before.” 
 
    I didn’t wait to hear the Marcurian’s response—if there was any—and taking a quick glimpse up at our guards, who I noted were both heading towards the bow, I slipped silently off the bench deeper into the shadows. I made my way toward the stern as quickly and quietly as possible, heading for the narrow ladder leading to the upper deck. It would be there where the greatest danger of being discovered lay, for if any Cardians were moving about on the ship other than those guards, the chances they would see me would be high. I knew I was taking a risk, but I was counting on most, if not all, of the Cardians being lost in ale-befuddled sleep. 
 
    I finally came into contact with the worn wooden rails of the ladder after fumbling around in the darkness for a short time, then stealthily began to climb. There were five three-inch wide rungs, I recalled, and I paused after climbing two of them to cautiously poke my head above the upper deck. I was ready to duck down again at the first hint of seeing anyone, but though I could hear snoring from multiple sources, no one was moving around.  
 
    I carefully shifted my weight on the ladder so it wouldn’t creak, noting the guards' positions behind me. I was in luck. They’d broken procedure to stop at the bow and talk. I took that as a sign from the gods that I would succeed, and so with my heart in my throat, I climbed two more rungs, then crawled the rest of the way onto the upper deck on my hands and knees. After that, I lay flat on my belly, holding my breath as I waited, fearing the worst. But there were no cries of alarm, only the sounds of the wind, the gentle flapping of the sail mixing with the creaking of the ship, and the faint murmur of the two guards talking. So far, so good.  
 
    I slid along the planks to my left like a snake, where a shadowy bulkhead arose, hiding me from the guards’ view. Once there, I glanced toward the dark outline of the aftercastle, but again, I could see very little. Several torches were flickering along the aftercastle’s railing above me, but their light did little to penetrate the darkness below for more than a few feet. I guessed there had to be a man on the steering oar, for not even drunken Cardians would be so careless as to leave the ship unattended and drifting aimlessly on the tides. Luckily, the bulk of the aftercastle hid the lower deck where I lay from the pilot’s view, but if I moved very far from where I was, I knew that wouldn’t last long.  
 
    I briefly considered abandoning my original plan and going after Lord Gerthand instead, but rejected it almost immediately. My priority at the moment wasn’t revenge but gaining enough time for all the slaves to be freed without anyone becoming the wiser. The vengeance I so desperately craved would have to come later. But if I couldn’t go to the guards without being seen by the pilot, how could I safely eliminate them? 
 
    My answer arrived a moment later when a man in a dark cloak appeared out of the darkness, staggering as he hurried past me toward the railing. The Cardian leaned far out over the water, then began vomiting loudly. I lay unmoving for several minutes, pressed against the bulkhead until he’d finally finished, and as he returned, still groaning and holding his stomach, I lifted a hand to him. “Help me, old friend,” I whispered. “I can’t stand up on my own.” 
 
    The Cardian hesitated, weaving with the ship as his mind tried to process what I’d said. “Warrk? Is that you?” he slurred. 
 
    “Yes. Help me. Take my hand.” 
 
    I felt the Cardian’s grip take mine, and he chuckled as he tried to haul me to my feet. “You never could hold your ale, you bastard.” 
 
    I grinned, taking his hand in both of mine before abruptly yanking him downward. “Apparently, neither can you,” I hissed as the man collapsed on top of me.  
 
    I immediately wrapped one of my arms around the Cardian’s neck and squeezed off his air while using my other hand to clamp it over his mouth. The man struggled in my grip but was so drunk that I barely noticed, even in my weakened condition. Once he was dead, I rolled the Cardian over and searched him, finding only an eating knife on him. I thumbed the blade, which was dull, but it was better than nothing. I carefully removed the corpse’s cloak, then sat up to put it on before I self-consciously stood. There was no outcry. I glanced past the bulkhead, pleased to see the two guards were still talking and showing no inclination to stop. I knew I had time.  
 
    I lifted the hood of the cloak and made my way toward the stern, picking my way around the bodies of men sleeping on the deck bundled up in furs. Two sets of stairs led from the upper deck up to the aftercastle—one to the port side and one to starboard. I chose the port side stairwell and walked purposefully up it, not trying to hide my presence. 
 
    I blew on my hands as I reached the platform, head down to hide my features from a nearby torch. A man was leaning against the back railing with one hand resting on the steering oar. “Damn, it’s still so cold,” I grunted as I drew closer, ensuring my voice was muffled by my hands. 
 
    “Seen worse,” the pilot answered with a disinterested shrug. The Cardian was dressed in a cloak similar to mine, though I noted his had a thick fur lining at the collar. He was also wearing leather gloves that I could only stare at enviously. I could tell by the man’s mannerisms that he resented my being there for some reason. “Shift change isn’t for another hour,” the pilot grunted. “Come back then.” 
 
    “I will,” I agreed. I dropped my right hand to my cloak pocket while placing my left on the Cardian’s shoulder in a friendly way. “But first, I have something to give you.” 
 
    “Is that right?” the pilot said, perking up slightly with interest. “What?” 
 
    I lifted my head and grinned as I drew out the eating knife. “This!”  
 
    The blade I held was only four inches long and dulled from constant usage, but the Cardian wasn’t wearing mail beneath his cloak, and it slipped between his rips as easily and efficiently as if it had been made from the sharpest Afrenian steel. The pilot gasped in surprise, and I hurried to cut off the scream I knew would follow with my other hand as I withdrew the knife and stabbed again, then again, and then a fourth time until the man weakened in my grip and his legs buckled. I held him up, ramming the knife into him a few more times to make certain before I lowered the body carefully to the deck. I searched the Cardian afterward but found nothing useful on him, though I did take the bastard’s gloves. They were a little small and I had to fight to pull them on my hands, but once they were on, I almost wept with joy at the incredible warmth. 
 
    I headed back down to the lower deck after that, buoyed by confidence as I made my way around the sleeping Cardians. I was almost past the last of them when a shockingly loud scream arose from the rowing benches, breaking the stillness. I cursed as the two guards immediately started running toward me while men who’d been sleeping only moments earlier flung their furs aside and jumped to their feet, already grabbing for their weapons. 
 
    “What is it? What’s happening?” the nearest man to me said drowsily. He was sitting up and fumbling along the deck, searching for his sword that lay beside him in its sheath.  
 
    I moved without thinking, cracking the Cardian on the jaw with my left fist, sending him flopping to the deck with a cry even as I pocketed the knife and picked up his sword. I unsheathed the weapon, pausing to throw the leather sheath at the head of a Cardian coming towards me before I backed up to the ladder leading to the lower deck. I heard more shouts of confusion below me, then the sounds of someone climbing, but I dared not take my eyes off the Cardians who had gotten over their surprise and were converging on me. I could see the torch-wielding guards sprinting along the decking to either side, but at the moment, they were far from my biggest worry.  
 
    “Hadrack, I’m here,” Ricio said, taking a stance to my left. I noticed he had a length of chain in his hands, and I nodded my approval. “There are more coming.” 
 
    “What happened?” I growled. A Cardian suddenly darted forward, coming in low with his blade aimed at my belly. I swept it easily aside, then reversed and slashed downward, catching him a glancing blow along his thigh. The man shouted in surprise and retreated as more Cardians took his place.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” Ricio grunted. The Marcurian was bent low, with the chain in his hands spinning in a dizzying arc as he waited for any of the Cardians foolish enough to draw close. “Two of the slaves started fighting the moment they were released. I’m sorry, Hadrack. I couldn’t get everyone free.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” I grunted as more men clambered up behind us. I counted six additional slaves, with five holding chains for weapons and the last man, Svarni, wielding one of the great oars. I felt my heart sink. Eight men and one sword against almost twenty armed men. I knew our odds of success had just taken a dramatic turn for the worst. “Ricio,” I snapped. “Where is the key?” 
 
    “Lost during the scuffle,” the Marcurian admitted reluctantly. “One man is dead. The other has several broken ribs. He’s still down there.” 
 
    “Well, tell the bastard to get up here and help,” I snapped. “We’re going to need every man we can get.” 
 
    Ricio did as I ordered, while in front of me, the massed Cardians began to make way, stepping aside as Lord Gerthand Lafeeve appeared. The lord’s white hair was sticking up haphazardly in all directions, but for once, he ignored his vanity as he adjusted the chainmail coat he’d clearly just thrown on.  
 
    “Lord Hadrack?” Lafeeve said, looking bleary-eyed and half-drunk. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    I ignored the gasps coming from the slaves around me at my title. “What do you think it is?” I grunted with contempt. 
 
    “I think it’s madness, lord,” Lafeeve snapped crossly. “Now stop this silliness and put down that sword before you get yourself hurt.” 
 
    I laughed. “Why don’t you come here and take it from me, lord?” 
 
    “You are trying my patience, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve said, sounding truly annoyed. “You are horrendously outnumbered and stand no chance. Do you honestly think you can defeat my men with only this poor gaggle of wretches at your side?” 
 
    “I’d rather stand with any of these men than shit-eating scum like you,” I spat back. 
 
    “Besides,” a new voice said from out of the gloom. “Lord Hadrack is hardly alone.” 
 
    No one moved as men began swarming over the railing on both sides of the ship—men with swords and shields. I felt my legs almost give out under me with relief when I saw Wiflem, Fitz, Tyris, and Baine amongst them. There was also a fifth face I knew well standing beside a smiling Fitz—someone I recognized immediately, understanding now who it was that had given me the key. 
 
    “Hello, Pirate,” I said with a weary grin. “What took you so long?”  
 
    It was Savad Fanrissen. 
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    The Cardians put up a good fight. I had to give them that. In my experience, complete and utter desperation will almost always help a man fight better. But even so, they were outnumbered nearly two to one by warriors much better than they, so when the initial melee was over, more than half of their number lay dead or gasping out their last breath across the upper and lower decks. The few battered and panicking survivors who remained had retreated to Lafeeve’s cabin beneath the aftercastle, which, considering their options, was the most logical thing for them to do short of surrendering.  
 
    I knew the Cardians would be crowded in that cabin, but only one man at a time could come through the door at them, which was to their advantage. However, the other side of that coin was that it would be difficult to wield their weapons effectively with so many men bunched together in such a tight space. The Cardians had to know they were doomed, yet eternal hope and the will to avoid Judgment Day for as long as possible have always been powerful motivators. I was living proof of that. 
 
    “Wiflem,” I grunted, pointing to the darkened cabin entrance. I could feel the watchful eyes of the Cardians’ inside probing me, aware that Lord Gerthand Lafeeve was among them. I wanted that man alive. “Shield wall, there. Two rows. No one goes in until I give the word.” 
 
    Wiflem grinned and nodded. “Yes, my lord.” He saluted me with his sword as he passed. “It’s good to have you back, my lord.” 
 
    I said nothing as Fitz, Baine, and Fanrissen joined me. I didn’t see Kabona anywhere, but knew he had to be close. “You’re looking skinny,” Baine said by way of greeting. He grinned sheepishly, then embraced me. “I’m sorry we lost you at Cheaton, Hadrack.” 
 
    I returned the embrace warmly. “There was nothing you could have done. Besides, you found me again. That’s all that counts.” 
 
    “You can thank Jebido for that,” Baine said with a smile as we broke apart. “He told us where you were heading.” 
 
    I felt my heartbeat quicken. “Jebido? He’s all right?” 
 
    “He’s very weak and will need some rest, but he’ll live,” Baine confirmed.  
 
    “Thank the gods for that,” I said with relief. “Does that mean you took Morant’s Hall?” 
 
    “We did,” Baine answered with a twinkle in his eyes. “And a fine fight it was, too. Jebido says to tell you Jorly got what was coming to him and that you’d understand.” 
 
    “I do,” I grunted, pleased. 
 
    “He also told us you’d vowed to return and raze the castle to the ground, Hadrack,” Fitz added with a disapproving tone.  
 
    “I did promise that,” I replied. “Did you save me the trouble?” 
 
    “No, we didn’t.” My friend shrugged in apology. “I’m sorry, but I decided destroying it made no sense.” 
 
    “And why is that?” I asked, not hiding my annoyance. 
 
    “Because that fortress is nearing completion,” Fitz said. “And when it’s done, Ganderland will have a formidable base where we can protect the north from both Cardian and Parnuthian raids, that’s why.” He winked at me to take some of the edge off his words. “You’ll be pleased to know that I set the Cardians we captured to work on the walls, watched over by the Nunians we freed. I don’t envy those poor bastards any.” My friend frowned as he studied me. “You’ve got that look on your face, Hadrack. I’m sorry if you don’t approve, but I stand by my choice.” 
 
    “Let it go, Hadrack,” Baine said out of the side of his mouth. “Lord Fitzery made the right decision, and you know it. Even Jebido agreed with him.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, realizing that, as usual, Fitz had dealt with the problem from a rational point of view rather than an emotional one. Though satisfying to me personally, destroying Morant's Hall would have been stupid and a waste of a valuable asset for Ganderland. Fitz had known that and had acted accordingly. “No, you made the right choice,” I finally said as both my friends visibly relaxed. “What about that bastard Cutter?” 
 
    “There was no sign of him,” Baine said. “Jebido told us all about him, Lane, and Eadwin Grayerson, but they were all gone by the time we arrived. Lord Boudin was gone too.” 
 
     I nodded, not surprised. “And Jin and the First Daughter? Where are they?” 
 
    “Safe in Halhaven by now, I expect,” Fitz replied. “I sent Berwin and ten men to guard them. They took Angry and the rest of the horses with them as well.” 
 
    I paused at that, gratified to hear that Angry was safe but confused by what my friend was telling me. “Berwin?” I said. “I thought I told him to stay at Taskerbery. How did he end up with you?” 
 
    “Sea-Dragon,” Fitz explained. “She finally got out of drydock and Berwin sailed her south looking for you. That’s how we met up.” 
 
    I frowned. Berwin was a capable warrior and as loyal as they came, but he was not a man comfortable with making decisions on his own unless given no choice. I felt my stomach lurch with dread. I still had a hundred questions to ask my friends, but something told me by their expressions that there was something more to this—something important. “Why would Berwin feel the need to disobey my orders and come find me?” I asked softly. “What could have happened to make him do that?” 
 
    Fitz took a deep breath while Baine refused to meet my eyes. Fanrissen said nothing, looking suddenly confused and unsure of himself. Ricio, Svarni, and the other freed slaves were all nearby, listening, and Fitz glanced at them first before clearing his throat uncomfortably. “Maybe we should talk about this later, Hadrack.” 
 
    “No,” I growled. “We’ll talk about it now.” 
 
    Fitz sighed. “Then I suggest we speak in private.” 
 
    “Is it that bad?” I asked. Fitz said nothing, but I could tell by the look he gave me that it was. I motioned for my friends to follow me as I headed toward the port side railing. “You come too, Pirate,” I grunted over my shoulder. Once we were out of earshot of everyone else, I propped the bloody sword I still held against the hull, then crossed my arms over my chest. “All right, what is it?” 
 
    “A messenger from Temba arrived in Taskerbery not long after we left for Morwe Downs,” Fitz said. He hesitated there, looking reluctant to continue. 
 
    “And?” I prompted as butterflies continued to flutter in my stomach. 
 
     My friend put his hand on my shoulder, his eyes filled with sadness and regret. “I am sorry to have to tell you this, Hadrack. But it seems there were some complications with your wife’s pregnancy. The messenger didn’t say exactly what happened, but unfortunately, Sarrey del Fante and your child are dead.” 
 
    I blinked in stunned disbelief, feeling like I’d just been hit across the face by one of the oars from the lower deck. I’d been expecting bad news, of course, which it seemed was all I’d been hearing these days ever since I’d returned to Ganderland. But nothing could have prepared me for the death of a second wife so soon after the first. I pictured Sarrey the last time I’d seen her just before setting sail for Ganderland. She’d been unusually gloomy that day, far from the smiling, witty woman I’d come to know and love. Sarrey had begged me to stay in Temba until the baby arrived, but I had flat-out refused. My place was in Ganderland, I’d told her—a little harsher than I’d intended, I admit. We’d argued after that and had parted ways bitter and angry. I’d always felt guilty about our last conversation and had planned on making it up to her when the war in Ganderland was over. Now, I would never get that chance.  
 
    I staggered as that fact struck me fully, feeling my legs weaken as Fanrissen and Baine rushed to support me. I’d barely had time to think about Sarrey in the last few months with everything that had happened, and I felt sudden, overwhelming sorrow come over me, then a rash of guilt for leaving her.  
 
    “There’s something else, Hadrack,” Fitz said reluctantly. “A message from Alfaheed. Do you want to read it later?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, steadying as I nodded to Baine and Fanrissen that I was all right. “I’ve just been told I have lost a wife and child,” I growled. “What can possibly be worse than that? Go ahead.” 
 
    Fitz took a deep breath as he removed a scroll from beneath his mail coat before handing it to me. I noticed the seal of the Royal House of Temba was still intact. “I just pray it’s not more bad news,” Fitz said. “The gods’ know you’ve had more of that than any man has a right to in a lifetime.” My friend’s voice had caught in his throat as he spoke, and I could feel the deep sympathy emanating from him.  
 
    I took the scroll automatically, trying not to think about sweet, wonderful Sarrey rotting in some grave as I broke the seal clumsily with my gloved fingers, then read what Alfaheed had written. When I was done, I looked up at my friends, trying to contain the growing rage rippling through me. At least I had something else now to take the focus off my anguish. 
 
    “What is it?” Baine asked, actually taking a step back from my baleful gaze. 
 
    “Banta, that bastard,” I snarled. “He’s claiming that I coerced Sarrey into abdicating the throne to me.” Vizier Banta had been Sarrey del Fante’s father’s advisor, and from what I’d been told, he’d been nothing but faithful to the del Fante family. I had found him to be intelligent and charming during the time I’d known him, and he’d shown no signs of resentment towards me or even the slightest whiff of ambition towards the throne. Now, I knew that had been nothing but an act all along. “Banta claims to have proof of this,” I added, rolling my eyes. 
 
    Baine snorted. “What proof? Everyone that was there knows what really happened.” 
 
    “There isn’t any proof,” I grunted. “All that bastard has are lies and half-truths.” I lifted the scroll and shook it. “But according to Alfaheed, those lies seem to be working. Riots are happening in the city every night, demanding that my claim to the throne be annulled.” 
 
    “Are you saying Banta wants the throne for himself?” Fitz asked indignantly. 
 
    I shook my head. “Not directly, no. Alfaheed says Banta has located some distant cousin of Sarrey’s who he claims is the rightful heir now that she’s dead.” I snorted. “Apparently, this man is more than seventy-five years old.” 
 
    “And no doubt easily manipulated,” Fitz muttered. 
 
    “No doubt,” I agreed. I thought of how Pernissy Raybold had used King Tyden’s twin brother to control the throne of Ganderland years ago. This sounded like something very similar to me. “Alfaheed is begging me to return to Temba with the armada,” I continued. “He says if I don’t come back to squash this, then there’s a strong possibility a civil war will erupt.” I glanced at the scroll, not hiding my fury. “He also said that if this so-called cousin of Sarrey’s is named king, Sandhold will consider the pact we made with them null and void.” 
 
    “Which would undoubtedly mean another war,” Fitz said grimly. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “I imagine it would. The Circle of Life made their feelings very clear about having another del Fante sitting on the throne. They tolerated Sarrey because I believe they liked and respected her, but they won’t sit still for anyone else with that name.” 
 
    “Mother’s tit,” Baine whispered. “What are you going to do, Hadrack?” 
 
    “I wish I knew,” I said as I unconsciously crumpled the scroll I held. “But for now, keep this just among us. If word of what’s happening in Temba gets back to Kabona and the Lions, who knows what might happen.” My eyes fell on Fanrissen, and I couldn’t help but smile wearily at him. “Forgive me, old friend. Where are my manners?” I pocketed the scroll, then held out my hand, clasping his in mine. “I owe you a world of gratitude for what you did for me, Pirate.” 
 
    “It was my honor, my lord,” Fanrissen said. “I only wish I could have helped sooner.” He grimaced. “Unfortunately, I only have a small ship with a six-man-crew, and—” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, cutting him off. “You risked your life to bring me that key. It’s something I won’t soon forget, I promise you.” 
 
    “I pledged my sword and soul to you once, my lord,” Fanrissen said. “Remember?” 
 
    “I do,” I agreed. “I also remember releasing you of that oath after we took Blood Ring Isle. You said you needed to be away from the memories for a time.” 
 
