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Part I: The Coin

For West is where we all plan to go some day. It is where you go when the land gives out and the old-field pines encroach. It is where you go when you get the letter saying: Flee, all is discovered. It is where you go when you look down at the blade in your hand and the blood on it. It is where you go when you are told that you are a bubble on the tide of empire. It is where you go when you hear that thar's gold in them-thar hills. It is where you go to grow up with the country. It is where you go to spend your old age. Or it is just where you go.

 — Robert Penn Warren

Chapter 1

Arund, the White Knight  — The Withered Redlands

A melancholy wind blew through the Jotun’s winter encampment and piled drifts of snow in the crevasses of the surrounding rocks. Night fell over the Withered Redlands and the creatures gathered around huge pine-fed bonfires, fires fed with wood they’d carried all the way from the Jotun Range and across Corr to their rendezvous. At the center of the camp, the enormous blaze revealed the scowling faces of the Jotun’s mightiest warchiefs and that of two nervous Zurel.

“I grow tired of your endless excuses, Zurel,” a big cyclops cloaked in buffalo hides said. “General Arund and I were under the agreement he would be meeting us in person to discuss this alliance. Instead, he has evaded me for weeks. If he does not arrive soon, we will return to our homelands. I would consider this trip an enormous waste of time, which would be very unfortunate for your sake.”

“Mighty Bors, I assure you the general is coming,” Zathar said. The Zurel was grateful his mask covered the nervous expression he wore across his face. Unlike the deceased, rough-and-tumble Hrodd, Bors was far more clever and cunning, evidenced by well-spoken complaints. “He must have been delayed by the storms.”

“Be that as it may, perhaps I shall roast you for his tardiness.” The cyclops Bors laughed in a deep booming voice and several of his kinsman stepped toward Zathar and Zaine, weapons in hand. Zaine hissed behind his silver feline mask and laid a hand on the hilt of his sword. Daft as he was, he knew a threat when he heard one.

“Warchief Bors!” A raspy voice appeared near the fire from the edge of the darkness. “As much as it might please you to burn my servants, I fear I am in need of them still, however incompetent they may be at times.”

A man, hooded and cloaked in white, stepped into view of the firelight. The eight remaining Zurel materialized from different sides of the camp, flames dancing across their silver and green masks. Arund strode without fear through the Jotun warchiefs and then swept into an elaborate bow before Bors. When the White Knight pulled back the hood of his cloak, hair as white as his clothing spilled over his face. His gaunt face, overshadowed by pale green eyes, stretched over prominent cheekbones when Arund smiled. 

“Rest assured, my friend, I have kept my promise. Your patience shall be rewarded.”

“Rewarded?” Bors glared down at Arund with his singular eye. “I remember how Hrodd and his band were rewarded for their service to you last fall.”

Arund waved a hand to dismiss further talk of the incident. “Had Hrodd followed my orders, he would have escaped unharmed. We both know it was a mistake for him to gather the caravan raiders together. His foolishness cost me greatly and almost upset our plans.”

“Hrodd always was headstrong and blind to reason,” Bors said. “Still, we Jotun have nothing to show from the caravan raids or this long trek in the Redlands. Tell me quick, White Knight, why should we not kill you all and go home?”

“For the same reasons you came here,” Arund said. He struggled to be heard above the blizzard with his broken voice. “Land, plunder, slaves — whatever the Jotun could want for. When we succeed, I can promise you a far better life than the one you have now in the Range.”

Around Bors, the other warchiefs nodded in approval, and Arund knew he’d won them over again. Bors stroke his long braided chin beard, as pleased as a Jotun’s face could be. “I hear the west will war with one another when the snows melt. Is that where we are bound?”

“Not yet,” Arund said. “First, we march east.”

 

A Lorish Patrol — The Withered Redlands border

The Lorish Patrol Captain watched the westbound caravan lumber through the spring mud towards the Heimwall gatehouse. He squinted against the glare of the midmorning sun and was soon able to pick out the individual banners adorning each wagon and cart.

Corr, Borgost… His cracked lips mouthed the name of each nation represented while the convoy of traders and merchants drew closer. The cavalcade of oxen, mules and draft horses was a sight to behold, bedecked in bells, colored streamers and polished harness — it was too late in the season for yaks. Multicolored pennants snapped in the brisk, clear air and carried the sounds of teamsters toward the wall and the Lorish patrol.

The patrol sergeant cleared his throat and spat a stream of tobacco into the mud. “They ain’t gonna like this, cap’n,” he said, echoing his superior’s thoughts. “Ain’t gonna like it one bit.”

The Lorish captain frowned at his sergeant’s habit. “You hit my horse with that foul stuff again, and you’ll be polishing my saddle until I can see my face in it.”

The sergeant chuckled, unafraid of his longtime superior’s threats. “The only thing I can shoot better than a bow is tobaccy, cap’n. Don’t you worry none.”

“In that case, I’d better move,” the captain said. “I’ve seen you shoot a bow.”

The sergeant chuckled at the comment. “You’re worse than my old mother, bless her stars. Just be thankful I’m spitting juice, might be I’ll switch to seed.”

The captain turned to his sergeant, scowling. “That’s nothing to laugh about, Burt. You know as much as I do what that stuff does to a man.”

The Lorish captain nudged his horse down the hill, careful to lead the bay mare around the slushy snowdrifts that blotted the westernmost Redlands. Behind him the rest of the patrol and Burt the sergeant followed, grumbling about nobody taking a joke. 

By the time the patrol made its descent, the caravan master awaited them on the Great Trade Road. He wore a wide-brimmed, fur lined hat to shade his face from the sun. Beneath him, a fiery mare pranced in place, throwing sunlight from her studded saddle.

“Greetings captain,” the master said. He twisted an arm into a greeting, and the bronze vambrace on his forearm flashed in the cloudless sky. “I am Master Magar. To what do we owe this most special of honors? It is rare to find an entire patrol awaiting our crossing into the westlands.”

“Morning, Mr. Magar,” the captain replied. “Welcome back to the west. May I ask where you’re bound?” Although I already know the answer and I don’t want to hear it this early in the day.

“Surely, captain,” the caravan master replied. “We are laden with furs from Corr and seal skins and whale oil from Borgost. This caravan will stop at Roadsmeet, Delgur and Fordstown and then pass into Skaldain and Vhaldais. We will return through the Simarron and round our trip at Delgur. We have heard…troubling news over the winter. Is this a problem?”

He knows it’s a problem and he knows he won’t like my answer.

 “Afraid so, master,” the captain replied. “I don’t know the rumors you’ve heard, but Loriad and the Simarron are at war with the Imperium League. Your caravan won’t be allowed past Fordstown. Sorry to disappoint you.”

“Indeed?” The caravan master’s face scowled, and the same hand that had been raised in greeting a moment before drifted toward a curved sword at his waist. “My employers will not be pleased to hear this, captain. I am under contract with the Lucas Sevenday Trading Company and am expected to fulfill my contractual obligations. The Great Trade Road has always been open to any honest man who wishes to travel its length. This is law.”

The captain resisted the urge to settle a hand on his own weapon. “True enough, at least when there was a Republic to enforce the law. Now, there is only a war, sir, and we cannot allow the enemy to benefit from eastern trade. You’re welcome to travel anywhere within the borders of Loriad and the Simarron, of course.”

“Bah!” Master Magar spat and glared at the patrol beneath thick eyebrows. “And trade for what? Your lumberjacks and horse lovers cannot afford furs and oil! Our profit is in the markets in Glittnair and Vhaleons.”

The captain shrugged. “Don’t know what else to tell you. Your only other options are to turn around and go back where you came from or try and fight your way through us, and you don’t want to be doing that now, do you?”

When the Lorish captain finished speaking, his hand was on the sword at his belt. The sergeant whistled, and the archers on the wall nocked arrows to their bows.

“I’d reconsider if you’re thinking of the second option, master,” the sergeant said.

Master Magar’s shoulders fell in defeat, and his hand dropped from his sword.

“You have no idea how much it costs to bring a caravan across the Redlands anymore,” he whined. “There are Periwaneth and Jotun everywhere! To make it worse, if bandits don’t kill you, the pestilent air and poisoned water will! I’ve lost more guards and mounts to sickness than any raid!”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” the captain said. “But there’s nothing else I can do for you. What will it be, master? Will you turn around or trade within the Free Countries?”

“We will take what we can get,” Master Magar said. 

“Then here’s a bit of advice: don’t get froggy with guards at the Skaldain border,” the captain said. “They’re a little more…edgy than my boys here.”

Master Magar nodded and raised his hand to signal the caravan on. The captain made a similar signal, and the gates of the Heimwall groaned open. Without another word, Master Magar turned his horse and headed toward the gate, his caravan rolling behind.

When the caravan was through and the gate closed once more, the Lorish captain looked to the east, toward the red clay and dead shrubbery that marked the beginning of the Withered Redlands.

What in the hell is going on out there?

Chapter 2

Shamus McCaffler — The Simarron 

Shamus McCaffler squinted across the vast, rolling expanse of the Simarron Plains in late winter. With a mittened hand he shielded his eyes against glare of the snow under a midday sun. Satisfied with his survey, he clicked his tongue, and the pony beneath him trudged on through the thick, wet snow, its hairy girth wobbling in time with the upturned flaps of the leprechaun’s fur hat. 

At the top of the next hill, Shamus pushed back the hat to dangle from his neck by a braided leather string. Turning in his saddle, he saw the red rock of Khanhorn in the distance, peeking through its winter coat. He removed a mitten, unbuttoned the top of his fur-lined vest and wiped a collection of sweat from his brow. There was no mistaking it: like a coy maiden, the first hint of spring flirted with the Simarron.

Soon, Shamus came across another set of horse tracks sunken into the snow. Squinting into the distance again, he found the horse and its rider, facing westward atop a large, snow-drifted hill. By the time the leprechaun’s stalwart little pony clambered up the bluff, it was slick with sweat. When the pair were finally next to the silent sentinel, Shamus reached down and gave the beast a friendly pat on the neck.

“A good day of exercise this one’s had,” the leprechaun said. “It’s fat he’s been growing, cooped up in the stables of Khanhorn all those wintery days.”

“Mm.” The other rider pursed his lips to hide the stretch of a grin. “Your pony’s not the only one who’s gotten fat on extra feed and laziness.” 

Shamus chuckled and pulled a pipe from inside his vest. “Well if ye didn’t beat me black and blue I’d be more apt to get my exercise in the yard, so I would! And anyhow, it’s a pound or two you’ve put on yourself, boyo!”

This time Shamus’ companion felt a grin surface. Throughout the winter, Revan Teutevar had indeed added some flesh to his frame, but it was hard, knotted muscle from hours spent on the training ground. Through solid rest and hearty meals, the lean hunter who came to Khanhorn the previous fall was almost unrecognizable as he underwent a final growth into manhood.

When Shamus looked again, the grin was gone from Revan’s face, replaced by a faraway look of longing, centered on the western horizon. On such occasions, when the familiar wild glint resurfaced on Revan’s face, Shamus worried he would wake one morning to find his friend gone. Revan’s restlessness budded with the coming of spring, and Shamus knew one time, it would remain.

“If it’s worried about my health you are, I’m inclined to think you’d be extending more invitations for midmorning jaunts rather than riding off on your lonesome,” Shamus said, puffing his pipe to life.

Revan sighed, his focus on some faraway sight broken. “Where’s Brin?” he asked, ignoring the leprechaun’s statement.

“Ha!” Shamus laughed. “I’d bet my grandmum’s toad he’s still abed, so I would. ‘Twas another late night in the tavern — I retired none too early myself, and when I left he was still belting out song after song.” 

“I should’ve known they’d send somebody after me,” Revan said, changing the subject again. “Was it my mother or King Garrid who told you to come find me?”

Shamus feigned indifference and cast a smoke ring into the flawless sky. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, boyo. I was just after a bit of fresh air and a change of scenery.”

“Well, I believe I found you the right spot for it,” Revan said.

Below them, the ridge smoothed into an expansive valley, littered with the first stirrings of spring’s ascent. Amidst a scattering of cedars, a ragged herd of elk sipped from a shallow, ice-laden river. Patches of water and melting ice reflected a blinding sheen into the clear sky. Across the valley, the vanguard of a buffalo herd nosed and plowed through the wet snow in search of the dead grass beneath.

“Aye,” Shamus agreed. “It’s right pretty at that.”

They continued their observation in silence, the serenity of the prairie broken only by a swish of a horse’s tail or the wisps of another smoke ring from Shamus’ pipe. The elk herd finished their watering and picked at last year’s growth exposed on the river’s edge, oblivious to the two riders. By now, the far side of the valley was littered in shaggy spots as the buffalo continued their methodical descent. After a few more moments, Revan sighed and gathered the reins of the dappled grey he rode.

“I suppose we’d better head back,” he said. “There’s a council scheduled for this afternoon.”

“A council?” Shamus asked. “It seems to me there’s always a council!”

 “Spring is on its way and with it, war with the Imperium League,” Revan said. “King Garrid is meeting with the chiefs who wintered near the Khanhorn. His spies report the League has already tripled the garrisons along the Simarron border. When the snows begin to melt, all of the tribes will convene here. Once the tribes officially vote for war, Garrid will meet with King Aedd, and the war will begin.”

“All very bureaucratic for something that comes down to stabbing another feller with a pointy object,” Shamus said. 

“The wolves will soon be at the door, Shamus,” Revan said.

A squealing bark below ended their conversation. The elk herd sidled together, ears pricked and necks high. Once again, a cow elk barked. This time, Revan and Shamus spotted their cause for concern. From the midst of the ragged cedars, an equally bedraggled pack of red wolves crept forth. Breaking into a trot, the pack semi-circled the elk herd. 

“At the door indeed,” Revan muttered.

Shamus’ pony shook his head and snorted, catching the scent of the predators on the breeze. “Mebbe we’d best get going…” he said.

Revan continued to stare at the wolves loping back and forth. “No, I want to see this.”

“See there?” he continued, pointing to the back of the herd. Several of the elk were spooked and scattered down the valley. “The wolves worried at the herd, testing their defenses. They were trying to discover which animals are weak or old and which of the yearling calves would break from safety where they can be brought down.”

Sensing their lunch slip away, the wolves broke on the herd, bounding through the deep snow effortlessly. 

“Sure, they’re off to the races now,” Shamus said.

“Once one runs, there’s no stopping them,” Revan said.

The predators and their prey broke into an outright race for life and death, and one of the older cows began to fall behind. She stumbled once in a drift, and that was all the pack needed. One by one, the red wolves latched onto the cow elk and pulled the unfortunate animal to the ground. Soon, the creature disappeared under the onslaught of the entire red wolf pack.

“Well, that’s that,” Shamus said. “Now, I’m hoping we can head back and get some lunch of our own?”

“‘A hungry wolf at all the herd will run, in hopes, through many, to make sure of one,’” Revan said as they left the pack to their meal.

“Eh, what’s that?” Shamus asked.

“Oh nothing,” Revan said. “Just some lines from a long dead skald. I heard Brinhold quote him once. I can’t recall his name.”

“And aren’t you a somber bugger today?” Shamus muttered.

Revan laughed. “A little poetry never hurt anyone, just ask Brin. We better get you to the lunch table. You’re getting ornery!”

After a half hour’s ride, the red rocks of Khanhorn grew in size, and the two riders neared the outlying winter camps of the Simarru, circled all about the great red rock. The smoke from tipi fires floated over hundreds of horses and herders roaming beneath the Simarron capital. Men, women and children waved hello as the two passed. The two foreigners were as easily spotted as they were liked.

Shamus’ stomach growled louder with each greeting. The leprechaun drooled at the scent of meat roasting on spits and daydreamed of juicy pink bison steaks.  His vision ended abruptly when Revan reined in his horse a bowshot away from the city’s lower gates.

“It’s time for me to move on, Shamus,” he said in a low voice. Had he not said the leprechaun’s name, Shamus would have thought Revan was talking to himself.

“Eh?” Shamus said. “Indeed it is time to move on, right to the larder!”

Revan sighed, unwilling to broach the awkward subject again. “I’m leaving.”

“Leaving?” Shamus sat up on his pony, all thought of lunch abandoned. “And where is it you’re leaving to?”

“West,” Revan said.

“West? What’s west?” Shamus asked. 

“Athel.”

“Athel!”

Revan groaned and gritted his teeth in impatience. “Shamus, will you quit repeating everything I say?” he asked. 

Shamus continued as if he hadn’t heard his friend. “There’s nothing in Athel but ruins,” the leprechaun said. “Listen to old Shamus, boyo. You’re best off staying here, where there’s a good meal, a warm fire and a lively girl or two to be found.”

“Now you’re starting to sound like Brin,” Revan laughed. “Is that the order you rank them in? Don’t worry, though. I wouldn’t ask you to journey with me.”

“Of course you wouldn’t,” Shamus said. “Because you know I’ll be coming anyway.”

Revan opened his mouth to argue, but Shamus held up a hand. “You’d best not be arguing, boyo. Shamus McCaffler’s stood with you through thick and thin. Sure, you’ll not be going anywhere without me now.”

“No,” Revan sighed, “I don’t suppose I can get rid of you that easy.” He shook his head and started toward the city.

“Besides,” Shamus added behind him, “it goes without saying you’ll be needing someone with a level head to accompany you. Otherwise who knows how many meals you might skip?”

Chapter 3

Revan Teutevar — The Khanhorn

“What!”

“I don’t see what’s so hard to understand about this!” Revan said. “What did you think I’d do once we rescued my mother, go back to the mountains and become a hermit?”

After seeing to their horses, Revan and Shamus found Brinhold already at lunch in the King’s Lodge atop the Khanhorn. While the Great Hall of the Simarru capital was only used for feasts or other special occasions, it had many wings for sleeping, dining and council chambers. The majority of the Lodge was preparing for the upcoming council, so the three were left to themselves over a meal of elk stew, dark bread and cheese from the coast.

“I sort of assumed we’d never be farther than a half day’s journey from a tavern,” Brinhold muttered. As he spoke, his fingers frittered across the strings of his lute, and his green eyes narrowed in concentration.

“First,” Revan said, “I thought you lived for adventure? You’re a skard! Your whole life is based on traveling.”

“From one town to another, not into the wilds of Athel,” the skard muttered again without looking up from his instrument. 

Revan continued as if he hadn’t heard. “And second,” he added, “there isn’t a ‘we’ involved. I’m going west. You two can sing, eat and dance your way into an early grave if that’s what you wish.”

Brinhold slammed his mug on the table with indignation. “Well, that’s downright selfish of you!” He sat down the instrument and ran a hand through his curly black hair. “Folks only want to hear the Travels of Teutevar so many times, and as of yet, it isn’t long enough to repeat over and over. I’ve got a long way to go before my name is etched in the Hall of Skalds, and if I’m not around you, how can I compose any more lays of your heroic deeds?”

“Selfish indeed!” Shamus nodded through a mouthful of molasses bread.

Revan drained the last of his goblet and stood up, brushing the bread crumbs from his shirt and trousers. Both Brin and Shamus made to follow, but he stopped them with a glare.

“I’m headed to the council. In the meantime, I want you both to get something through your thick heads. You’re not coming with me to Athel!”

“And when were you planning to tell your mother of this?”

Revan gritted his teeth and turned slowly to face his mother. Fully recovered from her harrowing kidnap the previous fall, Lady Guinevere cut an imposing figure standing in the hall’s entrance. Her auburn hair was braided back above each ear, effectively concealing the streaks of grey about her temples. She was dressed for the council in a light blue dress complementing her Valkrish shieldmaiden figure age had yet to mar. The sharp lines of her face narrowed below fierce green eyes while she waited for her son’s reply.

“Mother…”

Behind Revan, Shamus sat frozen on the bench, another hunk of bread halfway to his mouth. Brinhold, on the other hand, appeared next to Revan with a broad smile spread across his face.

“My lady Guinevere,” he said. “You are the epitome of beauty this day. I declare, had I a hundred years to sing of your elegance and grace, it would not do you justice.”

Bowing, he reached for the lady’s hand. Guinevere’s withering stare ended any attempted flattery, and instead the skard retreated to join Shamus at the table.

The brief moment of respite allowed Revan to gather his thoughts. “I was going to tell you after the council, I swear it,” he said, aware his lady mother would be less than satisfied. 

“We will indeed discuss this later,” Guinevere said. Her tone tempted Revan to leave before the discussion could be had. “For now, you must clean yourself. The council will begin soon.”

 

The War Hall was astir with the conversation of various Simarru chiefs when Revan arrived, washed and in fresh clothes. A few of the chiefs exchanged greetings with him, but further talk was cut short when Revan’s mother ushered him to their place at the council table. 

Seating the Teutevars was a difficult task King Garrid faced at each assembly. Traditional Simarru practice placed the chiefs with the most power and in the king’s highest favor on his right and left sides while the rest circled about the enormous carved table in an unofficial pecking order. Quarrels often broke out when members of the council arrived early and claimed places closer to the king. 

As outsiders, mother and son disrupted the delicate balance even more. After many headaches, King Garrid tactfully placed Guinevere and Revan across the large circular table, directly opposite his position. Aside from one or two minor disputes that the king quickly silenced, the final solution was tolerated, if not embraced by the Simarru chiefs. 

Revan took his seat — avoiding eye contact with his mother — and stared at the far wall, waiting for the assembly to convene. It was not long before Garrid took to the colossal wooden chair of his office and addressed the council.

“Honored guests and chieftains of the Simarron, thank you for your attendance this day,” he began. “It is plain to see that not all of our brothers are gathered here. Many of you have already asked me why we hold council without them when it was agreed our nation would gather at the melting of the snows. I tell you now that we can ill afford to wait for the coming of spring.”

The Simarru chiefs remained silent, waiting for their king to continue. Garrid dealt in formality — the news in his next statement had spread long ago. 

“I have received numerous reports from scouts and spies within Skaldain. All of them tell the same story. When the snows melt, the Imperium League will invade.”

“We have heard this news, but it does not tell us where or when,” a chieftain named Kibba said. Revan remembered his mother had once quarreled with the man in their early days at the Khanhorn.

Garrid motioned to two of his aides who brought forth a map and unrolled it across the table, nearly covering the entire surface.

“Reports indicate the towns of eastern Skaldain, south of the Great Trade Road and east of Glittnair, have already increased their garrisons threefold,” Garrid said, pointing with a long riding crop at various locations on the map. “In itself, that news would be enough cause for concern, but the Imperium League has been building as well. Wooden fortifications have been erected in the lowlands of Sube, between the Lyre and Avenflow rivers. The towns of Flytington, Lyric and Sumbelham are being fortified as well.”

“Let the League sit behind their castles and forts!” a chief with copper armbands and a feather in his hair said. “They cannot fortify the entire Simarron border.”

“With respect, Chief Talwats, the League has no need to.”

Revan felt a twinge of annoyance. He looked up from the map at the newest Minghan, or general, of the Simarron. Temur rose from his seat and continued while his aides placed several iron markers upon the campaign map. Revan did his best to conceal a glare, remembering the zealous commander’s action at the Heimwall the previous fall. As stiff as an old board, yes, Revan thought, but I doubt there are many commanders with a sharper military mind in all of Peldrin.

“From my studies of the reports, I am confident in saying the League does not intend to fortify their entire border. To close off the entire length of the Lyre would require an enormous amount of resources and manpower,” the general said. “The League has a specific reason for fortifying the Sube lowlands”

He paused while several more markers representing individual armies were placed on the map.

“When the ground thaws, the wooden fortresses here, here and here will be reinforced with stone,” Minghan Temur said. “Meanwhile, with the lowlands secured, the League will move, not against us, but east into Loriad.”

“Are you sure of this Minghan?” Talwats asked. “I myself wonder why the League has not guarded the details of their campaign more carefully. Could this advance be a ploy to divert our attention to the north? My own holdings at Mangudai could be captured easily if we divert too much of our strength elsewhere.”

Struggling to recall the Simarron’s geography, Revan studied the map. Aside from the Khanhorn, the Simarron had but five towns. Mangudai, he saw, was the only one located on the Skaldain border, almost exactly west of Khanhorn on the Lyre River. 

“I do not think so,” Temur said. “While it is true the League has an enormous amount of soldiers at their disposal, they are simply moving too many men to the northeast to mount a surprise attack out of Skaldain in the west.”

“We have spoken of the League’s plans, but nothing of our own.” It was the chieftain on King Garrid’s left who spoke. Of all the men present, he was the oldest, evident by the hundreds of creases in his weather-worn face and the grey hairs overwhelming his sable hair. He wore a black shirt opened in the front, revealing a silver chain similar to the arm ring resting above his right elbow. When he had entered the War Hall earlier, Revan noticed the scar that cut the wrinkles from the chief’s left temple to his chin.

“Chief Hayoheylas,” King Garrid said. “Your words are always direct, old friend.”

“They call him Long Scar,” Guinevere whispered to Revan. “Aside from King Garrid, he is the chief who wields the most power in the Simarron.”

“Reynard Barrett is a crafty man, a man who requires much second-guessing, even when he reveals his hand,” Garrid said. “But to put it simply, he has no need for gambits in this war. Not only does the League outnumber us, their resources are far greater as well. We believe Barrett will throw everything he has at Loriad first. Rumor has it that Marshal Innsbruck himself will command the attack.”

Around the table, the chiefs murmured. Even Revan in his brief period out of exile had heard the exploits of Skaldain’s greatest leader of men.

 “If the League can capture Fordstown, they control the Avenflow and will be able to move men and supplies up and down the river,” Garrid continued. “Meanwhile, if the reports from King Aedd are true, another League army will move into northern Loriad from Scythea.”

The War Hall was silent while the council paused to digest the sobering information. No one said it aloud, but Revan saw it plain on almost every face in the hall: How can we win this war?

“With the Sube lowlands fortified, we will be forced to send all of our men weeks out of the way to Delgur if we are to provide Loriad aid,” General Temur said, breaking the silence. “As we all know, Loriad cannot face the might of the League alone. Once they fall, Barrett and Harald will look to the Simarron.”

The members of the council swallowed the bitter dregs of Garrid’s message. Even General Temur, Revan noticed, glanced across the figures of the campaign map with a bleak expression. Finally, Chief Kibba broke the silence.

“What do you suggest, then, King?”

Garrid nodded to General Temur, who used a riding crop to reposition several of the figurines on the map before he spoke.

“As the king has said, we believe the League’s armies will be led by Marshal Innsbruck, a seasoned commander from the Highland and Council Wars. I know the man personally and can say with truth that commanders of his ilk are few and far between. He holds the love of the common soldier, and, although he is not a noble, Skaldain’s elite hold him in high esteem. With the amount of men and equipment at his disposal, I predict Fordstown will fall within a week of their first attack if we do not aid them. If Innsbruck takes Fordstown, Loriad will be lost. There is one thing, however, that the League cannot compensate for.”

King Garrid stood and tapped a finger on Fordstown. “As you all know, the city is located on an island where the Avenflow River splits in two. Most likely, the League will convene on the western bank and ferry men across the river when the Lorish destroy the western bridge. The southern shore will be unoccupied. Even so, Marshal Innsbruck will not leave an undefended flank outside the protection of his forts. It is on the southern shore that we will make camp. In this way, Innsbruck will be forced to divert attackers to defend his flank or risk being struck from the rear when the assault on Fordstown begins.”

“And what then?” Long Scar asked. “Combined, we did not have the strength to match the Imperium League. With our forces divided, could not Marshal Innsbruck turn his full strength toward us?”

“This could happen, but I do not find it likely,” General Temur said. “Innsbruck’s objective is to take Fordstown. He is too smart to chase our riders across the plains. It is our belief that he will dig in against us and continue the attack.”

“If that is true, this siege could last well into next winter,” Long Scar said. “Would it not be better to join our forces with the Lorish within Fordstown itself?”

Temur looked to the king, not wanting to offend Long Scar with his reply.

“The Avenflow runs deep around Fordstown,” the king said. “We would have to go many miles east before we could cross the river, time that we do not have to waste. The League will strike hard and fast — they need to end this war as soon as possible and reopen the trade lines.”

Revan found himself nodding in agreement. When he glanced around the War Hall, however, he saw frowns on the faces of the Simarru chiefs.

Their disgruntled looks weren’t missed by Garrid. “It is the best chance we have,” he said.

“And what if you are wrong?” Chief Talwats asked. “What if the League does the reverse and marches out of the lowlands into the Simarron?”

There was a murmur of agreement from the other chiefs, particularly those whose tribes frequented the northern and western regions of the plains. 

“It would take the League a month’s march or more to reach Delgur, Mangudai or the Khanhorn,” Garrid said. “In the meantime, their foot and baggage train would be under constant attack from our horsemen. Arund himself was not that brazen.”

“You are correct,” Long Scar said. “We do not ride for war this day, but there is yet another thing this council must address. As much as it pains me to say this, my king, you are marching for war without an heir. This issue has been avoided for long enough — it is time for you to name a successor.”

A rumble of agreement arose from the chieftains, and Revan saw a look of discomfort cross the king’s face. Inexplicably, Revan saw his mother flinching in her seat out of the corner of his eye.

“Surely this can be addressed when all of the chiefs are present?” King Garrid said.

Long Scar, however, was not to be deterred. “I have spoken with all of our brothers,” he said. “It is their wish that your success be named in this council, before any more talk of war. Surely in all these years you have given some thought to the matter, old friend?”

When he finished speaking, Long Scar leaned forward with an anxious look and tried to capture the king’s eyes. He means to be named the next king of the Simarron, Revan thought. Avoiding Long Scar’s look, Garrid squirmed in his seat, eyes darting across the room until they met Guinevere’s. Revan glanced to his left and saw his mother’s head shake in tiny movements. Her piercing green eyes were wide.

“In truth, I have come to a decision,” King Garrid said. Revan pulled his gaze from the Simarru king and saw Guinevere gripping the arms of her chair. 

“Indeed?” Long Scar said. He leaned back in his chair, and Revan saw the edge of a smile pull at the chief’s scarred cheek.

King Garrid took a deep breath. “Indeed. When the spring arrives, Lady Guinevere and I will be wed.”

The War Hall was silent. Revan’s heart leapt in his chest and then settled in an inferno of fire. Had he not been too furious to notice, Revan would have seen a similar expression on Long Scar’s face. Burning outrage seethed to the surface, and he turned to look at his mother.

“Revan, please,” Guinevere said, laying a gentle hand on her son’s arm.

Revan sprang from his seat, toppling the chair behind him. He strode from the War Hall as chaos set upon the council.

Chapter 4

Revan Teutevar — The Khanhorn

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Guinevere’s voice cut through the dust-filled stable as Revan threw a saddle onto the back of his horse. The buckskin was a gift from Garrid, handpicked by the king from his own herd. Revan would have left the mare behind for that reason alone, but his stubbornness wilted beneath the prospect of crossing the Simarron’s snow drifts afoot.

“To Athel,” he said, “before I forget it like you have.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Revan,” Guinevere said, laying a hand on her son’s shoulder. “Let’s go back to the lodge and talk about this.”