    “You did release me, my lord,” Fanrissen replied. He smiled sadly and put his hand to his chest. “But though I have traveled far and wide since last we saw each other, in my heart, I have always been your man. I always will be—yours and your dear departed wife.” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” I said, touched by the naked honesty emanating from the man. The pirate looked older than the last time we’d seen each other, with grey in his hair and beard, though the heartache I remembered etched on his face after the loss of his wife and daughter wasn’t as prominent now. Perhaps he’s learned to hide some of the pain like I have, I thought, knowing from experience that it could never truly go away. 
 
     I glanced to my right, where the great bulk of Sea-Dragon floated a hundred yards off our starboard bow, lit up by a dozen lanterns now that the battle was won. Fanrissen’s small, black-painted longboat was lashed to Graceful Swan’s hull below me, but other than that, there were no other ships visible on the water. “There was another boat with us,” I added, thinking of Lord Boudin. “One like this but smaller. Did any of you see it?” 
 
    All three men shook their heads at the same time. “No, my lord,” Fanrissen said. “I saw her several times as we followed you west, but I lost sight of her after the storm hit.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, disappointed. It appeared Lord Boudin would have to wait for another day. I turned my attention toward the aftercastle, thrusting everything else from my mind. There would be a time to grieve and decide what to do about Temba later, but right now, there was something else that required my immediate attention. At least I have Lafeeve to focus on, I thought. “Wiflem,” I called out.  
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “Where are my weapons and armor?” 
 
    “On board Sea-Dragon, my lord.” 
 
    “Fetch them.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Fitz said, looking worried. “You’ve got that look in your eyes, Hadrack. What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Have a discussion with some old friends,” I grunted as I headed toward the stern.  
 
    I paused on my way to the aftercastle when I saw Ricio, who immediately dropped to one knee at my feet. “Lord,” he said, still sounding like he couldn’t quite believe it. Svarni and the other slaves hesitated, looking unsure of themselves before lowering themselves to the deck. 
 
    I put my hands on Ricio’s shoulders and impatiently pulled him to his feet. “Stand up,” I grunted.   
 
    “I…I…had no idea you were that Hadrack, lord,” Ricio stammered. “I’m sorry if I—” 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for,” I said. “How could you have known? Besides, if I had to wear chains, I couldn’t have asked for a better man to wear them with.” 
 
    “Thank you, lord,” Ricio replied, looking relieved. 
 
    I glanced down at Svarni, who wouldn’t meet my eyes, then back to Ricio. “What will you do now that you’re free?” I asked. 
 
    “Do, lord?” The Marcurian blinked as he thought. “Why, I don’t know. Return home, I suppose.” 
 
    I thought Ricio hadn’t sounded all that enthused, guessing by his expression that he might have embellished just how important a man he’d been back in Marcuria. “You could join me,” I suggested. “I can always use another good man in my Wolf Pack.” 
 
    The Marcurian perked up at the suggestion. “You would have me, lord?” 
 
    “I would,” I said. “And gladly.” Ricio dropped to his knees again, ready to say his words, but I stopped him when I saw one of my men coming over the railing carrying a large canvas sack. A second man leaned over the gunwale nearby, drawing up Wolf’s Head in its sheath, then my father’s axe. “Not now, my friend,” I told the kneeling man. “We can do this later. Right now, I have something else I need to do.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, I was once again dressed in my armor. It felt looser on me than I’d been expecting, but that couldn’t be helped. I put on my helmet, which also seemed loose, and then motioned to Wiflem. “Shield.” The soldier handed me one of the heavy rectangular Gander shields, and I hefted it, then nodded my approval. 
 
    “Are you sure about this, my lord?” Wiflem asked. His features were blank, but I thought I could detect disapproval in his eyes. “I have at least fifty men just itching to go in there and deal with those Cardian rats.” 
 
    “Yes, but how many of them were whipped day and night by those rats, my friend?” I asked. “I’ve got a score to settle with those bastards.” 
 
    Wiflem pursed his lips, then nodded. “I understand, my lord.” 
 
    “Good. Now move your men aside, Wiflem,” I ordered. The soldier did as he was told, and as the shield wall in front of Lafeeve’s cabin split apart and marched smartly to either side, I took their place, standing ten feet out from the aftercastle. I stared at the dark interior of the cabin with its door left wide open as if in invitation. “Lord Gerthand,” I called out loudly. 
 
    “Lord Hadrack,” came back the muffled reply from inside. “How may I help you?” The Cardian was trying to sound nonchalant, but I was certain I could hear a distinct quiver in his voice. 
 
    “You can come out here and kneel before me, lord,” I said. “Come beg for your life like a dog, and perhaps I might even consider it.” 
 
    “You expect me to surrender just so you can torture me for what I know before you kill me?” Lafeeve shot back. “Somehow, I think not.” He hesitated. “Lady Shana’s death was an unfortunate tragedy, lord. None of the Seven Rings wanted that, myself included. This much, I assure you.” 
 
    “Do you think I care what you bastards wanted or didn’t want?” I growled. “My wife is dead because of the choices you people made. The reasons for why you made them don’t matter to me. The best part of me died on that cliff with Lady Shana. So, stop cowering in there and come out here like a man and face the retribution you so justly deserve.”  
 
    I could feel a host of emotions swirling inside me after my impassioned speech: sorrow, guilt, despair, fear, and love, but they were all being dominated by one thing—unspeakable rage. I held Wolf’s Head’s naked blade in my right hand, and the sword seemed to twitch with eagerness as complete silence filled the ship while I waited for the Cardian’s response. It took all of my will not to charge the cabin right then and there. 
 
    “Well, Lord Hadrack,” Lafeeve finally said in a resigned tone. “It would appear that there is nothing left to talk about.” I thought I could hear regret in his voice as well, but I felt certain it had more to do with his impending death than anything else. “Shall we finish this, then?” 
 
    “Gladly,” I snarled, eager to get on with it. “Put your best man at the door, Lord Gerthand, because I’m coming for you!” 
 
    I stalked forward across the deck—eight feet, then six, then four. I grunted with pleasure when the shadowy bulk of a man filled the doorway and the light from the torches overhead fell on his face. It was Hektar. The Cardian was dressed in mail and carried a shield similar to mine, still looking arrogant as he stared out at me with those cold eyes I knew so well.  
 
    “Where’s your whip now, you bastard?” I hissed. 
 
    Hektar opened his mouth to say something, and that’s when I charged, turning my body sideways and using my shield as a battering ram. We collided with a shriek of metal and crash of wood on wood, with my momentum sending the Cardian reeling backward into the darkened interior of the cabin. I could hear my men shouting encouragement behind me, with Fitz’s voice the loudest—though he was begging me not to follow the man inside. Leave it to Fitz to always be the practical one.  
 
    I growled low in my chest, ignoring my friend’s pleas as I plunged into the darkened interior, which stank heavily of sweat and fear. A sword point scraped harshly against the boss of my shield and then slid off the moment I was inside, and though I could see little as I waited for my eyes to adjust to the gloom, I stabbed outward, grinning when a man gave a startled howl of pain. Something careened off my helmet a heartbeat later, but I barely noticed it as I bellowed a war cry and stabbed outward blindly again. This time I hit one of the Cardians’ shields, feeling the vibration from the impact resonate up to my elbow. 
 
    “Hadrack!” I heard someone shout from behind me.  
 
    Fitz appeared at my back, and he tossed a burning torch past me onto the cabin floor, lighting up the interior as if it were daylight.  
 
    “Now finish them, you stubborn fool!” Fitz cried. “We’re out here if you need us. Just say the word.” 
 
    The Cardians had backed off from the flickering torch lying on the decking between us, not knowing what to expect, which gave me a moment to assess them. I saw the cabin was, at best, six feet wide by ten deep. Lafeeve stood pressed against the back wall with a sword in his hand, protected by Hektar and three other men. Another Cardian lay sprawled out facing the sidewall in a pool of blood, clutching his stomach and groaning. I smiled as one of the soldiers suddenly screamed hysterically and ran at me with his sword extended outward like a spear. I used my shield to bunt the man’s sword point aside, then slashed upward, turning the Cardian’s face into a crimson mess. The soldier shrieked and dropped his sword, and I grabbed him by the neck of his mail coat, then twisted and flung him out the doorway where I knew my men would finish him. 
 
    “Who’s next?” I asked mockingly as smoke slowly began to fill the room. 
 
    Hektar scowled at me warily, then motioned to his companions to spread out before the three of them cautiously began to advance toward me. Lafeeve stayed where he was, and I chuckled as he patted his hair nervously before I focused back on my adversaries. I decided Hektar would be the last to strike, convinced by how his feet were positioned that he was planning to wait for an opportunity to deal a killing blow once the other two had engaged with me. I focused on the Cardian to my right, who was short and thin with wide, frightened eyes. He kept licking his lips and glancing at the other two uncertainly. This one’s a follower and will be hesitant, I thought. Hesitation in a fight could get a man killed.  
 
    The soldier to my left was thick-bodied with a bushy brown beard and an inflamed, red nose. He held his shield awkwardly as if favoring an injury, revealing part of his lower leg. But despite that, the man seemed calm and determined, and I knew by his demeanor that of the three, he would be the first to make a move. I decided I wouldn’t let him. I feinted with Wolf’s Head toward the thin Cardian on my right, and as he recoiled away from me with a yelp of fright, I slashed down and to my left with my sword, catching Red Nose just behind his unprotected left knee.  
 
    The Cardian howled and stumbled, but I had no time to finish him off as Hektar took that opportunity to attack. I turned my body toward the Cardian with my shield held tight to my body, but I was a little slow, and his blade snuck through my defenses to glance off the armor along my side. I felt instant discomfort along my ribs from the blow, but I ignored it as I stabbed outward, forcing Hektar to hastily retreat over the burning torch while the thin soldier came at me from my right side. I saw the man’s fire-lit blade coming low, quick and deadly like a snake, and I spun away from it just in time. The Cardian’s sword struck the open door propped against the wall where I’d been standing and stuck there. I instinctively slashed downward with Wolf’s Head, knocking the weapon from his hand while slamming my armored left elbow into his nose. The thin soldier’s face exploded in a shower of blood as I used my left leg to sweep his feet out from under him, sending him tumbling to the floor, where he lay gasping for air. I glanced quickly at Hektar, who remained where he was with his chest heaving from exertion, then lifted my shield high and smashed the iron-reinforced rim against the fallen Cardian’s neck. I heard a sickening crunch as bone and cartilage shattered, then the unmistakable stench of shit as the dying man twitched and voided his bowels. 
 
    I slowly straightened and smiled at my remaining adversaries. Hektar looked completely bewildered at the turn of events while Red Nose lay unmoving on his side, sprawled out on top of the now-dead man with the stomach wound. I guessed I must have severed Red Nose’s artery. I took a moment to catch my breath. 
 
    “Hadrack?” Fitz called from outside. “Are you just about done in there? We’re getting cold standing out here with nothing to do.” 
 
    I chuckled, about to reply, when Lafeeve slowly pushed himself off the wall and said something in Hektar’s ear. The Cardian gave him a surprised look, then hastily nodded as Lafeeve took several steps toward me.  
 
    I lifted Wolf’s Head, but Lord Gerthand just spread his arms wide before allowing his sword to drop to the blood-smeared floor with a clatter. He paused a pace from the sputtering torch. “It’s over, Lord Hadrack,” the Cardian said in a flat, almost disinterested voice. 
 
    I watched him warily, still keeping my shield up. “You surrender?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking, yes,” Lafeeve said with a faint smile. His eyes gleamed oddly in the firelight, and it seemed to me they were staring past me without seeing anything. “But not in the way that you think, lord.” The Cardian tapped his forehead and sighed. “Unfortunately, I have too much information up here to risk.” He glanced behind him at Hektar. “Long live the Emperor!”  
 
    Before I could react, Hektar lunged forward, thrusting his sword deep into Lafeeve’s back until the gore-covered tip burst out of the man’s chest with a loud sucking sound. Lord Gerthand hung there like that, held upright by Hektar with his arms spread wide as he stared at me with blood slowly trickling from his nose.  
 
    “I am truly sorry about Lady Shana, lord,” Lafeeve managed to say before his eyes rolled up in his head, and he fell. 
 
    I stared down at the dead Cardian lord for a long time, feeling cheated by his death. Finally, I focused back on Hektar, who stood at the back of the room, waiting with his blood-smeared sword lifted and ready. I moved forward without warning, lashing out with Wolf’s Head, putting all my frustration and anger into the blow. Our two sword blades met with a clang of steel, followed by Hektar crying out as his weapon went spinning away, exactly as I’d known it would.  
 
    I put the tip of Wolf’s Head to the Cardian’s throat, and he closed his eyes, accepting his fate as I pressed down until a trickle of blood appeared. I hesitated there, deciding that Hektar’s death this way, though deserved, would be far too easy. “Fitz,” I called out over my shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, Hadrack?”  
 
    “Bring Ricio and the other slaves over here. I’ve got something I want to give them.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Care for some company?” 
 
    I turned at the sound of Jebido’s voice, then hurried to help him as he struggled to climb the rest of the way up the ladder leading to Sea-Dragon’s aftercastle. “You should be resting,” I said reproachfully once he’d planted his feet firmly on the deck. 
 
    My friend snorted. “That’s all I’ve been doing for the last week and a half, Hadrack. I’m sick of lying in that stinking hold with either you or Baine hovering over me day and night. Besides, I needed to piss.” 
 
    “You could have done that down there,” I pointed out. “There’s a chamber pot under your cot. I placed it there myself.” 
 
    “Yes, but there’s also this annoying young fellow named Baine snoring beside that cot,” Jebido said. “I didn’t feel like dealing with him or that foul-smelling pot. What I really need right now is some fresh air and the feeling of the sun on my face.” He pointed to the stern railing that was bathed in brilliant bright sunlight. “So stop standing there like a giant halfwit and walk with me over there. I don’t think I’ll ever be warm again after Morant’s Hall, but that spot looks like a damn good place to start trying.” 
 
    I shook my head and smiled as I supported Jebido while he limped toward the stern. He suffered my hands on him in silence, but I could tell that he resented it. I didn’t care, which I guessed by his resigned expression he’d realized. My friend’s cheeks were still sunken in and drawn, making his nose look even larger and more hawkish, and his eyes had puffy black bags under them, though I had to admit he seemed a little better today than yesterday. Jebido still appeared old and incredibly frail to me however, and I felt a sudden pang in my heart as we stood side by side looking out over the ocean, knowing that someday, perhaps soon, I would lose this wonderful man.  
 
    I had loved and worshiped my father when I was a boy, and those feelings hadn’t changed with the passing years but, unfortunately, the memories I had of him had slowly faded with time. Losing my father was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to go through in my life, and if not for Jebido’s friendship and support, I don’t know what would have become of me. Jebido Grayerson had, without question, become the father I’d lost and one of my dearest friends, and I couldn’t imagine what life would be like without having him by my side. 
 
    “What’s that look for?” Jebido said with a frown as he glanced sideways at me.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” I answered, brushing him off with a wave of my hand. “I was just thinking.” 
 
    Jebido grimaced. “You should give that up, lad. In my experience, thinking too much only gets a man into trouble.” 
 
    My friend chuckled to let me know he was only joking, and despite my pensive mood, I couldn’t help but laugh with him. I took a deep breath afterward as Jebido lifted his face to the sky, closing his eyes while the brisk wind whisking us westward toward Calban rifled his unruly long hair and beard. It was just past midday, and with the pleasant heat from the sun overhead, I wore only a simple grey tunic with the sleeves rolled up. Jebido was dressed in a buttoned-up cloak, but despite the sun's warmth, he suddenly shivered and tightened his grip on the collar. I chose not to say anything, knowing how my friend would react, though my initial instinct was to hustle him back below out of the wind.  
 
    We’d left the last of the coldness of the north behind us three days ago, and now we were only a day or so away from reaching the Cape of Ill-Fortune—which was the northwesternmost point of Ganderland. From there, we would sail a wide berth around the cape’s rock-infested waters and then head south until we reached the island castle of Calban. I didn’t know what awaited us when we arrived, but I could only hope and pray my armada had turned the tide in our favor. Graceful Swan followed in our wake, commanded by Ricio and crewed by the Afrenian mercenaries, who’d agreed to join our cause—for a substantial amount of gold, of course. 
 
    Jebido leaned on the railing and looked down at the water below, and I automatically put a hand on his elbow in case a sudden wave caused him to stumble. My friend glanced at my hand in annoyance, then looked away, not saying anything, just as light spray washed over us when a large wave slapped with force against the ship’s starboard side.  
 
    “You sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable down below?” I asked, unable to contain myself any longer as Jebido shivered a second time while he wiped seawater from his eyes.  
 
    “I’m fine, Hadrack,” he said in a warning tone. “So stop pestering me. The way you and Baine are acting, you’d think I had one foot in the grave already.” 
 
    “It’s just that—” I began. 
 
    “Enough, I said,” Jebido snapped. “I’m almost as good as new, so let it be. You two are worse than a nagging wife. No wonder I never married.” 
 
    I said nothing to that, removing my hand and leaning on the railing beside Jebido. He was right, of course. Baine and I were acting like nags. But what he didn’t seem to understand or care about was that we were doing it out of worry and love. Then again, I reflected, perhaps that’s what nagging really amounted to in the end.  
 
    The captain of Sea-Dragon—a man named Barabee Stem, was manning the complicated steering oar that Hanley had designed for all my ships, and he was doing his best to pretend not to be listening to us. I thought he wasn’t doing a particularly good job of it, but I knew the man well and liked him immensely, so I chose to ignore his curiosity.   
 
    “It’s been a long time since we were on Sea-Dragon together,” Jebido added into the awkward silence in what was an obvious attempt to change the direction of our conversation. “She still moves well. Her time in dry dock has done her a world of good.” 
 
    “It has,” I agreed, going along with it. “She’s even faster than I remember.” I glanced at Stem. “How bad was she, Captain?” 
 
    “More worms in her belly than my dog, my lord,” Stem answered without looking my way. The captain was generally a man of few words. 
 
    “Well, you’ve done a remarkable job with her. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    I turned back to Jebido. “When was the last time, anyway?” 
 
    Jebido pursed his lips as he thought. “Must have been three or four years ago, I think. That time we went to old Lord Whatshisname’s wedding. Remember?” 
 
      I squinted as I thought. “Do you mean Lord Hasbower?” 
 
    Jebido snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Yes, that’s the one. The fat old bastard kept falling asleep in his soup during the wedding feast, remember?” My friend started to laugh. “He had more eel on his beard and clothes than he did inside that great bulging stomach of his.” 
 
    “That’s right, he did,” I said, chuckling softly. I hadn’t wanted to go to that wedding, I recalled, but Shana had insisted, saying it would be bad form not to go since Lord Hasbower’s younger brother was married to a cousin of King Tyden’s wife. I’d spent most of my time there getting drunk and swapping lies with Tyden, Baine, Fitz, and Jebido on board Sea-Dragon. We’d actually had a wonderful time once we’d gotten away from the other guests and the politics such events inevitably brought with it. 
 
    “Remember that bride of his?” Jebido continued between laughs. He shook his head in mock sympathy. “That poor child couldn’t have been more than thirteen at the most. She looked like an innocent fawn about to be torn apart by wild dogs at that table.” 
 
    “She was fourteen, actually,” I said. 
 
    “Close enough,” Jebido replied. He snorted. “I bet they still haven’t consummated the marriage to this day. I’m sure old Whatshisname can’t even find his cock under all that greasy fat.” Jebido nudged me with his elbow. “And by the look of disgust on that girl’s face, I’m betting the last thing she wanted to do was go on a treasure hunt trying to find it.” 
 
    “She’s had three children by Lord Hasbower, the last I heard,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Oh,” Jebido replied, his laughter dying off. He shrugged. “Well, I guess miracles can happen. Having a sweet, pretty young wife like that would probably give any man the—” Jebido hesitated at the look on my face, and he grimaced. “By the gods, Hadrack. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said, though in truth, it wasn’t. I’d managed to keep any thoughts of Sarrey’s death and the problems back in Temba out of my mind for the last few hours, but Jebido’s words had brought everything back to me.  
 
    “Sometimes I can be an old fool,” Jebido snorted, shaking his head in self-recrimination. 
 
    “Old, yes,” I agreed, forcing a lopsided smile. I patted his shoulder. “But no one will ever accuse you of being a fool, my friend.” 
 
    Jebido took a deep breath and nodded, knowing he'd been forgiven by my making light of it. “Have you decided what you’re going to do about Temba?” he asked after a brief pause. 
 
    I sighed, staring down at the water. “No, not really,” I answered.  
 
    “But?” Jebido said, leaving the word hanging. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “There’s usually a but after a sentence like that, Hadrack. And something tells me yours is a big one.” 
 
    I stared at my friend appraisingly. Jebido was one of the most level-headed and honest men I knew, but even he might not react well to what I’d been thinking of late. 
 
    “Go ahead, lad,” Jebido said kindly. “Get it off your chest. You’ll feel better. Just start with the but and let things go from there. It’s obvious something is eating at you.” 
 
    I looked toward Barabee Stem, then lowered my voice to almost a whisper. “You know I never wanted to be the King of Temba in the first place, right?” 
 
    “Ah,” Jebido grunted, nodding his head in sudden understanding. “So, you see this as an opportunity, then? A way to step away from the throne and all the problems that go with it in a way that no one could blame you for?” 
 
    I dropped my eyes, unable to hold my friend’s gaze. “It’s wrong of me, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because we both know I’m being selfish about this, Jebido, that’s why. Temba needs me right now, but so does Ganderland.” 
 
    “A man knows what’s in his heart, Hadrack. You more than most. You did what you had to at the time in Temba, but things have changed dramatically in just a few short months. That’s how life works, lad. Each day brings new challenges and problems. It would be boring otherwise.” 
 
    “Can I tell you something?” I said, wondering if I could even give voice to the guilty thoughts that had been plaguing me ever since learning of Sarrey’s death. “Something that you can never breathe to another person as long as you live?” 
 
    Jebido gave an exaggerated sigh. “Do you even need to ask, lad?” 
 
    I swallowed and nodded, staring down at the churning wake below us. “When Fitz told me about Sarrey and the babe—”  
 
    I hesitated there, wondering how to put it, but as usual, Jebido had already anticipated me. He put his hand on my forearm and squeezed, his face creased and strained with both fatigue and sympathy. “Let me guess. Your first reaction when you heard was to feel relief, right?” 
 
    I could only stare at my friend in befuddlement. “How?” I finally whispered. “How could you have known that?” 
 
    “Because I know you like the back of my own hand, lad,” Jebido said sadly. “Lady Shana was your one and only love, and no one can ever replace her. Sarrey knew that as much as anyone.” 
 
    “She did?” I asked in surprise.  
 
    “Of course she did,” Jebido confirmed. “Sarrey might have been young and inexperienced in many ways, Hadrack. But that girl wasn’t stupid by any stretch. She came to me after the wedding and asked me what she needed to do to make you forget about Lady Shana. I told her bluntly that she might as well ask me how to make you forget to breathe. That even if you lived to be a hundred years old, Lady Shana’s name would be the one on your lips when you died, not hers. I know it was a harsh thing to say, but Sarrey took it surprisingly well, all things considered. She was a stubborn girl, that one, and I think she was looking forward to the challenge despite what I’d told her.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said helplessly, not knowing what else to say. “She seemed happy with the way things were,” I added as an afterthought. 
 
    “People thought that about you, too,” Jebido pointed out. “You smiled and said all the right things at the wedding and afterward right up until we left Temba. You were very convincing, but when you looked at Sarrey, your eyes told a very different story—one I doubt she failed to notice.” 
 
    “Sarrey never said a word about Shana to me,” I said. “Not once. It was like my life with her had never happened.” 
 
    “Of course she didn’t say anything,” Jebido replied. “How do you compete with a ghost? Sarrey did her duty, and you did yours even though it was obvious she was infatuated with you despite you not feeling the same way about her. It’s not the first time that’s happened in a marriage after all, and I daresay it won’t be the last. Everyone knew you became husband and wife out of need and convenience, but, even so, Sarrey was hoping that as time passed, you would come to love her almost as much as you had Lady Shana.” My friend shrugged. “Perhaps you might have eventually. Unfortunately, now we’ll never know.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize,” I said, thinking once again about my parting argument with Sarrey. I shook my head, understanding now why she had been so upset. Some part of her must have known my leaving would likely be the end of us, although not even she could have foreseen how it would come to pass. “Sarrey deserved better than this,” I added. “Someone better than me who could have loved her for who she was.” 
 
    “Yes, she did deserve a better fate,” Jebido agreed. “But who are we to question the will of the gods?” 
 
    “That’s what you said after Shana died,” I grunted. 
 
    “And it’s still true,” Jebido replied. He rubbed my arm in sympathy. “Don’t look so miserable, lad. None of this is your fault.” 
 
    “No?” I said with a sarcastic snort. “Then why do I feel so bad about it?” 
 
    “Because you are an honorable man who was put in an impossible situation,” Jebido answered. “You can’t force a horse to drink when you reach a stream any more than you can force yourself to love someone. It has to happen on its own. Sarrey knew that better than anyone.” 
 
    I sighed, spiraling deeper into my black mood. “Have you ever noticed everyone dies around me, Jebido?” I said glumly. “Sooner or later, they all die. My father, my sister, my brothers, Ania, Eriz, Aenor, Flora, Einhard, Shana, Daughter Gernet, and now Sarrey. It just goes on and on and on with no end in sight. All I think about these days is who’s next? You, maybe? Baine? Jin?” 
 
    “And your point?” Jebido asked, looking annoyed now. “People die, Hadrack. That’s been happening since the gods’ created this world, so stop talking nonsense.” 
 
    We stood together for many minutes after that, saying nothing, until finally, Jebido nudged me. “What are you thinking about right now?” 
 
    “Huh?” I said, still lost in my own thoughts. 
 
    “There was a flicker of something on your face just now. What was it?” 
 
    “It seems like you have all the answers,” I growled, perhaps a little more harshly than was warranted. “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    Jebido sighed and pushed himself off the railing with a grunt of effort. “You’re probably wondering why you are always the one being saddled with Ganderland’s problems. Not to mention wishing you were still that happy little peasant boy back in Corwick before everything went so wrong. You never asked to be a lord, Hadrack, and you most certainly never wanted to be a king. But like it or not, you are a fine example of both.” Jebido winked at me, looking exhausted now. “And that, lad, is precisely the reason why this world of ours needs you so badly.” 
 
    My friend turned away then, limping toward the ladder without another word. I could only stare after him in amazement with my jaw hanging open, for once again, the bastard had been right. 
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    The next morning found me making my way through the crowd of men assembled on the lower deck, stopping to speak and laugh with many of them until, finally, the lookout spotted the Cape of Ill-Fortune ahead through a light mist rising off the water. A cheer went up at the news of the sighting, and many of the men stood from where they’d been crouched playing dice or resting to rush to the port side. There was little room to maneuver anywhere on the ship at the best of times, for I had over sixty hardened fighters with me, not to mention Sea-Dragon’s five-man crew and the members of my inner circle. But now, the portside railing was jammed with men five rows deep, each hoping to be the first to glimpse the famed rocky peninsula that had claimed more lives over the years than anyone could remember. 
 
    “Get back, you damn fools!” Barabee Stem barked from the aftercastle as Sea-Dragon churned through the waves, driven by a strong wind at her back. “Away from the side before you capsize us and we all drown!” 
 
     I chuckled at the sudden, fearful mutterings of the men as they hastily backed away from the railing, many of them regarding it as though the smooth wood bleached almost white from the sun might rise up and bite them. Most, if not all, of these men had rarely left dry land, but I’d sailed enough to know that the chances of Sea-Dragon capsizing in relatively calm seas like this were almost non-existent, regardless of how many men there were on one side of the ship. I shaded my eyes and looked up at the aftercastle. Baine was manning the steering oar, and I could see Barabee standing by the front railing, his feet spread and his hands on his hips as he glared down at the lower deck. I thought I could see a mischievous smile trying to break through on the captain’s face.  
 
    We get our entertainment any way we can, I thought in amusement as I headed for the forecastle, where I could see Jebido and Fanrissen along with Tyris, Wiflem, and Kabona. So far, I’d said nothing to the general about what was happening in Temba, although I’d been sorely tempted to on more than one occasion. I hated being dishonest with the man, but there was more at stake here than just my own personal feelings.  
 
    I paused near the ladder when my eyes fell on one of the men returning from the railing. He had a bow strung over his shoulders and, when he saw me, he quickly averted his eyes and turned, heading away, but I’d already recognized him. “You, there!” I called out loudly. “Stop!” Every man on the deck instantly froze, including the target of my interest. I strode toward him, and though his back was toward me, he visibly sagged at the sound of my boots ringing on the deck. “Turn around,” I ordered. 
 
    The man did so, looking nervously down at the planking as he shifted from one foot to the other. “Good day to you, my lord,” Sarnon said. 
 
    I frowned as I studied the Parnuthian archer. I’d forgotten all about the man and the pledge I’d made to him back at Taskerbery Castle. “You’re looking well,” I said. “And still alive, I see.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Sarnon replied. He swallowed loudly, studiously refusing to meet my eyes. “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    I gestured to the quilted doublet he wore with my wolf crest at its center. “You’ve joined my Wolf’s Teeth?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Sarnon agreed eagerly, looking up. “It’s an honor, my lord. Truly, it is.” 
 
    “Wasn’t I supposed to kill you before I left Taskerbery?” I grunted.  
 
    The Parnuthian’s eyes widened with dread, and his cheeks turned deathly pale. “But…I…I thought—” 
 
    “I said you could live if you proved yourself useful to me,” I added reproachfully. “Did you do that?” 
 
    “Why…why, yes, my lord,” Sarnon stammered. “I located Cazal for you, remember?” 
 
    “True,” I agreed, trying not to laugh aloud at the man’s growing despair. “You did do that. But that was a long time ago, and my memory isn’t what it used to be. So, it looks like we’ll have to start our little agreement over again from the beginning.” Of course, I had no intention of killing the man, for he had indeed held up his end of the bargain and I would honor that. But Barabee Stem wasn’t the only one who needed entertainment occasionally. Besides, I wanted to see what the man was made of. I slapped the Parnuthian on the shoulder in a friendly way. “Let’s just see what today brings and take it from there, shall we? I really would hate to have to kill you in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Sarnon said, unable to hide his dismay.  
 
    I headed away, then paused to look back at the Parnuthian when a sudden thought struck me. “Do you really have a wife and a child?” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “That’s what you told me when they were taking you away to be executed. You asked me for mercy, claiming you had a wife and child. Was that true?” 
 
    Sarnon’s expression turned pensive, and I could tell he was considering lying. But then he straightened his shoulders and shook his head firmly. “No, my lord. I’ve never married.” He shrugged in apology. “Forgive me for lying to you, my lord. But I was trying to save my life, after all.” 
 
    “And who can blame you for that?” I said with a chuckle, my suspicions confirmed as I walked briskly away. “Who among us can blame you for that?” 
 
    “So, what was that all about?” Fitz asked me after I’d climbed to the forecastle to join him and the others. 
 
    I grinned. “Just having some fun with the man.” 
 
    “You should just throw the bastard overboard and be done with him,” Jebido grunted moodily. “Parnuthians are just Cardians with better teeth and swordcraft.” The sun had risen only a few hours ago, and I knew my friend’s joints were aching and swollen, which always put him in a foul mood. 
 
    Fitz and I ignored Jebido’s grumblings as Sea-Dragon’s crew adjusted the sails while Baine guided us deeper into the ocean before swinging us around the jutting headland of the Cape of Ill-Fortune. It took us almost an hour of sailing before we were clear of the huge, protruding landmass. Once we were safely past, I and most likely every other soul on board breathed a huge sigh of relief, for everyone had heard the stories about the many ships that had been wrecked here.  
 
    “We should make Calban by midafternoon,” Fitz said as we swept along the green, overgrown coast of western Ganderland.  
 
    I glanced up and nodded. “If the wind holds, yes,” I agreed.  
 
    “And after that?”  
 
    I shrugged. “One thing at a time, my friend. One thing at a time.” I focused on Fanrissen. “We haven’t had much time to talk, Pirate,” I said. 
 
    “No, my lord,” he agreed. “You’ve been busy.” 
 
    I moved to stand beside him as the ship seemed to glide effortlessly over the rolling waves beneath me. I had forgotten how remarkable Sea-Dragon was. “I take it you are the man the Cardians called The Ghost?” I said to Fanrissen. 
 
    “I am, my lord,” the former Shadow Pirate confirmed.  
 
    “How did that come about?” 
 
    “I sailed north after we parted ways at Blood Ring Isle, my lord,” Fanrissen explained. “I wasn’t really looking for anything specific. I was just—looking, I guess. Anyway, after months of travel, I found there really wasn’t much out that far worth mentioning, so I eventually turned east. I worked in a tavern in Afrenia for a time, then signed on to a whaling ship, but eventually, I grew restless and bored of it all. That’s when I heard about how cold and lonely the Tempered Realm was. I decided it sounded perfect for what was ailing me, and, as things turned out, it was everything I could have hoped for.” Fanrissen took a deep breath. “I found peace, my lord, and I intended to spend the rest of my life living there in solitude until—” 
 
    “Until the Cardians came,” I finished for him. “Ruining things like they always do.” 
 
    “Unfortunately true, my lord,” Fanrissen said with a grimace. “They started raiding the Nunian settlements for slaves or whatever else they could steal. I’d made many friends among them during my time there, and it was they who taught me how to survive in the cold and build shelters out of snow and wood. I couldn’t let the Cardians get away with what they were doing to the Nunians, so I built a ship, and with some like-minded men, we started harassing their shipping.” Fanrissen’s expression hardened. “You, of all people, know how I feel about Cardians, my lord. 
 
    I nodded, for a Cardian soldier had murdered the former pirate’s wife and daughter. Someone else had killed the bastard during the Battle of Blood Ring Isle, though, and I knew that was something Fanrissen had always regretted, having wanted the pleasure for himself. “We all share in your hatred of the Cardians,” I grunted, motioning to the others around us as heads nodded grimly in agreement.  
 
    “Lord Hadrack!” 
 
    I glanced up at the lookout, who was pointing ahead toward a long, thin stretch of open beach gleaming white in the sunlight and ringed by a line of towering dark cliffs behind it. Barabee had moved Sea-Dragon almost a mile offshore, fearing hidden shoals, and I estimated the beach was still at least another mile away in front of us. I grabbed a stay line and hauled myself up onto the gunwale, then leaned out and squinted ahead until I was certain about what I was seeing—beached longships! There were so many of them that they looked to me like a vast herd of giant seals sunning themselves on the hot sand. I could also see what appeared to be a square palisade built along the cliff base. 
 
    “What is it?” Fitz asked as he came to stand below me. “What do you see?” 
 
    “Ships on the beach,” I grunted. “A lot of them.” 
 
    “Are they ours?” Fitz asked, sounding worried as he continued to peer eastward.  
 
    “I doubt it,” I muttered down to him. “Tyden couldn’t have had time to build that many.” I turned and cupped my hands around my mouth. “Captain Stem!” 
 
    “My lord?’ 
 
    “Bring us in closer to shore. I need to get a better look at that beach.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “But not too close!” I added. 
 
    “Understood, my lord.” 
 
    “Maybe you're wrong and it really is King Tyden,” Fitz suggested as I climbed down from the railing.  
 
    “Maybe,” I grunted to humor my friend. But even as I said the words, I knew in my gut that they were Cardians. I could almost feel their presence. 
 
    “My lord,” Tyris said, pointing toward a cascading waterfall that broke the line of cliffs half a mile south of the ships. “To the left, there,” the blonde archer added. “I believe I see the tops of tents in that deep hollow.” 
 
    And so he did. I’d been so focused on the beach and longships that I’d missed them. Even with one eye, Tyris’ eyesight was better than mine would ever be. I could see the shapes of streaming banners fluttering in the sunshine atop the tents now that I knew where to look, but I couldn’t make out their colors or insignia. I also thought I could see the tiny outlines of a group of men on horseback watching us from the crest of a hill near the campsite. I glanced back to the beach as we came abreast of it, where I could see men transferring supplies from the ships into the palisade. Some of them near the waterline started pointing our way a moment later, and I knew we’d finally been spotted.  
 
    No one seemed interested in coming after us, though, not that I was overly concerned about it if they did. It would take time for any pursuers to launch their ships and give chase, so we would have plenty of warning. Besides, I doubted there was a ship anywhere on the seas that could catch Sea-Dragon with a stiff breeze in her sail, except for maybe Sea-Wolf, although even then, I wasn’t so sure. I glanced behind me toward Graceful Swan following in our wake, grateful that we had the wind at our backs. The balinger would be safe from pursuit as well because of it. 
 
    “There’s a ravine leading to the clifftop,” Fitz pointed out. “Not too steep either.”  
 
    “And it’s protected by that palisade,” Jebido grunted as we slid past the beach. “With no doubt archers waiting above for anyone foolish enough to try assaulting them from the sea.” 
 
    “How many of those ships do you think there are?” I asked to no one in particular. 
 
    “Two hundred at least, my lord,” Wiflem said soberly as he studied the beached longships with experienced eyes. “Maybe more.” 
 
    I nodded, having guessed the same thing. So, at least ten thousand men, I thought. Less if they’d brought horses. Formidable, but not insurmountable. As long as Calban was still in Gander hands and the Temba armada and Tyden’s army were close, then I felt confident we could handle them. But, if Calban had already fallen—well, I tried not to let my mind dwell on that. 
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    I can’t begin to describe the overwhelming relief I felt when, several hours later, the spires of Calban Castle finally hove into view—spires, I saw from my vantage point on the forecastle, that were still flying my snarling wolf banner. Cheers arose all across the ship at the sight, with the volume easily doubling when it became apparent the fields along the shoreline opposite the island castle were filled with lines of brightly-colored tents. Catamarans and other ships lay at anchor along the shore as well, rolling gently on the tide as white gulls swooped overhead. I could see Spearfish and Sea-Wolf standing out easily among the smaller ships, and I laughed with delight. 
 
    “Look!” Fitz cried suddenly from beside me. He slapped my shoulder, gesturing to a knoll in the distance where a large tent stood out prominently. “It’s the eagle, Hadrack! By the gods, the eagle! The king is here!”  
 
    I stared at the giant red and gold eagle banner snapping in the wind as Temba horns began to blare from the catamarans, welcoming us home, and, truthfully, I almost wept with the overwhelming joy of it. The bells of Calban began to toll next, joining the Temba horns in unified harmony as we skimmed across the sea closer and closer to our destination. I could see people on the castle walls now, with more spilling out from buildings like ants to line the battlements and wave colored cloths at us. My men were cheering, hugging and slapping each other on the back while some danced jigs on the lower deck or lined the railing to wave at the people on the ramparts. 
 
    “We made it, Hadrack!” Fitz said, lowering his voice and squeezing my arm. “Despite all the odds, we made it! And now, with the King’s army and your Temba Lions, we’ll crush those Cardian bastards once and for all!”  
 
    I nodded in agreement, not saying anything as my friend moved off, sharing in the celebration with the others. I remained where I was, leaning on the railing and feeling suddenly drained of all emotion. I closed my eyes, automatically reaching for my brother’s Pair Stone, then frowned when I realized it wasn’t there—Eadwin still had it. I’d have to rectify that. I dropped my hand to the railing instead and gripped it tightly. “Thank you, Mother,” I whispered to the wind. “I know I haven’t always been patient with your plans or shown you the deference you deserve, but nonetheless, I thank you for this.” 
 
    We were treated like conquering heroes upon our arrival at the docks, and it took some time for my inner circle and me to make our way into the castle, where Calban’s long-time steward awaited us.  
 
    “Kylan,” I said warmly when I finally laid eyes on the man. The steward was short, with a white, neatly-trimmed beard and a gleaming bald pate stained with brown age spots. I’d thought him ancient when I’d first met him many years ago when my men and I had saved Shana from being executed by her then-husband, Lord Demay. But to my eyes, Kylan looked no different to me now than he had then. I wondered how he managed it. “It’s good to see you,” I added as I embraced him. 
 
    “My lord,” the steward said, beaming with pleasure after we broke apart. “I can’t tell you how delighted we are that you have finally come. First the king, and now you. The gods surely are watching over Ganderland.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I agreed. “Where is Tyden, by the way?” 
 
    “The king chose to remain in his camp, my lord,” Kylan replied. “He’s quite busy planning the offensive with his advisors, so I am told, and he sends his apologies for not being here to meet you. He asks that you join him when you are settled.” 
 
    I frowned. “Offensive? What offensive?” 
 
    Kylan took my arm, drawing me down a long corridor, with my entourage and his following us ten feet back. Well-wishers lined the passageway on both sides, many of whom I knew, and I nodded automatically at their greetings, distracted as I waited for Kylan’s answer. “After some rather tense negotiations, my lord,” the steward answered. “King Tyden and Emperor Cheval have agreed that their armies will meet in battle two days hence.” 
 
    “The emperor is here?” I said, caught by surprise. 
 
    “Indeed he is, my lord,” Kylan replied with a nod. “He arrived not three days ago, and a most unpleasant man he is, too.” 
 