“Let go of me,” Revan said. His voice was low, but Guinevere recoiled as if he’d screamed.

“All my life, all I ever heard from you was how important it was to remember who I was,” Revan continued in a loud voice. “Day after day, all you talked about was going back to Athel, reclaiming Athel. I’ve spent my whole listening to you obsess over my future, and now I find it was all a lie.”

“Yes Revan, I was living a lie,” Guinevere said. “A lie that I pushed onto you as well. Reclaiming Athel was just that: an obsession. It belongs in our past, not our future.”

“Do you think you can come to me, after all these years, and just ask me to forget it all?” Revan asked, throwing his hands into the air. “Do you think telling me you were wrong makes up for what you put me through for eighteen years? Because you’ve fallen in love?”

“I’m sorry,” Guinevere said. She moved toward her son, arms open, but he turned away. “Sorry for what I made you. I lost myself in those mountains. I can see that now.”

Revan scoffed. “No, but you’ve lost yourself here, Mother. Will you bear him a son? Carry on another line since you’ve failed at ours? If only Regg were here to see your betrayal.”

“How dare you,” Guinevere said. “I spent almost twenty years of my life in self-imposed exile for you and your father. Betrayal? You know nothing.”

“I know where my destiny lies,” Revan said. “In Athel. I won’t stay here to watch the Teutevar line fade into obscurity. You taught me better than that, before you lost your senses.”

Her temper under control, Guinevere tried another approach.

“And what will do you in Athel, Revan?” she asked. “There is nothing there for us. Athelon is a ruin, surround by savages. Better the Teutevar line fade into obscurity than end at the point of a Sylvad arrow.”

“Listen you yourself,” Revan said. “If what you’ve told me is true, Father would be ashamed.”

Guinevere staggered back as if her son had struck her with an arrow. Revan tossed his gear on the ground and shouldered past her. It wasn’t until hours later, alone on a cliff ledge, that he realized it was the first time he’d ever seen his mother cry.

 

“I would like to speak a moment before we join the feast,” Garrid said. The king sounded hesitant and he wouldn’t meet Revan’s eyes.

Revan shrugged. “Of course, my lord.”

It had been a week after Revan’s fight with his mother in the stables. Since then, the two hadn’t spoken to one another. When word about the marriage got out, Brinhold and Shamus came with a hundred different questions, but Revan’s iciness ended any conversation. He shut himself in his room and prepared for the coming journey or went to the yard alone and beat the sparring pole until his hands were numb.

“Excellent,” Garrid said. There was a visible sheen between his brown eyes and copper hair. He rubbed his hands together and looked around the hall. “Ah…perhaps outside? I feel the need for fresh air before the night’s celebration.”

Together, they proceeded to the rear of the lodge and into the frigid prairie air. Clad in heavy buffalo robes, Garrid led Revan along a narrow rock stair that wound down the spine of the Khanhorn’s red rock. Revan recognized they were on the path leading to the tombs of Garrid’s family. When they reached the end of the trail where the cliff face opened to a ledge, Garrid stopped.

The night was clear and bitter — winter’s last firm grip on the land before the season surrendered to spring. Revan felt frost in his nose when he inhaled and watched a mist drift into the air with every breath. Above, countless constellations extended over the plain, the absent moon aiding their brilliance.

“Revan —” Garrid began.

“You’re wasting your breath, sire,” Revan said. “It matters not what you or my mother say. I’m leaving — my mind is set. We might as well go inside before we freeze.”

“You are a man grown,” Garrid said. “The decision is yours to make, not mine nor your mother’s.”

Revan opened his mouth in rebuttal before he realized what Garrid had said. Puzzled, he drew his robe tighter and looked into the night sky.

“Then what are we doing here?”

The Simarru king exhaled and puffed up his cheeks. Revan noticed he was rubbing his hands again. “I owe you an apology,” he said. “That was not the proper way for you to learn of my engagement to your mother.”

A moment of intense silence followed. With every passing second, both men grew more uncomfortable. Each opened his mouth to speak several times, only to find the words fail.

“You had no choice,” Revan finally said. “What’s done is done.”

“Even so,” Garrid said, “I must ask your forgiveness…and your blessing.”

Taken aback by the king’s request, Revan lost his poisoned reply. “What’s done is done,” he managed to string together. “I don’t see why my approval matters at this point.”

“It does,” Garrid said, “because without your blessing, your lady mother and I have decided to cancel our engagement.” 

Without thinking, Revan knew what he wanted to tell the king, but with great effort, he held back his answer.

“Perhaps, before you speak, I should explain,” Garrid said. “What I tell my chiefs is that I remarry to bring stability to the Simarron. Do not let them fool you. Had they no king and were there no Imperium League to battle against, they would be at each other’s throats — raiding herds and fighting over winter pastures. The Simarron is in a difficult situation. Were I to fall in battle, so in turn would this land. As my queen, your mother will be able to hold the tribes together. Perhaps, if fate is kind, we may even have a child to be my heir —”

Revan bristled, and his face went flush at the thought of having a stepbrother. “You don’t have to explain to me, sire. I understand.”

“What you do not understand is this,” Garrid said. He stepped forward and placed a hand on Revan’s shoulder. “I am a lonely man, Revan. For too long, my heart has been here, in the cold grasp of these tombs. My love I have given to the past, to days of sunshine and laughter I can never reclaim.”

Garrid paused for a moment to gather his thoughts. He sighed heavily, the mist billowing from his bearded lips into the darkness. 

“For your mother and me, war has consumed most of our adult lives and robbed us of kin and youth,” he said. “But when I see her…she makes me believe that perhaps one day, our lives can be different.”

Revan smirked at Garrid’s words. “If you have not learned already, my mother’s love is a difficult thing to bear at times.”

“She is a proud, headstrong woman,” Garrid agreed. “I told you when we met I saw much of Mathyew in you. But there also is Guinevere. In the long run, I think, it is that fire that will sustain you.”

Revan shivered and gathered in his thoughts along with the buffalo robes enveloping him. As much as he longed to deny Garrid his request, he knew the freedom it offered him.

The king sensed his hesitation. “I will protect her with everything I possess,” he said. “And you will be free to pursue your dreams and desires. Stay long enough to give your mother’s hand to me at our wedding, and you have my word, no one will stop you from following your desires. ”

He knows my heart, Revan thought. A wave of guilt and self-loathing washed over him. He despised himself for his decision, but he knew to do anything else would destroy him. Despite what anyone might tell him, his future was west of the Simarron, surrounded by rugged mountains, dense forests and a deep lake.

“I will stay long enough to give you my blessing and my mother’s hand in marriage,” he said. “And then I journey to Athel.”

Chapter 5

Arund, the White Knight  — Ruins of Hubress

Back in the ruins of the Republic’s capital, Arund left the Zurel huddled around a fire beneath a pair of fallen columns. Without eating or drinking, the White Knight made for the hidden cavern beneath the hill where the ruins of the Council Forum sat. He passed through the narrow entrance and into the darkness within.

As Arund began his descent, the walls around him were lined from the same white stone that comprised all of Hubress. Farther down, however, the stone blocks turned gray, lichen-covered and pitted with age. Arund could only guess at their age, but he knew they had to be over a millennium old even when the first cornerstone of Hubress was laid over them hundreds of years before.

Some had fallen from the ceiling and walls, leaving dangling roots and slides of black, stale dirt like gaping wounds in the tunnel. Although the ground shook with tremors and flecks of dust cut through the must in the close air, Arund continued downward. At last, even the ancient foundations gave way to seamless solid rock.

The narrow fault in the rock zigged and zagged back and forth at sharp angles until a faint, golden glow could be seen. Arund passed around the last sharp corner, and his pale features shone in the aura of the pool. The footfalls of his boots made no sound on the stone floor when he crossed the span of the cavern and knelt before the pool in meditation.

To his knowledge, no one in Hubress had known the existence of the cavern or the pool. In the years before he was sent to sue for peace with the Highland Confederation, he’d found the narrow crack after an earthquake shook the ground. Back then, the pool had been an oddity and nothing more. Something hidden away when the Republic was born — for what reason, who knew?

The golden liquid of the pool was strange to the touch, neither hot, cold nor wet. The young senator had kept the cave a secret and come there often to gather his thoughts in its glow. For some reason, it seemed wrong to speak of it to anyone else — not even Mathyew or Isaac, Arund’s closest confidants, were told of the discovery

He knew the cavern was old, ancient beyond the days of the Republic, but until the shadows spoke to him the previous fall, he hadn’t fully realized the impact of his innocent discovery all those years before. Even after a winter with the voices whispering in his head, Arund still knew very little and suspected there was much they chose not to reveal. Even so, he was hungry for their knowledge and came at every chance to devour whatever learning the voices would bestow.

When the White Knight entered the cave after his meeting with the Jotun chieftains, he immediately felt the presence of the shadow envelop him. Although it no longer startled him, the feeling remained unsettling. He suspected it would have driven a lesser man to madness.

“I have returned,” he said to the empty cavern.

Why have you come before us?

The voices always sounded as if they were both within and outside of him.

“The last of the great Jotun warchiefs have agreed to join my cause,” Arund said. “All is moving according to plan.”

Do not come before us to boast of your meaningless triumphs, child man. You cannot begin to grasp the true meaning of greatness. Your acts are as insignificant to us as the goings of an ant to a giant.

“What would you have me do?” Arund asked. He was careful not to anger the shadows. “I cannot spare the Zurel on another errand.”

An errand, is it? Did not this errand reveal to you the mate and offspring of your greatest enemy?

“The existence of the Teutevars is insignificant,” Arund said. “They have nowhere to go, no power to oppose me.”

The White Knight had a suspicion the shadows were reading his mind. Whenever he left the cavern after a conversation with the voices, his head was muddled and foggy for hours. The words he spoke and the thoughts he kept to himself flowed together into an indiscernible puddle.

None will oppose you when we are freed from our prison. The cooperation of the stone children will matter little when we are unleashed upon your enemies. But this cannot come to pass until the gate is opened.

The gate. Although Arund still struggled to understand the connection between the pool of gold before him and the ones in his visions, he knew that somehow they were the key to the release of the shadows. More than that was hard to discern. Neither he nor the shadows could read the flowing writing that circled the walls of the cavern. The writing, the Zurel had told him, was in Valkyrish.

“I have done all you asked,” Arund said. “The Zurel do not fail me often. If Zaraliss had lived —”

Spare us your excuses, child man. You failed to bring us the woman, but fear not. Another comes in her wake, one driven by the powers of the stars. Be on your guard.

Arund frowned. As always, he understood only pieces of what the voices said and they were not the kind to explain themselves. “What power do you speak of? When will this person come?”

There is still much to be sought, seeker. 

“Answer me!” Arund snarled.

He was answered — with silence. The voices and shadows were gone, leaving him alone in the darkness, more confused than when he’d entered the cavern.

Chapter 6

Revan Teutevar — The Khanhorn

In the following weeks, Revan watched the snows melt into the plains and a lush blanket of new grass sweep across the Simarron. New life teemed everywhere: antelope and deer fawns, elk and bison calves and horse colts danced across the prairie. All around the Khanhorn, tipis sprang up, as bright and as numerous as the budding wildflowers. Worries of war temporarily cast aside, the entire Simarron gathered to celebrate the wedding of its king. And Revan was trapped until it was over.

To pass the time, Revan, Shamus and Brinhold competed with the Simarru officer, Captain Cheytan in a variety of games the Simarru held in celebration of spring and the forthcoming wedding: horse archery, races and a hoop and lance game called hoppa chun.

Like most Simarru pastimes, the game was played on horseback between two teams, the goal to collect all of the opposing team’s colored hoops first. Players were given a lance to spear the hoops and a padded club used to knock opposing horseman from their saddles. Once knocked to the ground, the rider was considered out until the next round. 

Revan soon learned that even a novice rider such as himself could succeed by knocking others from their mounts while fellow teammates gathered the colored hoops. Even with the three outsiders on their team, Cheytan and the rest of Revan, Shamus and Brinhold’s team won more than they lost. 

Bedecked in strings of beads and other prizes, Revan laughed to watch Cheytan, Brinhold and Shamus strut amongst the Simarru girls, many of whom were competitors themselves. One in particular, an arban, or captain, like Cheytan, rode against Revan’s team with all female riders — and handed the men a sound beating.

“Ah, Nikoma,” Cheytan said, rubbing his shoulder and watching the female officer ride off after the match. He’d been clobbered as soon as the game started. “As fierce as a plains lion and wild as a mustang, that one.”

In the midst of the competition, Revan’s longing to depart was somewhat quelled. Even so, Brinhold and Shamus would return from many a night’s festivities to find their friend alone in his sleeping quarters, poring over maps of Athel and western Peldrin by candlelight. 

Even with Garrid’s promise, Revan knew his mother continued to do everything in her power to prevent him from leaving. Whenever he tried to pull away from the celebrations, either Guinevere or someone else was at his side, asking him to do this or ensuring he would be present for that.

The eve of the wedding found Revan slouched against a wooden pillar, while the rest of the lodge danced and ate and laughed. He’d tried twice to break away and had been summoned back both times.

“Your frown is enough to scare a hungry coyote from a dead buffalo.”

Revan look to his right and saw the speaker: a young Simarru woman. When she drew closer, he recognized her as the Captain Nikoma Cheytan had fawned over after their hoppa chun defeat.

“I’ve celebrated enough,” Revan said.

Nikoma nodded. “I hear you there. I enjoy myself more on horseback, with a bow or a spear in my hand anyway.”

Revan stood up from the pole, glad to have a kindred spirit to talk to. “That was quite the display today. I think you would have beaten us even if Cheytan had been paying attention. He’s pretty fond of you.”

Nikoma tilted her head back and laughed. Revan thought it was real, but the sound came out forced and grated on his ears. Aside from that, however, Revan could see why Cheytan was enamored with her. Nikoma was taller than most Simarru women and corded with muscle — a true warrior. But even with her martial airs, Nikoma couldn’t hide her raw beauty.

“Cheytan is Cheytan,” she said. “He’s a good rider and brave, but he has much to learn in other matters.”

Revan had intended to tell his Simarru friend what Nikoma said, but now he thought it was better to keep it to himself.

“I’m Revan, by the way.” He extended his hand in greeting and as an attempt to change the conversation. More than likely, Nikoma already knew who he was, but he didn’t want to seem arrogant.

“Arban Nikoma,” she replied. “Although Nikoma will be just fine. And I already know who you are, Revan Teutevar. Your family is the reason for my father’s pout.”

Nikoma pointed across the room to the feast table where Long Scar was seated alone, a brooding look on his face while he picked at a buffalo rib.

“Long Scar — excuse me, Chief Hayoheylas is your father?” Revan asked. Looking closer, he could see the similarity in their strong features.

“Indeed,” Nikoma said. She smirked. “Were it not for the king’s marriage to your mother, my father would have been named Garrid’s successor, and I his heir.”

Revan shifted on his feet, unsure what to say. He couldn’t tell from the mischievous look on Nikoma’s face if she was irritated or pleased at the turn of events. It wasn’t hard to tell what her father thought on the matter, though. 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Revan said. “It wasn’t a turn of events I expected either.”

Nikoma laughed and slapped him on the arm, like an old comrade in arms. “Don’t you worry about it, Revan Teutevar. I was never cut out to be a princess anyway. My father will get over it — he’s just a man used to getting what he wants.”

Revan knew Brin or Shamus would have told her she would have made an excellent princess, but he wasn’t brazen enough. She looks like she’s used to getting what she wants as well, he thought.

Nikoma grinned and drew him from his thoughts. “Hey, you in there? It was good to meet you, Revan Teutevar. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

“You too,” Revan managed to mumble as she walked away. He couldn’t help but feel he’d just lost a second contest to Nikoma.

 

Hours later, when the last celebrants drifted away to their beds, Guinevere found Revan in his quarters, squinting at a hide map in the flickering candlelight.

“Your presence was missed at the end of the feast,” she said.

“I’m tired of feasting,” Revan said. “It seems I am the only one who remembers a war will soon begin.”

“When you grow older, you will realize that there are far too few feasts and far too many wars,” Guinevere said. “It will be the last spring for many of these people. A warrior needs memories of peace to recall during times of war. You would do well to remember that” 

“And you would do well to remember that you are the Lady of Athel,” Revan replied.

Guinevere hissed, and her green eyes narrowed. “Have I taught you nothing? Of the two of us, it is not I who is planning to chase after shadows. If Athelon is ever to be restored, it will be through our efforts here, in the Simarron. As queen, I can arrange you a marriage with a chief’s daughter. I will have the power to send people and resources to rebuild your land when the war is over. But you’re blind to this. Instead you wish to run away on a boy’s whim, like a spoiled child.”

“I do not need the charity of King Garrid to reclaim what is mine,” Revan said. “And don’t pretend what you do tomorrow is for me or Athel.”

Revan expected his mother to continue the argument, but instead she drew a deep breath and kneaded her temples with her fingertips. During the ensuing silence, Revan couldn’t help but notice the wrinkles creasing her hands and face. After another deep breath, she turned away from her son and began to speak.

“When your father was killed,” Guinevere said, “I was nearly consumed in grief. With every step we took from Athelon, I became less alive and more like a ghost. The months we wandered, I was lost, lost in a darkness of pain and despair. It was Regg who pulled me through those days and convinced me I had to keep going, for your sake if nothing else. ‘As long as Revan lives, a part of Mathyew will always be with you,’ she said. As you grew, I found more and more how right she was. I may have grown to love Garrid, but you will always be my son, and as such, your father will always be a part of me.”

Revan’s throat grew thick and, as much as he hated it, tears broke down his cheeks. Guinevere didn’t turn around until he’d regained his composure

“That’s why I’ve got to go back,” he said. “As young as I was, a part of me is still in Athel too. I can’t be a man until I can go there and find that part of me, that part of Father. I won’t be whole until I can stand on the ground where he died for us and promise him it wasn’t in vain.”

Guinevere cupped her son’s face in her hands, aware of the stubble on his cheeks and the firm line of his jaw and cheeks. It is done, she thought, looking into his eyes that could have been Mathyew’s. The mountain has stretched its shadow over him.  

“Then you must go. Only promise me that one day, you will return.”

 

In the deep of the night, Revan thrashed across his sleeping skins, ensnared in a dream.

He was flying above the ground, dark pines whipping past him. Try as he might, he could only look straight below him and was filled with a fear of crashing into something ahead.

Soon, the dark pines melted away to meadows of tall grass. Throughout the meadows, skeletal structures of half-burned, half-toppled buildings poked through the undergrowth. Revan knew he was flying over the Valley of Athelon and fought to raise his head to look in front of him at the mountain once more.

He was going faster now — the grass a blur that morphed into deep waters. He tried to stop, knowing full well he would crash into the side of the mountain. With all his might, he strained to raise his head.

Instead of seeing the mountain, however, he fell, and the dark, bottomless lake waited to consume him.

Chapter 7

Revan Teutevar — The Simarron Plains

“It was a lovely wedding,” Brinhold remarked, swaying with each step of his paint horse.

“So it was,” Shamus agreed. “As me old mam used to say, the worst wedding’s twice as good as a stubbed toe.”

Revan snorted and turned in his saddle to face the leprechaun. “Someday I’d like to meet your dear old mam and ask if she’s ever said any of the ridiculous things you say she does.”

“Ask away,” Shamus said, waving a hand. “Sure, the old matriarch’s a pillar of wisdom!”

Two days after the ceremony, Revan succeeded in prying Brin and Shamus away from the festivities long enough to prepare supplies for their journey. On the third day, after much delay from Guinevere, the three set out from the Khanhorn, laden with provisions and parting gifts.

On the advice of the king, their path took them southwest, across the Yudawas pass of the Brutin Mountains that marked the border of the Simarron and Vhaldais. Once they reached Vhaleons, the capital of Vhaldais, their journey would be almost halfway complete. From there, they would continue west across Vhaldais until they reached Athel’s forested edge.

The spring sun grew warmer with each crossing of the prairie sky, and the companions were forced to shed their cloaks and jackets each afternoon. Within two weeks of their journey, the only snows remaining were stubborn drifts clinging to the shade. In the fair weather, Revan thought of little aside from the smell of new prairie grass and the occasional scream of a red-tailed hawk, wheeling across the sky. Leaning back in the saddle, he closed his eyes and let his face soak in the warmth of the sun. His left hand drifted from the saddle horn to steady himself and lighted on his mother’s farewell gift.

The layers of dark, laminated wood comprising the bow shaft were warm in the sunshine. The bow was a recurve, the style the Simarru favored for shooting from horseback. Although it lacked both the power and range of Revan’s old longbow, it was still a powerful weapon. The arrows, fletched with crow feathers, were banded in red and black stripes.

“I hope they fly straight and true for you, my son,” Guinevere said when she handed him the bow and quiver.

Revan could only nod. The pain of Reginleif’s death dulled with time, but even so, he couldn't forget the last time his arrow hadn’t flown true. Revan was grateful when his mother continued, sparing him a response. 

 “Bring honor to our family,” she said and embraced him.

In his weeks of preparation, Revan hadn’t readied himself for the goodbye. He fought to swallow the knot in his throat.

“I will return,” he managed to say. Without another look at his mother, he mounted his horse and turned toward the west. When he finally looked back, the Khanhorn was no more than a red bump against the sky.

 

“We ought to be reaching the foothills by tomorrow evening,” Shamus said, breaking Revan’s thoughts. As the leprechaun spoke, he twisted in his seat, one hand grubbing behind his back for a saddlebag. A moment later, he shoved a handful of the nuts and dried berries into his mouth.

“Your mouth is as detestable as it is ravenous, sir,” Brinhold said, in a mock accent of a Skaldain noble. 

“Ugh,” he added, dropping into his own voice. “You’re a mess. There’s a bit of berry or something stuck in that flaming orange beard of yours.”

Shamus squinted down his bulbous nose and pulled the berry from his whiskers. “There you are,” he said and popped it into his mouth.

Revan shook his head and laughed at the two’s antics. “It’s a good thing we each packed separate supplies,” he said. “We would have been out of food before we reached the pass.”

“Speak for yourself, boyo,” Shamus muttered, fishing through the bottom of his bag.

“Do you think we’ll run into any trouble at the Vhaldais border?” Revan asked Brin. Behind them, Shamus procured an apple from another bag.

The skard shrugged. “Hard to say, but I doubt it. We’re not traders, and there’s too few of us to cause any trouble. It might be a good idea to think up a story to tell the border guard either way, though.”

“Can’t we just tell them you’re a skald and we’re your guards or something?” Revan asked.

“Hmph.” Brinhold scowled below his curled brown locks.

Revan shot him a puzzled look. “No? I thought you said skalds were free to travel from country to country?”

“For the hundredth time,” Brinhold began. “I am not a skald, I’m a —”

“Yes, yes — skard,” Revan said before Brin could launch into his familiar rant. “Just answer the question.”

“Well, it’s not that we’re unwelcome…officially,” Brinhold said. “But Vhaldais has its own order of minstrels, the troubadours. Skalds and troubadours don’t get along all that well.”

“I’ve heard of them, so I have,” Shamus said through a mouthful of apple. “Real romantic fellers: dress fancy, recite poetry and the like.”

“A bunch of puffed up dandies if you ask me,” Brin muttered.

“If we’re questioned, just tell them you’re a troubadour?” Revan said. “Problem solved.”

The skard was aghast. “I’d rather be dead!” 

Behind them, Shamus burst into laughter before a chunk of apple sent him into a coughing fit. 

“I don’t see the problem?” Revan said.

“It’s the principle of the thing,” Brinhold said. “Skalds are more than traveling singers, we’re responsible for protecting the laws, meting justice, recording history and retelling epics and traditions. In times of war, we’re called upon to strengthen men’s hearts and steel their resolve with our words. We don’t just wander around willy-nilly, carousing and chasing tavern girls.”

Revan opened his mouth to correct Brin on his last sentence and then thought better of it. Carousing and chasing tavern girls sounded exactly like what the skard did.

“That’s why I’m sticking with you, partner,” Brin said. “To gain acceptance into the Hall of Skalds, I have to compose my own epic. Hopefully yours has a happy ending — people don’t like tragedies.”

“Your unwavering loyalty moves me,” Revan said, clutching his chest. Behind them, Shamus started laughing and, soon after, coughing again. “Whatever would I do without such faithful companions?”

 

 The following day, they reached the foothills of the Brutin Mountains as the sun sank over their peaks. For Revan, whose longing for the mountains grew each day he’d lived on the plains, it was a welcome sight. Even if they weren’t the Gimbadors, the rugged passes, distant timberlines and snow-swept heights beckoned to him like an old friend.

In the day’s last light, the three began their ascent. Revan breathed deep and smelled the scent of pines and dark earth stirred up beneath their horses’ hooves. Runoff from the winter snows trickled down a shallow gorge to his right, and in the distance, crickets chirped in the growing darkness. Revan smiled and inhaled again, this time catching the faint scent of campfire in brisk evening air.

Revan brought his horse to a stop and held up a hand to Brinhold, who was following behind him. Ahead of them, Shamus halted his pony, apparently scenting the smoke himself. Revan and Brin dismounted and led their mounts to the leprechaun’s side. When they reached him, Shamus pointed to a faint glow nestled in the trees ahead.

“What should we do?” Revan asked in a low voice.

“Wait here,” Shamus said. He handed them his pony’s reins and pulled the hood of his motley cloak over his orange hair. In a moment, he disappeared in the twilight. While they waited for their friend’s return, Revan and Brinhold conversed in low tones.

“Like as not, it’s a group of herders or travelers like us,” Brin said. “I think we’re only a few miles east of the Yudawas pass.”

Revan nodded, but he wasn’t so sure. Revan knew the Simarru garrisoned an outpost at the top of the pass. Unlike Vhaldais, King Garrid mandated last fall that, so long as Vhaldais refused to trade with the Free Countries, no outsiders would be allowed into the Simarron without proper authorization. On top of that, the three hadn’t seen any sign of Simarru herdsmen in over a week. 

Before Revan could voice his concerns, however, Shamus returned. For all the chattering the leprechaun normally did, Revan was still amazed at how quiet Shamus could be when he put his mind to it. Revan knew he never heard or saw any sign of Shamus unless his friend wanted him to.

“Three of them,” the leprechaun said, holding up his stubby fingers. “A Simarru man and two Vhaldissi — man and a woman. The Simarru man has a hunting bow and a tomahawk. The other two are wearing long, skinny swords. Sure, I’ve never seen the like before.”

“Fancy basket hilts?” Brinhold asked. “The blades are about two finger-widths apart?”

Shamus nodded. “They’re called rapiers, Vhaldisii dueling swords,” Brinhold said. “Whoever they are, they’re not normal travelers.”

“It’s a bit skittish they are,” Shamus said. “But nobody’s on guard that I could see. What should we be doing then?”

Before anyone could answer, one of the camp’s horses let out a whinny. Revan realized the wind had changed, blowing their horse’s scents toward the group. To the friend’s dismay, Revan’s buckskin answered the call.

“Well, there’s nothing for it now,” Revan said. “Unless we’re going to ride away in the dark, we’ll have to meet them.”

“Hold on there, boyo,” Shamus said. “They know somebody’s out here in the dark, sure, but they’re not knowing who or how many. You and Brin head on into camp and take my pony with you — he’ll be noisy if you leave him here alone. Meanwhile, I’ll be keeping an eye out in the dark.”

Shamus melted into the dark again and Revan and Brin led the horses toward the camp. With each step, Revan regretted his decision. Stop trying to scare yourself. There’s nothing to worry about. Against the glow of the fire, he could see one of the figures peering into the darkness.

“Who’s there?” a Simarru voice asked.

Revan looked at Brinhold and took a deep breath. “Hello the camp!”

The other two stood when they heard his call and reached for their weapons. Revan nodded to Brinhold, and they walked into the firelight.

“Who goes?” Drawing closer, Revan saw it was the Vhaldisii man. 

“Two travelers,” Brinhold replied. “We’d be grateful for a spot by that fire.”

By now, they were close enough to see the Simarru man had an arrow on his bow. The Vhaldissi man and woman rested hands on their sword hilts but made no move to draw them.  They wore fine black riding boots and beneath fur-lined cloaks of the same color, the puffy collars of their fine linen shirts protruded. In comparison, the Simarru man wore a greasy hide vest and several knives in addition to the tomahawk Shamus mentioned.

“Come on then,” the Simarru man said, beckoning with his bow. “Into the light. Real easy.”

Revan stepped forward, hoping the hammering in his heart wasn’t as loud as he imagined. Despite his anxiety, Revan’s mouth watered at the brace of mountain hares roasting over the fire.

He nodded toward the spits. “We’d be grateful for a bit of fresh meat. We mean you no harm. We’ve got supplies of our own to share as well.”

The Simarru man lowered his bow and motioned to the picket line where the horses were tied. “You can tie your horses with ours.”

While Revan and Brinhold tied their horses with the others, the Simarru man returned to tending the meat. The two Vhaldisii said nothing, their stares following Revan and Brinhold to the picket line. Once the horses were cared for, they returned to the fire and sat down across from the pair.

“We’re much obliged, friends,” Brinhold said, rubbing his hands in front of the flames. “It’s a rough climb up the foothills — thought we’d be spending the night in the dark with cold rations for company.”

While Brin spoke, Revan’s eyes wandered to a scroll in the woman’s hands. He glanced up and found her staring at him with a cold smile. Before he could apologize, she tucked the vellum into her blankets and spoke.

“What brings two fine young men into the mountains?” she said in a smooth voice, “Clearly, you are not from the plains.” In the firelight, with the flames reflecting on her brilliant blond hair and sharp features, Revan thought she resembled a fox. A fox who just snuck into a chicken coop.

“We’re looking for work in Vhaldais,” Brin said. “My friend and I are handy with a blade and are hoping to sign on as guards with a trade company.”

The Vhaldissi man smiled, revealing a mouth of straight, silver-plated teeth. “We too have some experience in sword work. Perhaps after our meal the two of us can go a round?”

As he spoke, the fingers of his right hand tickled the silver hilt of his rapier. Revan was unsure, but he guessed the pommel was made of ivory or perhaps even pearl. He had no such doubts about the man’s skill with the weapon.

The woman released a cold laugh. “Now Carlos,” she said, “there’s no need to frighten our guests. And where are our manners? As I have said, this is Carlos, our Simarru friend is Shur and I,” she said, twisting her hand in a dramatic flourish, “am Josephine.” When she finished, she looked at Revan and Brinhold, waiting for their introductions. 

“I am called Brand and my companion is Ren,” Brinhold lied. 

“Brand and Ren,” Carlos tested the names. His voice held a questioning tone Revan was sure he didn’t believed them. “Tell me, why is it you travel with a saddled pony in addition to your own mounts?”

Brinhold and Revan looked at each other. Inwardly, Revan cursed. Why hadn’t they thought to unsaddle Shamus’ mount? The skard opened his mouth to reply, but Revan cut him off. “The pony was my nephew’s,” he said. “I sought to sell him in the Simarron, but the price I was offered was too low. I’m hoping to get more in Vhaldais.”