     I wondered how the emperor had ended up in Ganderland, since Lafeeve had insisted that he was taking me back to Cardia to be executed in the man’s presence. I could only assume word of my capture had not reached Cheval before he’d set sail, or perhaps he’d had a change of plans—plans Lord Gerthand had not been privy to. Whatever the reason, I thought grimly, he was here now, which offered us a unique opportunity to kill the bastard.  “Why would Tyden make such an agreement?” I asked the steward. 
 
    “That is something you must take up with him, my lord, for I am not privy to a king’s thoughts.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” I said. “Where is this battle to take place?” 
 
    “To the north, I believe. In the Valley of the Pink Flames.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing the area well. Shana and I had ridden that way many times, and I had to concede that it was a sound choice for the purpose intended, with lots of flat, open terrain. I had a sudden vision of the last time I’d been there—picturing Shana lying naked and splayed out on a blanket among the red flowers known as Fire Pink, with her soft white skin gleaming in the sunlight. I could still hear the sound of her musical laughter as I fumbled to take off my boots and trousers in my eagerness to lie with her. My daughter, Alline, had been consummated that day among those flowers, I remembered with a start, and I inadvertently moaned out loud at the memory.  
 
    “Are you all right, my lord?” Kylan asked, looking concerned.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I responded gruffly, using all my will to force the image of Shana from my mind. “I need to see the king,” I added.  
 
    “There are some issues that I wish to—" 
 
    “Now,” I growled. “Everything else can wait.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” Kylan said, bowing his head. “I understand.”    
 
    Half an hour later, an unsmiling guard swept open the flap to the king’s tent, ushering me inside. Baine, Fitz, and Jebido had accompanied me through the campsite, but they’d been instructed to wait outside.  
 
    “Lord Hadrack!” Tyden said, coming around a square table toward me with his arms spread. It had been almost a year since I’d seen him last, and I was surprised by how much weight he’d put on. Two other men stood behind the table, waiting politely with blank expressions on their faces. I recognized the younger and fatter of the two as the king’s Observer, Rolad Horne, who I knew to be nothing but a pompous ass. The other man also looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. “They told me that you’d arrived by ship,” the king gushed as he embraced me. He smelled faintly of perfume, ale, and mint. “But in truth, I didn’t dare believe it until I saw you in the flesh.” 
 
    “Believe it, Highness,” I said. “It was an ordeal to get here, but I made it, and by the looks of things, just in time.” 
 
    The king stepped back and examined me with a critical eye. “You look thinner and older, lord,” Tyden said. He was dressed in flowing silken robes and was barefoot, which was a habit of his that I’d never quite understood. He put his hands on his hips and winked. “Or perhaps I should call you, Highness now, eh?” 
 
    “Lord is fine, Highness,” I said, feeling heat creeping along my collar. Obviously, someone had informed him of what had transpired in Temba. I gestured toward the king to change the subject. “And you look just as healthy and strong as ever, Highness. No different than the last time we spoke.” 
 
    “You never could lie worth a damn, lord,” Tyden said with a snort. He tapped his belly, his expression turning rueful. “Jasailia never stops talking, but the woman can cook. None of the servants are allowed to prepare any meals for me but her, even though she’s a damn queen and needn’t lift a finger. Can you imagine?” He laughed. “Maybe she’s planning on poisoning me.” 
 
    “I doubt that somehow, Highness,” I said with a chuckle. Jasailia was Tyden’s wife, and I knew she loved him more than anything and that he felt the same about her. 
 
    “Yes, well,” the king said, rubbing his stomach with both hands. “It seems the only way I can lose any weight these days is to start a war so I can get away from that woman’s cooking.” 
 
    “You didn’t start this war, Highness,” I pointed out. “The Cardians and Parnuthians did.” 
 
    “True,” Tyden agreed seriously. “But I damn well intend to finish it.” The king’s features darkened and he sighed, looking suddenly weary. “I heard about the First Daughter’s death, lord. A terrible tragedy, that.” He shuddered. “I have always feared dying by sickness ever since Tyrale and I visited a hospice in Gandertown with my dear mother when I was a boy. A horrible way to go, in my view. I asked my mother how the gods could be so cruel to those poor people, but all she told me was that they move in mysterious ways and that we, being mere mortals, have no cause to question them. I never did care for that answer.” 
 
    “Our enemies also move in mysterious ways, Highness,” I said. “And believe me when I say they had more to gain by the First Daughter’s death than the gods ever will.” 
 
    Tyden stiffened. “What does that mean, lord?” 
 
    “It means that Daughter Gernet was murdered,” I said. “There was no sickness at the abbey. A man named Cutter used poison to kill her and the others.” 
 
    “My goodness,” Tyden said, blinking in confusion. “You are certain of this, lord?” 
 
    “I am,” I said firmly.  
 
    “Why would this man do such a horrendous thing?” 
 
    I glanced at the king’s two companions, who were listening intently to our conversation. “That, Highness, is a tale that will take some telling, and one that I suggest we do in private.” 
 
    The king hesitated, then nodded. “Very well, lord. Tonight, after we eat, we can discuss this accusation of yours in greater detail. For now, we will talk of other things.” He motioned to the table, which I saw had maps spread across it. “As you can see, I have been reviewing and perfecting my strategies for the coming battle. I intend to leave nothing to chance nor any stone unturned.” He chuckled as his expression brightened. “And I promise you, I have a few surprises in store for the emperor when next we meet.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I said diplomatically, although in truth, despite the king’s enthusiasm, I had little faith in his ability to wage war. I glanced at Horne, wondering what a man like him was doing here. Surely there were others more capable than this one? The Observer was wearing a rich, dark green cloak tied at the waist with a wide leather belt, and he was regarding me with obvious dislike. I thought his face seemed even fleshier than the last time we’d met just before I’d sailed south to Temba. The second man was tall and much older than Horne, dressed in mail that couldn’t hide his frailness. I guessed by his demeanor that he was a soldier, although, to my eye, he seemed well past the age where he should be swinging a sword. I still couldn’t place where I’d met him, though. “May I take a look, Highness?” I asked, motioning to the maps. 
 
    “By all means,” Tyden said, ushering me forward eagerly.  
 
    “The emperor has made a strategic mistake, lord,” Horne said smugly as he moved aside for me. “One which will cost him dearly. He has ceded the high ground in the valley to us.” 
 
    I glanced at him. “Is that right?” I grunted. “Observer Horne, isn’t it?” 
 
    The man bowed his head slightly. “That’s Advisor Rolad Horne now, lord.” I raised an eyebrow at that. Why would Tyden promote an imbecile like this to such an important position? Horne cleared his throat nervously, perhaps sensing my thoughts. “We were together not that long ago at—” 
 
    “Do I know you?” I asked, turning abruptly to the older man. I didn’t fail to notice Horne color at the snub.  
 
    “Yes, lord,” the soldier said. “We have met before. My name is Fignam Ree.” 
 
    I detected a distinct twinkle of amusement in the older man’s eyes and nodded, remembering him now. “You were at the Battle of Silver Valley,” I said. “In command of the king’s troops.” 
 
    “Yes, lord,” Fignam confirmed. “And a fine fight it was, too.” 
 
    “Fignam was gracious enough to come out of retirement once the war began,” Tyden said. “And I am most grateful for his experience and counsel.” 
 
    “My arms may be weak, Highness,” Fignam said. “But my mind is still sound. That is why I ask that you listen to—” 
 
    “Enough,” Tyden grunted, sweeping a hand across his chest impatiently. “We have gone over this, Fignam.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness. Forgive me.” 
 
    The soldier met my eyes, and I could tell by his expression that he was trying to tell me something. I glanced down at the map, then frowned as I studied it. I thought of the Cardian encampment I’d seen and the waterfall nearby that I knew was fed by an offshoot of the White Rock River. I’d forgotten that the river dissected the land Tyden’s army would have to cross to get to the valley where the battle would take place. I felt instantly uneasy, understanding now why Fignam appeared so worried.  
 
    “Highness,” I said, tapping the river where a shallow ford lay. I pictured it in my mind, remembering a steep grade on the opposite bank. “What’s to stop the emperor from positioning his men here all along the shore before your forces arrive?” 
 
    Tyden sighed and shook his head. “Not you too, lord?” 
 
    “It’s a valid question, Highness,” I said, sharing a look with Fignam. “What’s to stop him from blocking that river crossing?” 
 
    “Something more powerful than all the swords in Cardia, Lord Hadrack,” Horne answered smugly for the king. 
 
    “And that is?” I demanded, not bothering to look at the man. 
 
    “His word, lord,” Tyden replied. He gestured down to the map. “Emperor Cheval gave me his word that he would be at the agreed-upon location, and I have little reason to doubt him.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked incredulously. “His word? That’s what you’re laying the fate of this kingdom on? The man is a Cardian, Highness. His word isn’t worth spit dribbling out of a halfwit’s mouth.”  
 
     Tyden colored noticeably, turning angry now. “The Emperor of Cardia has royal blood flowing through his veins, Lord Hadrack, as do I. Men like us do not break their word once given for any reason. It would be unseemly.” 
 
    “Unseemly?” I muttered in disbelief. I shook my head. “This is war, Highness. Every damn thing about it is unseemly.” 
 
    “Perhaps you do not fully understand how things work at court, lord?” Horne said sharply. The man’s fleshy jowls shook with every indignant word. “A successful negotiation is all about facilitating the needs of both parties involved. The king and emperor have both written their names on an official proclamation of agreement, which means—” 
 
    “Which means,” I grunted, cutting the fat man off. “That if you are foolish enough to take some scribbling on parchment as a guarantee of honor, then I promise you will be in for a very unpleasant awakening come the day of the battle.” 
 
    “I understand the reasons for your distrust, Lord Hadrack,” Tyden said, his voice cold now. “Fignam has already advised me of his similar concerns on multiple occasions. I assure you I have not discounted his opinion, nor am I yours. I will continue to give the matter serious thought.” 
 
    “Does that mean you will reconsider meeting the emperor’s forces in the valley?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly not,” Tyden said. “How would that look?” 
 
    I stared at the king, speechless, before shifting my gaze to Fignam, who just gave a slight shrug of weary resignation. “Do you at least have scouts watching the ford?” I asked. 
 
    “I am not a fool, Lord Hadrack,” Tyden snapped. “Of course I do. If there is any movement there, we will hear of it.” 
 
    But of course, we didn’t because those scouts wound up dead, and the Cardians were waiting for us exactly where Fignam and I had warned they would be. 
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    The off-shoot of the White Rock was known as Nok’s Run, and it was perhaps eighty feet across at its widest point. Luckily, there had been little rain recently, and the water wasn’t overly deep and was moving sluggishly, which meant it could be crossed fairly easily on horseback or even by foot without needing to use the ford. That was the good news, I thought grimly as I sat my borrowed horse and studied the massed Cardians on the opposite riverbank while they jeered and laughed at us. The bad news was we were still in a heap of trouble, for despite the lack of rain, the banks on either side of the river were steep and unusually muddy for this time of year everywhere except along the ford.  
 
    I cursed under my breath, knowing a lot of good men would die trying to climb those banks because of one man’s stubborn hubris. King Tyden was generally a level-headed, thoughtful and inspirational leader, but, when it came to war, the man was hopelessly out of his depth and was too proud to admit it. His father, King Jorquin, had been a master strategist whose many victories on the battlefield were still studied today. But unfortunately for us, he hadn’t passed that particular skillset onto his son.  
 
    The battle in the Valley of the Pink Flames had been scheduled to take place sometime after midday, but our force of thirty-thousand strong had arrived at the river at dawn, much earlier than expected—which had been the one small concession Tyden had given me. Yet even so, the Cardians had anticipated us, having moved their infantry, reserves and cavalry into position sometime during the night under cover of darkness, while also managing to eliminate all of our scouts. Anthol had been one of those scouts I’d entrusted to watch the ford, and Baine had found his mangled body lying in some bushes on the side of the road leading to the river. I couldn’t imagine how anyone could have snuck up on a man as skilled in woodcraft as Anthol had been, but somehow they had, and I was still mourning his loss. 
 
    “How many do you think there are?” I asked Fitz, who sat his horse to my left. 
 
    “Too many,” Fitz replied gloomily.  
 
    I nodded. I had hoped we’d face perhaps ten thousand men at best, but the Cardians had easily four times that many. They’d amassed their archers and reserves several hundred yards back in the fields bordering the river, with their heaviest infantry positioned in the center facing the ford and to either side of it. The Cardian cavalry was lined up thirty paces in front of the infantry, where they waited along the crest of the riverbank.  
 
    I thought it was an odd deployment, puzzled by it since the Cardian horsemen were clearly caught between the river in front of them and the infantry behind, meaning they had nowhere to go except along the flanks. It took me a moment to understand the reasons why, and when I did, I nodded to myself. If Emperor Cheval was in command across the river, I grudgingly had to admit that the man was no fool. The Cardians planned on holding the higher ground with their cavalry, while arrows and javelins rained down from behind them onto our advancing forces in the water. But if we somehow managed to gain a foothold on the far bank, then the horsemen would wheel away to either side, allowing the infantry to advance while the cavalry regrouped and attacked our flanks in hopes of pushing us back into the river. 
 
    It was a bold strategy, I conceded. But now that I understood the enemy’s plan, I turned my mind toward figuring out how to use it against them. I studied the line of horses that ran three rows deep and stretched nearly half a mile wide along the riverbank with fresh eyes. Dense marshland lay almost a mile away to my left, effectively ruling out a flanking maneuver there, and rock-strewn hills rose an equal distance to my right, creating the same issue. Every one of the armored Cardian riders carried a long spear and a shield, and they wore matching, bright red capes and scarlet plumes on their helmets. I guessed their cavalry easily outnumbered ours by at least two to one, wondering absently where the bastards had gotten so many horses. I had no illusions about what would happen to any man who tried to scramble up that slippery grade while braving a hailstorm of Cardian arrows and javelins. I sighed, knowing no matter what we did this day, the result was going to be a bloodbath.  
 
    “That damn fool should have listened to you, Hadrack,” Jebido grumbled from my right, where he sat a black mare. “Now look at the mess we’re in.”  
 
    I knew he was talking about Tyden, of course. Jebido had insisted on coming with us despite the fact he still hadn’t fully recovered from his ordeal. And nothing I or anyone else could say would change his mind. I’d eventually given up arguing with the man, promising myself that I’d keep an eye on him during the fighting. It was the best that I could do. 
 
    “He’s a king,” Fitz said with a shrug as his horse snorted and pawed the ground beneath him. “He doesn’t need to listen to anyone.” 
 
    “Which makes him an even bigger fool,” Jebido spat back bitterly. “There are men here with a lifetime of experience at war, and what does he do? He listens to the idiotic squealing’s of some fat hog instead of them. Madness.” 
 
    I chuckled, knowing my friend was referring to Advisor Horne, who had consistently argued for following courtly protocol and meeting like gentlemen in the valley regardless of whatever logic Fignam or I threw at the king. I had a pretty good idea why. I glanced ahead to where Tyden sat his horse in the middle of the road thirty feet away from me, studying the enemy while remaining well out of bowshot range from the opposite bank. The king’s face looked drawn and pale at what he was seeing, as well it should, I thought. He was surrounded protectively by his thirty or so bodyguards, two of whom were flying the king’s red and gold eagle banner, the tails of which were streaming out behind the horsemen and cracking like whips in the brisk wind. Hundreds of other, smaller red and gold banners flew among our massing troops in a wash of color and defiance, which would normally have been an inspiring sight if not for the cold reality of what our army was facing. 
 
    Advisor Horne had chosen to remain behind in camp, which had surprised no one, but Fignam was with the king, looking old and as grim as death in his mail. Tyden wore a bright red surcoat with his eagle emblem on the front, and he’d thrown a matching cape with gold embroidery over his plate armor that trailed past his horse’s rump and tail. The king had chosen to wear a chainmail hood that protected his head, neck, and shoulders rather than a helmet so that he could don his crown, which glittered in the morning sunlight.  
 
    I knew every pair of Cardian eyes would be focused hungrily on that golden crown and what it represented, and I felt a sudden sinking in my gut, picturing the king charging headlong into the massed calvary and being cut down and torn apart. The only thing I could hope for now was to convince Tyden to remain at the rear where he’d be safe, although knowing the man's stubbornness the way I did, I doubted he would listen. I thought back to the second Battle of the Bridge, where Tyden’s recklessness had ended up getting him captured by the Pith chieftain, Lorgen Three-Fingers. I shook my head. Something told me it was going to be a long day. 
 
    “Hadrack,” Baine hissed in warning from where he sat his horse behind me. “The king wants you.” 
 
    I nodded, having failed to notice the summons from Fignam while I’d been lost in thought. I kicked my horse forward as the king’s bodyguards guided their mounts aside for me, while behind me, more and more Gander soldiers appeared, marching down the road from Calban in smart columns with fifteen-foot ash pikes on their shoulders and rectangular shields on their arms. At least we had the advantage in that, for the Cardian infantry only carried light javelins for throwing. 
 
    Tyden pointed a mailed finger at me when I halted my horse beside him. “Not a word about this, lord. I admit I was wrong not to listen to you and Fignam, so leave it at that and help me decide what to do.” 
 
    “Of course, Highness,” I said, bowing my head graciously. “I am here to serve you and Ganderland in whichever way you see fit. So, if silence is what you command, then silence from me is what you will receive.” I pretended to glance around as if confused. “I do have one question, however, Highness, if I might trouble you?” I waited until the king bowed his head slightly in acceptance, although he was staring at me suspiciously. Tyden knew me just as well as I did him, it seemed. “Might I enquire as to where Advisor Horne is? The gods know we could use his expertise in warfare right about now, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Tyden’s lower jaw spasmed in annoyance, and his eyes flashed as we locked gazes until he finally snorted and looked away. “I have been an utter fool, haven’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, you have,” I agreed cheerfully. “My men and I were discussing that very fact moments ago. But just because you did something foolish in the past doesn’t mean you must continue on that course now, Highness.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    I motioned toward the enemy. “The Cardians hold the high ground. And from what I can tell, they most likely outnumber us as well. Pressing ahead with an attack at this point would be foolhardy.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting we retreat and hide like cowards inside Calban’s walls while these…these invaders raze my lands and thumb their noses at me?” Tyden snapped as he leaned forward aggressively in his saddle toward me. “Never!” He stabbed the air repeatedly with a finger toward the river. “That bastard Cheval gave me his word, lord, and he lied—to my face! I demand satisfaction, so there will be no retreat. This ends now! Do you hear?” 
 
    I sighed, having expected that answer. “I’m not suggesting a retreat, Highness. On the contrary, I agree with an attack. Just not yet.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tyden said, looking slightly mollified as he sat back in his saddle. He took a moment to control his horse, which had taken a vicious nip at Fignam’s gelding. I guessed the beast was feeding off his rider’s anger. “Then when?” the king demanded once his mount had settled down. 
 
    I glanced up at the rising sun. “We need to wait another few hours at least, Highness,” I said.  
 
    “Wait for what, lord?” Tyden grunted impatiently. “For intervention from the gods, perhaps? Because the way things look, we might be here a while.” 
 
    I grinned. “No, Highness. Something better, I hope. His name is General Kabona.” 
 
    The king frowned. “The Temba? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “As you know, Highness,” I explained, “General Kabona is in charge of my Lions. It may have escaped your notice, busy as you are with strategy, but he’s not here.” Tyden just sat his mount without moving, still looking baffled as he failed to react to my jibe. I decided I’d ridden that horse far enough, having made my point about what I thought about the king’s failings. “He’s not here,” I continued. “Because last night I sent him and one thousand of his men by boat to the beach where the Cardians landed their ships. The Temba have small craft called outriggers that ride low in the water, and I assure you they are very skilled at remaining unseen.” 
 
    Tyden paused as he absorbed that information before he eventually shook his head. “But you told me that beach is fortified,” he said. “You also insisted it would be almost impossible to take.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I agreed. “I did say that. But I meant only if it remained heavily defended.” I gestured to the river. “I’m betting the moment Emperor Cheval received word that our forces were on the march here, he pulled most of his men away from the beach. The chances are he left just a token amount behind to defend it—men who Kabona should be able to easily smash his way past.” 
 
    “Putting him in behind the Cardians once he reaches the clifftops,” Fignam cut in with obvious approval. 
 
    “Precisely,” I agreed.  
 
    Tyden just stared at me with his mouth hanging open while Fignam allowed himself a small smile. “And you chose not to inform me of this, why?” the king finally asked. 
 
    “I think we both know the answer to that, Highness,” I said. 
 
    Tyden took a deep breath, and then he nodded. “Yes, I suppose we do.” He frowned. “But what if you’re wrong about all this, and the Temba can’t breach their defenses?” 
 