“It is a good pony,” Shur said, glancing back at the animal. “I do not know what you were offered, but the price is like to be the same in Vhaldais.”

Revan didn’t know what to say. Under the pressure of the two Vhaldissi, he’d forgotten about the Simarru man.

“Uh, those hares look about finished,” Brinhold said. “What say we eat?”

Revan broke out their oatcakes and dried fruit to share with Shur’s meat. The five ate in silence, but Revan was glad for it. He’d already had enough of Carlos and Josephine’s questions. While they ate, Revan tried his best to scan for signs of Shamus without looking too obvious. Wherever he was hiding, Revan was sure the leprechaun resented them sitting by the fire with a warm meal. Beneath Josephine’s cool watch, however, he would have gladly spent the night alone in the darkness.

When their meal was finished, Brinhold produced a flute from his pack and played a couple of tunes in an effort to ease the tension. Revan thought the music was well done, but when the skard finished, Carlos gave a slow clap and sneered.

“I should hope your sword work is better than your skills as a musician,” he said, “for if you cannot hire on with a trade company you will have little luck making a living as a minstrel. Our troubadours are the finest minstrels in all of Peldrin.”

“I have heard tell the skalds —”

“You haven’t told us where you’re bound,” Revan said before Brin could start an argument. “Surely fine folk such as yourselves don’t wander the wilderness without good reason.”

“My apologies for our rudeness,” Josephine said. Apologetic was the last thing she sounded. “Carlos and I are famous spavaldos in Vhaleons, our capital city. We are traveling Peldrin in search of skilled foes to test ourselves against. Shur has been kind enough to serve as our guide whilst we cross the Simarron.”

“I confess this will be my first journey to Vhaldais,” Revan said. Now the pair were talking, he hoped to learn more. “I don’t know what a spavaldo is.”

Josephine gave Revan another foxlike smile. “Your ignorance is forgiven,” she said. Her tone was suggestive of someone lecturing a small child. “Allow me to explain. As our troubadours are the finest performers in all of Peldrin, so too are the Vhaldisii spavaldos the most skilled swordsmen and women. The spavaldos and spavaldas travel from city to city, dueling worthy opponents to determine who is best with a blade. Sometimes the duels are to the death, but most often they are only to first blood. The better spavaldos are sponsored by the wealthy and fight for the honor of their house, guild or company.”

“Which of you is the best?” Brinhold asked when she finished. The skard was still sulking after Carlos’ critique of his performance.

Carlos and Josephine glanced at one another with forced smiles. “Some questions are better left unanswered,” Carlos said. “But we have talked much — let us retire for the evening.”

While Carlos and Josephine unrolled their blankets, Revan glanced at Brinhold. The skard’s expression made it clear he didn’t relish the idea of spending the night with the spavaldos either. They’ve done nothing to make us believe they’re anything but honest travelers, Revan tried to tell himself. He thought back to their cat-like grins and his comfort dissolved. At least Shamus will be watching us. I only hope he hasn’t fallen asleep out there in the dark.

Revan nodded goodnight to the spavaldos and the Simarru man before rolling into his blankets, back facing the fire. He waited until the rustling of blankets stopped and Shur’s snores broke into the night air before sliding his dirk from its sheath. He laid the weapon within quick reach and closed his eyes, all the while hoping he would have no need for it.

Chapter 8

Harlan Longmire  — Emora

For early spring, it was hot in Emora. Hot enough to fry a sand snake if he sat still long enough and certainly hot enough to fry a ragged collection of Lorish woodsmen and leprechaun scouts. Most of the population in the city of Calicosa was shaded up under the canvas awnings of adobe buildings or umbrellas made from palm leaves and corn husks. Some residents fanned themselves, sipped at cool drinks and spat seed, enjoying what they knew to be mild weather compared to the coming summer. The outsiders, sweating and panting in their linen clothing, couldn’t have imagined the sun could beat down any hotter.

After passing beyond the Heimwall, the leprechauns and the foresters wandered east into the Redlands until the first real onset of winter came with no sign of Arund. Plagued by blizzards and forced to hide from Periwaneth and Jotun alike, the two groups were forced south into the warmer Emora oasis and desert country. Throughout the winter, Harlan and Angus did their best to keep their bands out of sight and mind of Calicosa’s resident warlord, Rufio. 

So far, they’d stayed out of trouble. Preoccupied with warring during the mild winter months when the heat of the sands somewhat abated, Rufio and his men didn’t bother with the foreigners, as long as they didn’t disrupt peace in the oasis. Still, Harlan knew that, even if the group hadn’t worn out their welcome yet, staying anywhere too long was likely to draw unwanted attention.

The heat didn’t help Harlan’s anxiety any. The grizzled forester was frustrated and impatient to be gone from Calicosa and its sand. True, he didn’t miss the ache the biting winters of Loriad set in his bones, but the Emoran sun’s inferno that baked the northerners from sky and the ground alike was a different kind of discomfort.

Beside him in a wicker chair, Chief Angus O’Cooley of the Nibelungen Scouting Corps swatted a fly away from his round nose. As a whole, the leprechauns were a naturally ruddy-colored race, but the Emoran sun burned them to a cherry red color that never browned. The Lorish woodsmen, however, were nearly as tanned as the native Emorans.

“By the stars, if it isn’t getting hotter every day, I’m a minotaur’s mother,” Angus said and mopped his brow with an orange handkerchief. “And here was I thinking it was too warm all winter!”

Harlan nodded and took a sip from his tepid drink while watching a pair of men across the street. They were standing guard outside the local warlord’s citadel — half fortification, half palace. Every large oasis in Emora was ruled by a different warlord. Rufio was one of Emora’s largest and most powerful militants. Although most travelers could come and go through the oasis if they laid low, the citadel was off-limits and filled with soldiers who protected Rufio’s treasures…and secrets.

Although the guards wore long-sleeved clothing and leather armor, they showed no sign of discomfort. The locals claimed the more clothes a person wore, the cooler they felt in the Emoran heat. Harlan didn’t know if this was true or not, but he personally couldn’t stand the extra sweat that came with an increased wardrobe. The leather eyepatch rubbing and chaffing his empty socket was bad enough.

Harlan and Angus’ groups were both visibly armed, but the guards didn’t pay them much notice. After spending a winter in the town, the foreigners were disregarded as a passing oddity. The Emorans thought the leprechauns lucky and often gave them gifts of food and trinkets, in hopes their charity would allow the supposed luck to rub off on them. Aside from that, Rufio’s guards, the foresters and leprechauns all knew it would be a death-sentence to attack the citadel or any of the warlord’s men.

Angus nudged Harlan and nodded down the street. “Looks like your man’s coming.”

The man Angus referred to was a fat informant by the name Sagheer — at least that was the name he gave Harlan. Sagheer scurried up the street on his short legs, poncho and wide-brimmed hat flopping with every step. Harlan sat up in his seat and took his feet off the chair across from him when the snitch entered beneath the shaded awning.

“Greetings, Mister Harlan,” Sagheer said.

Harlan nodded. “Afternoon, Sagheer. Have a seat.”

The short, fat Emoran bowed, took a seat and swept his huge straw hat from his head. He signaled for drink from the cantina waitress and slicked back the few remaining black hairs growing from his sweat-drenched head. After fanning his face, he pulled a seed pouch from under his poncho and popped a handful into his mouth.

Harlan frowned. Seed, as it was commonly called, was highly addictive and outlawed in most countries west of the Heimwall. Although it was rumored to sharpen a user’s intellect and enhance their senses, there was no arguing the way it rotted a man’s teeth and tongue. The worst seeders were known to get rough patches of skin the color of soot that eventually covered their entire body — and their insides as well, it was said.

Sagheer grinned lopsided at Harlan’s displeasure behind a bulging cheek and spat a shell into the street. Even after months learning Emoran culture, Harlan still felt uncomfortable talking to a known secret-seller in broad view of Rufio’s guards. But that was the way each warlord holding worked — none of them wanted to face a fair fight when they could win their latest border war by deceit. The strategy made quality secret-sellers like Sagheer in high demand, even if most of them were double-crossing varmints.

“What do you have for me today, Sagheer?” Harlan asked, fighting the urge to rub the sweat tickling him beneath his eye patch. “You’re going to have to do better than last time. My silver’s not worth town gossip.”

“Ah, but Mister Harlan,” Sagheer said, still grinning, “sometimes town gossip is the best information, when it comes from Rufio’s stronghold.”

Harlan pretended to be nonchalant and focused on the cup he was turning in his right hand. “Talk first, then silver. Our friendship is getting expensive.”

Sagheer clutched his chest in mock hurt. “Mister Harlan, you hurt my heart,” he said. “With friends like you, who is in need of enemies?”

Harlan leaned forward and pulled back his teeth in a not-at-all-friendly smirk. “I promise you’d rather be friends with me. Now quit beating around the bush.”

“Of course, of course,” Sagheer said and held up his hands in defense. “But first, maybe Mister O’Cooley would like to give my dice a rub, eh? I have had the most awful luck at the tables and horse races of late.” The secret-seller produced a set of red and green dice from out of nowhere and held them under the leprechaun chieftain’s nose.

Angus snorted and waved Sagheer’s hand away. He was even less tolerant of the snitch than Harlan. “The only thing I’ll be rubbing is my fist into your gut if you’re not knocking off that superstitious nonsense.”

Sagheer gave a hurt look, and the dice disappeared again with a twist of his hand. Before the snitch began to pout, Harlan flipped him a silver coin. “There,” the old forester said. “Good silver is better than luck any day. Now let’s hear what you’ve got to say.”

The Emoran accepted his drink of guava from the servant and took a sip before he began. “Ah, much thanks, friends. Now, you remember I told you of the Periwaneth and Jotun moving into the Redlands last summer?”

Harlan nodded. “I remember I knew that before you charged me to hear it from you again. Go on.”

Sagheer ignored the jibe. “It is said the two groups have reached an agreement of sorts — meaning the Jotun aren’t going around tearing the arms and legs of the Periwaneth. The wild men aren’t fighting amongst themselves, either.”

“Sure, that’s friendship at its finest,” Angus said. Several of the men and leprechaun chuckled.

“For the time being, at least,” Sagheer said. “But no one knew why — until now, that is. There are rumors that amongst the Periwaneth is a mighty shaman, a man who travels amongst them and binds them with his words. All winter long, he wandered from camp to camp, growing his following. He is uniting the Periwaneth and forging an alliance with the Jotun.”

The small talk between the leprechauns and the foresters ceased, and everyone turned to listen to Sagheer. Angus let out a low whistle, and Harlan frowned.

“Well now,” the old forester said. “That is news.”

Sagheer nodded, a smug look of satisfaction plastered on his round face. “What did I tell you? Sagheer is a good friend to have, eh?”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Harlan said. “But you’ve earned your silver today.” He reached into his vest, pulled out a small bag of coins and tossed them on the table. “Run along now.”

The secret-seller weighed the coinpurse in one hand and then drew open the strings to peer at the contents. “I only hope that this is will buy enough flatbread to feed my wife and eight hungry children…”

Angus snorted again and shooed the snitch away. “Away with you! Last week it was six children and your wife was dead a year past. At least be getting your story straight, rat!”

Sagheer bowed low and blew a kiss at Angus, whose sunburned face popped with veins and turned purple in anger. The secret-seller dodged Angus’ incoming fist with speed surprising for a short, fat man and scurried down the street without another word. Underneath the cantina awning, the men and leprechaun chuckled at the secret-seller’s antics.

“One of these days I’ll be getting my hands around that snitch’s neck, and he won’t be so clever,” Angus said and sat back down with a last glare at Sagheer’s retreating figure.

Harlan let out a rare, barking chuckle. “Don’t let him get under your skin. We’ve got enough to worry about.” 

 

“This shaman sounds awful familiar,” Angus said. 

It was evening, and the group of leprechauns and men were hunched over clay plates of rice, beans and corn flatbread while the two leaders discussed their plans. In the middle of the cantina, an Emoran girl in a bright skirt, copper bracelets and large hoop earrings spun and danced to the beat of a tambourine. The noise of the music and shouting patrons deterred anyone trying to listen in on their conversation.

“Sounds like we’re thinking the same thing,” Harlan said. “I smell a snake. A white one named Arund.”

Angus nodded. “And wouldn’t it be just like him to go stirring up those ignorant wildmen into a war?”

Harlan finished his mouthful of beans and took a long drink of cactus nectar. “Sounds like his alliance with the Jotun panned out too.” 

Harlan beckoned to the servant girl, who cleared their plates. Across the cantina, three of Angus’ leprechauns were teaching the Lorish foresters a complicated jig. When the tempo of the music increased, one of the men tripped over his own boots and fell sprawling to the ground amidst the ringing laughter of his companions. Harlan and Angus looked on, amused. When the table was empty, Harlan spread a hide map of eastern Peldrin across the top and pointed to several places drawn and labeled in blue ink.

“Emora, Julkar, Borgost and Corr,” he said, running a fingertip over each country. “The fighting hasn’t stopped here since the Republic fell.”

“With war in the west, no one will be sending aid to the Wild East if Arund starts invading countries,” Angus said. “And there’s enough Periwaneth and Jotun to handle any one country by itself.”

Both of the leaders grew quiet, the severity of Angus’ statement weighing heavy on their minds.

“Whatever Arund’s plans are, we’ve got to find out fast,” Harlan said. “It’s time to head north again.”

Chapter 9

Revan Teutevar — The Brutin Mountains

In his dream, Revan was inside the cave in the Gimbadors. All around him, the flowing script and other engravings were pulsing with golden light. He looked down at the pool and saw once more the outline of the harp just below the surface. As he’d done before, he knelt down on the cavern floor and stretched his hand toward the still golden pool. His fingertips were about to brush the surface when a hand shot out and grabbed his wrist.

Startled, he turned and saw its owner kneeling beside him in the shadows. A cry of terror split his lips. It was Reginleif.

The Valkyrie handmaiden was pale, her eyes sunken and her hair dull, even in the golden light. Revan couldn’t move, frozen by the cold emanating from her grip on his wrist. She shook her head without a word. The freezing sensation grew, and he tipped onto his side, paralyzed. Against Revan’s will, his eyes closed, and his last sight was the expressionless Valkyrie staring down at him.

 

Revan’s eyes snapped open. He was lying in a cold sweat. Judging by the flickering shadows and the chill against his back, he guessed the fire was burning low. The faintest hint of dawn had yet to permeate the thickness of the pines. Even so, voices murmured on the other side of the camp.

“I’m telling you, it’s them!” Shur hissed. “The entire Simarron knows the description: two young men, one with golden hair, the other with dark — a skald. That pony, try and tell me it isn’t the leprechaun’s. He’s probably out there in the dark right now, watching us.”

Revan stiffened in his blankets and resisted the urge to reach for his dirk. He tried to appear to be sleeping, breathing slow and steady while the conversation continued.

“Don’t be a fool,” Josephine’s voice was so slow Revan could barely understand her. “And do not speak so loud, you will wake them.”

“I think our friend is right, Josephine,” Carlos whispered. “The description fits. But why are they traveling to Vhaldais?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Shur said. “Kill them now and be done with it.”

Despite himself, Revan froze, his breath coming in shallow gasps. Unable to stop himself, his fingers curled around the handle of his dirk. Where in the hell is that leprechaun?

“Did I not just tell you? Don’t be a fool, Shur!” Josephine hissed. “Even if we killed them, how would we track a leprechaun through the mountains in the dark? We are not here as assassins.”

The three broke into a quiet argument, and Revan tried to process this new information. Is Vhaldais spying on the Simarron? Could Vhaldais have joined with the League over the winter? Anything was possible. With the embargo in full swing throughout the winter, little news came in from outside the plains. If Garrid had spies in Vhaldais, he hadn’t shared the information with Revan.

Revan was drawn to the present when a pebble bounced from the darkness and landed inches from his face. Squinting into the dark, he recognized the crouching form of Shamus leaning out from behind a tree. Revan almost sighed in relief. About time! He glared at his leprechaun friend, unable to move. Shamus held up a hand that clearly said “hold still.” At the same time, Carlos’ voice ended the dispute. 

“It is settled then,” the spavaldo said. “We must kill them.”

Thud. Thud. Revan’s pounding heart almost masked the sound of the would-be murderers rising. He clenched his teeth. The heartbeat continued to hammer in his ears. Thud. Thud. In the darkness, Shamus’ eyes were wide, but he continued to hold up his hand. Revan’s hand was going numb from his grip on the dirk. He barely noticed his left clutching just as hard at the corner of the blanket. 

Thud. Thud. Revan heard the soft rustle of boots on pine needles. Shamus placed an arrow on his bowstring and mouthed a countdown. Three. Thud-thud-thud-thud. Shamus drew back his bow. Revan watched, wide-eyed as the leprechaun’s bearded lips moved once more. Two. Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud. Revan held his breath. It seemed like an eternity before the arrow leapt from Shamus’ bow. One.

Screaming, Revan pushed off his left hand and twisted in his bedroll, dirk held high in his right. Mid-roll, he caught the surprised look of Shur as his swinging stab buried the dirk deep into the man’s belly. The Simarru man hovered over Revan on his knees. The curved dagger in his hand was still poised above Revan’s body. 

In the back of his mind, Revan was aware of Brinhold and Carlos wrestling across the campsite. He stared open-mouthed at Shur, whose eyes were riveted on the dirk handle, blood bubbling from his cracked lips. Revan’s hand still clenched the dirk, frozen in its grip. Shur’s dagger fell from the man’s hand, and he collapsed on top of Revan. The weight of the body drove the dirk pommel into Revan’s ribs, knocking the air out of him. Frenzied and sobbing, he fought to free himself from the dying man and the blood-soaked blankets. At last, he kicked himself free, scrambled to the fireside and tripped over a root. Face down in the pine needles, Revan’s teeth chattered, and his entire body quaked.

Revan lay in the dirt until a hand lighted on his shoulder. He whipped around, yelling in fright. It was Shamus. The leprechaun knelt down beside Revan and helped him sit up.

“Easy now, boyo,” Shamus murmured. “It’s over. It’s over. Just breathe. Sure, it’s over.” Revan felt his friend’s arms wrap around him, and he returned the firm embrace, sobbing and shaking.

Revan didn’t know how long they sat there. Eventually, he pulled away from Shamus and sat down hard. Mind numb, he looked around at the destruction of the campsite. 

Across the fire, Brinhold leaned against a tree, dry heaving. The skard was covered in blood but appeared to be unharmed. Carlos lay next to Brinhold’s blankets, his handsome face pale in the scattered embers of the firelight. The corpse’s mouth was agape, and its pale dead eyes bored into Revan. With effort, he looked away from the dead man. Josephine and the horses were nowhere to be seen. 

“This one’s not dead yet,” Shamus said. While Revan was surveying the camp, the leprechaun had gone to examine Shur.

Revan couldn’t bear to look, instead listening to the dying man’s words while he faced away, eyes clamped shut.

“Now then, what is it you’re up to, trying to murder innocent travelers, eh?”

Revan heard Shur cough. “It was that spavalda whore.”

“Well, she’s gone and left you now, hasn’t she?” Shamus said. “And her pal is dead, so why don’t you tell us what the three a you were up to?”

By the silence, Revan guessed the Simarru man wasn’t going to say anymore.

“Come now, Mr. Shur,” Shamus said. “You know as well as I that’s a mortal wound my friend gave you, but it’ll be a nice long death, now won’t it? What say you answer our questions, and we won’t leave you for the wolves to finish off?”

Revan opened his eyes and stared remnants of the fire. Brinhold joined him and handed over a skin of water. Although his hand was clean, the skard was splattered with dried blood. Revan rinsed his mouth out and spat on the ground. He doubted he could stomach anything at the moment.

“Won’t matter,” Shur said at last. “You let the spavalda get away. She’s a woman who holds a grudge. You won’t survive the year, leprechaun.”

“How about you humor me anyway?” Shamus said. “Have you been selling information to someone in Vhaldais?”

Now that the rush of the attack was over, Revan steeled his resolve. He stood with Brin to join Shamus, who was kneeling next to Shur. The Simarru man was lying on the ground, head propped up by Revan’s blood-soaked blankets. Both of his hands clutched the dirk buried at the bottom of his ribcage.

“Not a spy,” Shur said. Each time he spoke, he grimaced in pain. “Just been passing on letters.”

“What’s in the letters?” Shamus asked.

“Don’t know,” Shur’s voice was growing softer. “Can’t read and even if I could, it’s written in Vhaldisii. I just got them from one person and passed them to another. No names, didn’t know either of them.”

“So what are you doing up here with two spavaldos, then?” Shamus asked.

The breaks between Shur’s speech were growing longer and his breathing more shallow. “Last time, a letter didn’t come. Got instructions to show up here.”

“From who?” Shamus asked. Shur didn’t respond. “Who!” Shamus yelled.

“Another… Simarru man,” Shur’s voice was garbled from the blood foaming from his mouth. “Gave me the…coin. Said it was how I’d know the right people…when the time came.”

“When the time came for what?” Revan grasped the collar of Shur’s vest and yelled into the dying man’s face. If he could hear him, however, the Simarru man gave no notice. His eyes fluttered shut and a groan slid past his lips.

“This one’s past talking now,” Shamus said. “Best be done with it, boyo.” He nodded toward Revan’s dirk.

Revan swallowed, knowing what had to be done. He grimaced and wrapped his hand around the hilt of his dark. With gritted teeth, he pulled the blade free. In his dying delirium, Shur hardly noticed. Revan watched for a few minutes, hoping the Simarru man would die of his own accord.

But he didn't. Shur continued to tremor and draw in ragged breaths. Doing his best to still his shaking hand, Revan delivered the mercy stroke. Soon after, Shur was still.

Shamus knelt over the Simarru man’s body and began to search his clothing. Somewhat recovered, Brinhold was engaged in a similar task with the dead spavaldo.

Revan looked around, a blank expression on his face. “Josephine got away?” His voice sounded strange to his ears, a hoarse whisper. 

“She went straight for the horses when t’other went down,” Shamus said. He withdrew a hand from Shur’s vest pocket. “And what do we have here, then?” He held up a chunk of unadorned iron in his palm shaped like a large coin or medallion. “Must be the coin he was talking about.”

Revan could only nod. He looked at Shur’s body once more and then stumbled to the edge of camp and expelled the contents of his meal. He continued to heave and shake until Brinhold came to his side with a water skin.

 “Here, drink this time,” the skard said, putting a hand on his shoulder. Revan managed to swallow a few sips. “If Shamus hadn’t wounded Carlos, I would’ve been done for. By the bard, even with an arrow in his side he was fast. I barely had time to react.”

Revan nodded and another wave of sickness threatened to overcome him. He couldn’t help but think how fast it all happened, couldn’t forget the look of surprise when he stabbed the man. Unbidden, Reginleif’s pale, face came to mind and the dream rushed back to him. Revan banished the thought. That’s the last thing I need to think of right now. 

“I’ve…I’ve never killed someone up close before, Brin.”

“This feller was my second,” Brinhold said. It was the skard’s turn to stare into the night. “A lot like the first though. It was just after I passed the skald’s test and set out into the countryside. Some stinkin’ old man trailed me for a few days, thought I didn’t know he was following me. Well, on the second night I decided I didn’t want him sneaking around in the dark where I couldn’t see, so I called him into my camp.” Brinhold forced a hollow, barking laugh. “Downed all the food I gave him, then decided he wanted my coin purse too and drew a knife. I thought I’d pull my own blade and show him I meant business. Thought he’d back down. He didn’t. The old bugger had this wild look in his eye, and he came at me. He was just a rotten tramp who was used to bullying his way through life — I don’t think he really thought I’d kill him. I ran him through though. Rolled his body into a ditch after it was done. Cried like a baby for days, couldn’t sleep, just kept thinking about what I’d done.”

Brinhold shook his head as if waking from a deep slumber. He met Revan’s eyes and placed a blood-stained on his friend’s shoulder. “If you hadn’t killed him, he’d a done for you without blinking. Whenever your mind starts to wander back to tonight, just remember that."

 

By the time Revan, Shamus and Brinhold could clean themselves, gather, saddle and repack the horses, it was past dawn. None of them had any desire to spend more time at the campsite, and so they agreed to make for the pass to notify the Simarru garrison. Just as they were about to leave, however, Revan noticed something smoldering in the coals of the fire.

Handing his reins to Brinhold, Revan crouched down and pulled the smoking remnants of a scroll from the fire. He recognized it as the one Josephine had hid from his gaze the night before. Taking care not to let the charred and burnt parchment dissolve in his hand, he unrolled it and scanned the page.

“What’d you find?” Brin asked, walking over.

Revan shook his head. “Not much. The Vhaldisii woman had it with her when we first came to the camp. She must have thrown it into the fire before she fled. I can only make out a few words that weren’t burned out.”

“Well, what’s it say?” Shamus said, joining them. He made to reach for the paper, but Revan pulled it out of his grasp.

“Careful!” he said. “It’s fragile, we don’t want to break it.”

Revan squinted and moved his lips in silence while he attempted to read the scroll. “Garrid will ride north…more warriors than first anticipated… are loyal to ...defeat at Fordstown…condotierri…and Vhaleons…Queen Chloe must…That’s the end of it,” he said. “I can’t make out anything else.”

The crack of a stick uphill drew the friend’s attention from the ruined document. Shamus’ keen eyes were the first to see the shadows of warriors creeping through the trees, weapons in hand.

 “Uh-oh,” the leprechaun said.

“What is it?” Brinhold asked. “I don’t —”

“Don’t move!” A voice called from the pines. “You’re surrounded.”

Chapter 10

Harlan Longmire  — Emora

The next morning, Harlan and Angus roused their boys early to head out of Calicosa. By the time the sun was peaking over the dunes outside of the city, the leprechauns and foresters were mounted and riding out of town. In the heart of Emora, travelers only left an oasis in a caravan or a raiding party rather than risk losing themselves in the dunes. In the north, however, scrub grass and ponds dotted the dunes. As such, Harlan wasn’t worried about getting lost in the desert.

A few of the villagers were beginning their morning chores and stopped to watch the procession of foreigners plodding out of the city. Harlan nodded to the guard outside of the warlord’s citadel when they passed. The men gave an uncaring tip of their helms but otherwise remained unmoving. Although the days were hot, nights on the dessert were cold and, in the morning air, Harlan could see his breath and that of his horse’s misting in the air.

The group passed beyond the palms and green shrubbery surrounding the oasis into the bumpy wastes. Calicosa was shrinking behind them when the men in the back of the column shouted for Harlan and Angus. The two leaders turned their ponies and saw three riders approaching at a gallop. When they drew closer, Harlan sighed in frustration. The riders wore Rufio’s yellow hawk on their shields.

The man in front raised a hand to hail them and reined in his steed within a few yards of the foreigners. The animal snorted, tossed his head and pranced back and forth, but the rider held his seat without notice. Over the winter, Harlan found the Emorans’ prided themselves on their horsemanship and even believed themselves superior to the Simarru in both breeding and handling. 

While his mount stamped, the Emoran locked eyes with Harlan. Once the horse was in check, he raised a hand in greeting to Harlan.

 “My name is Corsol,” the warlord’s man said. “I am an advisor to Rufio, benevolent lord of Calicosa. I bring you a summons to his court.”

“Funny,” Harlan said. “He had all winter to talk to us and didn’t see a need to. What does Rufio want with us now that we’re already out of town?”

The messenger frowned at Harlan’s curt response. “Your rudeness will be overlooked this time, foreigner,” he said. “I cannot speak for Rufio, but I must insist that you accompany us back to the citadel.”

Although there were only three of the men, Harlan knew many more would follow if they declined the warlord’s request. He saw the summons for what it was — a display of power. In all likelihood, Rufio knew of their plans to leave the evening before and waited until the last moment to detain them.

 “That’s fine,” Harlan said. He was irritated by the delay and Rufio’s games, and he hadn’t even met the man. “This way I can tell your bossman to his face that if he wants to speak to me, he doesn’t have to throw his weight around first. Let’s get this over with.”

The group rode back in silence behind the messengers. When they reached the adobe walls of the citadel and passed through the gates, the guards remained as still as when they’d seen them earlier in the morning. Unlike the sand-swept streets, the courtyard was paved with cement and swept clean. Palm trees and hanging flowers lined the avenue between the gate and the palace. In front of the doors, a large fountain trickled in the calm of the morning. Between the pillars of the avenue, peacocks flitted in and out of sight.  Altogether, the scene was as peaceful and beautiful as one could ask for in Emora. The serenity made Harlan all the more on edge.

At the other end of the courtyard, servants — or as Harlan suspected, household slaves — waited to take their horses. He watched the animals go with unease. Even without a citadel surrounding them, they wouldn’t make it far from the oasis without mounts. When Harlan glanced up at the walls, Emorans with curved swords, bows and spears patrolled. Before the old forester could worry further, the citadel doors opened, and they were ushered inside. 

Rufio’s palace was an oasis within an oasis. Whereas the citadel walls and the other buildings in Calicosa were red and brown adobe, the hallway leading to the Emoran warlord’s seat was built with marble columns. On the walls, precious paintings, statues and other treasures filled the hall — scavenged and looted from caravans and other warlords, Harlan had no doubt. At the end of the columns, draped over a carved wooden throne was Rufio himself.

Although the hour was early, the warlord looked awake and alert, groomed to perfection. His dark curls were oiled and played about a silver circlet and his beard was trimmed in an intricate pattern. A tiger on a golden chain lay at his feet, tail flicking back and forth. The host of women in thin silks around the throne fidgeted and sat uneasily next to it on the marble steps. Harlan wasn’t sure if the tiger or the man in the chair was the cause.

The messenger led the foreigners to the bottom of the throne steps and motioned for them to kneel. Harlan forced his aching knees onto the hard stone and stared at the marble floor while they were announced, wishing more each passing minute they were still riding north.

“My lord Rufio, I present to you Harlan of Loriad and Chief Angus O’Cooley of the Nibelungen.”

Harlan didn’t know how they knew his name — the messenger hadn’t asked. Once the man finished his introduction, Rufio waved the messenger away and descended the steps to the kneeling men. On the edge of his vision, Harlan saw the tiger yawn and bare its enormous yellow fangs when its owner passed.

“Welcome, Harlan,” the warlord said. Unlike many of the Emorans who spoke the common Republic language, Rufio carried no hint of his native accent when he spoke. “I hope your stay in my city has been enjoyable? You must forgive me for the late summons that keeps you from the road. I did not want you to leave without enjoying my hospitality. Let it never be said that Rufio is not welcoming to outsiders.”

Harlan thought of the children begging in the streets outside the citadel and Calicosa’s rundown adobe buildings outside but knew better than to mention them. “The pleasure is ours, my lord,” he said instead.

“Please,” Rufio said. “Rise! The least I can do is offer you breakfast. Your men look hungry. Let us eat while we speak more.”

The warlord clapped his hands and servants appeared from various side doors with covered platters. Others placed out long tables and wicker chairs between the columns and laid out fine silverware. The men and leprechauns took their seats. Rufio took his seat at the head and seated Harlan and Angus to his left and right.

The platters were uncovered and revealed corn flatbread, guava, barbecued desert lizard and sage hens. Although the breakfast was far from what the foresters and leprechauns enjoyed in their native lands, a winter of strange eating had helped them grow accustomed to the fare, and they dug in. At the head of the table, Harlan picked at his plate while Rufio spoke.

“I hear that the League and the Free Countries will war this spring?” the warlord asked. “And that Loriad will not allow any caravans past Fordstown?”

“We’ve been gone since early winter, my lord,” Harlan said. “You’ve probably got more current information than we do.”

“I try to stay updated on current events, it is true,” Rufio said. He turned away from Harlan to look at Angus. “I confess, I have never met a leprechaun before, my friend. What brings such a strange companionship to Emora?”

“The hospitality and the warmer clime,” Angus said. “Sure, it’s a grand country you have here, milord.”

Harlan watched the exchange while chewing on a mouthful of flatbread. He was satisfied to see a hint of annoyance cross Rufio’s face at Angus’ evasive answer. The warlord took a long drink of wine and plastered a fake smile on his face before he spoke again.

“Come, friends,” Rufio said. A jeweled hand toyed with the tip of his pointed beard. “I mean you no harm. As the lord of Calicosa, it is my business to know why foreigners have come to my city. ”

 “It’s no secret, my lord,” Harlan said. “As I’m sure you know, last fall both Loriad and the Simarron were attacked by Jotun raiders. Although they were defeated, we believe they are only the first. We’d like to know why the Jotun, and the Periwaneth for that matter, are settling in the Redlands.”

Rufio leaned back in his seat and placed his hands on the arms of his chair. “As would I, my friend,” he said. “I was hoping that you would be able to help me find an answer.”

Harlan looked across the table at Angus. Neither had expected to be asked for help. “What did you have in mind, my lord?”

“Oh, nothing too difficult,” Rufio said. He shrugged as if he was inviting the old forester to join him for dinner. “I’m as curious as you to know what is happening in the Redlands. Even more so when considering there is no Heimwall separating the Jotun and Periwaneth from Emora.”

Harlan studied Rufio for any sign of deceit, but the warlord’s face was blank and impassive. Even so, he was suspicious. “Forgive me, my lord,” Harlan said, “but I have to believe there’s more to it than that. If that was all, I bet you’d send your own men to gather information, not outsiders.”

Rufio popped a date into his mouth and ate it with relish. After he swallowed, he dabbed at the edge of his mouth with a napkin before he spoke. “You are a man who likes to cut to the chase, Harlan. It is refreshing. Please allow me to explain. Our neighboring oasis is ruled by a camel’s ass named Raul. I would call him the son of a whore, but that would be a discredit to our dear mother.”

The warlord paused and savored the look of surprise on Harlan and Angus’ faces. “Yes, he is my brother. Someday, I will kill him, but this day, I need only information on his movements. The war against my brother has gone well this winter, and both he and I know he is close to defeat. That is why it may not surprise you to learn he is growing desperate. I am told he has been supplying the Periwaneth with weapons, horses and all manner of supplies this winter.”

Harlan shrugged. “Doesn’t sound like a mystery to me? Seems like he’s in need of men and wants to buy some Periwaneth mercenaries.”

“That is what I thought at first,” Rufio said. “But in our battles, my captains do not report seeing any of the Periwaneth. Why would Raul arm the Periwaneth if he did not intend to use them in battle against me?”

When the Emoran warlord paused for yet another dramatic effect, Harlan fought to keep from rolling his remaining eye. He considered if it was worth offending Rufio by asking him to finish his story so the foresters and leprechauns could return to the road. Nevertheless, old habits from court life took over, and he listened with what he hoped was an attentive face.

“Do tell us then, milord,” Angus said.

Rufio smiled and leaned forward so that only Harlan and Angus could hear him speaking. At the same time, the warlord motioned to one of his guards, who brought a leather satchel to the table. When the guard set it down, there was a thud and a jingle of coins.

“It was a question that long eluded me,” Rufio said. He placed a hand on the satchel but made no move to uncover the round object within. “But I believe I finally have my answer.”

Rufio reached within the sack and, with both hands, pulled out a broken marble bust of a man’s head. Although the features were cracked and broken, Harlan knew at once where it was from. While Harlan and Angus studied the marble face, Rufio reached back into the sack again, this time retrieving a handful of golden coins.

Harlan selected one of the coins and rubbed it between his callused fingers. The gold was freshly minted, without the dent and marks that came when it was spent. More surprising, however was the symbol stamped onto the coin: the eagle of the Republic of Pel.

“Isn’t that something?” Harlan said in a low voice.

Although coins from the Republic were not an uncommon occurrence in various marketplaces across Peldrin, as far as Harlan knew, there were no minters anywhere who still used the Republic’s symbol. Yet there, in his hand was a Republic coin, fresh and flawless as new-fallen snow. Angus let out a low whistle.

“Surprising, no?” Rufio said. “These things were taken in a raid on one of my brother’s caravans. Within the wagons, we found other artifacts scavenged from Hubress and a small chest full of the coins. What do you make of that, eh?”

A cold knot settled into the bottom of Harlan’s stomach. “I think I know what you’re saying, my lord.” Angus looked at the old forester from across the table with a similar look of concern on his face. “Raul isn’t buying the Periwaneth, he’s allying with them. They’re paying gold for the horses, weapons and supplies. These coins may be new, but I doubt they were minted recently. Somehow, they’ve found a cache of coins within Hubress.”

Rufio nodded. “And how, do you think, they found these coins they are paying my brother with?”

“From someone who knew Hubress inside and out,” Harlan said. “Someone who wanted to arm the Periwaneth and make a friend in Emora.”

“Someone who used to have lots of friends in Emora,” Angus added.

“Exactly my thoughts,” Rufio said. “Raul has made a deal with a devil. A devil in white.”

Chapter 11

Revan Teutevar — The Brutin Mountains

Revan, Shamus and Brinhold lifted their hands in the air and remained still while a score of Simarru appeared from the trees, surrounding them. When they saw the dead men, their apparent leader knelt beside the remains of Shur and Carlos, while the rest of the Simarru held their weapons on the three friends.

“This man looks familiar,” the Simarru said, studying Shur’s face. He looked over to Carlos and then up at the companions. “I am the arban who commands the garrison at the pass. In the first light, a woman on horseback galloped through our outpost and rode down two of my men when they tried to stop her. Not long after, a pair of riderless horses appeared as well. I decided something was amiss then and called this patrol. What happened here?”

Revan related the events of the previous night. When he finished, Shamus handed the round chunk of metal and the burned parchment to the garrison commander. The Simarru man inspected it for a few moments and then flipped it back to the leprechaun.

“It looks like a piece of iron slag to me,” he said with a shrug. “The parchment is almost impossible to read as well. You are sure he said nothing else?”

Revan nodded. “That was all. The spavaldo died before we could question him, but I doubt he would’ve told us anything.”

“Arban!” one of the Simarru soldiers near Shur’s corpse said. “I recognize this man. He used to deliver supplies to the pass.”

The captain looked over the dead man again and nodded after a moment. “You are right,” he said, frowning. “I wonder what he was doing up here with two spavaldos and no provisions.”

“You mean you believe us, just like that?” Brinhold asked.

The Simarru commander nodded. “We know who you three are — the king sent a rider ahead and told us of your coming.”

After the Simarru soldiers searched the two men again, they set to work digging two graves. When the work was done, the captain spat on the mound of dirt covering the deceased Shur.

“It is our custom to give our dead to the fire,” he said. “But we will not honor a traitor. Come, let us return to the pass.

The three companions mounted their horses and followed the Simarru patrol up the mountainside until they came across their mounts, waiting silent and untied a bowshot from the camp. Unlike their long-legged plains counterparts, the garrison’s horses were short and stocky like Shamus’ pony — ideal animals for the rough terrain.

“I wish we could have stopped the woman,” the captain said as they rode through the pines. “If I had known, I would have sent some of my men after her before she reached the Vhaldissi garrison at the other end of the pass.”

Soon, the trees and bushes thinned, and their surroundings turned to wind-whipped rocks. A chilling breeze bit through their cloaks and horse’s manes, and the air was sharp and thin.

The Simarru garrison was little more than a series of cabins serving as a barracks and a watchtower built from a flat platform atop four pine poles. Additional pine poles formed a palisade fence across the narrow gap of the Yudawas pass. The opening between them was just large enough to admit two riders side by side. Some semblance of a road was marked out from the mountainside by rows of stones.

On both sides of the pass, walls of imposing rock topped with snow-covered peaks loomed above on them. The garrison sat within the narrowest part of the pass, and, when they drew closer, Revan had to tip his head all the way back to see the mountain tops. 

“This is the only pass large enough for wagons across the entire range,” the Simarru commander told them. “Legends differ on how it was made: some say the pass was cut by a falling star, and other have it that the giants carved it in a long forgotten era. Either way, unless you want to go around the Brutins to the north, or sail around them to the south, this is the only way from Vhaldais into the Simarron.”

Their horses were stabled and the commander invited them inside his cabin, where a small fire fought to stay alive in the hearth. Furs were tacked to the walls for added insulation, but even so, the companions kept their cloaks and jackets on. Aside from a small table littered with hide maps, the only other feature was a pile of additional furs for sleeping in the corner. The captain motioned for them to take a seat and then pulled up a wicker chair of his own. 

“It troubles me to think of Simarru betraying one another,” the commander said. “Especially at this time. A rider came to us less than a week ago with news: King Garrid is gathering the tribes for war.”

“Do you think Queen Chloe has been spying on the Simarron?” Revan asked. “Will Vhaldais side with the League?”

The arban shrugged. “Although the queen was named, it is hard to say. Each year, the merchants grapple more power from the royalty.  From what I have heard, their sway over Vhaldais is almost equal now, which is bad news for the Vhaldisii people as well as us. I do not think either side would benefit from joining the Imperium League, but one thing is certain: someone in Vhaldais is no friend of the Simarru.”

“It’s a shame we didn’t learn more,” Shamus said.

 The arban nodded. “Even so, you have my thanks. It is better to see an arrow coming than to be struck in the dark. The three of you are welcome to all we have to offer.”

“Thank you for your hospitality, captain,” Revan said. “We’d appreciate a warm place to sleep tonight, then we’ll be gone in the morning.”

“Into Vhaldais then,” the arban said, frowning down at a map of the country. “Be wary. The Vhaldisii are a strange people, given to greed, indulgence and treachery. Keep to the countryside, and avoid the cities at all costs. Word of your travels is spreading and not all of it to those who mean well.”

 

The friends spent the night at the barracks, glad for a break from traveling rations and the chance to bed down with a roof over their heads. In the morning, they arose and prepared to enter Vhaldais. The Simarru commander stood beside their horses in the frigid air and left them with a final warning.

“Do not tarry in Vhaldais longer than necessary,” he said. “It is not a country for honest men.”

Revan nodded. “No longer than we have to. I am eager to return to my home.”

“Are you certain?” the arban asked. “From what I have heard, Athel has become a wild and untamed land.”

“My mind’s made up,” Revan said. The arban’s words sounded like a last attempt from Guinevere to get him turn around. “Thanks again for everything, captain.”

“Good hunting, Revan Teutevar,” the captain said. “Do not worry, King Garrid will hear of these spies and soon root them out.”

The western side of the Yudawas pass proved to be just as steep as the eastern, and the companions were forced to dismount and lead their horses down the rocky path. Around late morning, the pass widened and leveled out, and they were able to ride again. Revan thought it strange the Vhaldisii had no guard on their side of the pass when Shamus spotted a thin trail of smoke rising above the pines. Soon after, they came upon the garrison.

Unlike the Simarru outpost, the Vhaldissi had two stone guard towers built in the mouth of the pass against each side of the cliffs. Their barracks consisted of a single stone building with a stable and corral on the southern side. When the friends emerged from the pines, a horn sounded from the top of the northern tower.  Moments, later, a dozen guards fell into formation and watched their approach. Whereas the Simarru were garbed in buckskin and leather cuirasses, the Vhaldissi wore shining helms and breastplates and stood at sharp attention.

“Halt,” their captain said, stepping forward. “What business brings you to Vhaldais?”

“We’re looking to sell our swords to a merchant guild in Vhaleons,” Brinhold said, sticking to their lie.

The captain looked them up and down and nodded. “Good enough. The Simarru are the ones worried about keeping people out, not us. My men here will show you to the edge of our garrison.”

Two of the guards stepped forward out of the formation and set off down the road. Glad to be set on their way without further questioning, the friends nudged their horses to follow after the Vhaldissi soldiers. When they passed the corral, the garrison’s mounts ran to the fence to investigate the strange Simarru horses. Revan glanced over them without thinking until his eyes came upon the last horse.

“Have any other travelers passed this way?” he asked.

“You’re the first of the season,” one of the soldiers said, not bothering to look back at the companions. The man’s clipped tone discouraged further questions, but Revan continued anyway.

“That’s strange,” he said. “The Simarru mentioned a woman passed through their outpost at a full gallop yesterday morning.”

The Vhaldissi solider didn’t reply, but Revan saw the man’s grip tighten on the spear he carried. Shamus glanced over at Revan and shook his head. Soon after, however, they reached the edge of the clearing, and the soldiers bid them farewell.

“Safe travels, gentle sirs,” the other soldier said. Before any of them could thank the men, they turned around headed back to camp. It wasn’t until the companions were a half an hour’s ride from the outpost that Revan dared to speak.

“Well, that was strange,” he said. “Did you two see Josephine’s horse in the corral back there?”

Brinhold nodded. “And the way those fellows tensed all up when you mentioned her?”

Beside them, Shamus was scowling at the round piece of iron they’d found on Shur and turning it over in his hands.

“Why’d you bring that along?” Revan asked.

“There’s something strange about this hunk of metal,” the leprechaun said. “Back when we were talking to that guard captain, it started to heat up in my vest pocket! Nearly burned a hole in it before we left him.”

Shamus flicked the iron disc to Revan, and he snatched it out of the air. The iron was the same rough grey slag as the last time he’d looked at it. Revan squeezed it in his hand and blew on it, but the chunk of metal remained cool.

“Take a look,” Revan said and tossed it to Brinhold. 

“Hmm,” Brinhold rolled the medallion across his fingers. “I’ve heard stories of things like this before. They’re a way for spies and informants to know one another, but the name’s slipping me right now. When two get close together, they’ll heat up. I’ll wager the captain or another one of those soldiers had one.”

“Which would explain why Josephine was given a fresh horse when she came to their outpost,” Revan said. 

He trailed off, and they all fell silent, thinking of the implications. If the Vhaldissi guard were openly helping spies pass back and forth across the Simarron border, who knew what Vhaldais was planning?

 

The elevation continued to drop at a steep rate, and soon the friends were out of the pines and into open country with clusters of woodland. Around evening, they came across large sections of barren fields and vineyards that had yet to be worked in the early spring season. As the sun began to set, they saw the glow of lantern lights in the distance made by the farm’s manor and surrounding village. When they drew closer, the sounds of music and laughter reached their ears.

“Ah,” Brinhold sighed. “A tavern at last!”

Revan was surprised to find the village was without a wall or even a fence to protect it — especially considering that the manor on the hill overlooking the town looked more like a small fortress than an estate, with its stone walls and keep. They continued down the street past thatched-roof houses until they came to the source of the commotion.

The inn one of the few stone buildings in town and looked from the outside to be bursting at the seams with patrons. Out front, several fine hunters were tied to the hitching post. While Revan tied his own horse beside them, he couldn’t help but admire the animals and the silver-chased saddles and harnesses they wore.

Before Shamus and Brin could walk through the door, Revan grabbed both of them by the shoulder. “Behave yourselves,” he said. “We’re not in the Simarron anymore.”

As expected, the inside of the tavern was packed. Serving girls darted between groups of bearded farmers in rough-spun wool and villagers with bright vests in an array of colors. To Brinhold’s annoyance, a troubadour sat on a small stage toward the back of the commons, playing a harp and singing.

 In addition to the regular crowd of villagers and farmhands, a large group of men and women sat in the middle of the room, drinking and laughing. Despite their jovial mood, only the serving girls approached their table, and the regulars gave them a wide birth. From their fine clothes, jewelry and ornate weapons, Revan guessed they were the owners of the horses tied in front on the building. The men twirled their mustachios and smirked while the women toyed with elaborate-styled hair.

When Revan looked back, Shamus and Brin were already at the tavern’s bar. He joined them just as a serving girl deposited two large trenchers of bread, meat and gravy in front of the pair.

“Couldn’t wait for me, eh?” he asked the pair.

Shamus ripped his loaf of dark bread in half and handed it to Revan. “Eash up,” he said behind a full mouth.

Just after their meal was finished, the finely-dressed patrons interrupted the troubadour in the middle of a song and requested another.

“I have heard enough songs about crops and livestock,” a man with dark hair and golden chain said. “Sing of the wars of old Vhaldais!” His companions applauded, and the man flicked a large golden coin at the troubadour, who was quick to oblige, despite the scowls and murmurs from the locals.

The troubadour struck a fast song, and the well-dressed people at the table cheered and sang along in loud voices. While Revan and his friends were eating, the tavern owner stood behind in the bar and scowled at his fancy customers.

“Cursed condotierri,” he muttered. “They do not belong in the countryside, amongst honest people.”

“Who are they?” Revan asked.

“Mercenaries!” The tavern owner turned and spat. “Expensive thugs, nothing more — yet another way for the rich to compete with one another. The condotierri are hired to parade around and look threatening — rarely do they engage in any actual fighting. We are fortunate to not see them often in this part of the country. It is a bad sign that they are here now, no matter the reason. At least they have made their camp outside of the town — their leaders are bad enough.”

With a last scowl, the tavern owner walked away to tend to his other guests. “If you have any trouble with the dogs, just give us a holler!” Brinhold called after the man. “We’ll straighten them out!”

The skard’s hand settled on the golden hilt of Carlos’ rapier. Revan watched Brin adjust the weapon and run a loving hand across the fancy hilt before returning to his meal — an annoying habit he’d adopted since he’d begun to wear the dead spavaldo’s sword.

“You should’ve given that over to the arban,” Revan said, irritated at the way the rapier amplified the skard’s cockiness.

Brinhold looked at Revan as if he’d grown horns out of his head. “Leave a fine blade like this to rust away in some outpost armory? I don’t think so! Besides, I bested the spavaldo in a duel to the death. This sword is my prize!”

Revan rolled his eyes and fought the urge to argue with his friend. Shamus, however, had plenty to say on the matter.

“Now wait a moment,” the leprechaun said, licking gravy from his fingers. “If I recall, ‘twas I who filled the bugger full of arrows. Not only did I kill the spavaldo, I saved your life as well, so I did!”

“Oh, is that so?” Brinhold said. “The blade’s too long for you anyway — it’s almost as tall as you!”

Revan resumed eating and tried to ignore the pair. Just as their argument ended with Brinhold gritting his teeth and handing Shamus a handful of coins for his part in the winning of the rapier, a ring-laden hand fell on the skard’s shoulder. One of the condotierri was standing behind them, a wide smile on his face.

“That is a fine blade, sir!” the man said in a voice loud from drunkenness. “Come, you and your friends must join us.”

Brinhold glanced at Revan, unsure what to do. Revan looked at Shamus, but the leprechaun was too busy devouring another plate to pay any attention to the situation. Before any of them could find an excuse, the condotierri pulled Brinhold from his chair and led him across the tavern where the rest of the mercenaries were celebrating. 

Revan grabbed Shamus and pulled the leprechaun away from his plate. “So much for lying low.”

When they joined Brinhold and the condotierri, the skard was already rehearsing his victory over Carlos with his finest storyteller’s skill on display.

“He moved like chained lightning, but I was faster,” Brin said, reenacting the duel. “The spavaldo was easily the most talented man I’ve ever fought, but he made one slip, one fatal error. And that was all I needed.”

Brinhold lunged forward with a shout, and the condotierri cheered. Elated with the captive audience, the skard bowed and clasped his hands together. “You are too kind.”

“A toast to you, friend!” the condotierri who’d invited them over said, raising his mug. “You would not know this, but the spavaldos are no friends to us. Those cowards shun real war and pretend to find courage from their duels, like the pompous peacocks they are. It is good you showed them what a real swordsman is made of!”

Beside Revan, Shamus was fidgeting and pulling at his vest, suddenly nervous. “True enough good sirs, but if you don’t mind, we’d best be turning in for the night…” The leprechaun grabbed Revan and Brinhold by the wrists and began to pull them away, the sheen of sweat on his face.

“Nonsense!” a female condotierri said and grabbed Brinhold’s other arm. “Stay and tell us more about yourselves, brave companions.”

The condotierri passed three chairs from a neighboring table, and Brinhold sat down at once. Without any other choice, Revan and Shamus joined him. The leprechaun glanced and Revan and gritted his teeth. He slapped a hand against his vest pocket and began to mouth something over and over to Revan. After the fourth time, Revan made out the words forming behind Shamus’ bearded lips: Coin’s getting hot.

Chapter 12

Arund, The White Knight — Ruins of Hubress

Arund sat draped over a makeshift throne of moss-covered marble blocks and watched the efforts of the Jotun in the distance. Over a score of the brutes — a rough-and-tumble crew of cyclops, ogres, trolls and minotaurs — were hefting giant chunks of cracked and pitted stone in an attempt to rebuild Hubress’ eastern walls. The section they’d completed, although sturdy, looked more like a pile of rubble than the mighty bastions that had once stood in the same spot. Arund shook his head in disdain. What I wouldn’t give for the rest of the Council to see what became of their mighty city.

Once the center of culture and power in all of Peldrin, Hubress could hardly be called a shadow of its former glory. The Forum of the Grand Council — where Arund’s rough throne now stood and where he’d begun his failed conquest two decades previous — was an unrecognizable husk. The magnificent domed ceiling was caved in and many of the columns had collapsed as well. The broken heart of a dead city. Only rubble and ruin remained where Peldrin’s mightiest minds and powers had once sat.

Serves them right, the proud, vain fools. If only Harald the Cruel had brought it all down on himself. Arund would never forget the night the Gunnlings broke through his ragged defenders and razed Hubress — along with the White Knight’s dreams of a unified Peldrin — to the ground. In a blind rage, the prince and his carls had spared neither solider nor structure while avenging his father, King Harald the Elder, who was slain when Arund overthrew the Council. What ruins remained were a tribute to the Gunnling prince’s hatred.

But like a farmer returning to his storm-beaten fields, Arund was coaxing the city back to life. In addition to rebuilding the walls, other crews of Jotun were in various parts of the city restoring the docks, barracks, armories, smithies and storehouses. Soon, Arund vowed, Hubress would be a functional citadel once again, even if the end result was an ugly scab over an old wound.

Even as he made this promise, Arund looked down at the statue at the bottom of the step before him and scowled. It was an effigy from his glory days: General Arund, the White Knight. The marble version sat on the back of a proud, prancing warhorse, and raised a sword to the stars, preparing to lead an army into battle against the Highland Confederation. Somehow, the sculpture had avoided Harald’s wanton destruction.

He would have never lived in ruin and decay, Arund thought. His word was law. The White Knight never went hungry, never wanted for anything. I would have made the same true for every hovel in Peldrin, yet they scorned my dream.

Arund’s mind filled with bitter thoughts even long years of exile hadn’t softened. He looked around, frowning at the broken forum encircling him. Here should have been my greatest victory. Here, I should have been crowned High King of Peldrin and ushered all of Peldrin into an age of peace and prosperity. Instead, he’d been betrayed and abandoned by his closest family and friends.

Arund looked at the statue of himself again and spat. He wished he’d never seen it, wished the Jotun had never found it, that it’d been smashed to pieces along with the rest of his legacy. That man is as gone as the Republic.

Every time he was overcome by these feelings, Arund comforted himself with the same thought: I may not have been victorious in the Council Wars, but Peldrin is still a better place without the Republic of Pel ruling it. The common citizens might look back on the golden years with fondness, but he knew the Republic for what it had really been.

A lie. It was nothing more than a lie. Despite romantic falsities of the selfless senators and monarchs of the Grand Council, most were power-hungry men and women, more interested in the furthering of their own countries than the welfare of the Republic as a whole. Mathyew, Isaac — I had to kill the only ones worth a damn.

The memory of his old friends filled Arund with regret. I should have let the Highland Confederation burn every last memory of the Republic to the ground. It wasn’t the first time Arund regretted being the hero. Although he held no misgivings for his failed conquest of southern Peldrin, he hated what he’d pretended to stand for in the name of the Republic. The gluttonous, greedy, hated Republic. Still, their remnants will serve my purposes.

The sound of scuffling and footsteps caused Arund to rise from his sulk and turn to see who was approaching. Four of the Zurel — Zathar, Zaine, Zadur and Zevan — lugged a chest between them. At the sight, a thin smile spread across Arund’s pale face. 

The Zurel, much to the dislike of both them and the Jotun, had been overseeing the rebuilding efforts. Neither were fond of the other, but they’d managed not to make a mess of things so far. Arund raised a hand and the Zurel stopped at the bottom of the forum steps behind his makeshift throne. When he walked down to them, Zathar threw the lid back, revealing a sizable collection of gold coins, minted with the eagle of the Republic. 

“Excellent,” Arund said. “This should be more than enough for our Emoran friends. Hopefully, they’re more responsible this time. How many chests are left?”

In their repairs and excavations, the Jotun and Zurel had come across a hidden chamber on the other side of the river. It had been filled with a number of chests like the ones before him, containing new, untouched Republic currency. Arund suspected it had been a bank’s hidden vault. The Council’s treasury had been stripped down to the last coin by Harald and his Gunnlings — Arund had checked as soon as he’d returned to Hubress. In the years before the White Knight’s return, the rest of the city’s valuables had suffered a similar fate at the hands of looters and treasure hunters from all over Peldrin.

Zathar shifted his weight and fought to avoid Arund’s eye. “This is the last of them.” 

The small satisfaction Arund felt at the sight of the chest evaporated. It wasn’t cheap to provision an army — even one as motley as the assortment of Jotun and Periwaneth tribes the White Knight commanded. The Periwaneth had been doing mercenary work for Raul and he’d been giving Arund supplies as cheap as possible. If he’d wanted, Arund knew he could request it all for nothing, but bleeding the Emoran Warlord into poverty only hurt the White Knight’s cause. Instead, he’d have to be patient, rely on fate and hope Raul’s westward expedition paid off — but being patient and relying on fate was nothing new to Arund.

“It will do,” he said to Zathar. “Make sure the Jotun have their orders while we’re gone. Find a way to haul this. We don’t want to keep our new friends waiting.”

Chapter 13

Revan Teutevar — A Vhaldais village

Revan glanced around the room, imagining every patron was watching them out of the corner of their eyes, prepared to slip a blade in their side. Who knew how many assassins Josephine had left lying in wait for them? Meanwhile, Brinhold was busy telling the mercenaries of their fake plans to sign on with a trading company in Vhaleons, oblivious to his friends.

“Why, you don’t need to go to Vhaleons for work,” the man who’d invited them over said. “You’ll make more gold joining a company like ours. Isn’t that right, capitani?”

He looked across the table at a condotierri with slick, wavy black hair and a trimmed goatee. He wore a silver breastplate with a blue falcon enameled on the front and was spinning a dagger by its tip on the table.

“Right you are, Armonno,” the leader of the condotierri said. “There’s gold enough for everyone in the Fortunate Fellowship.”

By now, Brinhold realized the mess he’d led them into. “Well…the thing is…” It was the first time Revan had ever seen the skard at a loss for words.

The capitani grinned and tossed a small pouch across the table to the trio. “Not sure, eh? How about this: use the coin in that pouch and stay the night in the inn. Think over our proposition. In the morning, come to our camp and give me your answer. The Fortunate Fellowship camp is only a few miles away to the west. We aren’t going anywhere anytime soon.”

Before the skard could put his foot in his mouth any further, Revan and Shamus thanked the capitani for his offer and bid the rest of the condotierri a good night. It took several tries before the friends could extricate themselves from the mercenaries, who did their best to keep them from leaving to stable their horses with offers of drinks and dice games. 

Once in their room, Revan bolted the door and sighed. At the same time, Shamus’ punched Brin in the arm.

“By the bard!” the skard said, rubbing his arm. “What was that for?”

“For not keeping your trap shut,” Shamus said. He pulled Shur’s coin from his vest pocket and tossed it to Brinhold.

“I got us a free room for the night, didn’t I?” Brinhold said, catching it. A second later, he dropped it to the ground and waved his hand in the air. “It’s hot again! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You wouldn’t shut your trap long enough to,” Revan replied. The roar of the crowd had given him a headache, and he was in no mood to argue with the skard. “And for all we know, it was the capitani who had the other coin.”

“You heard them,” Brinhold said. “The condotierri don’t get along with the spavaldos. Why would they be working with Josephine?”

“I’ve got a feeling this is a lot bigger than Josephine,” Revan said. “Now get some sleep. I want to be out of here at first light.”

Brinhold yawned and stretched. “Best thing I’ve heard all night. I’m right tuckered —”

“That’s too bad,” Revan said and pointed to a stool by the door. “You’ve got first watch.”

 

Revan awoke a few hours later to Brinhold’s urgent shaking. Through the haze of sleep, he grabbed his dirk and sat up on the straw mattress. He opened his mouth to speak, but Brinhold covered it and held a finger to his lips. When he pulled his hand back from Revan’s mouth, he pointed toward the door. In between Shamus’ snores he could hear a faint scratching sound. Someone was trying to get in.

Weapons in hand, Revan and Brin crept toward the door. In the sliver of moonlight shining through the shutters, Revan saw the door latch jiggling up and down. Brinhold glanced at him. What now? he mouthed.

Revan tried to calm his frantic heart and the jitters working their way down his arms and legs. He tightened the grip on his dirk and pointed to the latch. When Brinhold reached for it, Revan grabbed his arm and shook his head. The scratching and jiggling grew in intensity — evidence the intruder was growing impatient.

Revan took a deep breath, squeezed his dirk handle and then nodded toward the handle. Now. 

Beside the door, Brinhold’s hand shot out and flipped up the latch. In the same moment, Revan kicked the door open with all his might.

In the dark of the hallway, a cloaked figure cursed and fell backward with a thump. Before the person could recover, Revan lunged forward, only to receive a knee in the ribs. The next moment, the figure was sprinting away down the hall, with Brinhold on its heels.

Revan groaned and drew a deep breath, side burning. “Shamus, get up!” Without waiting for the leprechaun to stir, he raced after Brinhold and the intruder.

Downstairs, the inn’s door was ajar and Revan stepped out into the night. He paused, listening. Aside from the other guests stirring inside, the village was quiet. Neither Brinhold nor the attacker was in sight.

A faint creak drew Revan’s attention. The stable was connected next door to the inn, with a pair of large double doors facing the street. When Revan’s eyes followed the creaking sound, he saw one of them was ajar. Revan crept forward without a sound and paused outside the door. Aside from the faint nicker from one of the stable’s occupants, the barn was silent. He placed a hand on the door and peeked around the corner.