    “I’m not wrong, Highness,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt. “Kabona’s instructions were clear.” I lifted a finger. “First, he’s to remain in hiding near the beach and wait to see if the Cardians pull the defenders away. I doubt Cheval would waste valuable archers by leaving them to guard the clifftops when they’d be better served here at the river among his troops. If nothing else, their leaving will have made Kabona’s job that much easier.” I glanced up at the rapidly warming sun. “If all went as planned, the Lions will have already attacked by now and taken the palisade.”  
 
    “And if the emperor didn’t summon his men as you suggest?” the king asked.  
 
    “Then, as far as Kabona was concerned, it would mean I was mistaken about the emperor’s deceit, and our forces had made it to the valley. In which case, his instructions were to return to Calban.” 
 
    “Something he might already have done by now for all we know,” the king pointed out. 
 
    “That is a possibility, Highness,” I conceded. “But when it comes to war, sometimes you need a little luck just as much as you do a strong sword arm. Hopefully, we will get both of those today.” 
 
    “Very well,” Tyden said, sounding doubtful. “If the emperor withdrew most of his men and General Kabona was victorious, which is a big if, what happens next?” 
 
     I held up a second finger. “Assuming that’s the case, Kabona will then burn the Cardians’ campsite to the ground. That will be our signal that he’s in position for the next step.” The king and Fignam automatically looked north toward the sky, but it was light blue and cloudless, without a sign of any smoke. I prayed that would soon change as I continued, “By this point, Kabona will have already confirmed the location of the Cardian main force, whether it be in the valley or at the river.” 
 
    “And how will he learn of that?” Tyden asked. 
 
    “By using whatever means necessary, Highness,” I answered grimly. “Where there’s a camp, there are always people who will talk when given the right motivation.” I gestured to Fignam. “Once Kabona confirms that the Cardians are indeed blockading the ford as we anticipated, he will move into position behind them, where he will wait until our forces charge the vanguard. That’s when his men will hit the archers from the rear.” I smiled. “There isn’t a Cardian archer alive who won’t break with a thousand screaming, bloodthirsty Lions in amongst them causing havoc.” 
 
    “Well, I must confess, it’s a bold plan you’ve hatched, Lord Hadrack,” the king said thoughtfully. “And I pray everything so far has gone the way you say. But even if it has gone well up to this point, a thousand men do not guarantee success against forty times that many, whether striking by surprise or not.” The king gestured to the Gander troops massing in the fields behind us and to the sides. “Our men still have to get over that river without getting slaughtered. Have you given any thought to how we can do that?” 
 
    I smiled. “Actually, Highness, I have.” 
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    Just over an hour later, I stood on a hilltop to the south overlooking the battlefield with Fitz, Jebido, Baine, Wiflem, and a grizzled warrior with one hand named Tester, who was to remain on the hill as a lookout and signalman for the duration of the battle. The heat had increased rapidly since dawn, and despite the brisk wind this high up, I could feel the sweat soaking through the lightly padded tunic I wore underneath my armor. I stood at the edge of a rocky ridge, one foot braced on a flat length of granite with my helmet under one arm and the wind rifling my hair and beard. The land across the river rose in a steady grade of green fields and hillocks dotted with small bushes and the occasional rocky outcrop. I could see several substantial thickets of glistening white birch trees about a half mile back from the river, with three tents and a large group of riders positioned between them. Not even Baine could make out the pennants they flew, but I had little doubt it was the emperor, watching from a place of safety. We’d soon see about that. 
 
    The king had grudgingly relinquished control of the battlefield to me—at least as far as he and I understood it, anyway. Everyone else other than Fignam and my own inner circle believed the orders I’d given them were being relayed directly from Tyden, which was fine by me. Scribes and historians could argue later about who did what and where this day, but right now, all I cared about was crushing these damn Cardians once and for all and taking their emperor’s head.  
 
    “That’s a Parnuthian battle standard over there,” Baine said, pointing to the enemy heavy infantry waiting patiently in the hot sun directly behind the cavalry guarding the ford.  
 
    “Yes, I noticed that,” I said. The Parnuthians weren’t just armed with javelins as I’d initially thought, but pikes as well, which I could see from this height were lying on the ground at their feet, hidden in the swaying grasses. So much for our advantage in that regard.   
 
    Fitz snorted. “The emperor clearly doesn’t trust his own men to hold that ford, Hadrack.” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t,” I agreed. “Which means he’s smarter than most Cardians I’ve ever met.” I gestured north toward a square formation of soldiers on the Parnuthians’ right flank. “Looks like he’s also brought several thousand Afrenian mercenaries with him.” 
 
    “They’ll break, Hadrack,” Jebido grunted contemptuously. “Men who fight for gold rather than honor always run when things get too hot. That’s where I say we should attack first.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” I disagreed, thinking of Rorian and his never-ending desire for wealth. The scholar eventually set that desire aside to go on the vengeance path, only to be killed by Malo in the end. But Rorian had severely wounded the former house agent in the process, and it had only been because of my intervention that he still lived. I knew the scholar would have been livid about what I’d done if he were alive today to hear of it. “The Afrenians are loyal to gold and nothing else,” I added. “And no doubt the emperor has bribed them with a huge amount of it, so I’m betting those bastards will hold. At least for a while.”  
 
    I turned my attention to the south, letting my gaze follow the river until I saw what I was looking for. I gestured down to a lightly defended bend in Nok’s Run that looped back toward the Cardian line before straightening out again. A small thatch of bushes and a few stubborn saplings were trying to grow near the waterline, which would be ideal for my purpose. The Cardian side of the river had steep banks, but ours had a gentle slope that would be difficult to defend. It was perfect. “That’s where we’ll hit them,” I announced. 
 
    Fitz frowned. “The banks are too high there, Hadrack. The Cardians know that. It’s why they have so few men stationed there. We’ll never make it up a slope like that. Not even with horses.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and smiled while above me, an eagle soared high in the sky. “Who said anything about going up?” 
 
    “But—” Fitz started to say before he hesitated. His eyes turned calculating as he looked down at the river again. Finally, he glanced back at me with dawning awareness. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because we’ll get slaughtered,” Fitz said. “That’s why not. We don’t even know what the riverbed is like. It could be—” 
 
    “Hard-packed sand and small stones,” I interrupted. “I’ve been here many times before, remember?” 
 
    Fitz put his hands on his hips. “So, you want us to ride down the length of that river, all the while fending off arrows and javelins? Are you insane?” 
 
    I put my right hand on Fitz’s shoulder. “There won’t be any arrows or javelins coming our way. Or at least not many, anyway. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “How?” Fitz asked suspiciously. “Are you just going to wave your hands in the air and make them disappear?” 
 
    I chuckled as I shook my head. “No, my friend. You are.” Fitz blinked in surprise, suddenly at a loss for words for one of the few times in his life. I pointed to the ford with my left hand. “The Cardians won’t be shooting arrows or throwing javelins because their own men will be in the river when we charge. And they won’t see us coming until it’s too late because that bend down there will hide us from them.” 
 
    Jebido scratched his beard as he thought about that. “You intend to draw the Cardian middle into the water?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. 
 
    “But how?” Baine asked. “Not even Cardians can be that stupid. They have the high ground.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you how,” I said mysteriously as I winked at him. “By giving those bastards something that they can’t resist.” 
 
    Fitz snorted. “Stop playing games with us, Hadrack. What won’t they be able to resist?” 
 
    I grinned and gave my friend’s shoulder a playful shake. “You, my friend. I’m going to give them you.” 
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    “I can’t believe you’re making me do this again,” Fitz grumbled.  
 
    I chuckled, studying my friend critically from where I sat my horse. Fitz was on foot, carrying a heavy rectangular Gander shield and dressed in Tyden’s armor and bright red cloak. He wore the king’s mail hood and crown as well, which sparkled in the sunlight with every turn of his head. I glanced across the river while behind me, my forces marched into position, creating a wedge-like formation known as the Boar’s Head that stretched in a line backwards almost a quarter of a mile. Tyden—or rather, Fitz—would be at the point of that wedge, surrounded by the king’s bodyguards with his eagle banner and crown in full sight of the enemy. Behind them would come my Wolf Pack and seven thousand Lions—the tip of the spear—then the rest of the army, which would fill the middle and spread out to either side of the body like wings to prevent any possibility of being flanked. Next would come our cavalry in the center, separated into two halves, one to either flank. Lastly, the king’s archers and most of my Wolf’s Teeth, led by Tyris, would bring up the rear of the wedge, protected by a reserve force of infantry five hundred strong. 
 
    “You’re going to get me killed,” Fitz complained as he fidgeted with his hood. “And this damn thing is too tight.” 
 
    “You can’t live forever,” Jebido said with a shrug and a grin from atop his horse. 
 
    Fitz gave my friend a baleful glare but said nothing further as Fignam trotted his mount toward us. “We’re ready, lord,” Fignam said. 
 
    “Good,” I grunted. “And the king? Is he still insisting on fighting?” 
 
    “I’m afraid he is, lord.” 
 
    I nodded, not surprised. “Very well. Have him ride with you. But make damn sure you keep that stubborn fool at the back out of harm's way.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, lord,” Fignam said with a pained expression. It was a look I could well understand and appreciate. 
 
    “And Fignam,” I added. “You’re to follow the orders I’ve given you no matter what the king might say. If something goes wrong, trust your judgment, not his. Understand?” 
 
     “Perfectly, lord,” Fignam said with a bow of his head before swinging his horse around and galloping away.  
 
    “Now what?” Fitz asked after the old soldier was gone. 
 
    “Now we wait,” I replied while scanning the northern skies. I had to suppress a curse, for there were still no signs of smoke. Where in the name of the gods was Kabona? 
 
    “Wait for how long?” Fitz demanded. “The longer we stand here in this heat, Hadrack, the harder it will be for the men when it comes time to fight.” 
 
    “True enough. But the Cardians have the same problem,” I pointed out reasonably. 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Fitz said sarcastically. 
 
    I glanced up at the sun, debating. “We’ll wait until midday,” I finally answered. “No later. If we don’t see the signal by then, I’ll assume Kabona has failed and that we’re on our own.” 
 
    But the Temba general didn’t fail us, as it turned out, and less than half an hour later, after I’d returned to the hills overlooking the river to wait alongside Tester, I noticed the first faint trails of black smoke rising to the north. It had begun.  
 
    I whooped with joy and relief, then sprinted down the hill and leaped onto the back of the young beige gelding Tyden had lent me before racing him headlong toward the vanguard of the Gander army. I drew Wolf’s Head with a ring of steel as I rode, waving the gleaming weapon above my head while shouting encouragement to the men before finally halting in a cloud of dust beside Fitz. My friend was flanked by Wiflem and Sea-Wolf’s red-bearded captain, Putt, whom I’d barely had a chance to speak with since I’d arrived in Calban.  
 
    I pointed down at Fitz with my sword. “It’s time. No heroics out of you, Lord Fitzery. If you fall, our hopes fall with you. Remember, wait for the single blast of the horn before you charge, and by the gods, stay safe.” 
 
    “I will,” Fitz promised. “Trust me, Lord Hadrack. I have every intention of surviving this thing, because afterward, I’m planning on putting you on your ass for even thinking up something as addle-brained as this.” 
 
    I laughed. “You can try,” I said. “But I don’t like your odds of success.” I glanced at Putt and Wiflem. “Don’t let this bastard out of your sight. Every time I put a crown on this fool’s head, he gets carried away and does something stupid.” 
 
    “I’ll be all over him like my first wife on our wedding night, my lord,” Putt promised with a growl. “You see if I’m not.” 
 
    I nodded, satisfied as I sheathed Wolf’s Head and wheeled my horse around, returning along our lines while thirty thousand men thrust pikes, spears, swords, or bows in the air and chanted, “Wolf! Wolf! Wolf!” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder as I rode, noting the Cardian cavalry had so far remained in position along the riverbank despite the shifting of their infantry behind them toward the ford. But if my plan was to work, I needed those riders gone. When I reached the rear of our formation, someone tossed me a spear, which I waved at Tester on the hill to let him know I was ready. The soldier immediately put a horn to his lips before emitting three sharp blasts that reverberated across the battlefield. I've always found the sound of a war horn has a particular melody. One that, regardless of which side a man might be fighting on, cannot be misinterpreted as anything but what it was—a siren call to death.  
 
    I heard cheers erupting from the Cardian side in anticipation of the coming slaughter of our men, and I smiled without humor. Keep cheering, you bastards. Trust me, it won’t last for long. 
 
    The moment the wind had swept away the final echoes of the last horn note, my two sections of mounted riders broke apart like a flock of birds scattering from a hawk. Fignam’s men and the king took off to the north at a gallop through a gap in our lines while I led Jebido, Baine, and the rest of the cavalry south at a dead run toward the base of the hill where Tester waited. I was hunched low over the neck of the gelding, clutching my spear in my right hand as he ran at breakneck speed while wishing that I had Angry beneath me instead. I wouldn’t have said no to a thousand screaming Piths, either, for that matter. But I had neither and would just have to make do with what I had.  
 
    As we neared the hillock, I looked over the rim of the Pith shield on my left arm to see the Cardian cavalry still waiting along the riverbank, clearly undecided about what they should do after our unexpected flanking move. But I could hear several shrill, insistent horn blasts and shouted orders coming from the opposite bank, which I hoped would finally get them moving. I took a moment to say a quick prayer to The Mother, for if those horsemen didn’t leave the ford soon like I wanted, then my entire plan was in trouble. I heard Baine and Jebido both cry out in triumph a moment later, and a wide grin broke out on my face when I saw the enemy cavalry finally doing the only logical thing they could—breaking apart and racing to either flank to counter our horsemen. So far, so good.  
 
    “Thank you, Mother,” I whispered. “We’ll take it from here.” 
 
    I reached the base of the hill and swung the gelding east, heading for the river before reining him in on the sloping bank, while five hundred men on horseback fanned out behind me in five rows of a hundred. Fifty of those riders in the front row were my Wolf’s Teeth, who’d swapped their longbows for much shorter ones similar to what the Piths used. The rest of us carried iron-tipped spears pointing toward the sky like fingers of death. The Cardians were hurrying to face us, but their horses had initially been constricted by the Parnuthian infantry massed behind them and the river in front, giving us a moment to let our mounts take a breather before we charged. 
 
    “Remember,” I said to Baine beside me. “Keep them busy up there. They need to think you’re trying to breach them.” 
 
    “I know what to do,” Baine replied. His eyes were dark and filled with violence, and I almost felt sorry for the men across the water.  
 
    “Just don’t you do anything stupid, Hadrack,” Jebido said from my other side. “You’ve got that look.” 
 
    I grinned. “Now, where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    Jebido snorted, but he couldn’t hide the smile trying to break out on his face beneath his dented helm, nor the twinkle of excitement in his eyes. My friend might be getting old and slowing down, but he liked a fight just as much as anyone else did. A moment later, Tester blew two sharp blasts on his horn, signaling to Fitz that Fignam and I were in position and ready. Then, after a brief pause, he blew one long note, which was immediately followed by a deafening roar coming from our center as Fitz led the charge across the ford against the Parnuthian infantry. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said, tightening my grip on my spear.  
 
    I waited, barely breathing, while the gelding beneath me pawed the ground. He was an eager one, this one. I had to give him that. The Cardian cavalry had finally reached the steep bank opposite us, where they were massing with a line of bristling spears aimed down at an angle toward the water. I knew it would be almost impossible to burst through that line of defense—which was why it was a good thing we weren’t going to try. The bend in the river that was so crucial to my plans lay fifty yards away from the Cardians’ right flank, and I was pleased to see that they had so far ignored it. I nodded good luck to Baine before Jebido and I guided our horses to the rear of the formation, with our entire first line of attack now alternating between a spear-wielding rider and one of my mounted Wolf’s Teeth.  
 
    “Archers!” Baine cried as he unhooked his bow. “Nock! Draw! Loose!” A steady thrum of bowstrings sounded in unison, followed by a host of dark arrow shafts arcing across the short distance between the two forces. “Again!” Baine commanded as a few red-caped Cardians slumped from their saddles and fell to the ground. One of them even tumbled all the way down the bank, where he lay awkwardly near the waterline with his cape over his head and his rump raised toward us. Laughter erupted at that, which was quickly silenced by a business-like reprimand from Baine. “Nock! Draw! Loose!” my friend cried again a moment later.  
 
    Another flight of arrows landed in the midst of the Cardians, whose tight formation was starting to show cracks in it as more men fell in their front line, accompanied by the agonized shrieking of a horse with an arrow in its chest that was causing havoc as it kicked and bit at anything near it. I glanced toward the ford a quarter mile away but could see little there other than a mass of screaming, cursing men pitted against each other with all manner of different colored banners waving above them. More Cardian infantry were hurrying toward the ford from the north and south, drawn away by the sheer numbers of Ganders trying to break through. 
 
    For one agonizing moment as I watched the deadly carnage, I thought that Fitz had forgotten his true purpose in the heat of battle and would try to breach their lines. But then I heard the urgent sounds of a horn calling for retreat, followed by a roar of triumph from the Parnuthian center as the Ganders fell back in panic from the water to our side of the river. I held my breath, waiting. Had the bastards fallen for it? One heartbeat…two heartbeats…three heartbeats…then the sound I’d been praying for—Tester and his horn.  
 
    The Parnuthian infantry had taken the bait and were crossing the river in pursuit of Fitz! 
 
    I lifted my spear in the air and shook it. “Come on, lads! Let’s kill the bastards! Kill them all!” 
 
    I spurred the gelding forward while my men cheered, with all but the fifty archers plunging down the embankment into the water in a headlong charge. Flights of arrows buzzed over our heads like angry wasps, distracting the enemy on the opposite bank as they braced for impact with their spears ready. I could only imagine the smiles of anticipation on their faces when they saw us coming toward them, knowing we would be easily killed on the steep and slippery bank they defended. I wished I could see those smiles turn to shock once they realized our true intent.  
 
    The water was perhaps seventy feet across at this point in the river and fairly shallow, reaching just above the gelding’s knees once we’d made it to the center of Nok’s Run. With a whoop and wave of my spear, I turned my mount north toward the ford as river water sprayed upward in sheets all around me, quickly drenching me. I was followed closely by four hundred men moving in single file at a gallop, and once I’d almost reached the bend in the river, I glanced back over my shoulder to see what effect our maneuver had wrought. The Cardians were now faced with three choices. Stay where they were and defend against a paltry sum of mounted archers and spearmen who clearly had no intentions of charging them—enter the water beneath a barrage of arrows and give chase to us—or attack the opposite bank and then try to outflank our main army. 
 
    The Cardians chose the third option, which I had been hoping for, and I laughed with delight as the men I’d left behind quickly retreated back up our side of the bank. Baine and his archers shot one more volley to protect their fleeing companions below, and then they, too, turned and spurred their horses away. I couldn’t have asked for a better result, for the Cardians who were now streaming into the river and up the bank in pursuit didn’t know that once the Parnuthian center had entered the river and were vulnerable, Fitz would have immediately turned to attack them, thus gaining the high ground and advantage from them. Meanwhile, the outer wings of my Boar’s Head and archers would have begun to move outward, marching at an angle toward the river in a bid to outflank the Cardians, since they’d foolishly pulled most of their infantry to the middle. The Cardian cavalry chasing after Baine and his men were about to run right into a solid wall of fifteen-foot pikes and hundreds of wickedly barbed arrows. I wouldn’t like their chances if I were them. 
 
    I swept around the bend, with the gelding starting to slow a bit now as the water deepened. Several corpses lay half submerged in the horse’s path, and he laid his ears back, pulling at the bit in his mouth while shying away from the bodies. I coaxed the suddenly skittish gelding around the dead men with a string of curses that were strongly enforced by my heels, while in front of me, I could see the teeming mass of soldiers battling at the ford and in the deeper water to either side. A javelin clanged off my helmet a moment later as we began to speed up again, and then another sizzled past me, but I barely noticed them, leveling my spear as I leaned low over the gelding. I selected a Parnuthian warrior in the water near the left bank as my first target, barreling down on him unnoticed as he hacked with his sword at a wounded Gander lying in the thick muck along the shoreline.  
 
    The Parnuthian looked up at the last moment, his mouth twisting in surprise and his eyes widening in fear just as the iron tip of my spear took him in the chest, tossing him backward through the air as if he’d been snatched by a giant hand, taking my spear with him. The power of the impact had propelled the spearpoint through the man’s mail and out his back by a good foot, with the hideous, gaping wound spraying the gelding and me in a warm mist of blood and gore. The dead Parnuthian finally landed with a crunch of armor in a crumpled heap in the mud as I urged the gelding closer to retrieve my spear. But the horse steadfastly refused, finally rising up on its hind legs in protest and kicking its forelegs in the air before spinning away in panic, heading back up the river.  
 