“Stop right there.”

Revan and his heartbeat held fast in their tracks. Although he couldn’t see her, he recognized Josephine’s voice.

“I have your minstrel friend,” the spavalda continued. “If you don’t want his throat slit from ear to ear, hand over the coin you took from Shur.”

In the back of his mind, Revan hoped with all his might that Shamus wasn’t still snoring in his bed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

A hiss came from the darkness, and Josephine stepped forward into the moonlight shining through the open stable door. Brinhold was held tight in front of her, one hand over his mouth, the other holding a dagger at his throat. 

“Don’t play games with me, Teutevar,” she said. “I was in the tavern watching you. I felt mine grow warm and saw you and the leprechaun looking around when yours did the same. Nothing but the truth now, or the skald dies.”

Underneath the spavalda’s hand, Brinhold muttered something. Although it was muffled, Revan was almost certain whatever it was ended with skard. Josephine nicked his exposed neck with her dagger, and Brin fell silent once more.

“I don’t have it,” Revan said. “The leprechaun does.”

Josephine cursed. “Then your friend is going to die.”

She drew the blade to the side of Brinhold’s neck, and the skard’s eyes went wide with fright. “Wait!” Revan said. “You know I’m telling the truth. If I had the coin, yours would be heating up right now.”

“I am no fool, Teutevar,” Josephine said. “My coin is hot. This is your last chance. Hand it over or —” 

In the days after, Revan still couldn’t understand how Josephine dodged the sack of oats Shamus dropped on her from the loft. Whether by luck or acute reflexes, the spavalda released Brinhold and threw herself to the side just as the sack crashed down on the Brin’s head, knocking him to the ground. 

Josephine disappeared into the dark of the stable, and Revan ran to his friend’s side. Brinhold was conscious, groaning and holding his head amidst the scattered grain.

“Look out, she’s got a horse!” Shamus shouted from the rafters.

A whinny sounded back of the stable. Revan threw himself over the half-awake skard and gritted his teeth. He felt the breeze of the horse’s hooves pass over his head and looked up in time to see Josephine and her mount burst through the stable doors.  As Shamus leapt from the loft and ran into the street, the sound of galloping grew faint and was gone.

“Sorry about that, Brin,” Shamus said, helping both of them to their feet and dusting the oats from the pair. “She was a bit faster than I’d hoped.”

The skard groaned and cradled his head in both hands while Revan walked to the stable entrance. A crowd, led by the innkeeper, was issuing from the inn to see what all the commotion was about.

“She’s headed south,” Shamus said from behind him. “Toward Vhaleons, if I had to guess.”

Revan looked to the west and saw the stars of the crown constellation glowing faint in the night sky, beckoning like an old friend. He pushed the thought of Athel from his mind, knowing what had to be done. His gaze shifted to the south, where he knew, somewhere in the night, Josephine and her plots and schemes were galloping toward Vhaleons.

It’s not my fight, Revan thought. There was no reason he needed to entangle himself in whatever was going on between Vhaldais and the Simarron. He pushed aside thoughts of his mother and King Garrid, betrayed and defeated. I don’t even know that would happen.

He was about to turn around and help Shamus with Brin when he noticed someone standing in the middle of the road, a stone’s throw away. Barely visible in the night, an old man with wild hair beckoned to Revan, and his heart froze. It was the same figure from the Gimbadors, the old man who’d warned him of the Zurel attack and spoken to him and Shamus when they’d lost the Zurel’s trail. 

“What do you want from me now?” Revan shouted. The old man gave no reply.

“Who’re you talking to, boyo?” Shamus asked.  The leprechaun emerged from the stable, supporting Brinhold’s wobbled steps. When Revan looked away from the pair back down the road, the old man was gone.

“The old man from the mountains,” he said, pointing. “He was just there.”

Shamus swallowed, his ruddy face growing pale. “Can’t be. I’m not liking the sound of that.”

Revan nodded. “There’s no mistaking it. He wants us to go after Josephine.”

Chapter 14

King Garrid — The Khanhorn

The ruler of the Simarron rubbed the corners of his eyes with a broad hand. Before him, illuminated by the light of a flickering oil lamp, dozens of hide maps and scouting reports all vied for his attention. Garrid sighed, selected the nearest and looked it over with a half-hearted glance. Behind him, the lodge door opened. Moments later, two arms encircled him.

“The evening meal is over,” Lady, now Queen, Guinevere said. “Your war council ended hours ago. Why didn’t you join us in the hall?”

The king sighed again and tossed the report back on the table where it fluttered and landed amongst its peers. Without answering his wife, Garrid brushed back the papers to reveal a large map of southwestern Peldrin inked on the back of a tanned buffalo hide. He pursed his lips and scanned its markings.

“Hmm, what did you say, my queen?”

Guinevere retracted her embrace and walked around the chair. She took the king’s face in both hands and lifted it until their eyes met. “Your dinner, oh mighty ruler of the Simarron. You missed it.”

Garrid chuckled and scooted his chair back from the council table. In one quick movement, he pulled the queen onto his lap and kissed her. When their lips parted, he smiled and then turned his attention back to the map, growling with frustration. The king leaned forward, one hand holding his wife on his lap, while the other tapped the map on a bend in the Avenflow River marking the boundary between Loriad and Skaldain.

“This is the source of my fasting, my heart,” he said. “Fordstown. We can delay no longer. The League is preparing to march in full force — a mighty army is assembling in Glittnair. One more week, for the last of the warriors to gather, then we must ride north to King Aedd’s defense.”

“Must you go with them?” Guinevere said in a soft voice. “I dread the idea of sending another husband off to war.”

The king pulled her close. “I would rather remain here with you, my queen,” he said. “War is a young man’s game.” With one last squeeze, he stood and set Guinevere on her feet. “But I must go. The tribes are restless and many do not approve of my new foreign bride. Aside from that, if the rumors are true, King Aedd is already fighting Scyths to the north. My presence as much as our riders will be needed at Fordstown.”

“Then take me with you!” Guinevere said, a fierce light in her eye. “I am a Valkyrie shieldmaiden. I can stand by your side. Do not leave me here to worry over your fate, I beg you.”

“That is exactly why you must remain here,” the king said, running his fingertips along her cheekbone. “Someone must sit in the Khanhorn Lodge and rule. If fate has marked me to fall and we are defeated, the Simarron must fight on.”

Guinevere turned away from the king and walked to the hearth where the embers of a fire were still glowing. In the light of the fire, here hair shone like beaten and polished copper, and her sharp features were enhanced even more in the playing shadows.

“Then at least take Long Scar with you,” she said. “I do not like the man, and he is not fond of me.”

King Garrid walked to the fireplace and wrapped his arms around Guinevere. “Long Scar is my oldest and most trusted chief. If things go bad for us at Fordstown, you will need his support.” He pulled away and took his queen by the hand. “Come, heart of my heart, let us retire. And cheer yourself! We have a week before I ride to war. Let us feast and laugh and make the most of our time.”

Guinevere forced a smile on her face and allowed herself to be led from the council room. She wanted to believe her new husband, but in the back of her mind, a feeling of darkness lurked.

 

Captain Nikoma — The Khanhorn

Nikoma wandered without purpose amongst the numerous tipis and campfires spread across the plains below the Khanhorn. Due to the breaking of spring and the forthcoming of war, the Simarru celebrated one way or another almost every night. 

Tonight was no different — even after a hard day of riding, wheeling in formation and filling targets full of arrows, spears and lances, the warriors still had enough energy to sing, dance and boast late into the night. In spite of all the merriment, Nikoma wanted nothing more than the whooping and hollering to be done with so she could go to bed.

Although numerous Simarru women fought alongside the men, Nikoma still felt an outcast amongst her fellow warriors. The beautiful daughter of a popular and powerful chief and as skilled at riding and fighting as she was, Nikoma’s rough demeanor left her with many admirers but few friends. During the day, when tasks like hunting, herding and warring took place, it didn’t matter. But at night, when the fires were lit and surrounded, it was as if she existed in her own separate world.

As she walked, Nikoma thought back to the king’s wedding and her conversation with the Teutevar boy. She still found it hard to believe she’d struck up a conversation with him so naturally and wondered what it was about him that made her so at ease. It certainly wasn’t his company — she’d sent Revan’s sweet-talking skald friend running more than once and caught the leprechaun in mid-stare just as many times. In the end, she marked Revan Teutevar as a kindred spirit and left it at that.

Even so, there were many nights when Nikoma would lie awake, half-wishing she’d gone with the three on their westward journey. Although the prospect of visiting foreign lands wasn’t all that appealing to her and Nikoma loved each day spent in the saddle, she’d had enough of the isolated pedestal she existed on.

The mention of her name caused the Simarru arban to stop in her tracks and back behind the tipi she’d been walking past. Peering around the corner, she saw a group of arban from King Garrid’s tribe. Although she recognized them all, she only knew Cheytan by name. Her admirer sat facing her on the opposite side of the fire. The man who’d spoken had his back to her, roasting a strip of sizzling buffalo over the flames.

“As I said, that Nikoma would be a fine mare to saddle.” Around the fire, the other arban exchanged nods and knowing glances. Nikoma was surprised to see Cheytan frowning, staring at the speaker with distaste.

“No mistaking, she’s a spirited one, but all the better on a cold winter’s night, eh, brothers?”

Nikoma felt her face redden in anger as the arban continued.

“She would be a fine addition to any herd, take my —”

“That’s enough, Kubla!” Nikoma clenched her teeth and was about to step from behind the tipi to teach the man a lesson, but Cheytan beat her to it. He leapt to his feet, fists clenched. Around him, the other arban fell silent.

“I can’t see why you’re upset, Cheytan — she gives you less attention than a buffalo does a prairie dog.”

A pang of guilt flashed through Nikoma. He was spot-on about her attention for Cheytan, yet here he was defending her in front of his fellow arban.

“Nikoma leads a war party just like you, and you’ll show her the respect she deserves, Kubla.” Cheytan said

The arban Kubla rose to his feet. “You’ve been a big talker since the battle last fall, Cheytan,” he said. “Maybe I should knock you off your high horse, brother.”

“And maybe I should knock you off yours.”

Nikoma stepped into the firelight, hand resting on the hilt of her saber. All of the men’s eyes went wide and their mouths fell, but none was more shocked than Cheytan. Kubla, the man who’d been so bold only moments before, could only stutter.

Nikoma drew her weapon and, with one quick slash, severed a row of fringe from Kubla’s breeches. “If you ever tried to saddle me, they’d have to put you to pasture with the geldings.”

Without another word, Nikoma strode away, all longing for fellowship burned away in embarrassed anger. Cheytan watched her go with equal embarrassment while the rest of the arban hooted at the unfortunate Kubla.

Late that night, before sleep finally overtook her, however, Nikoma thought back to Cheytan leaping to her defense, and, for a moment, all thoughts of Revan Teutevar vanished.

Chapter 15

Sylas Milleux — The Overlook, Vhaleons

The merchant sat behind his desk, watching the lamplight flicker against the varnished tropical hardwood and the ivory and jet chess pieces scattered across his side of the board. His opponent moved a knight, and he took the piece using a bishop without hesitation. In the following turns, the merchant removed his opponent’s final two pawns, savoring the victory.  On his last turn, he moved the ivory queen in line with his opponent’s last piece: the king.

“Checkmate.”

The merchant’s opponent ran his fingers through his gray hair and shook his head. “One day I will beat you, Sylas. But until then, perhaps you could not draw out my defeat so? You waste both of our time picking my pawns off one by one.”

Sylas grinned and popped an almond into his mouth. The merchant’s eyes glinted as he chewed. He swallowed with a grin and swept a ring-laden hand across the board. 

“Gaston, Gaston, you still do not understand, my friend.” His hand paused and he plucked a pawn from the table. “The pawns are the most numerous pieces on the board. They are the front line and are limited in their movement. For this reason, they are often considered the most expendable.”

Sylas sat the pawn down and picked up his queen. “The queen, of course, is the most powerful, but consider this.”

The merchant placed the queen back on her square and proceeded to line his pawns up in their original place. When he was done, he motioned to the pieces.

 “There are eight pawns on the board,” he said. “Their movement is limited, but, if I pave the way for them to your side of the board, that little pawn can be made into a queen. Granted, there are many matches in which there is no need for me to promote a pawn. But, should the game become long and drawn out, that little pawn may be the difference between victory and defeat. That, Gaston, is why I remove your pawns and protect some of my own — even when the game is decided.”

A knock at the door caused Sylas to pause, wine goblet hovering beneath his thin lips. Before the servant could answer it, however, the door swung open. A bedraggled Josephine burst into the room. Her fine hair was tangled, and the lamplight reflected dark circles beneath her eyes.

“Ah,” Sylas said with a thin smile. He gave no visible sign of the displeasure her forced entry caused him. “And here is one of my pawns now, albeit without her matching piece. What brings you calling at this hour, my dear? As you can see, I am already entertaining a guest.”

Josephine knew Sylas was warning her to leave, but she made her way to the table anyway and filled a goblet of her own. Draining it in one swallow, she wiped the back of her hand across her face in a most unladylike fashion. Sylas’ eyes narrowed in annoyance, but he waited for her to speak. 

Flustered as she was, the spavalda still had enough sense not to talk in front of Sylas’ other acquaintances unless she knew they could be trusted. The wine calming her nerves, she glanced at Gaston and cleared her throat, attempting to recover some semblance of manners. 

“I was wondering if I might speak with you in private, monsieur Milleux.”

Sylas sipped at his goblet without taking his eyes off of Josephine. When he was finished, he sat the goblet down with exaggerated slowness and sighed. “Gaston, please forgive the rudeness of my associate. I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse us for the evening. It appears there is some most urgent and disappointing news I must listen to.”

Gaston drained his cup and stood. “As always, it was a pleasure, Sylas. I shall need to speak with you on the morrow. There are several spice contracts I would like you to examine,” he nodded to Josephine. “Madame.” 

Sylas waited until the sound of Gaston’s footsteps receded down the passageway. When he was sure his associate was gone, he stood and waved a hand at a nearby armchair. Josephine sat down on the chair’s edge, her hand resting on her rapier hilt. 

“Carlos is dead,” she said. 

Sylas registered the news without the slightest hint of emotion. He took another sip of his wine and then pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger.

“I —”

Sylas raised a hand. “Please. You enter my office without permission, interrupt my private affairs and then, inform me that one of my best spavaldos has not returned from the simplest of missions. This will not do, Josephine. Explain yourself.”

The spavalda took a deep breath and tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “We met the contact just over the border. Carlos and I made camp with him and later that night, some other travelers found us.”

Sylas nodded. “Go on.”

“Two men rode into camp with a pony in tow,” Josephine said. “The first was a young skald. The second was around the same age, golden hair and tall. They told us they were looking to sign on as hired swords with a trading company, but something didn’t seem right. Once they’d gone to sleep, we decided it was best if they didn’t wake. Shur was about to knife the blond one when a leprechaun started firing arrows at us from the darkness.”

Sylas leaned forward, chin resting on the tips of his fingers. His eyes were wide with surprise — a rare sight the merchant’s complex network of informants almost always prevented.  “No!”

Josephine nodded. “It must have been the Teutevar boy and his friends. Who else? He killed Shur and the leprechaun shot Carlos. Once he was wounded, the skald finished him off. I only just escaped.”

“Where are the reports?” Sylas asked, the anger showing through in his voice for the first time. 

“Gone,” Josephine said. “I destroyed them when I made my escape.”

“Destroyed them?” Sylas hissed. “You fool woman —”

“It was either throw them in the fire or risk everything falling to pieces if I was caught,” Josephine said, interrupting the merchant. “Would you have done any different?”

“Do not question me!” Sylas said, voice raised. “I would not have allowed myself to be bested by some young upstart and his ragged friends. I am stunned you and Carlos couldn’t handle the situation. Am I surrounded by half-wits?”

Although Sylas rarely lost his temper, Josephine knew better than to argue with the merchant when he was in one of his moods. She’d witnessed what happened to others who weren’t as tactful. Instead, the spavalda waited for the rant to end, eyes focused on the expensive rug beneath her feet.

Sylas stopped himself and took a deep breath. Josephine looked up and saw the merchant return to his chair and empty the wine goblet. Finished, he leaned back and rubbed his temples.

“Did Shur give you an answer before all of this happened?” he asked.

Josephine nodded. “Yes. It is all prepared. Our contact will make his move once the Simarru ride to war.”

Sylas nodded. “Good. At least one thing went right. You’ve made a mess of things, Josephine, but nothing I can’t fix. Clean yourself up and meet me here in the morning. We’ve much work to do before the summer solstice.”

Josephine opened her mouth and then hesitated. Sylas had quieted, she had no wish to rekindle his anger. Even so, she also knew better than to keep secrets from the merchant. When she looked up, Sylas’ eyes were fixed on her.

“There’s…one more thing,” she said.

The merchant’s face remained unreadable. “Yes?”

Josephine would have rather faced a dozen spavaldo at once than tell Sylas any more bad news. “They found Shur’s clinker coin,” she said in a low voice.

Sylas’ nostrils flared at the news, but otherwise his emotions were unreadable — a dangerous sign. “And do they know what it is?”

Josephine resisted the urge to grip the handles of her chair. “Somewhat,” she said. “I was in Fermet, meeting with Capitani Bacco. He brought some of the Fortunate Fellowship’s officers to drink at the inn after our meeting. This was when they arrived. The coin must’ve heated when they passed through the outpost, because they started looking around in the tavern, although they didn’t see me.”

The spavalda paused. She realized she’d talked herself into a corner.

“And do they still have it?” Sylas asked.

Josephine fidgeted in her seat. “Yes. I told Bacco they might show up so when they did, he set them up in a room and told them to see him at his camp in the morning where he’d planned to capture them.  I…I was impatient and tried to retrieve it once they’d retired to their room, but they left someone up on watch and found me out.”

Sylas sat up in his chair and shook his head. While he spoke, he adjusted the rings on his right hand with minute twists and held it up to the light to admire their glow. “Well, this simply will not do, Josephine.”

A chill ran down the spavalda’s back. She quickly rose and stood next to Sylas. “I will get the coin back. I know the Teutevar boy will follow me here. Do not worry.”

“Oh, I never worry,” Sylas said. “But you won’t be the one to do it.” 

Sylas placed a hand on Josephine’s cheek. “You my dear are going to lay low for a few days and think about what will happen if you ever fail me like this again. Understood?”

Josephine gave a stiff nod. Aware of Sylas’ eyes on her, she turned and walked to the door. Her hand alighted on the knob when the merchant spoke again.

 “Send me Danton and Alphonso. I’ve a job for them.”

Josephine turned and nodded. “Of course.” She opened the door and turned down the long manor hall, Sylas’ words echoing behind her.

“Do not disappoint me again, Josephine.”

Once the spavalda had gone, Sylas stood and walked to a map of western Peldrin hanging on the wall. The flickering light of the fireplace and lanterns sent shadows dancing across Athel.

Even overrun with Sylvads — tree frogs, as they were called by those who’d fought them — Athel was still the crown jewel of Peldrin. Aside from the mountain citadel itself, the country was a wealth of resources: fertile farmland, exotic hardwood forests and mines filled with gold and the rare orihalcon ore — found nowhere else south of the Gimbadors. Once a side-scheme, Athel now merited his best attentions.

Despite Josephine’s failures, Sylas couldn’t help but smile, and a chuckle escaped his golden teeth. He’d never admit it to the spavalda, but her failure was going to become his greatest gambit. The merchant’s mind raced with new plans which he wove into the web of his secrets and schemes. In spite of himself, Sylas threw his head back and laughed.

Above all else, Sylas Milleux was a man of opportunity, and Revan Teutevar was the opportunity of a lifetime walking blindly into his grasp.

Chapter 16

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons

The setting spring sun cast a warm orange hue over the pale walls of western Vhaleons. The sunlight, glowing like the embers of a dying fire, spread throughout the terraces of the merchant residencies and paled in the lower streets as it made a brilliant crescendo over the docks and across the boundless ocean beyond. 

A mile to the north, the three companions watched the evening reach its height, glad to rest a moment after three days of hard riding. For Revan, the sight trumped anything he’d ever seen. He recalled the first time he’d seen the Khanhorn rising from the prairie grasses and shook his head at his own ignorance. The Simarru capital seemed crude and petty compared to the city he was looking at now.

The base of the Khanhorn could have fit three times within the towering walls of Vhaleons, even without taking into account the sprawling suburbs, orchards, vineyards and farms covering the flats and foothills around the metropolis. For the first time since Revan had met Brinhold, the skard’s descriptions hadn’t been exaggerated.

Vhaleons wrapped around the Bay of Delmare, each section of the city marked by the side of the inlet it stood on. As Brinhold explained, The Overlook looked down on the other two-thirds of the town from the eastern side of the bay. Butted against the steep slopes of the Brutins, The Overlook was home to the elite of Vhaleons –– nobles and prestigious members of merchant guilds, trading companies and banks.

The middle section was made up of the Marchen Districts. The heart of Vhaleons, it was where the markets, banks, guild houses, theatres and fancier gambling houses were located. There, Brinhold said, they’d be able to find a room for the night.

“What about the rest of the lower part of the city?” Revan asked “Wouldn’t rooms be less expensive there?”

Brinhold’s face looked as if he’d just stepped on a rotting carcass. “We don’t want to stay in the Canals, partner. I’ve heard it’s little more than slums, filled with all sorts of nasty folks. I don’t think the city guard even go to the Canals. We’ll be better off in the Marchen District, especially since we’re outsiders.”

And then what? Revan wondered. Looking over the vast expanse of the city, he had no idea how they’d ever find Josephine. For the hundredth time since leaving the village, he regretted his decision to follow after the spavalda. Yet every time he tried to resist, a feeling — much like the one that had overcome him in the Gimbadors and compelled him to return home — overcame him. The call of the mountain had subsided, and, like it or not, Revan knew his path westward lay first to the south.

They turned their horses down the slope and followed the white stones of the road as it curved through the outlying farmlands and villages. On the occasion the friends passed by farmer plodding home from a day in the fields, he’d tip his hat in greeting. When they passed the lantern-lit doorways and windows of the farmhouses, shouts of welcome and waves of hello followed.

“It’s friendly folk these Vhaldisii are,” Shamus said. “It seems our Simarru captain was mistaken.”

“These are the country folk,” Brinhold said, turning in his saddle to grin and wave at a milkmaid leading a cow to its barn. “Things will be different inside the walls. Queen Chloe might rule in name, but money is Vhaldais’ real monarch.”

The sun disappeared behind the city’s walls as the companions drew closer to Vhaleons. Revan wondered if the guard would lock them out, forcing them to find a farmhouse to spend the night in. Almost to the gates, they passed an old man seated atop a rickety mule cart, lighting the torches that lined both sides of the highway. When they drew even with each another, he tipped his floppy hat toward them and gave a small wave.

“Good eventide, gentlemen,” he said in a nasally voice.

“Excuse me, sir,” Revan said. “What hour do the gates close?”

The old man let out a hoarse laugh until the chuckles turned into coughs and he pulled a handkerchief from his yellow vest to stop the fit. “The gates of Vhaleons do not close, my young friend! This is the mightiest city in the world! We do not fear brigand and robbers. Let them come and taste our steel.”

Embarrassed, Revan thanked the man, and they continued on their way. “Not worried about the war, are they?” he said when the mule cart faded into the gloom beyond the lamplight.

The glowing braziers atop the walls grew larger until they were at the outer gate of the Marchen District. When the companions neared, the guards gave them little notice, entranced by a game of cards. Their horses’ hooves rang hollow throughout the tunnel of the gatehouse, the way lit by sputtering torchlight. The wavering light was swallowed in the bright paint of the walls, murals that depicted great sieges and mighty armies breaking on the walls of Vhaleons. Up close, Revan couldn’t help but admire the intricate brushstrokes of mangled corpses, teetering siege towers and onager catapults hurtling flaming rubble at the defenders. 

Revan estimated the tunnel was wide enough for ten horsemen to pass side by side. Eyes straining against the darkness, he studied the grated murder holes above his head where defenders would pour burning oil on any attackers that made it past the gates. Most were draped in cobwebs, and the iron bars were speckled in rust. About twenty yards in, the tunnel made an abrupt turn to the left.

“Amazing,” Revan said and nudged his horse around the corner. “Any battering ram large enough to break through the inner gate wouldn’t be able to fit around the corner.”

After the first turn, the tunnel forked back to the right before they were through. The guards on the inside of the walls paid the companions even less attention than their compatriots outside the walls. It wasn’t until Revan dismounted and tapped one of the mustached men on the shoulder that the guard gave them directions to an inn, with a grunt and pointed finger.

“Foreign dogs,” the man said to his friends when they were almost out of earshot.

They rode down the lamp-lit street, heads craning left and right, up and down to take in the sights. The houses they passed were squished together, the framing painted in shocking blues and greens and yellows. He had to crane his head to catch the corners of their clay-shingled roofs hanging three stories over his head. Shamus was likewise taken aback by the local architecture.

“Why can’t you big folk keep your feet on the ground like nature intended?” Shamus stared at the eaves framing the night sky and shook his head in disbelief. When a local man in blue robes and matching hair passed by, the leprechaun waved cheerily and was met with an icy stare and a slammed door.

“Sure, and I wasn’t wanting to talk to you anyway, ye goofy looking bugger,” Shamus muttered.

The three continued down the boulevard and soon the crowds and sounds of the night began to swell. Faint at first, Revan strained an ear until the notes of tambourines, drums and bawdy singing filled the mild spring night. Almost without realizing it, his horse was hemmed in on both sides by men in plumed hats and silk and women with face paint and billowing dresses. The display of colorful clothing outshone even the gaudy houses and made his head throb.

In the gutter to Revan’s left, two drunks were brawling, the crowd passing them by as if nothing were happening. On a nearby street corner, a man was leaning against a lamppost, vomiting. Drivers shouted and bulled their carriages through the foot traffic, not stopping for anyone. Revan looked up at the stars, dimmed from the lights of the city, and found it hard to believe he’d been in the tranquil countryside less than an hour before.

“Yoo-hoo boys! Up here!” Revan turned in the saddle and saw a heavyset middle-aged woman with a minimum of clothes and an extra allotment of face powder waving down at them. “Come up here and I’ll give you a taste of Vhaleons!” Face burning, Revan focused his attention on his horse’s ears, watching them twitch back and forth at the noise of night crowd. As culture-shocked as Revan and Shamus were, their poor Simarru horses were on the verge of panic.

“Ahh,” Brin sucked in a huge breath of the humid air and sighed. Arms spread wide, he leaned back in his saddle. “Civilization at last. Oh how I have missed you, my darling.”

Revan remembered the Simarru captain’s warning and wished with all his heart they were still heading west.

 

The inside of the gambling hall was a haze of smoke, sweat, perfume and booze. Tarnished chandeliers swung from the vaulted ceiling, the faint glow of their candlelight nudging its way through the smog that hovered beneath murals of pale, wanton women bedecked haphazardly in bits of silken cloth. On a stage in the corner, a ragtag band of swaying troubadours fought to be heard above the general clamoring of the saloon’s patrons. Revan wasn’t sure if they were shouting or singing — either way, they weren’t hitting too many notes.

“If this is civilization, I hope I never see it again,” Revan said, mostly to himself. The entire hall was packed shoulder to shoulder, and anything said below a shout was lost in the racket. Whenever a half-drunken patron stumbled into him, Revan whipped around like a nervous cat, only to knock into someone else.

“Stick with me,” Brinhold shouted, pulling him away from a potential brawl with an angry drunk.

Before Revan could ask what they were doing, the skard disappeared behind a wave of Emoran sailors in the midst of a bawdy tavern song. Revan and Shamus wound through the crowd, doing their best to keep up. Skirting around a group of sullen Julkari with tribal scars and facial piercings, they saw Brinhold talking to a man with slicked-back hair behind the bar. Although he couldn’t hear the conversation, Revan didn’t think it was going well. When Brinhold asked a question, the man frowned and shook his head. After two more attempts, the man pointed out the door and turned to help another patron.

Ready to be free of the crowded tavern, Revan muscled his way to Brinhold’s side. “What was that all about?” he asked the skard.

“I asked him about a room for the evening — they’re full up, by the way — so he gave me the name of a place down the street a ways,” Brinhold said. “Then I asked if he knew a spavalda named Josephine. That’s when he told me to leave.”

Before Revan could reprimand his friend, his attention was drawn to the other end of the bar, where the bartender was speaking to a pair of well-dressed Vhaldisii men. When Revan nudged Brinhold to look, the bartender pointed toward them. The Vhaldisii gentlemen rose in unison, each with a fancy rapier dangling at their hips.

“Spavaldos!” Brinhold said. The cat and mouse game they’d been playing with Josephine appeared to have switched sides once more.

Revan grabbed him by the shoulder and began to push through the crowd. “Time to go. Wait…where’s Shamus?”

With the spavaldos closing in, Revan spun around, searching for the leprechaun — a near-impossible feat in the crowd of humans. At the same time, a roar erupted from the dice tables in the middle of the saloon. Trusting his knowledge of Shamus McCaffler, Revan pushed toward the commotion while Brinhold followed behind, watching for the spavaldos. Near the dice tables, an especially congested group of patrons were gathered. And there, standing on a table, was a grinning Shamus, fistfuls of coins in each hand.

“Now how in the stars did he have anything to wager?” Brinhold wondered aloud. “The liar told me he was broke just this morning!”

Glancing behind him, Revan breathed a sigh of relief. The spavaldos were trapped by the bodies pressing in to see the commotion at the dice tables. Shamus, however, had fallen into his own set of troubles

“You are a cheating little man!” one of the players, an Emoran with oiled hair, sneered.

“Little man?” Shamus said. “I’m not a little man! I’m a leprechaun, through and through, so I am! And I won fair and square!”

“Let him be,” a Julkari with a tribal-scarred face said on the other side of the table. He looked up at Shamus and tipped his bald head. “It was a good game.”

Shamus grinned and bowed to the Julkari man. “A grand game it was indeed, your honor! Sure, it pains me to take good coin from an outstanding individual such as yourself, sir.” 

The leprechaun dumped a handful of winnings into the pouch at his belt. But when he bent down to reach for another, a blade buried itself in the table near Shamus’ hairy hand. The room went silent, and Shamus looked up to see the Emoran man, hand still gripping the dagger he’d plunged into the dice table

“You are a cheat!” he hissed.

Revan loosened the dirk at his belt, but before he could reach Shamus, the Julkari man stood and produced a curved hand-axe. From the depths of the onlookers, Emoran sailors and frowning Julkari traders emerged behind their countrymen. The remainder of his winnings forgotten, Shamus spotted Revan through wide eyes and leapt from the dice table to join his friend. The rest of the players were quick to follow suit and soon there was a circle formed around the Emoran and the Julkari.

“How like a Julkari to back a liar and a trickster,” the Emoran said. “Come over here with that hatchet and see what happens to you, pig!”

The Julkari man stayed calm, but his hand-ax stayed poised in a throwing position. “You are drunk and dishonor yourself and your country. It would bring me no honor to spill your blood this night.”

“Ha!” the Emoran shouted. “A coward as well! I will slit your throat, pig!”

The churning in Revan’s stomach froze as the Emoran knocked the table aside and met the Julkari’s ax. The blade bit deep into the flesh where the Emoran’s shoulder met his neck.  Dead in seconds, the man slumped backward across the overturned table.

Screams and shouts filled the air as the remaining Emorans rushed forward to avenge their dead friend. Across the saloon floor, pockets of fighting — some with fists and others with blades — erupted. The spavaldos after them once more, Brinhold rammed through the crowd toward the stables. Revan and Shamus followed at his heels, the latter spraying coins across the floor with every step.

“Argh!” Shamus hollered. “My winnings!”

“Forget the money and run!” Revan shouted. He glanced behind them and saw not two, but three spavaldos gaining ground on them as the brawling moved away from the dice tables. 

In desperation, Revan grabbed Shamus by the collar and half-dragged the leprechaun out of the saloon doors. Glancing back, Revan saw one of the spavaldos run a man through with his short blade before the crowd swallowed the trio. 

Outside, the companions sprinted across the street for the stable doors. Within the stable, they rushed past a bewildered servant and found their mounts still saddled. Revan pried a handful of gold from Shamus’ hands and tossed it to the stable workers. Without a backward glance, they urged their mounts out of the stable and down a side street into the night.

Chapter 17

Imperator Reynard Barrett and General Linus Innsbruck — Glittnair

Imperator Barrett stroked his short beard and watched the procession of troops on parade in the ground in front of Skaldain’s capital. Soldiers from all across the League stood at attention, marched and maneuvered. There were Gunnling carls, fierce heavy infantry with scale mail, round shields and long, bearded axes, spearmen from Dunrath and armored swordsmen and halberdiers from Skaldain. Beyond the foot soldiers, far enough away that they could barely be seen were ranks of squat, bowlegged, sallow-skinned charioteers with their war dogs from Scythea, the buckaroos of the Cattle Barons — light horsemen wearing boiled leather cuirasses — and Skaldean knights clad in full plate armor.

“We’ve assembled quite the force, my lord Imperator.” The man who spoke stood with perfect posture next to the Imperator, his hands clasped behind his back and his eyes scanning the army below. Marshal Linus Innsbruck was a military man through and through — neatly groomed, armor and weapons polished until they glowed — and a born strategist and perfectionist. From his days as Steward under Isaac, Reynard knew the general’s loyalty was unwavering and his tactics unsurpassed by any in the League, even Harald the Cruel. 

“When will you be able to march?” Reynard asked

Marshal Innsbruck looked down and frowned at a spot on his breastplate. He rubbed at it with a gloved hand and continued. “The Skaldain and Dunrath troops have drilled all winter, and the Gunnling carls are as disciplined and unwavering. It’s the Scyths I’m not fully confident in. They’re little more than raiders with no sense of for tactics or strategy. We’ve whipped them into shape the last month, though. The baggage train will be prepared in the next two days, and we’ll march at the end of the week my imperator. I expect to reach Fordstown in a month’s time.”

“Excellent, Marshal,” Reynard said. “As always, you surpass my expectations. When can we expect to hold Fordstown?”

The Marshal’s lined face lifted in the smallest of smirks. “You know I don’t make promises like that, Reynard,” Innsbruck said, dropping the formality between them. The closest guard was posted several yards away and would not have overheard the remark.

Reynard returned the smirk. “Just making sure you’re paying attention, Linus,” he said. “What type of resistance are you expecting?”

“My latest reports indicate that King Aedd is fighting against our forces in the north,” Marshal Innsbruck said. “But he’s heavily garrisoned the southwestern border of Loriad as well, especially Fordstown. King Garrid is expected to ride north with a sizable number of cavalry as well.”

“We have the numbers then!” Reynard said. 

Marshal Innsbruck nodded. “Yes, but their horse match ours, and Fordstown is a highly defensible position. In addition to taking the walls, we’ll have to ferry our troops across the river and lower the western bridge. Fortunately, King Garrid will have the same problem moving his warriors.”

Imperator Barrett smiled and slapped his general on the back. “I’m not worried, Linus! A year from now, I’m confident we’ll be putting our cattle to pasture on the Simarron and have control all of the land trade east.”

Marshal Innsbruck had his doubts, but instead of voicing them, he gave a stiff bow. “As you say, Imperator.”

 

After surveying the League’s army once more, Imperator Barrett left the walls of the citadel for his tower. War brought a mountain of letters and reports to be read, and Reynard was eager to get through the drudgery as fast as could be managed without interruption. Two guards in tow, he made his way across the citadel grounds and through the gardens.

“Imperator! A word please.” Reynard cringed at the voice carrying through the pink and white tree blossoms. He’d hoped the long route to his solar through the gardens would’ve given him a moment’s peace. His annoyance at the interruption was only compounded by the person hailing him.

Clad in a magnificent blue robe, the Head Skald, Rhyman the Edda, strolled toward the Imperator, an aide at his side. He had a thick tome tucked under one arm and pair of reading spectacles in the other. Reynard sighed inwardly. The last cursed man I wanted to bandy words with today. Nevertheless, the Imperator forced a smile and inclined his head in greeting.

“My lord skald!” Reynard said with fake excitement. “What a joy it is to see you this morning. Decided to leave your dusty chambers and get a little fresh air, I see.”

The head skald handed the book to his attendant and gave a sweeping bow. When he stood, he tucked a strand of loose gray hair behind his ear. Deep blue eyes and a hawkish face met Reynard, their gaze boring into his mind. 

“I do enjoy a stroll through the gardens in spring,” Rhyman said. “Aside from that, I find it…enlightening to clear the cobwebs from my ears and eyes and see the goings-on in our city. I see Marshal Innsbruck has assembled your forces?”

I’m sure the eyes and ears you’ve placed throughout the citadel have told you much more than that, old man. It was publicly known that the skalds, and especially the head of their order, were against the war with the Free Countries. Throughout the winter, Reynard fought tooth and nail to bypass Rhyman and his fellow Eddas — the highest-ranking skalds who sat on the Assembly. In addition to wandering musicians and masters of lore, the skalds were the lawmakers of Skaldain, and, in twenty years, Reynard had managed little to curb their power, nor was he able to overcome their rigid morals with bribery. Were it not for cursed tradition, I would disband them for good. As it was, unless he was prepared to risk civil war across Skaldain, Reynard knew he would have to continue his tug of war with the Eddas.

“Indeed,” Reynard answered. “By the end of the month, our forces will march to Fordstown. We will show these bandit-harboring lawbreakers the might of the Imperium League.”

Rhyman’s forehead wrinkled, but he refrained from a sharp retort. “As you say,” the Head Skald said. “But with the city emptied of its soldiers, are you not worried of revolt?”

Peasants can’t revolt without weapons, you old fool, which is why we banned them in the first place. The prohibition of arms amongst the commoners was another tender subject with the skalds. Although each country in the League was allowed to govern the people by its own laws, rulings handed down from the Imperators overruled laws of the individual realms. It was in this way that the Imperators levied taxes, held the commoners in place and — with some resistance — declared war.

“I have faith in the citadel guard,” Reynard replied. “Fear not, lord skald, your life will in no way be in jeopardy if a rabble forms.”

“Your confidence comforts me, Reynard,” Rhyman said. The old man refused to call the Imperator by anything other than his first name, regardless of the forum. “It was not my safety I was concerned for, however. It is that of the common man.”

Noble Rhyman, Reynard thought, the defender of justice. “I wouldn’t let that keep you up at night, Rhyman,” Reynard said with a fake laugh. “All we ask of the common man is to do his duties to his country and the League — the same expected of you or me. If everyone does their part, there is no reason for us to quarrel.”

The corners of the Head Skald’s eyes wrinkled in a thin smile. “As you say, Reynard. If you’ll excuse me, I have an urgent appointment to attend.” Before the Imperator could reply, Rhyman nodded and brushed past Reynard and his guards, his silent aide close behind.

Reynard fumed, certain he’d been made a fool of once again. Thankfully, this time wasn’t in public. Without a glance back, the Imperator strode forward at a quickened pace, determined to reach the keep without further interruption.

In the confines of his solar, Reynard sighed and took a long sip of wine. Outside, spring was in full force, and the late morning sunlight shone through his window, illuminating dust specks in the air. The Imperator took another sip and stared at the clear sky, wishing for the second time that morning he was hawking in the fields or accompanying Bryony on her morning ride.

Ah well, if wishes were gold coins, I’d still worry about how to spend them. With money on his mind, Reynard turned back to the latest letter from Sylas, placed on his desk moments ago after Chief Officer Chamford’s decryption. Since the council at Flytington, Reynard’s correspondence with the banker had been limited and brief — two factors that made a working relationship with Sylas bearable. Vhaldais’ trade blockade on the Imperium League meant the banker had been unable to pressure the League for their outstanding payments as well. I’ve got that fat little man right where I want him. Until we win the war against Loriad and the Simarron or Vhaldais resumes trade, the only way Sylas can guarantee we pay our debt is to continue his support. 

With that thought on his mind, Reynard picked up the decrypted message, but his smug expression soon faded when he read Sylas’ words.

Your excellence,

I write you to report that our condotierri are in place to march. Although sea trade continues, the merchant guilds are growing restless with the blockade and continue to pressure Queen Chloe to choose a side in the coming war or open the land routes to both the League and the Free Countries.  I have visited amongst my peers, suggesting it would benefit us most to side with the League. The guilds are in an uproar over the association between the Red Stag and the Free Countries. I expect little resistance when my plan comes to light. Each day, the Queen and the royals lose another toehold of power. 

Meanwhile, I must remind you there are several outstanding balances in your accounts. Monsieur Sevenday wishes to inform you these debts will continue to be charged interest. You are advised to make a payment as soon as possible.

Sincerely,

Your southern friend.

Reynard snorted but set the letter down in deep thought. Despite the merchant’s assurances to the Imperator, the letter raised more concerns than it soothed. Thorn in his side that Sylas was at times, his employer, Lucas Sevenday, was a not a man to take advantage of. Reynard knew the war would bleed the League coffers and the longer it dragged out, the less power he would have to pay his dues to Lucas Sevenday. He’d heard the stories of what happened when debtors failed to pay the King of Merchants. Chilled by the thought, Reynard rose from his desk. He needed to speak with the treasurer. 

Chapter 18

Harlan Longmire — Emora

“I don’t like it.”

Harlan sighed and fought the urge to silence his right hand man, a worrisome fellow the woodsmen called Pewter Pete. It was a week since the morning they’d met with Rufio. The band of woodsmen and leprechauns were nearing the edge of Emora where the landscape was a mixture of sand, cactus and sagebrush. Although it was spring, there wasn’t much green to be spotted across the surrounding landscape.

“I don’t like it one bit, Harlan,” Pete said again. “Sounds like we’re putting our foot right in the snake’s den. We’re surrounded by Emorans and Periwaneth and the stars know what else!”

“Probably Zurel too,” Harlan said. “Those varmints are what brought us here in the first place.” Before Pete could answer, Harlan shot him a lopsided grin. 

Pewter Pete was far from amused. He opened his mouth to argue, realized it was a waste of his time and harrumphed before he rode down the column. As the foresters trotted away, Angus chuckled.

“He’s right though, Harlan,” the leprechaun chief said. “We’re stepping into a pickle and no mistaking it.”

 

But days later, when the scouts found nothing but empty waste devoid of Emorans, Periwaneth, Jotun and Zurel alike, even Pewter Pete began to wonder if they were on a wild goose chase. The Redlands were lifeless. Nothing but scrub brush and weeds. Whatever animals were present hid from their sight and the water, while drinkable, was bitter. Harlan wondered how any large force could survive for an extended amount of time in the hostile environment.

Several times, they came across old tracks of Jotun or men on foot. When they followed them, however, the tracks either washed out or disappeared in the rocks and shale that made up most of the terrain. The weeds, thistles and briars grew taller than a man on horseback and threatened to rend the searchers and their ponies with their sharp thorns and brambles. On top of all that, the wind blew without ceasing, yet the flies and mosquitoes attacked relentlessly.

For Harlan, it was his first trip east of the Heimwall since the end of the Republic. Even with hearing the tales, the old woodsman was alarmed at the change in the country that once held the best farming and grazing land in all of Peldrin. Occasionally, they passed the ruins of a farmstead or orchard, tumbledown and forlorn. In his mind, the old woodsman remembered the fertile livestock and crops of the Council Lands and shook his head in amazement.

“It’s as if something is poisoning the land,” Angus said. “Sure, I don’t know how any piece of country could become desolate so fast. You can’t be telling me all this happened from a single war.”

Each day, the Lorish woodsmen and leprechauns grew wearier. Their ribs poked at their shirts and dark circles formed under their eyes. At night, no man or leprechaun found deep slumber. On the meager grass and shrubs, their mounts grew thin and haggard. When they rode, the ponies’ heads hung low.

“I can’t explain it,” Angus said. “We were here just a year past. The land was just as desolate, but this is…different, so it is. It’s like the air itself is leeching the life from my bones.”

“We can’t stop yet,” Harlan said. 

 

The next morning, Angus’ scouts spotted a lone figure on foot in the distance. Harlan and the rest watched from a distance as the person ran, undeterred by the brambles, rocks and hills. It would disappear down a draw only to show up again yards away, never wavering from its eastern course.

“Now isn’t that strange?” Angus said. “I don’t think they’ve seen us. So where do you suppose they’re off to?”

“Too small for a Jotun and too tall for one of the Periwaneth or a Nibelungen,” Harlan said, squinting at the disappearing figure with his good eye. “Either way, it’s the only living thing we’ve seen the past fortnight. Let’s follow them.”

With five of their scouts in tow, Harlan and Angus set off at as fast a jaunt as their ponies could manage over the broken land. The going was rough, and by afternoon, if anything, the figure was farther away than before. On the loose shale, fighting through thistles as tall as trees, a person on foot could move faster than the men and leprechauns with their ponies.

“Where do you suppose they’re running to like that?” Angus said. It was almost dusk, and the lone runner was fading into the gloom on the horizon. 

“At this rate, we might never find out,” Harlan said.

 

Queen Guinevere  — The Khanhorn

 “I don’t care why the Akhala tribe have moved their horses to the northern watering hole, tell Chief Long Scar that your queen has ordered you to graze your herds to the south of the Khanhorn, as he was instructed to do before the king left!”

Guinevere’s voice rang out harsh in the lodge, revealing her growing frustration. Without a word, Long Scar’s messenger bowed and exited the hall, leaving Guinevere with little doubt she would have to take further action to ensure her commands were obeyed. Once the doors closed, the head of the Keshik — Garrid’s household guard — came forward to assuage Guinevere’s growing anger.

“We will see to it that Long Scar’s herds are moved by the end of the day, my queen,” he said.

Guinevere rubbed her temples, aware more than ever of the grey hairs beneath her fingers. “Thank you, Batu. Take as many warriors as you need.”

The head of the guard bowed and left at once to do as he’d promised. As grateful as Guinevere was Garrid had left his head of guard behind, Batu and the rest of the Keshik weren’t enough to ensure her control of the Simarru tribes who hadn’t followed the warpath north. The Ferghan, the tribe her husband was from, remained loyal to her, but the other tribes, the Akhala and Tachee, were another matter.  At every turn Long Scar and Kibba, the two tribes’ chiefs, sowed discord and caused as much trouble as they could get away with.  

I wish to the stars for your safe return, husband, Guinevere thought for the hundredth time. Even if the Simarru and Lorish were successful in holding off the League, if Garrid fell, she knew she could not hold the Simarron together. 

With a bitter smile, Guinevere remembered similar frustrations as the Lady of Athel and wondered why she’d ever allowed herself to be planted on a throne again. Because I love the man I rule beside. Right now, however, that man was far away fighting a war, and the former Lady of Athel would have to do her best to remember how to rule a country — and deal with the inevitable headaches that went hand-in-hand with the task.

Batu’s premature return shook her from her self-pity. The head of the Keshik was walking besides a flustered man. By his haggard look, Guinevere knew he was a messenger. Before her protector could explain, Guinevere rose and met the two of them halfway toward the doors. A chill crossed the queen’s heart, and she hoped to the Fates than nothing had happened to Garrid or Revan.

“My queen,” the man said and sunk into a bow. 

Guinevere pulled him to his feet. “It looks as if you’ve ridden far, and I have no patience for any more ceremony today. Where have you come from? What news do you bring?”

In answer, the man pulled a dispatch from a pouch at his side. As Guinevere scanned over the contents, the messenger explained Revan’s encounter with the spavaldos and their spy.

“You’re sure he was unhurt?” Guinevere asked the messenger. Her tone was sharper than intended, and she struggled to hide the level of concern in her voice.

“Yes my queen,” the messenger said. “I saw your son and his friends myself. They were quite well when they left the outpost.”

Guinevere forced down a sigh of relief and resumed reading the dispatch. Garrid will ride north…more warriors than first anticipated… are loyal to ...defeat at Fordstown…condotierri…and Vhaleons…Queen Chloe must…

‘My queen?” Batu asked.

Guinevere folded the dispatch and tucked it up her sleeve, the only place she knew it would be safe from prying eyes. “Take what rest you need and then return the Yudawas outpost as soon as possible,” she told the messenger.

“What is your return message, my queen?” the man asked.

“Tell your arban to be vigilant,” Guinevere said. “Beyond that…I cannot say.”

Chapter 19

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons, the Marchen District

When Revan and his friends finally stopped, it was late in the night and they were all the way across town. Satisfied they were no longer being chased, Revan reined in his buckskin mare in front of a large inn on a street that overlooked the docks and warehouses.

“Fortuna’s,” Shamus said, reading the name above the door. The sign was a carved mermaid painted in bright colors. Glad for a place to rest, they tied the horses to the hitching post outside and walked into the empty commons. On the bar was a large hand bell, which Shamus picked up and rang several times.

A muffled groan came from the kitchens. The sounds of clanging pots and curses rang out. Lamplight shone from the crack beneath the door that opened to reveal a disgruntled innkeeper. The man stared at them for a moment, blinking beneath a nightcap with an absurdly large tassel that hung over his nose.

“Eh, what’s this?” he said.

“We’re looking for a room, partner,” Brinhold said. “And a stable for our mounts.”

“A room?” the innkeeper asked. His tone suggested they’d asked him to do something like chop off his hand instead of give them board. “At this hour? I am master of the house, not keeper of a zoo! Now please, I was sleeping. ” He dismissed them with a yawn and a wave of his hand and turned back to the kitchen door.

“Wait a moment,” Shamus said. “We’re bone tired and what’s more, we’re paying customers, so we are. You’re going to turn us away?”

“Bone tired?” the innkeeper snorted and waved his hands. “Messieurs, it is I who is tired! I work hard all day long. You roustabouts come into my inn after a night of gambling and wake me in the middle of the night asking for a bed and stable for your horses? By the looks of you, you could not afford to sleep with my dogs! Good night to you, sir!”

Revan produced a coin pouch and tossed it from hand to hand so that the innkeeper could hear the contents jingle. “We’ll find board elsewhere then.”

The innkeeper halted in the kitchen doorway at the sound of the money jingling. He turned to face them, and a smile spread across his round face. “Messieurs!” he spread his arms wide in a welcoming gesture. “Why didn’t you say so? Forgive this poor innkeeper. I am overworked, and the late hour has muddled my manners. Perhaps I can find a room to spare.”

Revan dropped three gold coins onto the counter. The innkeeper looked at him, waiting for another coin to drop. When he saw Revan was done, he sighed but swept the coins into his hand nonetheless. Before he could pocket the gold, Revan grabbed the innkeeper’s wrist.

“For that kind of money, I’m going to have to insist no one knows we’re here. Is that a deal?”

The innkeeper placed a hand across his heart and spoke to them in a grave tone. “Messieurs, I am as silent as the grave.” His face lifted into a wide smile and he offered a hand to Revan

“Welcome to Fortuna’s! I am the master of the house. You may call me Maurice.”

 

The inn proved its worth, and the three companions slept well, even with taking turns on watch at the bolted door. After Josephine’s attempted break-in back at the farming village, they weren’t taking any chances, and when they slept, their weapons were close. The next morning, they rose late and went down to the commons for their morning meal.

“Mind your own business down there,” Revan said before they left their room. “And watch your mouths! I have a feeling we haven’t seen the last of our friends from the gambling hall.”

Despite the lateness of the morning, the common room was still crowded with patrons eating their morning meal. Revan, Shamus and Brinhold chose a spot in a corner. While they waited for breakfast, Revan watched one of the serving girls whisking about the room. She was tall with long hair that rippled down her back, dark as midnight. Her olive skin was in sharp contrast to the fierce green shining from her almond eyes. She stopped often to flirt with the regulars and toss her head back and laugh — a rich, melodious sound.

“Ah-ha!” From out of nowhere, the innkeeper Maurice appeared, catching Revan in mid-stare. “I see you have discovered my lovely daughter, Giselle.”

The three friends snapped out of their gaze and stared at the tabletop with a newfound interest. It was Brinhold who met the innkeeper’s smile, mouth slightly agape. 

“She’s your daughter?”

“Indeed!” Maurice said beaming. “Her dear mother, bless her soul, passed on of the fever some years ago. All she left behind was her name for my beloved inn and my beautiful Giselle, who is every bit as pretty. The flower of Vhaleons, they call her!”

At the last part of his proclamation, Maurice’s voice rose and several patrons around room raised their mugs and shouted a hearty “here, here!” for Giselle. With a flash of white teeth, Giselle bowed in front of the bar before hurrying into the kitchen, balancing a tray above her head. When their breakfast was served, Revan, Shamus and Brinhold did their best to hide their disappointment when another serving girl, not Maurice’s daughter, served them.

Revan ate fast and, finishing before his friends, pulled Shur’s coin from his pocket. He’d taken it from Shamus the night before and thanked the stars the leprechaun hadn’t gambled it away or lost it in their flight. For the time being at least, it was cool to the touch. If it had heated in the saloon the night before, Shamus had been too busy playing dice to notice.

 Brin, finishing his meal, brushed the crumbs from his jacket and wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. The skard watched in disgust as Shamus continued to shovel food into his mouth with both hands. Hunched over the table, the leprechaun showed no signs of quitting. 

“Did anyone ever teach you how to act in civilized company?” Brin asked him.

Shamus waved a hand, his mouth full and cheeks bulging. When he looked up, bits of sausage and potato were buried in his flaming beard. The leprechaun stared at Brinhold, chewing like a cow on its cud. Without a reply, he swallowed and reached for a nearby pastry.

Revan laughed, and Brinhold shook his head. While Shamus continued to eat like he was preparing for a famine, the two discussed their plans.

“Looking for Josephine in this city will be worse than hunting a needle in a haystack,” Brin said. “Aside from that, who knows how many others have coins in Vhaleons?”

“She must have known we followed her,” Revan said. “I don’t know why else those spavaldos would have come after us.”

“Let me see that coin again,” Brinhold said. He turned it over in his hand and then raised it up to the morning sunlight shining through a window across the commons. In the next instant, a petite caramel-colored hand snatched it from the skard’s grasp.

The three of them looked up to see Giselle rolling the coin across her fingers, a mischievous smile on her face. “What do you have here, boys?” she said. “Something that could get you in a lot of trouble, no?”

Revan and Shamus were speechless. Brinhold, however, fell into his finest sweet-talking. “A girl like you could get a fellow like me in a lot of trouble too, I’d bet,” he said, running a hand through his wavy hair. He stood and drew close to Maurice’s daughter. “How about I trade you that old thing for a gold one?”

But Brin had met his match. When he reached for Shur’s coin, Giselle grinned again and pushed him back into his seat with a laugh. “Oh, you’re a sweet-tongued stranger, aren’t you?” she said, still smiling. Giselle pulled up a chair and set down next to them. “I’ve been listening, and I might be able to help three handsome strangers such as yourselves with this mystery coin of yours.”

Intrigued, the three friends leaned closer to the innkeeper’s daughter. “Really?” Revan said. “You’d do that for us?”

Giselle laughed again and wagged a finger at the friends. “Perhaps. There is an old Vhaldisii nursery rhyme my father taught me as a little girl: Be glad to do your friend a favor, it costs you nothing to be nice. But nothing gets you nothing — everything comes with a price.”

Revan could tell whatever looks Giselle had inherited from her mother were matched by her father’s business sense. He sighed and tossed several coins on the table, the beautiful girl’s magic somewhat diminished. “Is anything free in this city? There’s enough for whatever you have to tell us and our room for the week.”

Giselle winked at him and produced a small coinpurse from her bodice to stow Revan’s coins in. She leaned forward and motioned to them with her finger. “Listen close, my handsome new friends…”

 

Sylas Milleux — The Overlook, Vhaleons

Sylas was enjoying an early breakfast on his porch when the butler stepped into the doorway. The merchant looked down at his plate of exotic fruits and quiche and sighed. He ignored the butler long enough to look out over the city to the sun’s morning rays reflecting off of the bay before addressing the man.

“What is it now?” Sylas could tell something was afoot — the members of his staff were notorious for acting timid when bearing bad news. “If there is a problem with the invitations again, I shall be very unhappy.”

“Alphonso and Danton are at the gates, sir,” the butler said. “They wish to speak to you.”

“Tell them I will address them when my I have finished breaking my fast,” Sylas said. He looked down at his meal again and frowned, despite his growling stomach. “Bah! Never mind, send them to me. I’ve lost my appetite.”

A few minutes later, the two spavaldos appeared on the porch. Both had dark circles under their eyes and were in such disarray that Sylas could tell they hadn’t slept the night before. 

“Well?” Sylas said, looking around. “Where are they?” He asked the question although he already knew the answer.

“There were difficulties,” Alphonso said. “And we lost them.”

Sylas sighed. “You know,” he said. “It is getting very hard for me to find reliable help in this city. If I didn’t know you two dolts were the best I could find, I’d tell you to be gone and trouble me no more. What happened?”

“The guard told us when they came through the gates, and we followed them into a saloon to capture them,” Danton said. “But the leprechaun started a fight at the dice tables, and when we tried to get at them, they slipped away into the night. We looked until sunrise.”

Sylas nodded in his seat. “They won’t hide from my eyes and ears long. When they surface, we’ll know.”

“We will bring them to you as soon as the cowards show their faces!” Alphonso said with a snarl. He clutched the hilt of his rapier with white knuckles.

“No,” Sylas said. He looked down at an invitation sitting on the edge of the table and the threads of a plan stirred in his mind. “That is exactly what you will not do. You blew your chance at capturing them right away. Now, we shall have to watch and wait.”

“I will not sit by while that foreigner struts around wearing Carlos’ steel!” Alphonso shouted.

Sylas scowled at the vengeful spavaldo. “Do not raise your voice to me, Alphonso. Waiting is exactly what you will do. When the time comes, I will draw them in, as a fish in a net. Then and only then will you have your revenge. Understood?”

Alphonso nodded with a stiff neck and Sylas doubted he would be as good as his word. “You will wish you had reined in your emotions if I find you have disobeyed me. Now be gone! My breakfast is ruined.”

In spite of his ruined morning, Sylas couldn’t help but smirk when the spavaldos were gone and his infantile plan began to grow. Draw them in, indeed. Perhaps I may catch myself a whole school of fish.

 

Revan Teutevar — The Canals, Vhaleons

After deciding to lie low for an extra day, Revan and his friends set out into the city on Giselle’s instructions. The streets were a tangled mass of merchants, urchins, sailors and a cornucopia of other people whose occupations and status Revan could only guess. In the daylight, the blaring colors of the Vhaldisii clothing and variety of nationalities were even more present. In addition to even more Julkari and Emorans, Revan saw groups of olive-skinned Vestran sailors, pale Corrs, Borgostians and Pearl Islanders with narrow eyes speaking in a fast, indecipherable language. 

Following Brinhold’s advice, Revan tied his coin pouch on a string and placed it around his neck, then tucked it into his shirt. As they waded through the crowd, he kept a firm grip on his dirk, wary of the constant scampering of beggar children in and around the legs of the passing foot traffic. Not wishing to draw unwanted attention, they’d left the rest of their weapons locked safely in the room at Fortuna’s. Despite Revan’s protests, however, Brinhold insisted upon wearing Carlos’ rapier.

“Do you even know how to use that thing?” Revan asked the skard.

“Sure!” Brin said with a wink. “The pointy end goes in the other guy, doesn’t it?”

Once they were out of the Marchen District’s square, the crowd thinned enough to allow the three companions to walk side by side. By now, the sun beamed down from high in the sky, and despite the early season, the seashore air grew balmy. For Revan and Shamus, every street bore a new wonder of some kind. Prodigies of northern Peldrin, neither had laid eyes upon staccato buildings painted with sun and sea motifs, nor had they seen tiled roofs, in place of wood or thatch.

Passing through the Marchen district, the quality of the buildings and the cleanliness of the people began to deteriorate as they made their way deeper into the Canals to the great Vhaleons wharf. On the docks, an even greater sampling of Peldrin’s various countries were present, loading and unloading all manner of cargo from ships and barges of all shapes and sizes. Overhead, the screams of gulls mingled with the bickering of merchants and curses of dockworkers.

“I think that’s it,” Brinhold said, pointing to one of the far docks. See the name on the side?

The Louisa was a double-masted, triple decked ship that Giselle called a holk. Just as the innkeeper’s daughter had described it, the Louisa was painted in a bright array of blues and green with gold trim. A leaping fish with a long, round nose — Giselle called it a dolphin — was carved into the prow. 

As the friends drew nearer, they found the crew busy unloading trade goods — Emoran spices, cacao and silk from Julkar and rough-stitched bags filled with what Revan recognized as Seed.

“Something you need?” A big Emoran sailor crossed his arms and blocked their view of the cargo. 

“We uh, we’re here to see Captain Rodrigo,” Brin said. As the skard spoke, Revan stared at the man’s bulging arms and shoulders. He hoped Maurice’s daughter hadn’t sent them for a beating. “Giselle from Fortuna’s sent us,” Brin finished.

“The captain has many female admirers in ports all across Peldrin,” the big Emoran said without budging. “One’s the same as another to me. Captain Rodrigo does not like to be disturbed without good reason.”

“Show him that piece of metal before he turns us into jelly!” Shamus said, poking Revan in the ribs.

“We have this too,” Revan said, holding out the chunk of slag. “We were told Rodrigo’d be interested in it and could tell us about it.”

The sailor’s frown deepened, but he turned and motioned for them to follow. “This way.”

The three friends followed the big sailor up the gangplank and past the workers. Every crew member was an Emoran, clad in an assortment of silks, hooped earrings and more tattoos than Revan could count. As they passed by, the sailors grinned and laughed behind their backs.