    I cursed my luck with horses, not to mention the person responsible for the gelding’s training, as I fought to regain control of him. Once I finally had that control again, I drew Wolf’s Head and swung the reluctant horse back toward the melee, praying his fickleness was at an end. By this time, Jebido and some of the others had arrived to join me, and riding six abreast, we crashed into the outskirts of the Parnuthian flank coming down the bank near the ford, with my men causing havoc with their spears while I slashed wildly down at the enemy with my sword. I caught a quick glimpse of the king’s eagle banner fluttering along the shore to my left and thought I’d seen a sudden gleam near the waterline of the crown Fitz wore. But then a snarling Parnuthian came barreling down the right bank toward me with his pike lowered, and I forgot everything else.  
 
    I tried to turn the gelding aside as the man charged, screaming a war cry at the top of his lungs. But the horse seemed frozen in indecision and was slow to take the command, emitting a heart-wrenching scream a moment later when the head of the pike pierced the side of his chest. I immediately flung myself out of the saddle and into the water as the gelding fell, still shrieking horribly and thrashing its legs. I landed awkwardly on my side, then pushed myself to my feet, spitting river water from my mouth while the Parnuthian tried to dislodge his pike from the dying horse. He finally gave up and grabbed the shield slung over his shoulder instead before drawing his sword. The Parnuthian warrior never took his gaze off me as he stalked around the gelding, which gave one last pitiful shudder before going still in the water.  
 
    My Gander cavalry continued to race past me to join the fight, splitting to either side to avoid me while continuously showering me and the advancing Parnuthian with river spray. But none of them seemed to notice the soldier, for, if they had, I knew it would have been a simple matter for one of them to impale him with a spear as they swept past. That was just fine with me, though, because I wanted this bastard all to myself for killing my horse. The Parnuthian was big, with a winged helmet and a thick, dark beard with grey streaks at the chin. His square shield was painted black and yellow with the raised figure of a red dragon spitting fire at the center. I noticed blood streaming down the side of his face from beneath his helm, but the man seemed unaware of it.  
 
    The Parnuthian pointed his sword at me as he came steadily on, moving with the confidence of a proven fighter. “Time to die, Gander dog!” 
 
    I said nothing as I waited, breathing slowly and evenly, while around us, the battle continued to rage as men from both sides fought and died in droves across the ford, with the ferocious battle spilling out to either side. The water of Nok’s Run had already begun to turn red with blood, filling my nostrils with its coppery stench while my ears rang with the constant screeching of metal against metal and screams from both men and horses.  
 
    The Parnuthian didn’t hesitate in his advance as more riders raced past us, wading through the knee-high water toward me with his shield held unusually low at his side, leaving his head and upper chest vulnerable. It was a tempting target, one which I knew was nothing but bait. I decided to take it anyway, just not in the fashion the Parnuthian had hoped. I lunged forward with Wolf’s Head, stabbing outward for the right side of the man’s neck, which my opponent had clearly expected. He twisted sideways, intending to have my blade punch past him even as the edge of his iron-rimmed shield came up, fast and accurate, aimed for my head. But of course, by then, I wasn’t there, having stopped in mid-feint to drop in a crouch and spin, catching the man at the back of his right knee just above the water line with a vicious cut from Wolf’s Head. The Parnuthian howled and toppled into the river, with the lower half of his leg almost entirely severed and flopping around, held on by a single, bloody tendon. I reversed Wolf’s Head above the screaming man, then stabbed downward, ending his cries. It was a fitting end for the bastard. 
 
    After that, time seemed to lose all meaning as I waded into the thick of the fighting, cutting down Parnuthians, Afrenian mercenaries, and Cardians alike with equal fury. My cavalry had punched a large hole in the Parnuthian flank at the rear and, as instructed, the moment they’d established a foothold along the ford, they’d raced up the bank, joined by Fignam’s men from the north, who’d accomplished the same thing. I noticed a riderless horse nearby, and eager to join the others, I hurried toward it. But what I’d thought was just a corpse submerged in the river in front of me suddenly burst from the water with a knife arcing for my head. I instinctively dodged to the side as my attacker slashed backhanded at me, but I was a little slow, feeling a burning sensation searing along my right cheek.  
 
    I rammed my shield upward without thinking, catching the man beneath the armpit, where, from experience, I knew a nest of nerve endings lay. My opponent gasped, the knife dropping from numb fingers as I slashed across his chest with Wolf’s Head, then the stomach on the returning backhand, opening him up like an over-ripe plum. Blood and intestines immediately spilled out into the water, adding to the gore already floating there, as I continued toward the riderless horse, which I saw now was a trembling, miserable-looking mare. I guessed she’d once been white or light grey but was now almost entirely covered in blood. 
 
    I leaped into the mare’s saddle and headed her toward the breach in the ford, cutting down a Parnuthian along the way who’d been about to stab a Lion in the back while he was engaged in a fierce battle with a red-caped Cardian. I reached the firmer footing of the ford, deflecting a spear thrust from a Cardian cavalryman with my shield before lashing out at him with Wolf’s Head, turning the man’s neck a bright crimson. The Cardian dropped his spear and slumped backward over his horse’s rump, then tumbled away out of my sight into the water.  
 
    I continued on, laying about me left and right with my sword until I reached the far bank, where I urged the mare up the slight grade into an open pocket that had few defenders. I held the blowing mare up at the bank’s muddy crest, free of the enemy for the moment as I surveyed the battlefield. The wings of my Boar’s Head had reached the river by now and were marching steadily up the opposite banks on both sides. I could see no evidence of the Cardian cavalry we’d initially engaged on my right flank, leaving that entire side vulnerable to my advancing infantry and archers. Many of the enemy horsemen on my left were still trying to get back to the center, but they were hampered by the teeming mass of their own forces on one side and the threat of the quickly approaching wall of Gander pikes along the bank on the other. 
 
    Meanwhile, my Wolf’s Teeth had formed a line along our side of the river, hurtling waves of uncontested arrows into the midst of the confused mounted enemy and milling infantry behind. It was a slaughter the likes of which I’d rarely seen, for it seemed that no one on the enemy side knew what to do. I wondered if the emperor had seen his dreams of victory slipping away and had already fled.  
 
    The remaining Cardian cavalry eventually gave up trying to reach the ford and, desperate now, they attempted to swing their horses around in the churned-up muck of the riverbank’s crest to charge at my infantry advancing across the river. But I saw the decision to do so had been made too late. The first line of Ganders had drawn close enough to finally wield their long pikes effectively, thrusting upward at the horses and men teeming above them, who were helpless to do anything with their shorter spears. Having little choice, many of the Cardians tried to charge the Gander line anyway, but none made it that I saw, with both they and their horses getting cut down mercilessly by a host of arrows or getting impaled on pikes.  
 
    I knew the enemy cavalry were only minutes away from being completely broken and would no longer be a factor in this battle, so I looked east over the heads of the combatants. I cheered when I saw Kabona’s Lions had managed to navigate the marshes to the north and were now in amongst the Cardian archers’ outer lines, creating mayhem just as I’d known they would. Even as I watched, a few of the archers in the back row began to throw down their bows and arrow bags and head east at a run. I had little doubt that soon, there would be a great deal more of them. 
 
     I have been in more battles than I care to remember and have witnessed a defining moment in almost all of them—a time in the fight when one side or the other senses defeat is imminent and knows their cause is lost. The whole of any army—be it large or small—is only as strong as the individual parts that comprise it. But no matter how unified or powerful that army might appear at the onset, when that defining moment comes for them, things quickly devolve into an every-man-for-himself mad scramble to survive.  
 
    That was what I was witnessing now as some of Fignam’s and my cavalry managed to break through the lines of the enemy infantry and join the Lions in the slaughter. I thought I saw Jebido amongst them, but I wasn’t sure, hoping my friend was all right. I’d promised to keep an eye out for him, but in war, much like in life itself, nothing goes exactly the way you plan. The Cardian archers, upon seeing those terrible horsemen coming for them with their spears glistening in the sunlight, finally broke completely and scattered like the mice they were. A moment later, the Cardian reserves and Parnuthian infantry started to sag and falter, with many turning and running as cheering Ganders poured over the riverbank and gave chase. Only the Afrenians held the line, which no doubt would come as a surprise to Jebido. But regardless of the mercenaries’ bravery, their fate was sealed now just as much as the Cardians’ and Parnuthians’ was. 
 
    I finally kicked the mare into motion as enemy soldiers darted past me, shedding their weapons and armor to lighten their load. I quickly caught up to my first fleeing Cardian—a man with round eyes, a torn cape, and a long nose—who looked back at me in terror as the mare quickly closed the distance. The Cardian gave a frightened squeak and turned away, redoubling his efforts. But, of course, it did him little good, and as his severed head hit the ground and tumbled away in a spray of blood, I was already looking for my next victim.  
 
    The rout of Emperor Cheval’s invading army was on, and I had no intention of missing out on any of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    There were many Gander heroes who played integral parts in our victory during the Battle of Nok’s Run. So many, in fact, that days afterward, once all the dead had been buried, it took the king from midday to well after dusk to give thanks and pay tribute to each man for their role. Jebido Grayerson was one of the first heroes lauded by the king, for as it turned out, it had been he who had found the Emperor of Cardia, Matheo Cheval, filthy and cowering inside a hollowed-out log while whimpering like a frightened child. I’d chosen not to attend the ceremony, brooding deep inside the bowels of Calban even though my name was also on the roll call to be recognized. The truth was, I couldn’t have cared less about accolades or praise for what we’d accomplished at Nok’s Run. All I wanted was that bastard Cheval, but the king had forbidden me from harming him. 
 
    Tyden had decided that the emperor’s head would be more valuable to Ganderland remaining on his neck rather than rolling around on the ground. Naturally, I hadn’t agreed with that opinion and had said some rather harsh words to the king in the heat of the moment before I’d stormed from his presence. The fact that as the days and months passed, the king’s decision would prove to be the wiser choice meant little to me at the time. I have never claimed to be perfect, and now, as an old man reflecting back on things, I have come to realize what a stubborn, selfish fool I could be sometimes when I was younger and fixated on something.  
 
    I was sitting at a long table in Calban’s solar a week after the tribute ceremony. The castle’s solar was very similar to mine back in Corwick, although it was much larger and always had an annoying, persistent draft sweeping through it that made the back of my neck ache. I was drinking ale and reading the musings of King Hurphy, a Flin king from many years ago who’d ruled for less than a year, when Fitz suddenly appeared at the open door.   
 
    “Hadrack,” my friend said rather urgently as he entered. I glanced up while I took a swig of ale. “Jebido is leaving.” 
 
    I frowned and set my mug down. “What do you mean he’s leaving?” 
 
    “I just happened to pass by the stables earlier and saw him getting ready to saddle his horse. Naturally, I asked him where he was going.” 
 
    “And?” I prompted.  
 
    “And, as you might expect from that old bastard, he told me to mind my own damn business,” Fitz replied.  
 
    I chuckled. “That sure sounds like Jebido, all right. He’s probably just restless and wants to go for a ride. It’s a nice day, after all.” 
 
    “He had a packhorse loaded with supplies with him, Hadrack,” Fitz said pointedly. 
 
    I sighed and stood, understanding now. “That damn fool. I told him we’d handle this together once things here were settled. I need at least another week to get everything in order.” 
 
    “I guess Jebido decided not to wait,” Fitz said with a shrug. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “Go have a talk with him, of course,” I said.  
 
    I found Jebido in the lower bailey, on foot and walking his two horses toward the gatehouse. “You weren’t even going to say goodbye?” I shouted to his back, hurrying toward him. 
 
    My friend was dressed in a dark cloak with the hood up, and he hesitated, lowering his head in resignation before slowly turning to face me. He drew his hood back, revealing his creased features, as I stopped several paces from him with my hands on my hips.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Hadrack,” Jebido said. “But I have to do this.” 
 
    “I know that,” I agreed. “That’s never been in question. All I asked you to do was wait until Baine and I could go with you. The king is spending all his time negotiating with that bastard Cheval, and he’s left everything else to me. I still have the Cardian and Parnuthian prisoners to sort out. Then there’s the Afrenian mercenaries and a hundred other things that—” 
 
    “I can’t wait anymore, Hadrack,” Jebido interrupted impatiently. “It’s all I think about these days. I’ll go mad if I have to stay here any longer.” 
 
    “Two days,” I said, lifting a pair of fingers. “Just give me two days to sort things out. That’s all I’m asking.” 
 
    Jebido shook his head regretfully. “I’m sorry, Hadrack. But I need to do this on my own.” 
 
    I said nothing to that, knowing by Jebido’s stubborn expression that nothing I could say would change his mind. My friend looked as though he wanted to add something else, and then he simply shrugged and put his hood back up. He turned silently and led his horses away, swallowed up a moment later by the darkness of the gatehouse with only the sounds of his horses’ hooves echoing on the cobblestones. I wondered if I’d ever see him again. 
 
    I hadn’t noticed Baine approaching, and he hooked a thumb toward the gatehouse. “What’s that all about? Where’s he going?” 
 
    “Back to Morwe Downs,” I said, not hiding the worry in my voice. “Where else?” 
 
    “All by himself?” Baine asked in surprise. 
 
    “Sure seems that way.” 
 
    “And you’re just going to let him?” Baine demanded. “The Sherrif will have heard of our victory by now, Hadrack. He’ll be expecting Jebido to show up sooner or later. That bastard is going to be ready for him.” 
 
    “Yes, I expect he will be,” I agreed. “But Jebido was clear about what he wants—us to stay out of it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Baine grunted. He studied me intently for a moment before a slow smile creased his handsome face. “So, when do we leave?” 
 
    I laughed and put my arm around my friend, heading with him back toward the middle bailey. “In an hour or two. I have a few things I need to do first.” 
 
    We had no end of volunteers who wanted to go with us, for, despite Jebido’s frequent grumblings and sour moods, the man was beloved by all. I finally settled on myself, Baine, Tyris, Putt, and the pirate, Fanrissen. Fitz had also wanted to come along, but as we were preparing to leave, he’d received word that his wife was ailing, so had ridden for Norhall Castle to be with her instead. I could hardly fault the man for that. 
 
    As for the king, I took the time to seek him out and tell him where I was going and why, as well as to ask him for a favor. For his part, Tyden took my leaving well, and we’d parted on better terms, though the unspoken issue about Emperor Cheval’s future still hung between us, staining what until then had been a friendship forged by need and mutual respect. The king had granted me the favor I’d asked without much argument, though I could tell he was curious about why I needed it. He didn’t prod me on it, though, which I was grateful for.  
 
    Tyden had managed to build seven ships while he’d been in Tavenshire, with another twenty-five under construction and promised by spring. But now, after our victory at Nok’s Run, we had the captured Cardian longboats to add to our fleet, which would allow us to transport a sizable army across the sea much earlier than expected. But would the king decide to attack Cardia on their own land now that we’d crushed them at home, or would he ransom that bastard Cheval for restitution for what the Cardians had done and leave it at that? Despite my pressing him on it, the king wouldn’t give me a definitive answer about his plans, but my gut told me he was leaning more toward diplomacy rather than a long, protracted war. If that was the case, and Tyden did make an agreement with the Cardians, then I knew I’d eventually have to take matters into my own hands. There were still five of the seven rings somewhere out there that needed to be dealt with, and I, for one, would not be satisfied until they and their emperor were dead, regardless of what the king thought about it.  
 
    As for Kabona and my Temba, I’d decided to tell the general the truth about what I’d learned from Alfaheed. I’d expected Kabona to be furious that I’d withheld that information from him for my own self-interests, but he’d taken it stoically enough, all things considered. I’d sent him and the Temba fleet back to their homeland three days after the battle at Nok’s Run with instructions to deal with any insurrections that might be unfolding there. The general also carried a sealed document from me to Alfaheed, in which my last official act as the King of Temba was to announce my abdication of the throne, naming him as my successor. Hopefully, Alfaheed and the rest of the Temba would accept that decision, for I could think of no one better to rule the city than him. Alfaheed’s ascension should also appease the Circle of Life and avert a war with Sandhold, making everyone happy, including me, now that I was free from the trappings of royalty. 
 
    We followed Jebido for three straight days, always careful to stay at least a mile behind him in case he became suspicious. But, on the morning of the fourth day, we were traveling down a rarely used, narrow forest path in single file, with me in the lead, when we came around a bend to find Jebido waiting for us with his arms crossed over his chest.  
 
    “I knew it!” were the first words out of my friend’s mouth as I halted my horse in surprise. “I knew you bastards were following me.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at Baine, who just shrugged, and then I sighed and stiffly dismounted before making my way toward Jebido. I stopped five paces away from him, unable to contain my smile at the murderous look in his eyes. “How did you know it was us?” I asked. 
 
    Jebido flicked his gaze to the others before returning his focus back to me. “I can always sense when there’s a bunch of rats sneaking around behind my back.” 
 
    I laughed at that, motioning behind me. “Actually, we were just out for a ride.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Jebido grunted. “All the way from Calban, eh? That’s a mighty long ride, Hadrack.” 
 
    I spread my hands wide in mock innocence. “What can I say? We just gave our horses their heads, and somehow they took us this way.” 
 
    “It’s a miracle from the gods,” Jebido muttered sarcastically. 
 
    “Exactly right,” I agreed, beaming. “But since we’re here now, care for some company?” 
 
    “No,” Jebido responded. He pointed down the trail. “Turn around and go back. All of you.” 
 
    I glanced behind me. “Are any of you fellows inclined to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Baine said, while the others just shook their heads silently. Baine looked around at the trees and took in a deep, contented breath. “I like it here—smells nice. I think we’ll just keep going and see where this lovely little path takes us. Who knows, it might even go all the way to the coast.” 
 
    I grinned at Jebido. “Well, it looks like you’re stuck with us, old friend,” I said. 
 
    We locked eyes for a moment until Jebido finally snorted in resignation. He pointed at me. “Don’t you slow me down.” Then he gestured toward Baine. “And don’t either of you start nagging me along the way either, or I swear I’ll slit your throats while you sleep. This is about me, not any of you fools. No one is going to help me do this when we get there, understood?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I lied—although I’d said it with what I believed was a sincere smile.  
 
    Jebido regarded me with a heavy amount of suspicion, then finally nodded his head grudgingly before mounting his horse. “Well, come on then. We still have a long ride ahead of us.” 
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    We finally reached Halhaven a week later, just as dusk was starting to settle over the land. The main gates of the enormous city were still open, but I knew they wouldn’t be for much longer. For some reason, the bells of the Holy House that I could see towering over all the other buildings were tolling. I wondered why. I knew all the city gates would be closing soon, and after that, everyone—including lords—would have to petition to enter, which could sometimes become a hassle. No one questioned the idea of stopping in Halhaven for the night, not even Jebido, and so we entered the city just as the watch closed the doors behind us. 
 
    “What are the bells for?” Baine asked one of the watchmen. 
 
    “Funeral,” the man answered grudgingly. 
 
    “Who’s?”  
 
    “The First Daughter’s,” the man answered. He shrugged, looking tired and disinterested. “She was old. Died in her sleep, they say.” 
 
    Baine and I shared a look. “You’re certain that’s what happened?” I demanded. 
 
    “How should I know?” the watchman grunted resentfully. “I wasn’t there.” 
 
    We were dirty and disheveled from our long journey, and the man clearly didn’t realize in the dim light that he was talking to a lord. I let it go, my mind swirling with the news that Daughter Amolia was dead. “Have they named a successor yet?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course they have,” the watchman replied. “You know the rites as well as I do. Once the decision has been made, we get the funeral at night and the ascension the next morning. Been happening for generations.” 
 
    “Who is the new First Daughter?” I asked. 
 
    “No idea,” the watchman answered as he headed away. “Nobody tells me anything.” 
 
    “What do you want to do, Hadrack?” Baine asked me after the man was gone. 
 
    “We need to find Jin,” I answered after a brief pause. “She’ll know what really happened. If it was that bastard Cutter again, I swear I’ll tear his bald head from his shoulders with my bare hands when I finally catch up to him.” 
 
    But I didn’t find Jin in the end—she found me. Or rather, a messenger working for her did, slipping me a note after we’d stopped at an inn we liked to frequent while in Halhaven to get a room and some hot food. I’d quickly realized that Jin would be at Daughter Amolia’s funeral and that I wouldn’t get a chance to talk to her until after it was over. So, getting food in our bellies while waiting just made sense.    
 
    “Who’s it from?” Baine asked over his plate of roasted goose. He’d clearly seen the confused look on my face as I read the note. 
 