At the Louisa’s cabin door, the big sailor paused and then knocked. From inside came the sounds of cursing, and Revan heard someone stumble toward the door. When it opened, a herd of Vhaldisii women wearing nothing more than thin silk shifts rushed by the bewildered friends. After the last was gone, the Emoran captain leaned against the cabin door, a look of exasperation upon his face.

“What is it now, Hugo?”

Captain Rodrigo was short with a nimble build, no doubt enhanced by a lifetime on the southern seas. He wore a closely trimmed goatee and mustachio, and the gold of his hooped earring was only eclipsed by the glint in his coffee eyes. Beneath the open-fronted silk shirt he wore, Revan glimpsed a red and black tattoo emblazoned across his chest. 

“They’ve come from Fortuna’s, Captain,” Hugo, the big Emoran said. “Giselle sent them with something to show you.”

Revan held out the lump of metal, which, to his surprise, was hot. Captain Rodrigo’s eyes widened with recognition, and he turned at once and strode to a cabinet inside his cabin. As he got closer, the disc in Revan’s hand grew so hot he had to drop it on the deck. 

Captain Rodrigo’s wide smile revealed a mouthful of silver-plated teeth, and he held up a similar disc, wrapped in thick leather to protect his hand. The captain bent over and picked up Revan’s piece of slag and beckoned for them to follow him. “Come inside, friends.”

Chapter 20

Arund, the White Knight — The Withered Redlands

Spring had come to the Withered Redlands — cold, stark and bleak as it was. Pockets of snowdrifts gave way to sticky red clay and mud-filled streams of runoff coursing down narrow gullies. Arund and the Zurel picked their way over the slick ground. Oftentimes, they dismounted and slid through the clay in order to keep their horses from toppling over on the treacherous footing. Soon, their lower halves were covered in the mud and Arund’s white robes were stained the color of old blood.

The cart behind Arund and the Zurel was another matter entirely. Pulled by a pair of half-starved, half-lame Periwaneth mules, it slid back and forth across the slick ground. The mules balked and shrieked in protest but nonetheless carried on, urged by the whips of the Periwaneth teamsters that drove them onward. 

Arund looked over his shoulder when he heard a creak grow into the snap of splintered wood. He expected the wagon to fall off its axles at any moment. The cart was a rough conglomeration salvaged from the Periwaneth’s caravan raids and whatever bits they could find in Hubress. The mules were caravan beasts as well and hadn’t fared well under their new masters. Without his strict orders, the White Knight guessed the barbarians would have eaten the  unfortunate animals. Although they valued horseflesh, the stubborn mules were more than the rudimentary horsemanship of the Periwaneth could handle.

“Don’t let them tip that cart over,” Arund warned the Zurel. “If the mules are injured or the wagon breaks, you’ll be helping carry the chest the rest of the way. 

Zathar looked back at the Periwaneth in disgust but intervened in time to prevent one of the unruly, underfed animals from knocking its fellow mule — and, unknowingly, itself and the cart  — into a slot canyon filled with runoff debris. The Zurel yanked the animals back on level ground and shot a withering look at the two Periwaneth men. Ever suspicious of the Zurel, the two men traced the outline of a star across their hearts and foreheads to ward against Zathar’s gaze.

The ten Zurel surrounded the rickety wagon, and the Periwaneth slunk to the back of the group. They mumbled in their incomprehensible tongue, no doubt cursing their stars for being selected to accompany the group. 

Soon after, they came up a short plateau, and there, at the other end of the flat expanse of rock, a score of riders awaited them. When Arund and the Zurel drew closer, the quality of their horses was apparent from the animals’ muscled necks and flowing manes — features that made the poor mules look even worse by comparison. The men atop the fine horses wore light armor under blankets cut in the middle and pulled over heads of dark hair and mocha skin. Each man held a long, slender spear tipped with bright flags.

Arund raised a hand to salute the Emoran conquistadors. The medium horse soldiers fought for their own glory but did so beneath the colors of the Emoran warlords — an assortment of nobles, thugs and everything in between. Every watering hole in Emora had a local bully who claimed ownership and tax rights to the water. Some fielded well-trained and equipped troops of conquistadors. Others were leaders of a handful of men with rusted swords, riding horses comparable to the Periwaneth mules behind the White Knight.

“Greetings and salutations, General,” the leader of the party said. He tipped the edge of the wide, flat-brimmed hat on his head. “My lord sends his blessings to you this day and his apologies for being unable to attend in person.”

“A busy man, of course,” Arund said. “I take it he is tying up those loose ends mentioned in our correspondence?”

“Indeed, General,” the representative said. “We want nothing to stand in the way of our...friendship when the last of the snows pass.”

As he said this, the Emoran representative glanced over the White Knight’s shoulder at the Zurel surrounding the ramshackle cart.

Arund knew where the man was looking and smirked. He raised a white-gloved hand, and the Zurel dragged the balking mules forward between the two groups. 

“That is excellent news indeed,” Arund said. “As promised, we’ve brought our…donation to your cause. I trust that you’ll ensure it is safely delivered to your lord? I was disappointed to hear you’d been less than responsible with the previous cargo.”

“Of course, General,” the conquistador said. “Please allow me to apologize again —”

Arund held up a hand to silence the man. “No apologies necessary. If it happens again, however, I’m afraid I’ll have to send my Zurel to get an explanation from you. And no one wants me to do have to do that.”

The Emoran’s face went pale and he nodded “A-agreed, general.” He motioned to a couple of his men to take the reins of the mules from the Zurel. They proceeded to unhitch the animals by slashing their crude harnesses. 

“We have a cart of our own below,” the conquistador explained.  “Please keep your beasts.”

The Periwaneth knew enough of the Republic tongue to realize their meals were being left behind. Although they hung back from the proceedings, once the Zurel relinquished the reins of the animals to the Periwaneth, they began poking at the emaciated mules with hungry looks.

“You’ll have to forgive our traveling companions,” Arund said. “They don’t get out into the world very often. Aren’t you going to check the contents of that box?”

The Emoran leader shook his head. “We have complete faith in you, General. My father, may the stars shine bright in his memory, fought for you in the Council Wars.”

“Ah, it is always good to meet the family of a brave and loyal soldier,” Arund said. “Perhaps I shall be in need of your family’s service again someday.”

The Emoran saluted sharply with his lance and the rest of the party followed suit. The chest was placed on a quarry sled built for hauling rocks, and soon the men were gone. Atop the windswept plateau, the sound of the Periwaneth fighting over the mules was the only sound to be heard. Arund watched the conquistadors ride away and looked forward to a day when he no longer commanded mule-eating savages.

Chapter 21

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons, the Docks

Inside his cabin, Captain Rodrigo pulled up a chair and sat down, kicking his boots onto the table in the process. He waved Hugo away and, once the door was shut, poured himself a goblet of wine before motioning to the empty chairs across from him.

 “Please, have a seat.”

The three friends hesitated — everyone else who’d made the metal disc grow hot had tried to kill them at worst and misguide them at best. Rodrigo noticed their trepidation and motioned again.

“I am not in league with the others who own such coins,” he said. “Now please, sit.”

Revan, Shamus and Brin did as they were told. A gentle breeze blew through the open windows of the cabin, which was filled with all manner of maps, expensive furniture and other finery. 

“Can I offer you a drink?” the captain asked.

Revan shook his head, and Brin and Shamus looked somewhat put out. “No thanks. Giselle said you’d be able to help us?”

Rodrigo grinned. “That depends, my new friend,” he said. “Before we get down to business, at least allow me to introduce myself properly: I am Captain Emilio Estavan Rodrigo. You must be the young Teutevar. How can I be of service to you?”

Revan started upon hearing his name, hand sliding to the dirk at his leg. “Where’d you hear that name?”

Captain Rodrigo threw his head back and laughed. “Please, sit down. You are in no danger here. Besides, it is poor manners to threaten a man on his own ship, in his private quarters nonetheless. I did not know Athelings were so ill-tempered!”

The friends took their seats but kept hands on their weapons. “And why would you think I’m an Atheling, captain?” Revan asked.

“Please,” Captain Rodrigo chuckled from his reclined position. “Were it only a guess, your bristling would have given it away. Giselle sent a message ahead of you — she’s smarter even than I give her credit for sometimes. Word about your travels has spread and it is not hard to guess who travels with a leprechaun and a skald from —”

“Skard,” Brinhold interrupted. “As I always say, I’d rather be a skard than —”

“ — Skaldain,” the captain finished. “You have been careless, and your company marks you. Besides, this is Vhaleons, the city that never sleeps and never stops talking. But come, let’s talk more about this clinker coin of yours.”

Rodrigo nodded toward the two coins sitting beside one another on the piece of hide. Although they’d yet to set it on fire, a wisp of smoke and the stench of hot leather suggested it wouldn’t be a good idea to leave them together too long.

“So, how did you get your hands on one?” Revan asked.

Rodrigo lifted his boots off of the table and leaned forward on his elbows. “My circumstances were not that different from yours. It seems the stars have aligned to bring us here at the same time.

“I am a captain for the Emoran Trading Company, a sizable establishment that rivals the Sevenday Banking and Trading Company, at least in eastern Peldrin. We are longstanding competitors and have…come to blows…from time to time.

“Sevenday wishes to control the exchange of goods across all of Peldrin, beginning with sea trade. I have good knowledge that Sevenday’s guildmaster here in Vhaleons has came into possession of a collection of rare navigational charts that outline a series of shipping lanes with faster currents and safer passage for ships — it is all very complicated for one who does not know the Pearl Sea and Southern Ocean, but suffice to say, these routes would be very fortuitous for a trading company to have. In our efforts to learn more of these charts, we became aware that Sevenday’s agents were using the clinker coins to steal secrets from us. Through much work, we acquired one such coin and learned where the guildmaster stores the charts. I mean to steal them from him.”

“Well, if word in Vhaleons spreads as fast as you say, you’d best be a bit more secretive about it, cap’n,” Shamus said. “You’ve gone and told us your whole plan! Doesn’t seem like a good way to start a secret mission to me.”

Rodrigo smiled and placed his tattooed hands in front of him on the table, all business. “To gain trust you’ve got to give it. That is my story. Now tell me, how did you come by your coin?”

With some reluctance, Revan told the captain about their encounter with the spavaldo and Shur and the remnants of the parchment they’d pulled from the fire. When he described Josephine and their second encounter with the woman, Rodrigo let out a dry chuckle.

“I’ve heard of that one,” he said. “The three of you should thank your stars you all made it out of an encounter with her alive. Worse than that, however, you’ve unwittingly gained a very powerful enemy. As you may have guessed, the coins’ reaction to one another is proof: the Lucas Sevenday Company is spying on the Simarron.”

“We’ve got to tell the queen.” Revan said, jumping out of his chair. Shamus and Brinhold joined him, but Captain Rodrigo waved a hand back at their seats.

“Not so fast, my hasty new friends,” he said. “What real proof do you have? You also don’t know who else could be involved — the queen herself, perhaps. Without evidence, and until you learn more, I would advise you to keep this revelation to yourself.”

The three friends were silent as the implications of their situation sank in. Inside, Revan struggled with what they should do. Unraveling the depth of the Sevenday Company’s espionage would be dangerous — not to mention time consuming. If they turned away from Athel now, he knew he might never make it to the land of his birth. 

Countries spy on one another all the time. It doesn’t necessarily mean anything. But even as he thought the words, Revan knew he didn’t believe them. Aside from that, the old man wouldn’t have guided them toward Vhaleons without purpose. Although Revan had only encountered him twice before, he knew better than to ignore the old man’s appearance. The first time warned him of the Zurel kidnapping his mother. The second had saved him and Shamus days of lost time while pursuing the creatures after he’d failed to stop them.

“Fortunately,” Rodrigo said, breaking Revan’s thoughts, “I believe we can help one another.”

“How’s that?” Brin asked

“The Sevenday Company are not without their suspicions,” Rodrigo said. “Although we’ve located the mansion, my Emoran crew can’t get anywhere near it. The three of you, however, would stand a much better chance of stealing the charts.”

“Now see here, cap’n,” Shamus said, “I’m as good a thief as they come, but why in the world would we be doing that for you?”

“If the Sevenday Company is spying on the Simarron, it will go to the highest levels,” Rodrigo said. “What better place to look for evidence than in the home of Sevenday’s guildmaster here in Vhaleons?”

Revan, Shamus and Brinhold glanced at one another. The captain had a point. 

“That’s all well and good,” Shamus said, “but how are we going to get in?”

“You let me worry about that, my friends,” Captain Rodrigo said. “Give me a few days to think on it. In the meantime, I would encourage you to lie low and keep out of trouble.”

The three friends looked at each other again, sharing the same thought: It’s a little too late for that.

Before Rodrigo could notice their hesitation, Revan offered a hand across the table. Rodrigo’s face split into sly smile when the shook.

“You’ve got a deal, captain.”

“Good, good,” Rodrigo said. His smile faded when he glanced at the pair of clinker coins which were now giving off a putrid yellow smoke. “You’d best be on your way. I have heard it is not wise to let them grow too hot.”

Bobbing in a rowboat beneath the captain’s quarters, the lean outline of a woman listened to the conversation conclude, hidden from sight of the crew and dockworkers. Before the friends could leave Rodrigo’s cabin, she slipped away unnoticed, a smile playing across her lips.

Chapter 22

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons, the Marchen District

The three friends were on their way back to Fortuna’s when they ran into a large body of people in the Marchen District, all gathered around a man standing on a crate. He had a thick auburn beard and wore a raccoon skin hat on his head that went well with his faded buckskin clothes. The three friends pushed through the crowd until they could hear what he was saying. As they made their way closer, Revan noticed the array of people: beggars, commoners from the Canal District, merchants and sailors all hanging on every word the man said. There were even a scattering of royals, straining their ears from the windows of the carriages.

“Imagine a river valley with fertile farmland as far as the eye can see, endless forests of good timber and wild game — mines with veins of gold and orihalcon so rich you can pluck it out with your fingers,” the man shouted. He cast a hand over the crowd as if he could see his words come to life above them. “I’m giving you the chance of a lifetime, folks — nay, the chance of several lifetimes! Sign up now, before our adventuring company is full. Young, old, rich, poor, Vhaldisii, Julkari, Emoran — it don’t matter! As long as you can pay the deposit, you’ll head west with us. Together, we’ll carve a new life in Athel, or my name ain’t Baxter Holley!”

There was a murmur amongst the crowd, and Revan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Many people were nodding and smiling to their neighbors. One man, however, a Vhaldisii sailor by the look of him, raised his hand and shouted at the man atop the crate. “Wait a moment! And just how do figure you’re going to get past all those frogs, eh?”

Baxter Holley wrinkled his nose and waved a dismissive hand at the sailor. “Any man with a lick of courage in him and a weapon in his hand don’t need to fear the Sylvads. One look at our adventuring company and they’ll high-tail it for the treetops.”

“Yeah,” the sailor said. “Where they’ll shoot you full of arrows and darts!”

Several people shouted in agreement with the sailor, and Baxter Holley twisted his hands together in anxiety, on the edge of losing the crowd. “Let me tell you this, folks,” he shouted. “I’ve faced the Sylvad meself. You show ‘em who’s boss and they’ll leave you be.”

Most of the crowd scoffed, but Baxter Holley wasn’t dissuaded. From a pouch at his side, he produced a chunk of ore the size of his fist. The black stone both drank in the afternoon sunlight and reflected it off of the silver veins running like spiderwebs over its surface.

“Anyone know what this is, eh?” the wilderness guide asked the crowd. No one attempted to answer him. “I’ll tell you what it is! This is a hunk of pure orihalcon! Twice the worth of gold and three times the strength of steel when tempered. I’m going to share a fine secret with your folks: the mountains of Athel are full of orihalcon mines. Long time ago, the Athelings were driven out of the mountains by the Sylvads. The frogs don’t care none about mines so all that orihalcon is just sitting there, ripe for the taking. Now let me ask y’all — are you going to let a bunch of frogs stand between you and the riches of the Lords of Athel, between you and a life of luxury? Answer me honest now, are ya?”

A resounding “no” erupted from the crowd, followed by a wave of cheering. The three friends were swallowed in a rush of people trying to get to make their mark and pay their company dues. Revan fought his way free and sat down on the edge of the street gutter, a sick feeling in his stomach. Beside him, a pair of merchants with outlandishly styled hair and beards were watching the crowd and shaking their heads.

“A bunch of fools, the lot of them,” the first one — sporting a green beard — said. “They’ll never make it past the Sylvads. How quick they are to forget whenever someone new makes promises of fortune and opportunity.”

“You mean this happens all the time?” Revan asked, interrupting their conversation. “Have any of them made it?”

“If any have, they aren’t sending any word back,” the second merchant said. His long hair was dyed light blue and stood on end, parted down the middle. “Sometimes the remnants of an adventuring company will return. They all tell the same tale: only fools or madmen would ever enter the forests of Athel.”

Above the square, under the shade of a second story porch, Sylas Milleux sipped at a cup of chilled tea and watched the fortune seekers fight one another to make their mark on Baxter’s list and join the adventuring company. At one point, the bearded guide looked up to where the merchant sat and winked. Sylas nodded down at him in approval. News of the group of settlers heading to Athel would spread like wildfire, and Revan Teutevar would be sure to hear of it — exactly what the merchant wanted. The young Teutevar would be desperate to head west, ready to listen to his offer and forget about spies and clinker coins.

Unbeknownst to Sylas, Revan was a stone’s throw below him, sitting on the street curb with his head in his hands. He thought about what his mother had said, what the merchants had just told him and wondered which he was, a fool or a mad man?

Chapter 23

Sylas Milleux — Sevenday Trading Company Warehouse

Josephine picked her way through the bustling Lucas Sevenday warehouse in search of Sylas. When she found the merchant, he was standing beside a bale of cotton and a sweating undermerchant. Although Sylas was almost a foot shorter than the other man, the taller fellow quailed under a barrage of criticism.

“Why is the shipment late?” Sylas asked. “Monsieur Sevenday will not be pleased when he hears this order of cotton is almost a week behind.”

“But Monsieur Milleux!” the undermerchant exclaimed in a high, excited voice. “The ships were in dry dock longer than expected! We had no way of speeding the process.”

“Monsieur Sevenday will not care to hear your excuses, and neither do I,” Sylas said. “See that these bales are on their way by the end of the week. The company will take an additional twenty percent from your profits as well.”

The undermerchant looked like he was going to use the last of his nerve to argue but instead clamped his mouth shut and stalked away to yell at one of the dockworkers. Sylas grinned and clapped his hands together when he saw Josephine standing nearby.

“Josephine, most excellent,” the merchant said. “Come, let us speak in my office.”

“What has put you in such an excellent mood this morning, if I may ask?” Josephine said while they walked to Sylas’ offices.  “Surely it wasn’t from squeezing an extra coin from that unfortunate merchant? How many starving children does he have at home?”

“Four, if you ask him,” Sylas said. “Although I’ve only ever verified the one, and that little boy is fat as a toad. Plus, he’s paying for another house in the Marchen District to house his mistress. They’re all a bunch of lying, thieving rats waiting to take you for everything, given the chance.”

“Sounds familiar,” Josephine mumbled under her breath.

Within Sylas’ office, the merchant poured two glasses of wine and sat down in his leather-backed chair. He took a long sip and then sat his chalice down to study a stack of inventories. 

“I do not remember you drinking so when I left,” Josephine said.

“And I do no remember you prying into my personal affairs either,” Sylas said, his good mood evaporating. “I’ve got a mountain of work to do — what news do you bring?”

“Your plan worked,” Josephine said. “The Teutevar boy and his friends met with Rodrigo.”

“Excellent,” Sylas said. “I do love it when a well-laid scheme falls in place.”

Josephine shifted in her seat, aware that her next question would likely land her back in hot water with the merchant. “Are you sure that was a good idea?” she asked. “If something goes wrong…”

“Nothing will go wrong,” Sylas snapped from over the top of his papers. He finished reading the document before placing it on the table and looking pointedly at the spavalda. “Keep a close watch on the three of them, Josephine. Rodrigo can be crafty, and he wouldn’t stick his neck out for nothing. And another thing — keep Alphonso and Danton from muddling up my plans again. It will not do to have them stepping in the middle of our little trap.”

 

When the morning waned, Sylas abandoned his paperwork and returned to his estate by carriage. Once he was properly attired, he entered another, finer carriage and rode to the steps of the royal palace. When he exited again, rows of bubbling fountains, immaculate lawns, trees and shrubs awaited him. At the doors, two guards bedecked with the roaring lion of Vhaldais snapped to attention when he passed. The merchant needed no introduction at the palace.

Inside, a servant took his jacket and cane, then ushered him down a long, marble hall. Several times, he passed various royals, palace officials and fellow merchants, greeting each with a quick word and polite nod. At the end of the hall, another pair of guards saluted and ushered him into the throne room. Standing at a window behind the throne was the queen herself.

Although she’d just passed her fiftieth year, Queen Chloe looked no older than a woman in her thirties. Her dark hair was braided in intricate patterns through an elaborate golden headpiece. Below, a heart-shaped face framed dark eyes above full, rose-colored lips. The dress she wore was spotless white and shimmered with silver weaving indiscernible save for when the sun or her movements reflected them. The garment’s plunging neckline revealed powdered, flawless skin as smooth as porcelain.

Sylas fought the urge to be swept away by her beauty and instead, slicked a smile across his face and strode across the distance between them with open arms.

“My queen,” he said and slid into his best and most elaborate bow. “How fitting it is that the beauty of Vhaleons is only eclipsed by its fair and just ruler!”

“It seems you have not visited the Canals in some time,” Queen Chloe said, immune to the merchant’s charms. “I take it you read the summons?”

“Of course, my queen,” Sylas said with a tip of his head. “I can assure you this was all a misunderstanding on my part. It was never my intent —.”

“We shall determine your intent,” the queen said, cutting him off. Before Sylas could reply, Chloe turned her back to him and returned to her throne seat. The merchant was saved from further embarrassment when the doors of the throne room opened and the council’s attendees began to trickle in.

The discord between the merchants and banker class and the royals was visible the moment they entered the same room. Some exchanged curt greetings, but the majority walked with turned heads past one another to their respective seats on opposite sides of the table, a sign of how the tension between them had grown over the past months. Sylas greeted the more prominent merchants and bankers he knew, then took his seat. When the assembly was full, a herald stamped on the table with a silver-shod stick to end the quiet plotting amongst the two sides.

“All hail Queen Chloe I of Vhaldais,” the herald said. “May her reign be ever peaceful and prosperous.”

The attendees repeated the phrase as one voice, the royals with zest and the merchants in monotony. When they were finished the Lord Chamberlain stepped forward and took his seat at a small table beneath the throne.

“Lords and gentlemen of the court,” the chamberlain said. “We convene today to discuss a matter concerning the Lucas Sevenday Company’s illegal and unauthorized expeditions into the country of Athel. In defense of the Sevenday Company, Sylas Milleux, guildmaster of the Lucas Sevenday Trading Company Vhaleons division, will now address the court.”

Sylas rose and bowed to the queen, then nodded to the royals and merchants on either side of the court. “Esteemed court members,” he began. The royals frowned at being addressed in the same lot as the merchants and bankers. “Before we begin, let me first say that, while we may not always agree on what is best for Vhaldais, I believe we are of one mind that Vhaldais has never been stronger, or richer, than it is this day.”

The merchants and bankers erupted in shouts of “Here, here!” and broke into loud applause. Even some of the royals clapped politely and wore smug expressions on their faces.

“While our neighbors quarrel and bicker around us, we have found a way to work in cooperation.” This was almost a blatant lie, as the heads of the royals and merchant-banker factions could barely stand to be in the same room as one another. Sylas’ words served to smooth ruffled feathers and soothe bruised egos nonetheless.

“Across the Provinces, trade and agriculture flourish,” Sylas continued. “But while we enjoy the bounties of our labor today, we must prepare for a tomorrow when mighty Vhaldais grows beyond her capacity.”

There were nods from the merchants and bankers and murmurs from the royals at this. When Sylas paused and allowed his words to sink in, one of the royals spoke up.

“What are you suggesting, Milleux? Do you want to invade Athel now?”

Sylas shook his head and smiled. “Of course not, good sir.”

“Then I, for one, would like to know,” another royal said, “why it is that Lucas Sevenday employs such large numbers of condotierri?”

The merchant expected the royals to pull his address toward the condotierri and was ready with a counter. “Condotierri companies are employed by royal houses as well as the trading and banking guilds across every province of Vhaldais,” Sylas said. “Even the queen herself has several companies.”

“Are you comparing yourself to the queen now, banker?” said yet another royal. Sylas could feel them circling him like vultures swooping in on a dying creature.

“I suggest nothing of the sort,” Sylas said and snorted to suggest the ridiculousness of the comment. “My presence here today, lords and gentle sirs, was not to defend the Sevenday Company’s actions, but to show why they can benefit all of Vhaldais, if they are only allowed to continue.”

Following Sylas’ last word, the throne room was bombarded by dozens of voices from both sides shouting amongst themselves and at Sylas. The merchant felt he was standing in the locked halls of a mad house.

The herald banged the table with his silver-shod stick until the rod splintered under his furious blows. It was not until a horn was summoned and wound until everyone’s ears rang that peace was restored.

“If there is another outbreak like that, I will have the entire court thrown into a dungeon,” Queen Chloe said. She didn’t raise her voice, but her tone was sharp, daring someone to challenge her. “Have I made myself clear?”

The same, empty silence returned, but this time it lingered until the queen chose to end it. “My mind is all but made up on this issue, but you have the right to finish your speech, Sylas,” the queen said. At her last words, she shot a glare across the court, daring someone to disrupt the order.

“Thank you, your grace,” Sylas said with a low bow. “I know at the first sound, my proposal may seem strange, but allow me to explain: in its heyday, Athel was one of the richest countries in the Republic. The land is a paradise for mining and trapping, and the fertile Athelon valley itself is pristine farming ground. Its location on the corner of southwestern Peldrin also makes it ideal location for a port between Gunnheim and Vhaldais. And I have yet to mention the most treasured asset.”

Sylas paused and, from a bag at his side, unwrapped the chunk of orihalcon Baxter Holley had presented to the crowd days before. The merchant held it up for everyone to see and then place on the table. 

“It is a chunk of obsidian, Milleux,” one of the royals said.

“I’m afraid not, my lord,” Sylas said. “This is no chunk of obsidian, nor is it ebony. This is orihalcon.”

“Go on,” Queen Chloe said. Despite her earlier statement, she was leaning forward to get a closer look at the piece of orihalcon, as were several of the royals and the majority of the merchants.

“Orihalcon, as some of my colleagues know, is a precious metal found only in the remotest places of Peldrin, and never in great quantity,” Sylas continued. “Rust cannot penetrate it, and, once forged, the metal holds its shape and edge. Although it was a long-guarded secret of the Lords and Ladies of Athel, I have learned of his existence in Athelon.”

“And?” Queen Chloe asked. The majority of the merchants and royals were leaning out of their seats, like starving men waiting on a feast.

Sylas took a deep breath. Skilled orator though he was, the entire success of his plans depended on the response to his next question. “It is my proposition that the Lucas Sevenday Company officially lead an expedition to settle the Athelon Valley and reopen the orihalcon mines in the name of the queen.”

Were it not for the recent outbreak of argument and the queen’s stern warning, Sylas knew the court would have descended into chaos once more. Instead, a buzz of whispers filled the air as each member of the court discussed Sylas’ proposition in hushed tones with their neighbor. The queen herself looked deep in concentration — her pristine features were broken by a furrowed brow.

“I see three problems to your proposal, Sylas,” the queen said. “First, you have already been sending illegal incursions into Athel behind my back. Were you to have brought this proposition to me a year earlier, we would not be here now.

Sylas flashed his gold-plated teeth. “I was always told it is better to ask forgiveness than permission, your grace.”

Chloe frowned at the merchant’s open disrespect. “Second, as we discovered last fall, the Teutevar line still exists. As such, our claim to Athelon would constitute an act of war upon the Queen of the Simarron, the former Lady Guinevere and her son. Third, you have failed to mention the reason Athelon has lain abandoned for nearly two decades: the Sylvad.”

Many of the royals nodded in agreement, but Sylas could tell from the way the merchants gazed at the lump of orihalcon they were enthralled at the thought of Athelon’s hidden riches. And in the end, money, not a queen rules in Vhaldais, your grace.

“The queen speaks the truth,” one of the royals said. “Let us not forget that the Imperium League is at war with Loriad and the Simarron. Your so-called ‘expedition’ could be viewed as an invasion. We must not destroy our neutrality in this conflict!”

Per the usual, the remaining royals nodded their agreement, and the brief accord Sylas’ words built was torn asunder. I may have lost the blue bloods again, but I am not defeated yet.

“An invasion?” Sylas said. “My lord, settlers have been making expeditions into Athel since the White Knight’s armies marched from it — long before the Sevenday Company began sending expeditions. The difference is that, where others failed in the past, with the strength of the Sevenday Company and the blessing of the queen, ours shall succeed.”

“There is still the matter of the Sylvads,” the queen said.

Sylas gave a short bow. “It is true that in the trees, the Sylvad are a nearly unbeatable force. They strike like lightning and disappear like smoke. But rather than fight them, as others have done, I propose we open trade with the tree people. We can offer them much in the way of steel, clothing and other trinkets. Peace would benefit us both. Regarding Queen Guinevere’s claims, are the Sylvad not the original inhabitants of Athel anyway?”

Queen Chloe clasped her hands together beneath her chin and tapped her two forefingers together. Sylas resisted the urge to tap his foot, anxious as he was for her answer.

 “I must think more on this matter,” she said at last. “Until we reconvene, there will not be another wagon train to leave this city bound for Athel. Am I perfectly clear? My word is law in this matter.”

Sylas forced himself to keep from gritting his teeth. For now it is, my queen.

“Of course, your majesty,” he said aloud. “We must not be hasty in our decision. But before we depart, I would urge the court to remember this: Athel will not remain untaken forever. Word of the orihalcon mines is spreading fast. Were it not for this war, I believe the Imperium League would already be marching on Athel with its armies. Our chance is now. If we do not take it, it will be lost forever.”

His patience and manners played out, Sylas made a curt bow. “I look forward to your esteemed presence at my summer solstice celebration, my queen.”

 The guildmaster spun on his heels and strode toward the doors. Behind him, he heard the merchants and royals break into argument once more. Sylas fought the desire to hurl the rings from his fingers and punch the marbled floor.

Chapter 24

Captain Nikoma — South of Fordstown

“Well, damn.”

Captain Nikoma’s curse mixed with the dust of her horse troop and filled her mouth with grit. She was riding in King Garrid’s vanguard overlooking the banks of the Avenflow River. To the northwest, another, bigger dust cloud, filled the air. Captain Nikoma knew its cause long before the scouts returned — the Imperium League army.

When it was determined Long Scar’s warriors would remain behind at the Khanhorn in reserve, Nikoma raged four days. In spite of her father’s warnings, however, Nikoma was prepared to follow the army north on her own, determined not to be left behind. Fortunately, her lucky stars intervened. On the eve of the army’s departure, the king had personally requested the presence of Nikoma and her riders in his vanguard. Long Scar was less than happy but had no choice in that matter. To deny the king would have brought dishonor on their tribe and family.