    “Jin. She wants me to meet her at the Blue Oak after the funeral. She’s taken a room there.” 
 
    “Why would a Daughter take a room at an inn in Halhaven?” Jebido asked around a mouthful of sourdough bread. “They always stay at the House. Makes no sense.” 
 
    “The better question is, why there?” Baine added. “That’s a rough part of town.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll find out,” I said, unable to hide my uneasiness from my friends. What was going on here? 
 
    The moon was high overhead when I finally made my way to the Blue Oak, which turned out to be a run-down, unsavory-looking place. The inn was three stories high and wedged in between a shoemaker’s shop and what looked like a long-vacated candlemaker’s establishment. The sign above the crooked door of the inn was faded, swinging from a wooden yardarm on rusty chains. Two men lay on the ground in a heap together outside the door, snoring and reeking of ale. I grimaced as I entered, wondering what could have possessed Jin to take up residence in a place like this. 
 
    A bar made from planks supported by wine barrels stood at the room's far end, with a rickety staircase leading upwards to one side of it. The floor was covered in sawdust and filthy reed grass, with perhaps ten tables scattered around, most of them filled with rough-looking men drinking. All of the inn’s patrons stopped talking at the same time when I entered, for I’d cleaned myself up after eating earlier, and it was now obvious to all what my station in life was. I guessed that seeing a lord in a place like this was probably unheard of up until now. 
 
    I made my way to the bar while muted conversations slowly returned around me. I nodded to the bartender, who was about my age with thick forearms and a sizable belly. “My name is Lord Hadrack of Corwick,” I told him.  
 
    “The Wolf?” the bartender asked, looking surprised. 
 
    “That’s right,” I agreed. “I’m looking for a woman.” 
 
    The bartender shook his head and chuckled. “Aren’t we all, lord.” He gestured to the stairs. “Kailia is busy right now, but by the look of the fellow she’s with, it shouldn’t be too long.” He studied me curiously. “Forgive me for being forward, lord, but can’t a man like you find a whore somewhere a little more—” He motioned around him apologetically, “well, you know, reputable?” 
 
    “I’m not looking for that kind of woman,” I said. “She’s a guest of yours. A Daughter.” 
 
    The bartender’s thick eyebrows rose. “A Daughter? Here?” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, lord. But you’re mistaken. No Daughter is staying here. Why would they?” 
 
    I hesitated, wondering if I’d found the wrong inn somehow. “Do you have any female guests at all?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    The bartender made a face. “Yes, one, lord. But she’s just a seamstress or some such thing. Accompanied by her father. Big fellow. Doesn’t say much. I assure you she’s not the woman you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Is there another inn named the Blue Oak in Halhaven?” I asked. 
 
    The bartender snorted. “No, lord. One of these places is more than enough, I’d say.” 
 
    I nodded and turned away, wondering what to do next, just as a man appeared coming down the stairs—a very big man. He was wearing a hood, but when he saw me, he hesitated before pulling the hood back revealing his face. I recognized him immediately. It was Daughter Gernet’s personal House Agent, Guthris. He looked thinner after his sickness, but it was unquestionably him. The House Agent and I locked gazes, and then he motioned with his head for me to follow him before he headed back up the stairs. 
 
    What in the name of The Mother was going on here? I wondered. I started to ask Guthris that very question as we ascended the stairs, but he just glanced back at me and put a finger to his lips. I fell silent, dropping my hand to the hilt of Wolf’s Head as we made our way to the third floor. Was it Cutter and the Ravens? I wondered. Were they after Jin now, too? 
 
    We reached the landing, and Guthris strode to the end of the hall, where a closed door awaited. “She’s in there, lord,” the House Agent rumbled in a low voice, motioning to the door. “She’s expecting you.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I demanded just as softly. “Why all the secrecy?” 
 
    “That’s not for me to say, lord,” Guthris replied. “If you have need of me, I will be downstairs.” 
 
    I said nothing as the House Agent walked away, listening until his footfalls finally receded before knocking softly on the door. “Come in,” a female voice said almost immediately.  
 
    I entered and quickly closed the door behind me, blinking in the dim light of a single candle on a wooden ledge along the wall to my right. Jin stood in the middle of the single room, wearing a plain cotton dress cinched by a narrow belt. The room was sparsely furnished, with only a cot pushed into one corner and a small table and two stools. I could hear the sound of the wind whistling through a fist-sized hole in the wall near the ceiling.  
 
    “Jin,” I said, crossing the small space. I took her hands in mine, frowning when I realized she was trembling uncontrollably. “What’s going on? What’s happening?” 
 
    “The First Daughter is dead, Hadrack,” Jin said. Her voice sounded funny to me, unnaturally tense.  
 
    “Yes, I heard. Was it Cutter?” 
 
    Jin blinked up at me, looking suddenly confused. “What?” 
 
    “Cutter,” I repeated. “The White Raven who poisoned everyone at the abbey.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jin said, sounding distracted. “No. No, it wasn’t him. Daughter Amolia’s death was from natural causes, Hadrack. It was just her time, nothing more sinister than that.” 
 
    I digested that news for a moment. “Then what’s this all about?” I finally asked, even more baffled now. 
 
    Jin gently drew her hands away from mine, walking slowly towards the back of the room. She turned to face me with her back against the wall while looking at the floor. “Berwin told me about your wife, Queen Sarrey. I am truly sorry, Hadrack.” I nodded, not sure what to say after what had happened the last time we’d seen each other. Jin cleared her throat nervously. “Did you know a Daughter can, Hadrack, but that a First Daughter absolutely cannot under any circumstances?” 
 
    I shook my head, feeling the heaviness of the food in my stomach beginning to churn with dread. “What does that mean, child? Jin, you’re worrying me now. What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s still frowned upon for us Daughters, of course,” Jin continued, seemingly oblivious to what I’d said. “But everyone knows about it and turns a blind eye as long as it’s done discretely.” She clucked her tongue. “But a First Daughter, now that’s another story altogether. It would be the greatest of sins, you see, assuring that whoever dared such a thing would spend all of eternity burning in The Father’s Pits.” 
 
    “Jinny, you’re not making any sense,” I muttered, taking a step toward her. “Are you drunk?” 
 
    Jin lifted a hand to stop me. “There’s to be a new First Daughter in the morning, Hadrack.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” I said, halting. I spread my arms wide. “Who is it? Should we be worried?” 
 
    Jin shook her head and smiled sadly. “Did you also know that once she has ascended, she will become the youngest First Daughter ever in the history of the Order? A remarkable achievement, many are saying.” 
 
    I felt my jaw drop open, understanding now. “It’s you,” I whispered. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Hadrack,” Jin confirmed in a whisper. “It is me. Voted on by my peers. Tomorrow, I will become the First Daughter.” Jin dropped her hands to her belt, never taking her eyes from mine. “But for one more night, lord, I am still just a simple Daughter.” She undid the belt and tossed it aside, and then, in front of my disbelieving eyes, she swiftly drew her dress over her head and threw it on the cot. The priestess wore nothing underneath, and I could only stare in shock at her glorious nakedness in the candlelight. She reached a hand out to me, and I could see tears glistening on her cheeks. “One night, Hadrack of Corwick. That’s all I ask of you. One night to know what it might have been like had our fates been different.” 
 
    “But I…I don’t,” I stammered. My mind and body were frozen, and I couldn’t make my mouth work properly. 
 
    “I know you never wanted this, dear friend,” Jin said, her voice heavy with compassion. “And I know you have already had and lost the love of your life and that I am being selfish. But what you don’t realize is that my one true love still lives, and I have to know. I have to know, dear Hadrack, so please forgive me for this. I loved Lady Shana too, and I would never want to tarnish her memory or that of your Temba bride. But I have to know what it’s like, just once.” Jin came to me then, pressing her body against mine as she looked up at me. “Think of her if you must, love of my life. Close your eyes and think of Lady Shana if it makes this easier for you. But please, I beg of you. Do not reject me. I don’t think I could handle that. Please, my wonderful, sweet Hadrack. Please.” 
 
    Jin and I would remain friends for the rest of our lives. But except for that one special night, we would never again know each other in that particular way. Little Jinny would go on to become one of the greatest First Daughters our world has ever known, guiding the House with a firm and wise hand through one of the most tumultuous times in its history. A time that was unbeknownst to all of us, rapidly approaching. 
 
    

  

 
   
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    We were on the road again at first light, quickly leaving Halhaven behind. Jebido had insisted on heading out early, and for once I’d agreed with him. Jin had begged me to stay for the ceremony, but after what we’d done the night before, I’d suddenly been overcome with guilt and so had declined, using Jebido’s needs as an excuse. None of my friends were aware of what had happened between Jin and me, and I had no intention of telling them. 
 
    “You got back late last night,” Jebido said from beside me as our little band rode down a wide path following a gurgling stream.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” I grunted moodily. 
 
    Jebido glanced at me sideways. “What did Jin have to say?” 
 
    “Not much,” I said, staring steadfastly between my horse’s ears at the trail ahead. 
 
    Jebido leaned forward in his saddle to look past me at Baine. “Hear that, lad? He says, not much. Has there ever been a more illuminating answer than that?” 
 
    “Never,” Baine said with a grin. He reached out with his foot and nudged my lower leg. “So, why was Jin at the Blue Oak, Hadrack?” 
 
    I sighed, knowing I’d have to give my friends something, or they’d never stop questioning me about it. “She wanted to tell me who the new First Daughter was.” 
 
    “At the Blue Oak?” Baine asked doubtfully. “Why couldn’t she have done that at the House?”  
 
    “Because she did it at the Blue Oak,” I responded in annoyance. “Why is that so hard for you to believe?” 
 
    “So, who is it?” Jebido asked, ignoring our bickering. “Who’s the new First Daughter?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “Believe it or not, it’s Jinny.” 
 
    “You’re joking?” Jebido said, blinking at me in surprise. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’m not. She wanted me to be the first to know.” I glanced up at the sun. “All of Halhaven probably knows by now, I guess.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you say something about this before we left?” Jebido demanded. “If I’d known it was Jin, I wouldn’t have insisted we leave so early.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You know what those ceremonies are like, Jebido. Long, tedious, and full of stuffy rituals and flowery words that say nothing. We would have been there for hours. Besides, you’re the one who’s in such a hurry to get to the Downs. I told Jin that, and she understood. So you, of all people, should be thanking me.” 
 
    Jebido and Baine shared a look. “What’s really going on, Hadrack?” Jebido asked suspiciously. “What aren’t you telling us?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I muttered. “Leave it be.” 
 
    “You’re acting odd.” 
 
    “And you’re not the only one allowed to be in a bad mood in the morning,” I shot back. “So, enough of your questions.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I can guess what this is all about,” Baine said with a knowing smile and a twinkle in his eyes. “I think our big friend here had himself some fun last night at the Blue Oak. Didn’t you, Hadrack?” 
 
    Jebido saw my features darken, and his eyes lit up with sudden understanding. 
 
    “So,” Baine continued to prod me. “Am I right? Did you and—?” 
 
    “He said enough, lad,” Jebido interrupted with a growl. “The man said leave it be, so leave it be. What happened at that inn, assuming anything did, is none of our business.” 
 
    “But, Jebido.” 
 
    “Don’t but Jebido me, or I’ll get down off this horse and tan your hide.” Jebido stabbed a finger toward Baine. “Sometimes you need to know when to shut your mouth, lad. This is one of those times.” 
 
    “Fine,” Baine said with a shrug. He glanced at me appraisingly. “Have it your way, Hadrack. Sooner or later, you’ll tell me what really happened at the Blue Oak. You can bet on it.” 
 
    But despite Baine’s confidence, I never did tell a living soul what happened between Jin and me that night. Not even when Baine begged me to admit the truth to him many years later on his deathbed. 
 
    We reached the tiny village of Farnswood three days later, where Jin and Daughter Amolia had offered confession to the villagers after we’d fled Morwe Downs. So much had happened since then that it felt like a year had passed, and I had to keep reminding myself that it had actually only been a few weeks. It was well past dark when we rode into the village and, because of that, we all agreed to stay the night and then ride into Morwe Downs in the morning. We dismounted in the village square as men with torches, accompanied by a dozen or so women and children and an excited pack of yapping dogs, came out to greet us.  
 
    I recognized the village elder among them and drew him aside out of earshot of the others once I’d dismounted. “I would ask for your permission to allow my men and me to camp here for the night,” I said to the man. 
 
    The elder blinked at me for a moment, clearly caught off guard. “You are a lord, lord. You have no need to ask. We are at your service.” 
 
    I smiled and patted the old man on his thin shoulder. “I know that friend. But another lord rules these lands and, out of courtesy, I feel that I should ask. I have no wish to step on your lord’s toes, after all.” 
 
    “His toes, lord?” the old man said, sounding confused. “Lord Malharn is very old—much older than me, even. I doubt he can stand anymore, so you needn’t worry about injuring his toes.” 
 
    I chuckled, realizing the elder had misunderstood me, but decided it wasn’t worth taking the time to clarify what I’d meant. I glanced around to be sure we weren’t being overheard. “Can you tell me in which direction Lord Malharn’s castle lies?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly, lord,” the old man said. “He pointed. “Three miles that way. Once you cross the river, you will see his castle rising from the hills to the west.”  
 
    Once we’d eaten with the villagers, my men and I settled down for the night in our furs around a roaring campfire. The nights had gotten colder recently, and I realized with a start that fall was fast approaching. Where had the time gone? I lay where I was for several hours until the fire was reduced to glowing coals, feigning sleep and listening to my companions’ snoring. Finally, when I was satisfied that they were all asleep, I carefully stood and saddled my horse, then headed north. A villager patrolling the outskirts of the tiny settlement saw me leaving and he nodded to me, but the man made no comment. 
 
    It was almost dawn when I finally returned to Farnswood, tired but satisfied that my mission had succeeded as I carefully slipped under my furs again. I lay on my back and stared up at the star-filled sky, going over the conversation I’d had with Lord Malharn. The old man had been surprisingly lucid and in a fine mood despite my late arrival, and after I had explained why I’d come to see him, he had graciously agreed to my requests. Tomorrow, my men and I would pay a little visit to Jebido’s brother, and we’d do it with the lord of the land’s blessing. After that—well, time would tell if the other reason I’d gone to see Lord Malharn would bear any fruit. 
 
    The next morning greeted us with depressing grey skies, a brisk, cold wind from the north, and a persistent drizzle that had soaked us all to the bone before we’d even saddled our horses. The rain continued all morning, only stopping around midday once we’d finally reached the mountains surrounding Morwe Downs. The sun made a brief appearance overhead after the rain ended, trying its best to warm us and dry out our clothing before more heavy clouds rolled in, obscuring it from view once more. I shivered and glanced up at the overcast sky, drawing my damp cloak tighter at the neck and wishing we were in Morwe Downs already so we could end this thing once and for all and go home. 
 
     For his part, Jebido seemed completely unaffected by the weather, with his hawk-like features fixated obsessively ahead toward what awaited us. What my friend didn’t know, however, was that I’d already made arrangements for how we were going handle him and the Sherrif with the others. I knew what I had planned for Jebido was for the best, but I was also pretty sure how my friend was going to react to it—badly. But, given the choice between Jebido being furious with me for interfering or his getting cut down by the Sheriff’s men, there was no question in my mind that I was making the right decision. 
 
    This time, when we rode into Morwe Downs, we found the town bustling with activity, and, by pure coincidence, I spied the butcher we had talked to the first time we’d ridden through here. He was wearing the same blood-smeared apron and was standing outside his butcher shop, arguing with an old woman holding the hand of a boy of eight or so, who looked as though he wished to be anywhere but there. 
 
    “The lad made a mistake, Orid,” the old woman was saying in a pleading voice. “The leg has been returned, so why make such a fuss?” 
 
    “Why?” the butcher spat back. “You ask me why?” He pointed down at the frightened-looking boy. “Because this is the third time I’ve caught this little thief stealing from me. That’s why. The gods only know how many times I haven’t caught the sneaky rat.” I lifted a hand, halting our little band in the street near the shop, while the butcher continued on, seemingly oblivious to us, with his thin face flushed bright red with anger. “And I’ve had enough of it.” Orid grabbed the boy’s arm without warning, snatching him away from the old woman, who staggered in surprise and almost fell. “The Sherrif’s son and some of his men are at the Witch’s Pipe,” the butcher continued. I saw Jebido stiffen in the saddle beside me at that as the thin man shook the boy by the shoulders. “They’ll know what to do with this thieving little bastard.” 
 
    “You there,” I said. Orid looked up, his eyes widening when he recognized me. “Let the boy go,” I commanded. 
 
    “But…but, lord,” the butcher stammered, still holding the boy’s arm as the lad struggled to break free. “He’s a thief, lord.” 
 
    “And a hungry one by the sounds of it,” I replied. I fished inside my cloak and drew out a golden Jorq, then tossed it toward the butcher, who automatically let go of the boy to catch it. “That should pay for whatever trouble this lad has caused you.” I took out a second coin and threw it after the first. “And this should be enough to keep him and his family fed for the week.” I glared at the butcher. “I don’t want to hear word later that you denied them the food that coin paid for. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, lord,” Orid said, dropping his eyes. 
 
    “Good,” I grunted, satisfied. I glanced at Jebido, knowing what he wanted. Eadwin Grayerson being in Morwe Downs hadn’t been part of my plan, but people who didn’t learn to adapt to new situations in a hurry almost always failed. I had no intention of letting that happen to us. “Now then,” I continued, turning my gaze back to the butcher. “You say the Sherrif’s son is in town?” 
 
    Orid hesitated, looking from one mounted man to the other before finally, he pocketed the two coins he held, then wiped his hands on the sides of his apron. “Yes, lord. At the Witch’s Pipe, the last I heard. That’s a tavern, lord,” the man added. 
 
    “Yes, I gathered that,” I said. “Where is this tavern?” 
 
    The butcher pointed east. “Three streets over, lord. Word is they have been there since last night.” 
 
    “Drinking and gambling, no doubt,” I said. 
 
    Orid looked down at his feet as a flush spread down his neck. “Yes, lord. And whoring as well. The Witch’s Pipe is renowned for having the best whores in—” 
 
    “How many men are with Eadwin?” I interrupted.  
 
    “I don’t know, lord.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to find out, then,” I said, kicking my horse into motion. 
 
    The tavern was bigger than I’d been expecting, taking up an entire block near the town square. I let Jebido take the lead as I followed him inside with Baine, Putt, and Fanrissen while Tyris stayed outside with the horses. The main hall was long and wide, with extra rooms to either side and a high curved ceiling supported by thick oak beams stained almost black from candle and wood smoke. The hall was crowded and filled with laughter and song, with the smells of smoke, roasting meat, unwashed bodies, and stale ale washing over me. 
 
    An older woman carrying a jug and several mugs passed me, and I put my hand on her arm, stopping her. “I’m looking for Eadwin, the Sherrif’s son. Have you seen him?” 
 
    The barmaid took in my rich clothing, letting her gaze rest on Wolf’s Head’s golden hilt for a moment before nodding her head. “Yes, lord. He’s upstairs.” 
 
    “Are any of his men with him?” 
 
    The barmaid shook her head. “No, lord.” She gestured with the jug she held toward the end wall where two men sat alone at a table. “That’s them over there.”  
 
    One of the men was leaning over the table with his head buried in his arms, while the other sat staring down at a mug clasped between his hands. I recognized him immediately. It was Lane Thirwood. Jebido growled low in his chest when he saw Lane, dropping his hand to the hilt of his sword as he pushed his way through the crowd toward him. I let my friend go, knowing he needed this. 
 
    “What do you want to do, Hadrack?” Baine asked out of the side of his mouth.  
 
    Fanrissen automatically turned and put his back to us, dropping his hand to his sword as he watched for any threats to the rear. “Let Jebido handle this his own way,” I said. “You, Putt, and the pirate stay close to him and watch his back.” I pointed to the man slumped over the table. “Once Jebido deals with Lane, see what you can learn from that bastard about how many men the Sherrif has at the manor. I’m going to go find Eadwin.” 
 
    I took the stairs to the second floor two at a time, not looking back when I heard the first sounds of loud voices, then fighting coming from below. Jebido had told me during our captivity together that Lane Thirwood was a seasoned fighter well-versed with a sword. But the man I’d seen downstairs was undoubtedly drunk, which I prayed would give Jebido a decided edge in the fight. At least Baine, Putt and Fanrissen were nearby if things started going the wrong way.  
 
    I reached the landing, facing a long corridor with two doors to my left, two more to my right, and one at the end of the passageway. I drew Wolf’s Head, standing momentarily in indecision before the second door to my right squeaked open and a giggling whore of perhaps thirteen stepped out. The girl’s hair was dark and hung to the sides of her narrow face in ringlets, and she was wearing a brown cotton dress with a plunging neckline that revealed the upper half of her pert white breasts. 
 
    “And bring me back some more of that Cordovian wine!” a man shouted from inside the room just as the whore closed the door behind her. I recognized the voice immediately as belonging to Eadwin Grayerson. 
 
     The girl hadn’t noticed me standing by the stairs and when she finally did, she gave a frightened squeak, putting her hands to her breasts in surprise. I put a finger to my lips, then motioned for her to move away from the door. The whore did as she was told, pressing her back against the opposite wall of the passageway while staring at me with the widest, greenest eyes I’d ever seen. I threw open the door and rushed inside, kicking it closed behind me with a loud thump as I pointed my sword at the naked figure lying on the bed in the center of the room.  
 
    I smiled at the shocked look on Eadwin’s face. “Remember me?” I said. 
 
    The boy looked to his left, where his sword lay propped against the wall, still in its leather sheath. He licked his lips, and I could tell by how tense his body was that he was thinking about diving for it.  
 
    I stepped forward and lay the flat of my sword on top of his flaccid manhood. “One flick of my wrist,” I growled, “and you won’t be visiting whores ever again.” 
 
    Eadwin hesitated, then slowly relaxed on the bed. His face was filled with fear mixed with bluster as he glared at me. “What do you want?” Eadwin demanded. 
 
    I glanced at my brother’s Pair Stone hanging around the boy’s neck. I gestured to it with my free hand. “I’ll take that back, for starters,” I said. Eadwin reluctantly handed me the Pair Stone, watching me with wary eyes as I slipped it into my pocket. “Now, where is the First Daughter’s pendant?” I could tell by the look Eadwin gave me that he was going to lie, and I pressed down on Wolf’s Head. “The truth.” 
 
    Eadwin swallowed. “Cutter has it.” 
 
    “And where is Cutter?” I growled.  
 
    “I don’t know. I swear.” 
 
    I shifted Wolf’s Head, using the blade to lift the boy’s ball sack in the air a few inches while he remained frozen in terror. “I won’t ask again,” I warned. 
 
    “Cardia!” Eadwin blurted out. “He sailed to Cardia. That’s all I know.” I could see by his eyes that Eadwin was telling me the truth, and I pulled my sword away, which seemed to embolden the boy. “My family has Lord Malharn’s protection,” Eadwin said. “If you harm me in any way, you will have to deal with him and my father.” 
 
    “Is that right,” I grunted, unimpressed. I drew a scroll from beneath my cloak and tossed it on the boy’s naked chest. “I remember you said you could read—so read.” 
 
    I watched as Eadwin did as he’d been told, smiling when the parchment he held began to shake uncontrollably in his hands. Finally, when he was finished, the boy looked up at me in dismay. “This isn’t possible.” He waved the note at me. “This is nothing but a forgery.” 
 
    “That’s Lord Malharn’s mark right there,” I grunted. “You know it as well as I do.” I smiled and drew out another scroll with the unmistakable eagle seal of the king on it. “And do you know what this is, Eadwin?” The boy just stared at me with dread. “It’s a declaration from the king,” I announced theatrically. “My reward for helping to defeat the Cardians at Nok’s Run.” I raised an eyebrow mockingly. “Would you like to know what it says?” I didn’t wait for an answer. “There are a lot of courtly words written here, of course. Many of them much too complicated for a simpleton such as yourself to understand. But essentially, it states that the men named at the bottom of this document have been declared outlaws and enemies of the Kingdom of Ganderland.” I grinned. “It also states that they are to be hunted down like dogs and killed, with no mercy or quarter given. The king has even offered a substantial reward for the heads of each of these men.”  
 
    I sheathed Wolf’s Head, knowing by the terror and hopelessness I could see in Eadwin’s eyes that he was no longer a threat. I unraveled the scroll, tapping a blank section at the bottom. “Do you see these names here, Eadwin?” 
 
    The boy blinked in confusion. “But, there’s nothing written there.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t,” I agreed, beaming with satisfaction. “But there will be. You see, Eadwin Grayerson, I can put down any name I want. And as many as I want, within reason, of course. That’s my reward from the king.” I made my way around the bed, then kicked the boy’s sword into a corner of the room where I’d noticed he’d tossed his clothes. “Your name will be the first to go on here, Eadwin,” I told him. “But since you’re related to a friend of mine, I’m willing to give you a fighting chance.” I gestured to the door. “You have until I get back downstairs and tell all those men down there that the king has declared you an outlaw and placed a reward on your head. After that, the rest is on you, so I suggest you start running right now.” 
 
    “But I’m naked!” Eadwin protested in horror. 
 
    “That’s your problem,” I replied unsympathetically. “Time to run, boy.” 
 
      
 
    [image: A black bat wing silhouette  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    When I returned downstairs, I was relieved to find Jebido looking relaxed and unhurt, drinking from a mug with a satisfied expression on his face. Lane lay on the floor unmoving, with the reeds beneath him soaking up blood from a hideous wound in his side. I noticed he was missing an ear, as well. Two of the four legs on the table that Lane and his companion had been sitting at were broken off, and it lay on its side while the benches around the table had all been knocked over. It was clear to me that violence like this inside the Witch’s Pipe wasn’t all that unusual, for most of the patrons had already returned to their drinks and songs. 
 
    “Where’s Baine?” I asked Fanrissen. 
 
    “Took the other one outside,” the pirate answered. “Said it was a little too distracting in here.” 
 
    I nodded and made my way over to Jebido. “Feel better?” I asked him. 
 
    My friend grinned and lifted his mug to me in salute. “You can’t imagine how much, Hadrack. You can’t imagine.” 
 
    I glanced down at Lane’s body. “Was he as good as you remember?” 
 
    Jebido snorted. “No, not even close.” He spat on the body. “Bastard got old on me, Hadrack. It wasn’t even sport.” 
 
    I laughed and clapped my friend on the back. “Good for you, Jebido. Good for you. Now, let’s go see what Baine has for us.” 
 
    “What about Eadwin?” 
 
    I grinned, guessing the boy had escaped through a back door somewhere. I hardly cared, knowing sooner or later, he’d get caught. Men like him, born into this world with all the finer things in life, couldn’t last long without them. “He won’t be troubling us anymore.” 
 
    And true to form, I learned later that Eadwin had made it only a few weeks before someone took his head and collected the reward. Apparently, the boy had been living in the mountains near the coast and living off nuts and berries like an animal before the end. It seemed fitting somehow. 
 
    We reached the road leading to Grayerson Manor not long after that, making our way past the gardens and through the cypress tree tunnel to the courtyard beyond with no signs of resistance. Jebido was the first man down from his horse, and he drew his sword, then rushed up the stoop and threw open the door before disappearing inside. Again, I let him go, following at a more sedate pace while indicating to the others that they should wait. I didn’t bother to draw my sword. 
 
    “What are we standing out here for?” Baine demanded as we all paused at the base of the stairs. He’d drawn his bow and had an arrow nocked, staring anxiously up at the open door. “You didn’t want Jebido going in there alone, remember?” 
 
    “That was the original plan,” I agreed as I leisurely climbed the stairs. “But it changed.” 
 
    “This place is crawling with the Sherrif’s men, Hadrack,” Baine protested as he followed me up. 
 
    “It was,” I agreed, “but it’s not anymore.” I paused at the top of the stoop to face my friend, gesturing to the stable and its wide-open doors. There were no signs of any horses inside. “All the horses are gone,” I explained. “Which means the Sherrif’s men are gone, too.” 
 
    Baine blinked in surprise as he stared at the empty stable. “But—how did they know to run?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I saw a rider galloping away from the tavern earlier, heading this way. My guess is he rode here with the news that everyone in the Sherrif’s employ had been declared outlaws.” I closed the door to the manor house firmly. “Which means it’s just Jebido and his brother in there now.” I smiled. “So, I say we give Jebido what he’s wanted all along and let the two of them decide things on their own.” 
 
    Baine glanced at the closed manor door in indecision. “So, we just wait? What if something—?” 
 
    I put a hand on Baine’s shoulder. “Have faith, my friend. Have faith.” 
 
    We waited in the courtyard for what seemed like hours, pacing back and forth until the door finally creaked open again. Despite my confident words to Baine, I felt my heart leap in my throat with trepidation, replaced by overwhelming relief when Jebido appeared in the entranceway. My friend had a long cut seeping blood on his cheek, and he was clutching his left forearm. But what I noticed most of all was the huge, satisfied smile plastered across his face. 
 
    “It’s done?” I asked, not hiding my relief.  
 
    “It’s done, Hadrack,” Jebido confirmed as he climbed down the stairs toward us. Both Baine and I embraced him at the same time when he reached the bottom before stepping back hastily when he winced and cried out. “It’s nothing,” Jebido said at our looks of concern. He lifted his wounded arm slightly, clearly suppressing a gasp. “It’s just a scratch, really. Antoly got lucky.” 
 
    “You’re certain?” I asked. 
 
    Jebido’s lips twitched in amusement. “Have I ever lied to you, Hadrack?” 
 
    “Every damn day,” I grunted with a smile. 
 
    “What about the Sherrif’s wife?” Baine asked. “What happened to her?” 
 
    Jebido’s face darkened. “Kat’s locked herself in her rooms.” He shrugged. “Far as I’m concerned, the bitch can stay there for the rest of her life. I want nothing to do with her.” My friend sighed, looking weary now. “Let’s go home, Hadrack. I’ve had enough of this place.” 
 
    I put a hand on Jebido’s shoulder as he started to head for his horse. “That’s just it,” I said. “You are home, assuming you want it.” 
 
    Jebido blinked. “What?” 
 
    I withdrew the scroll Lord Malharn had signed and handed it to him. “By order of Lord Malharn, you, Jebido Grayerson, have been named Sherrif of Morwe Downs and heir to Grayerson Manor if you choose to accept it.” 
 
    Jebido looked down at the scroll in his hand in disbelief. “How did you get this, Hadrack?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I took a ride last night.” 
 
    “You took a—” Jebido hesitated, then shook his head as he tried to process things. “What about Kat?” he finally asked, still looking stunned. He lifted the scroll. “What about her claim to the manor?” 
 
    “That claim has been annulled by Lord Malharn,” I said. “Everything that was once hers and your brother’s now belongs to you.” I grinned. “Congratulations, Sherrif Grayerson. You are now a very wealthy man.” 
 
    “I…I don’t know what to say,” Jebido muttered. He turned and looked back at the manor with new eyes. “I never wanted this when I was younger, Hadrack. After my father was killed, I just wanted to be away from here. Antoly was older and would inherit, and I never once even thought about—” Jebido trailed off again, still looking bewildered as he turned to face Baine and me. “What should I do?” he finally asked, his face twisted by indecision. 
 
    “You say yes, you damn fool,” Baine said with a delighted laugh. “How can you possibly say no?” 
 
    “Hadrack?” Jebido asked, turning his conflicted gaze to me. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think Baine is a lot wiser than he looks,” I said. “Take it, Jebido. You’ve earned it, and we both know you’ll make a wonderful sheriff.” 
 
    “But, what about you?” Jebido asked, still looking undecided. “Someone has to watch over you when you go to Cardia.” He glanced briefly at Baine. “The both of you. What will you two young bucks do without me around?” 
 
    “Probably have a lot more fun,” Baine quipped.  
 
    We all laughed at that until, finally, everyone grew more serious. I put my hand on Jebido’s shoulder and squeezed gently. “Don’t you worry about us, Jebido. Fall will be here soon, which means nothing will happen with the Cardians until after the snow melts. Spend the winter here as sheriff and see how it fits. Once I know what’s happening in the spring, I’ll send word to you.” 
 
    “And then what?” Jebido asked. 
 
    I smiled grimly. “And then, the gods willing, the three of us are going to end this thing once and for all.” I looked around at my friends one by one. “The Cardians opened the door by starting this war, and together, I promise you, we are going to finish it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    My sons and I spent another two days trapped inside the small cave while the storm raged outside. We had little to do but talk to each other—actually talk—probably for one of the first times in many years. Those two days bonded us closer than at any other time in our lives, except for maybe when my sons were still youngsters and hadn’t yet outgrown their awe of their father. Even Hughe managed to relax and let go of some of his animosity toward me, regaling us with stories of the many adventures he had experienced after he’d left Corwick as a younger man to travel. It was a special time. One that I treasured. For I doubted something similar would ever happen again between the three of us before I died.  
 
    We left the cave on the third morning, stepping out into bright sunshine, forced to squint from the bright glare coming off the snow. A brisk wind was still blowing from the west, with the snow drifting from the higher peaks above quickly covering us in a blanket of white. We set off up the mountain, with Hughe in the lead and me following while Taran brought up the rear. I could feel my younger son’s hands on me in case I lost my footing on the icy trail, but where I might have resented his help several days ago, I accepted it now without protest. Who says an old dog can’t learn new tricks? 
 
    We reached the Complex near dusk without any issues, where we were greeted warmly by a small, fussy, grey-haired priest named Falner. If the man was surprised by our sudden appearance out of season, he gave no sign of it. I explained to him why I was there, and after he’d asked some pointed questions that I answered evasively, he finally led us deeper into the massive structure, eventually stopping in front of an arched entranceway.  
 
    “Please wait in here, lord,” Falner said. “I must speak with the Trinary regarding your request. I will be back shortly.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding and entered the room with my sons. The Complex had once been run by an Overseer, but that role had been taken over by the Trinary, which consisted of a Daughter, a Son, and a Pathfinder. My sons and I waited on stone benches, growing increasingly impatient as time passed with no signs of Falner returning. We were eventually brought food and ale, which we were just finishing when the priest finally reappeared. 
 
    “Forgive me, lord,” Falner said, looking frazzled as he bustled into the room. “The Trinary were in meditation, and I was forced to wait.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said, rising to my feet with a groan. I raised an eyebrow. “And?” 
 
    Falner smiled. “Though it is highly unusual, lord, they have agreed to your request. A member of the Tapeau has been sent for. He will guide you during your stay in Oasis.” 
 
    “That’s not necessary,” I said. The Tapeau were the custodians of Oasis, and other than myself and a few others who were all dead now, they were the only ones who knew about Walden’s secret cave, though they had little interest in it and had said nothing about it all these years. 
 
    “But, Oasis can be dangerous, lord,” Falner protested. “I highly recommend—” 
 
     “I’ve been there before,” I said, cutting the priest off mid-sentence. I gestured to Hughe and Taran. “Besides, I have my sons to watch over me.” 
 
    Falner hesitated, then finally bowed his head in acceptance. “As you wish, lord. Please do not hesitate to ask if you need anything else during your stay with us.” 
 
    “Thank you, Son,” I said. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    I’d forgotten over the years just how far it was from the Complex to Oasis, and by the time we’d made it down the dizzying array of stairs to the bottom, I was feeling ill and shaking from fatigue. The last time I had been on those stairs, I’d been young and fit. I sat for a time on one of the steps to rest while Hughe and Taran waited, neither looking winded in the least. Ah, how I envied them their youth. The air smelled heavy with the aroma of tropical plants, and I thought I could hear the muted roar coming from the waterfall known as The Purge. 
 
     When I finally felt ready, I stood. “You might want to leave your cloaks behind,” I said to my sons as I took mine off and left it on the stairs. “It’s going to get very warm soon.” 
 
    My sons took my advice and, with them at my side, we made our way down a long corridor, with the heat growing stronger with every step we took. We finally reached a chasm torn through the rock face ahead and stepped into Oasis. I paused there, eager to keep moving but allowing my sons—who’d never been to this place before—time to take in the beauty of it. 
 
    “It’s enormous,” Taran whispered in awe as the songs of thousands of colorful birds flitting through the tree branches filled our ears. A giant yellow dragonfly came to investigate us, hovering a foot from Hughe’s face for a moment before darting away, followed by three just like it. “I’d heard Oasis was breathtaking, Father,” Taran added, shaking his head as he stared at me in wonder. “But I never dreamed it would be like this.” 
 
    “It is that and more,” I agreed, impatient to be off. I gestured to the east. “The cave is that way. Let’s go.” 
 
    It took over an hour before I finally found the entrance to Walden’s cave. I’d been looking for the giant, mushroom-shaped rock on the opposite cliff face that would indicate where the opening was, but after missing it several times and starting to get frustrated, I’d realized the rock had fallen at some point over the years. After that, finding Walden’s lair had been relatively simple, although it had taken all my strength and determination to make it up to the rocky ledge outside the cave. Without Taran and Hughe to help me, I doubt I could have managed it.  
 
    “I never would have guessed,” Hughe said in wonder, holding a torch high in his right hand as we made our way around the overlapping rock faces that hid Waldin’s cave from view. “No wonder you had so much trouble finding this place, Father.” 
 
    I said nothing, limping down a short corridor while memories of the last time I’d been in this cave assailed me. I thought of Sabina and what she’d done to me here while I’d been out of my mind with fever, then thrust it from my mind. Some things should never be revisited. 
 
    We reached the bowl of the cave, with something dark and furry scurrying away with a squeak of fright along one wall. “Let me have that,” I said to Hughe, taking the torch from him. I approached the back wall, running my hands over the granite until I found what I was looking for—a rectangular block of stone. “Taran,” I said, motioning to the stone.  
 
    My son moved closer as I stepped back with the torch to give him room. He tried to pry the block out with his fingers, but it had been there a long time and wouldn’t budge. “Stuck,” Taran grunted unnecessarily. He drew a knife, wedging the blade between the stone and wall, and with some effort, managed to lever one corner of the block at the top out a half an inch. Taran handed Hughe the knife, then gripped the stone with his hands again. “That’s better,” my son grunted as he worked. The stone block started to move outward with a loud rasping sound before finally breaking free, sending a small avalanche of tiny rocks and dust to the cave floor.  
 
    “Step back,” I ordered impatiently, waving Taran out of the way. My son obeyed, and I lifted the torch, peering into the hole. “There’s something at the back,” I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. I reached in and drew out a dusty, ornate box made of silver, feeling my heart slamming in my chest. I handed the torch to Hughe, and then, with all three of us peering down at the box in anticipation, I lifted the lid, which squeaked on long-unused hinges. Something wrapped in leather lay inside, and I drew it out, absently handing Taran the silver box as I removed the leather covering, revealing a single note written on parchment. I automatically looked back into the hole, but it was clearly empty. That bastard Malo had lied to me, I realized. The codex wasn’t here!  
 
    I cursed and lifted the parchment with shaking hands, pausing to blow the dust off it before turning toward the torchlight and reading the few words written on the aged surface. 
 
      
 
    No good can come of this. Little Jinny 
 
      
 
    I glanced up at my sons, not hiding my disbelief.  
 
    “But, what does this mean, Father?” Taran asked in bewilderment. 
 
    “It means,” I said, not hiding my bitterness and disappointment as I let the note drop to my side, “that I have to go and see an old friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    I was a voracious reader long before I had any aspirations of becoming a writer. My earliest memories are of being lost in wonderous stories by C.S. Lewis, Louis L’Amour, Edgar Rice Burroughs, Philip José Farmer, Dean Koontz, Terry Brooks, and Stephen R. Donaldson, to name just a few. I would read almost anything I could get my hands on as a boy, from books to comics, to my father’s Popular Mechanics magazines—although, admittedly, I drew the line at my mother’s harlequin romances. I’d rather memorize the back of a Rice Krispies box than read that dreck! 
 
    One of the most gratifying things for me is when I read a review about one of my books where someone writes that they couldn’t put it down and have lost sleep because of it. (Sorry about that—not!) I try my best to write my stories through the lens of the reader I once was, with strong, likable characters, just the right amount of description that doesn’t reach the boredom point, fast-flowing prose, and a story that makes sense without too many eye-rolling moments. It’s actually harder than you might think to keep a tale going for 300+ pages without resorting to an absurdly convenient plotline twist—Hey, how did that big, long rope just happen to be lying there on that ledge? It’s our lucky day, Skippy! Now we can climb down the cliff and escape the fire-breathing Ninjas!  
 
    The Wolf At The Door is the eighth book in this series, and I promise there will be more to come. How many more? Well, that depends. As long as the stories about the Wolf continue to flow and I don’t ‘jump the shark’, then I will continue to write them. Baine, Jebido, and Hadrack still have a long way to go before their tale is done. That said, I have now begun work on the first book of a new historical series about Rome’s first Emperor, Augustus Caesar. It will be similar to this series in that it will be told from the first-person perspective by Augustus’ right-hand man, Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa. After that book is done, I will return to Ganderland and Hadrack for book nine. 
 
      
 
    All the best 
 
      
 
    Terry Cloutier  
 
    October 2023  
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