In the two weeks since the Simarru army had ridden from the Khanhorn, the warriors moved fasted and hard, cycling through fresh horses from the remuda herd and, more often than not, eating, drinking and sleeping in the saddle. Traveling alongside her in the vanguard, it had taken Cheytan a week or so to recover from his embarrassment and return to his old, charming self. When he did, however, Nikoma found she didn’t mind conversations with her fellow arban as much as before and even smiled at his foolish stories once or twice.

At the moment, though, there was nothing to laugh about. King Garrid had hoped to beat the Imperium League to the fords, but the short miles from Glittnair to the Loriad border allowed the League to win the race. Now its army was setting up camp on the west bank of the Avenflow.

Nikoma’s mouth hung open counting the sheer number of soldiers swarming in the camp. As far as the eye could see west of the Avenflow, League forces were marching in front of a sea of tents. In a long trail, siege weapons and supply wagons continued to roll into the camp, flanked by even more troops.

“We’re a little close for comfort, don’t you think?” Nikoma noticed Cheytan’s cheerful disposition had evaporated in the wake of the League army. “That’s not an army, that’s an invasion.”

Nikoma gave a short, barking laugh to hide her own nerves. “What’s the matter, don’t you want to ride over there and say hello?”

At her side, Cheytan grinned, feathers and war braids dancing in the breeze. “What fun would it be if we routed the League on our first day on the field of battle?”

The vanguard sat atop a low rise, the only sound the mutter of horses and the animals’ annoyed stamping hooves and tail swishes at the flies beginning to show in the warm spring weather. In the wide fields in front of them, it would have been impossible for the Simarru scouts to advance undetected in the bright sun of late morning. In some places though, the grass was almost as tall as a man — a last scattering of the lush Simarron Plain — and the League army seemed to be concerned with fortifying their camp, not catching scouts. As such, Nikoma could see the Simarru outriders weaving through the tall grass unmolested.

By the time the scouts returned, a long line of haze behind them announced the coming of the main force of Simarron riders. Nikoma waited while one of her scouts took a long swig from a water skin and allowed his mount to be led away by one of the horseboys. 

“There’s too many to count, arban,” the scout said. “Carls from Gunnheim, footmen from Dunrath and Skaldain, along with those knights of theirs. They’ve also got a fair amount of buckaroos and Scyth chariots too.”

Nikoma smirked. The greatest horsemen to ever ride in Peldrin, the Simarru looked down their noses at other cavalry like the Skaldain knights and the mounted Scyth raiders. All of King Garrid’s riders were eager to throw their prowess against the League’s horses.

“That’s a lot of horses waiting for us to take,” Nikoma said. “What about archers?”

The scout shook his head. “Not many. The buckaroos and Scyths are middling horse archers, and the Dunrath, Gunnheim and Skaldain troops all have bowmen mixed in, but nothing to match our warriors or the Lorish foresters.”

Nikoma nodded. “Well done. Switch out your horse, get all the supplies you need and pick ten more men to accompany you. Keep a close eye on the camp, but do not engage the enemy. If they chase you off, return to camp immediately. We’ll be along the river to the southeast.”

The scout tipped his lance and trotted off. When the scouts were mounted on fresh horses with a remount in tow, the vanguard turned east. Now we’ve got to find a place to cross that cursed river.

 

The Simarron army made camp a few miles out of sight of the League forces, on the eastern bend of the Avenflow. In the distance, Fordstown could be seen to the north. Later in the evening, scouts reported Marshal Innsbruck was still fortifying his position and that the Lorish forces on Fordstown had raised the drawbridge connecting the river island with the Skaldain banks of the Avenflow. At sunset, two ferries of Lorish soldiers crossed the river and were brought before King Garrid.

The foresters pulled back their mottled cloaks, revealing haggard faces and days’-old beards. On their backs they carried quivers of war arrows with armor piercing heads and the mighty longbows the Lorish were famous for. Each man also wore a shirt of mail beneath his cloak and an arming sword at his waist.

“Greetings, King Garrid,” their leader said, saluting. “We bring word from Fordstown’s commander.”

“Please, join us at our council,” King Garrid said. Captain Nikoma waited until the men were inside the giant round tent before she followed behind with Cheytan and the rest. Inside, the whole of the king’s command staff was present — a large numbers of arbans all the way to Minghan Temur and Chiefs Talwats and Maltok. The Lorish messengers took a place in the circle around the fire. Nikoma noticed one of the men, a tall figure with strong features and shoulder-length hair, gazing around at the council while their leader spoke.

“We believe the League army will wear down the walls with siege machines before crossing the river,” the Lorish leader said. “Once they’ve made a breach, we think they’ll ferry troops across on rafts and barges. There are also rumors the Gunnlings brought longships with them to blockade the river.”

“And Bramstoke commands in Fordstown?” King Garrid asked.

“Yes, sire,” the Lorish leader said. “He personally sent me to meet with you when your outriders brought news of your approach. My name is Miles. I serve as the Captain of the Bow.” 

“Very good,” King Garrid said. “I have heard of this Bramstoke. A sound commander, I am told. What are his plans of defense, for the city and your army camped on the eastern bank?”

“We have a number of barges available if we need to ferry men across the river, sire.” Captain Miles said. “If the League does have longships with them, however, we may be in trouble. All of the barges are owned by river traders who are being paid by King Aedd for their services. They’re not equipped to fight Gunnling longboats.”

“Therein lies our problem.” Minghan Temur stood with the king’s permission and looked around the circle as he spoke. “Our forces are essentially divided into three: the Fordstown garrison, the Lorish camp on the eastern banks and ourselves, here to the south, on the same side of the river as the League. Marshal Innsbruck will seek to engage either our riders or the Lorish camp while throwing an attack at the city at the same time. And he has the numbers to do so.”

“If I may speak, sir,” Captain Miles said. “If the League leaves their cavalry to defend their camp and baggage train, along with a force of spearmen, your riders will be unable to aid us.”

“What do you suggest, then?” King Garrid asked.

Captain Miles looked down at the ground, and Nikoma could tell her whatever he was about to propose wasn’t likely to go over well. He scuffed his boots on the dirt and coughed before continuing in a low voice. “General Bramstoke would like to ferry your riders and mounts across the river, your highness.”

Nikoma would have laughed at the man, had she not been in the presence of the entire Simarru command staff. As it was, her laughter would have been drowned out regardless by the uproar caused by the Simarru commanders and chieftains. The Lorish men huddled together in the middle of the circle under a barrage of shouts and ridicule.

“Is he mad?” one commander, a jagun shouted, “You can’t put horses on those rafts of yours!”’

Soon, however, King Garrid and Mingahn Temur restored order. But even when they’d quieted down, the Simarru commanders continued to grumble under their breath and glare at the Lorish scouts with a mixture of anger and contempt. 

“Well, captain,” King Garrid said. “I think you know our thoughts on that matter. We can’t move that many men and five times as many horses across the Avenflow on barges. Bramstoke should have sent word earlier  — we would have had time to find a fording to the east, or cross the bridge at Delgur.”

“It cannot be done then?” Captain Miles said in a crestfallen voice.

“No, captain, it cannot be done,” Minghan Temur said. “Were it not for the spring runoff, we might be able to find a ford closer, or perhaps swim our herd across. Right now, that would be impossible. The only crossing within a week’s journey is the western bridge, right through the camp of League soldiers.”

Captain Miles sighed and ran a hand through is bedraggled hair. “Alright then, I had better be off. General Bramstoke will want this news immediately. Do you have an alternate strategy I can send in reply?”

King Garrid nodded at Temur, who answered the Lorish captain. “When our scouts return and we get a good grasp on the position and number of the League’s horse, we’ll send in our archers to keep them from fully committing to the siege. In all likelihood, captain, your General Bramstoke has left us on our own. If the League turns its entire army on us, your men won’t be able to cross the river in time to aid us, and we will be forced to retreat.”

Before the Lorish captain could reply, there was a sound of horns and a frantic Simarru warrior rushed past the guards into the tent. “My king!” he said breathless. “The League is assaulting Fordstown!”

The attendants of the war council rushed out into the cool spring night. In the distance, flaming projectiles soared from the League camp, across the western split of the Avenflow onto the island where Fordstown stood. Some fell short and were snuffed out on the riverbank or the green grass surrounding Fordstown, but others crashed into the city walls. One ball of fire crashed into an outpost tower, and the structure burst into glowing flames.

The Captain of the Bow swore and turned to King Garrid and General Temur. “Your highness, I must be on my way at once. What shall I tell General Bramstoke?”

“Tell him for now, we will harass the enemy camp and try to cut off their supply train to Glittnair,” King Garrid said. “Crossing the river here is a last resort.”

Captain Miles bowed and headed with his men for their canoes. While the Simarru officers watched the assault on Fordstown and discussed their next moves, Nikoma noticed one of the Lorish men had remained behind to watch the siege. Intrigued, Nikoma walked over to his side as the canoes disappeared into the dark.

“Why did you not go back with your captain?” Nikoma asked.

The man flashed a grin of white teeth in the darkness. “The view’s better from over here. And he’s not my captain. I am my own master.” The strange man extended a hand. “The name is Durwyn.”

Chapter 25

Marshal Innsbruck — West of Fordstown, Imperium League Camp

Across the southern part of the League camp, soldiers and engineers raised the final palisade barricades into place. In addition to the short wall, they drove sharpened stakes into the ground and dug a pitfall to deter any charges by Simarron cavalry. Marshal Innsbruck watched the work atop his magnificent grey war horse, pleased with the progress. 

“Dig ‘em deep, boys,” one of the sergeants said, walking along the edge of the temporary fortification. “We don’t want no Simarru lancers galloping through camp!”

Satisfied, the general turned his charger and proceeded toward the eastern edge of camp near the riverbank, his command staff trailing him. There, the siege machines — assembled in quick order the night before — stood unmoving after bombarding Fordstown until dawn. In the distance, chunks of missing wall, a shell of a tower and several scorch marks were proof of their effectiveness.

“Broderick, any movement from King Garrid?” Marshal Innsbruck asked his aide.

Broderick nudged his horse to the marshal’s side and brushed aside a strand of flat black hair from his long, thin face. “Nothing as of this morning, marshal,” he said. “We’ve got a close eye on them though.”

“Good,” Innsbruck said. “See to it that the siege weapons are outfitted with enough bolts and stones to begin bombardment of the city at dusk. How goes the assembly of the longboats?” 

“Well, sir,” Broderick said. “As does the work on the rafts. Both are on schedule to be put to water by tomorrow afternoon.”

Marshal Innsbruck turned to face the rest of his staff and the army’s commanders — Cattle Barons, knights and regular officers from all across the League. “Other than those on watch and patrol, tell your men to get their rest. I intend to launch an assault in two days’ time.”

With his staff dismissed, the marshal returned alone to his command tent, riding through the bustling community that was his army camp. In addition to the rows of tents beneath various banners that marked the different troops present, there were farriers, blacksmiths, seamstresses, wagoneers, cooks and healers all out and about inside the confines of camp. An entire section of tents was devoted to the skalds, men and women who would face the horrors of battle to sing bravery and courage into the hearts of the League’s army. As much as Rhyman detested the war, the Edda wasn’t about to send the common man into battle without the aid of his skalds.

More than a host of soldiers, a force this size was a city in and of itself — one that required law, discipline and planning to save it from chaos. The marshal made it his business to see that either himself or one of his aides oversaw every aspect of the camp, down to the host of tramps and beggars that inevitably followed in the army’s footsteps.

When Innsbruck reached his quarters, the guard outside snapped to a smart attention, and a groom appeared at once to take his charger to be rubbed down and fed. Marshal Innsbruck nodded to the two guards, thanked the groom and then retreated to the cool confines of his tent. Already, the late spring sun was beginning to heat the lowlands but inside the tent — at least for another hour or so — the temperature would remain mild.

The marshal sipped on a cup of chilled cider and studied a map of the area strewn with small wooden icons representing troops on the table before him. In spite of his best efforts, however, his mind continued to drift homeward, to his family and his quiet manor. I thought I was finished with this war business after we took Dunrath and Scythea. 

He moved a few pieces back and forth on the map and then sat down in his chair, closed high eyes and released a deep sigh. The mixed bag of nobility, foreigners and commoners amongst the officers was a difficult balance to maintain and an exhausting struggle. So far he’d managed it, earning several migraines in the process.

Caught in a doze, Innsbruck woke a few minutes later to the far-off sounds of horses and men in combat. At the same moment he jumped to his feet and buckled on his sword, an attendant rushed into the tent.

“What is it?” he asked, reaching for his helmet. Thank the stars — he’d yet to call for a page to remove his armor.

“Marshal, the Simarru!” the attendant said in a rushed voice. “They’ve attacked the western edge of camp!”

 

Captain Nikoma — West of the Imperium League Camp

In one fluid motion, Captain Nikoma wheeled her plains courser and loosened her recurve bow at the oncoming riders. She whooped when an arrow struck home and one of the Scyths toppled from his chariot. Around her, weaving in a complex pattern, Simarru horse archers were showering the oncoming chariots and howling war dogs with arrows. Using only her knees to direct his mount, Nikoma nudged the mare in a tighter circle and drew another arrow from the quiver tied to the saddle.

Undeterred by the rain of arrows, the Scyths and their mastiffs charged forward with their light lances and throwing spears poised. A handful drew bows of their own and attempted to return fire at the Simarru. Behind them, the buckaroos formed to fire and circle, in a similar way to the Simarru horse archers. Both the Skaldean buckaroos and the Scyth raiders were angry, pride stinging from the surprise attack on their herd.

For the Simarru, stealing horses was as much a part of their culture as roping was to the buckaroo and the joust to the knight. In the days before the tribes were united, warriors fought and killed for the best mounts and largest herds. The practice still continued, although it had evolved into a peacetime game rather than an act of war. During the summer months, tribes sat aside a raiding herd and competed amongst one another capture and maintain the most animals. Now, with half their herd scattered and another quarter stampeding away with the Simarru, the buckaroos and Scyths realized why the horsemen of the Simarron were often compared to the centaurs of ancient days who’d once galloped across the same plains.

Nikoma signaled with her left arm. A group of riders peeled away from the rest of the war party and thundered straight for the buckaroos. Ducked over the neck of her horse, Nikoma watched the light cavalry draw closer and closer. When it seemed the two parties would crash together, Nikoma loosed an arrow and let out a shrill, piercing scream. The projectiles slammed into the oncoming buckaroos with brutal effect, their leather armor unable to stop the Simarru arrows at such close range. Nikoma nudged her mare again, and the spirited little horse wheeled out of range of the buckaroos’ throwing spears. 

Not all of her riders were so lucky. Three were launched from their saddles, impaled by thrown spears, and another wheeled too late and was struck by a buckaroo’s lance. Having bloodied the elusive enemy, the buckaroos let out a cheer. It was short-lived. Another wave of Simarru archers struck, and, when they’d wheeled away, fully half the buckaroos were dead or wounded. Riderless horses ran terrified in all directions.

The buckaroos turned and raced back toward the League camp. Nikoma pulled up her horse and watched their retreat. Cheytan trotted up beside her on his war-painted pony. Both warriors and their horses were sweating, making the blues and reds on their faces and horses’ flanks melt and blur.

“I’d say that went well, wouldn’t you?” Cheytan asked with a wicked grin.

Nikoma nodded and waved for riders to collect their dead and wounded on travois brought to the battle by youth not yet old enough to ride with the war party. “They’ll think twice before they chase after us again, or leave their horses with so few guards.”

 

Marshal Innsbruck — West of Fordstown, Imperium League Camp

It wasn’t often the marshal allowed the inevitable misfortunes and mistakes of a campaign to get to him. Inside, however, Innsbruck seethed when he watched the bedraggled collection of buckaroos and Scyths ride back into camp. When the bodies were collected after the Simarru left the field, more than two hundred were dead and almost twice that many wounded. All told, over a hundred horses were rustled as well.

The weary buckaroo captain rode forward and slipped from his saddle in front of the general. He gave a half-hearted salute and stared at the ground while the numbers were read. At each number, the buckaroo leader winced and gritted his teeth. Once the total losses were accounted for, he continued to stand beneath the general’s withering gaze while Innsbruck glanced over the defeated horsemen and worked to control his mounting anger.

“What’s your name, soldier?” the marshal asked.

“Sam Cole, sir,” the buckaroo said.

“Buckaroo Cole,” Innsbruck continued, walking in front of the man with stiff posture and hands held behind his back. “Am I to assume you were the man in charge of placing guard over your herds?”

“Yessir,” the buckaroo said.

“And am I also to assume you were the man who gave the orders to charge the Simarru with inadequate numbers?”

“Yessir,” the buckaroo’s voice grew quieter and his head ducked lower with each question.

“I see,” Innsbruck said. “You’re not deaf as far as I can tell, are you, Buckaroo Cole? Can you read as well?”

“Yes on both accounts, sir,” the buckaroo replied.

“Ah,” the marshal paused and allowed the suspense to gather. “Then I know for a fact, that you either heard or read a written report that the Simarru army was not to be pursued under what, buckaroo Cole?”

“Under any circumstance sir,” the buckaroo said. 

“Precisely,” Marshal Innsbruck said. “I personally gave the order that the Simarru warriors were not to be pursued under any circumstance, given the particular tactics of their horse archers. My orders were to triple the guard on all herds and flocks. Was this done?”

The buckaroo shook his head but said nothing. 

“I thought not,” the marshal said. “Buckaroo Cole, not only did you break two of my orders, but you had the audacity to involve the Scyth chariots as well, riders that were in no way under your command. As a result, we have exchanged almost five hundred casualties and over one hundred horses for a handful of Simarru horse thieves.”

The buckaroo nodded. “Yessir.”

“I will see to it personally that the baron you ride for is notified of this incident and takes whatever disciplinary actions he deems necessary,” Innsbruck said. “In the meantime, you will triple your guard as ordered and will not, I repeat, will not, pursue any Simarru riders unless commanded otherwise. Is this clear?”

“Yes, sir!” The buckaroo snapped to attention and Marshal Innsbruck dismissed him. He watched the horsemen ride away and shook his head once more in disgust.

“Almost six hundred men and horses,” the marshal said to Broderick once the assembly was dismissed. “It’s barely their second day on the field, and already these Simarru are a thorn in my side.”

Chapter 26

Harlan Longmire — The Withered Redlands

Harlan sighed in relief when they crested a large, barren knoll and saw the runner crossing an open plain below them. Not wanting to take any chances, he and Angus selected five of their boys with the healthiest ponies and took off ahead off the rest of the group after her. 

It was days since they’d first seen the runner — who’d seemingly continued on its course night and day, rain and shine.  They’d lost sight of the person half a dozen times, constantly playing a tug of war game with the distance between them. Were it not for the group’s collective tracking knowledge and a large helping of dumb luck, Harlan knew they never would have closed in on the runner.

One thing was certain: whoever or whatever the runner might be, they were headed in an almost a straight line. To be certain, Harlan checked the stars each night. The constellation of the Horn told the tale: The runner was headed east.

Although the Redlands were naturally devoid of life, Harlan still found it odd that they had yet to come across any other living things aside from the occasional starving jackrabbit, snake or lizard. If the rumors were true, the whole Periwaneth nation was gathering in the Redlands, along with thousands of Jotun, yet they found no tracks or traces of camps.

Harlan was pulled to the present by the excited hollers of the men and leprechauns as they began to close in on the runner over the open ground. Even when the group drew closer to the figure — enough to see that it was a woman — and shouted to hail the running stranger, she showed no signs of stopping their pace. Although the ground was rocky, Harlan encouraged his horse into a canter to catch the runner. The riders hailed her again, but she made no move to stop. When at last she still gave no reply, Harlan urged his horse past the other riders, a few yards ahead of the woman. Weapon at the ready, he turned and pulled his pony to a stop in front of her path.

Without a word, the woman stopped. Although she’d been running nonstop since they’d first spotted her, she showed no signs of fatigue. Her breathing was calm, and she stared at the hooves of Harlan’s pony, making no attempt to escape from the ring of horses that surrounded her.

The woman was dressed in weather-stained leathers, and her russet-colored hair was a mess of snarls and tangles. From what Harlan could tell, she carried nothing but the spear clutched in her right hand — no food, no water, not even a cloak to protect herself from the weather.

 She was too tall for a Periwaneth, but he couldn’t begin to wager a guess at her nationality. The distinct edge to her chin and cheeks was vaguely familiar, though — if nothing else, Harlan knew she wasn’t Skaldean, Simarru or Lorish. What he did know was he’d just watched her run for days on end without rest, and his gut told him to keep a hand on his sword.

“We don’t mean you any harm, miss” Harlan said. “But we’re all a bit curious as to what you’re doing out here.”

The woman didn’t reply, so Harlan tried again. “We’ve got a couple of questions, then we’ll send you on your way. If you want, we can give you food and water, a spare cloak if you want? This ain’t the friendliest country to be caught in unprepared.”

Still, the woman gave no answer. Around them, the group of men and leprechauns muttered and glanced at one another, uneasy. Harlan’s horse snorted and tossed its head right in front of her, but the running woman acted as if there was nothing before her. 

“Are you deaf? Harlan asked and stepped out of the saddle. “Like I said miss, we mean you no —”

He froze in place. Now at eye level, he looked into the woman’s face and saw two glowing holes of gold where her eyes should have been. The bottomless orbs stared straight ahead past the old forester’s horse and into the western horizon.

“By the stars,” Harlan cursed. “What in the name of the fates are you?”

Lost as he was staring at the strange woman’s golden eyes, Harlan was too late to warn Angus and the rest from dismounted and joining him. As each drew into sight of the woman’s face, they gasped in shock. 

“It’s a demon!”

“No, it’s a witch!”

“Alrighty then lads, calm down,” Angus said. “There’s not need to be getting all stir-crazy and upsetting the lady.”

Just then, Harlan remembered where he’d seen someone similar — the Lady Guinevere. 

“I reckon she’s a Valkyrie,” he said. Before any could stop him, he stretched out a cautious hand and waved it in front of her face. When the woman showed no reaction, he reached forward and placed a hand on her shoulder. 

A flash of silent light sent the horses into fits and Harlan was thrown to the ground, smoking and groaning. While he tried to rise on shaking legs, Angus and the rest of the party rubbed at their blinded eyes, otherwise unaffected.

A hand reached down and grabbed Harlan by the elbow. Before he could see who it was, he was pulled to his feet, face to face with the woman, whose eyes were now normal and a piercing blue.

“I must apologize,” she said. Her voice was level and neither strange nor sinister like Harlan was expecting. “I did not see you standing there.”

Harlan shot a sideways glance at Angus but decided to let the strange comment pass without mention. “Don’t trouble yourself over it,” he said, dusting off his clothes. “Can we offer you any food or water? You look like a woman with a place to be, so we won’t keep you long.”

The woman shook her head. “No thank you, I am not hungry or thirsty. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be on my way.”

She went to move past Harlan, but the old woodsman — against his better judgment after what’d just happened — grabbed her arm in a grip gentle enough to show he meant no harm but firm enough to convey he wasn’t finished speaking with her. The woman’s head jerked around, and her eyes flashed gold. Harlan dropped his hand, overcome with fear of the light. In a blink, however, her eyes returned to their normal blue color.

“We’ve got a couple more questions, if you don’t mind,” Harlan said. 

“Make them quick then,” the woman said, narrowing her eyes. Her friendly tone was gone, and Harlan could see veins of gold worming across her cold, blue eyes.

“We’re looking for the Periwaneth,” Harlan said, trying to steel his resolve. “You seen any?”

“No.”

Harlan reigned in his impatience and tried again. “What about Jotun?”

“No.”

“What in the stars are you doing out here?” Harlan asked, exasperated.

“I’m hunting the Zurel.”

The biting Redlands wind blew through the woman and the rest of the group, its cold groans the only sound to be heard. 

Chapter 27

Marshal Innsbruck — West of Fordstown, Imperium League Camp

A lone figure stole through the night inside the League camp, dodging guards and hugging shadows. The cloaked specter ducked from tent to tent, wending his way toward the center of the camp. After a long pause waiting for a guard to relieve himself, the figure ducked down behind the command tent. He drew a small knife, sharpened to a wicked point, and cut a small slit in the canvas. Before the guard could complete another round, he slipped inside, undetected. 

Within, Marshal Innsbruck lay asleep on his cot. Every so often, one of the marshal’s snores punctuated the night air. The figure looked toward the tent’s entrance where outside, two guards were awake and alert, ready to rush to the marshal’s defense at the slightest hint of a disturbance. 

The cloaked figure crept forward, the small knife still in his hand. When he reached the marshal’s side, he lowered the blade to Innsbruck’s throat. He paused, and the marshal began to stir. Shaking his head, instead of completing the assassination in one quick stroke, he place his other hand over the Innsbruck’s mouth and braced himself for the marshal to awaken.

On the cot, Marshal Innsbruck drifted out of his dream — a pleasant one involving a walk through his manor’s orchard in the springtime with his daughters. But then the dream was gone, leaving behind the feel of a blade at his neck. Years of training and discipline saved him from leaping out of bed. Instead, he lay as still as before and attempted to continue his breathing pattern, but the assassin noticed.

“Oh, stop playing possum Linus,” the figure with the knife at his throat whispered. “I could have killed you by now anyway.”

Marshal Innsbruck continued to lie motionless while his eyes opened. Kneeling over him, the man — he could tell by the sound of the voice — was wearing a hood, his facial features hidden above his nose. Strands of blond hair hung down from around the hood. While he continued to pull himself awake, the marshal struggled to remember where he’d heard the voice of his assailant before.

“Now we’re going to have to play a little trust game, Linus,” the man said without removing the knife from the marshal’s neck. “I’m going to sit up and pull this blade away, and we’re going to have a little talk. You’re an honorable man, so if you give me your word, I’ll take it. Otherwise, all bets are off  and we’re going to have a nasty fight on our hands.”

Marshal Innsbruck nodded. “I swear,” he whispered, throat bobbing against the blade. The man lowered the knife and tucked it away inside his cloak. With his other hand, he drew back his hood and lowered the mask covering the bottom half of his face.

The marshal’s eyes widened, and surprise shot across his normally impassive face. Although somewhat older and more haggard, Innsbruck recognized the man’s features, especially the nose, pointed with a bump in the middle. It was the remainder of a break from a sparring sessions years ago in Glittnair.

“Tirien?”

The man grinned, revealing a row of white teeth in an unmistakable smile. “I go by a different name these days, old friend.”

“Why…how? What are you doing here?” Marshal Innsbruck stuttered in a whisper. “Are you mad? I could have you arrested!”

Tirien shook his head. “No you won’t, because you gave me your word just now. I only want to have a short talk, and then I’ll be on my way.”

Marshal Innsbruck waved a hand. “Then go ahead. If you manage to escape my camp as effortlessly as you entered, you deserve to go free. What do you want, Tirien?”

Tirien’s face screwed into an expression that suggested he’d just smelled something dead. “I don’t want anything, Linus,” he said. “Aside from you knowing the truth, out of my own mouth. Reynard Barrett is a usurper. I was never in league with my brother.”

“You never struck me as the type for grand scheming,” Innsbruck said. “Still, I hear nasty rumors that you’re behind the Red Stag. If that’s true, you’re the cause of all this.”

The leader of the Red Stag snorted. “Reynard Barrett and Harald the Cruel are behind all this. Do you really think they wouldn’t have found another reason to war with the Free Countries? If it weren’t for the Red Stag, everything west of the Heimwall would be under their rule.”

“So what do you want me to do, Tirien?” the marshal asked. “March home?”

Tirien shook his head. “I want you to make the right choice this time, Linus. I want you to help me give Skaldain back to its people.”

Innsbruck shook his head. “I always liked you Tirien, which is why I’ll keep my promise and give you a chance to run. Who knows? Maybe you’re right about Barrett. But either way, if you’re looking to start a civil war in Skaldain, don’t expect me to join you.”

“I thought you’d probably say that,” Tirien said with a sigh. “And I thought about killing you, I really did. Then I realized you’re just following orders, like you’ve always done. But remember, Linus. When the going gets tough, it’s the commoners who’ll pay the price. Those are your people, marshal, and no matter what side you fight on, they’re going to suffer. When the time comes to choose, you might as well be on the side of right.”

“You know,” Marshal Innsbruck said, staring at the side of his tent with a lost look. “I learned a long time ago, there’s rarely a right or wrong to anything. My duty is to Skaldain, not to the person who sits at its head. If you’re going to start a revolution, I’ll do everything in my power to stop you.”

Tirien stepped back like the marshal had struck him. He opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it. He nodded, stone-faced. “I’ll be seeing you then, Linus.”

Marshal Innsbruck shook his head. “No, you won’t. Next time I’ll arrest you and the Imperator will have you executed. Don’t come back, Tirien.”

“As you wish, marshal.” Tirien stepped toward the flap in the tent and then turned back, like he’d forgotten something. “Oh yes, one more thing.” 

Before Innsbruck could react, Tirien tossed a handful of powder into the marshal’s face. Innsbruck coughed twice and attempted to croak for the guards, but the words caught in his throat. Instead, he collapsed on his cot, Tirien easing him down to avoid any noise.

It was a harmless sleeping powder. Innsbruck would wake in a few hours with a massive headache but none the worse for wear. Still. Tirien’s hand slipped to the knife at his belt, almost by its own power. It would be so easy. Here, before him, was one of the Imperium League’s greatest commanders. Good man or not, Innsbruck’s death would be a huge blow to the League, not only at Fordstown, but every battle afterward. How many lives could I save? I could end the war before it has even begun!

Tirien drew the knife and held it inches over the sleeping man’s throat. Do it! a voice inside his head screamed. Tirien lowered the blade until it brushed Innsbruck’s clean shaven neck. Just then, a guard coughed outside and Tirien awoke, as if released from a spell. 

I am not my brother.  He jerked the knife back and returned it to his sheath with a shaking hand. What is happening to me?

 

When he came to and collected his thoughts from the previous night, Marshal Innsbruck was more than a little surprised to be alive. For a moment, he dismissed the entire incident as a dream, but there, pinned next to the slit in the tent, was a note. The marshal squeezed his eyes shut in an effort to subdue the throbbing in his skull and reached for the parchment. For the first time in his decorated career, Linus Innsbruck was filled with doubt as he read the words.

Harlan Longmire is alive.

Chapter 28

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons

Two weeks after their meeting with Rodrigo, the three friends still had no word from the captain. Just as a certain merchant predicted, news of the adventuring company and the enterprising Athel settlers spread like the plague, from the top of the Overlook to the lowest alleyways in the Canals. People spoke of the lucky few to find a space on Baxter Holley’s charter, and the tales of Athel’s orihalcon mines grew more extravagant with each telling. Likewise, the Sylvad threat grew less and less until they were soon forgotten. 

Revan had plans to pack his things at once, prepared to leave that evening and ride west. In the wake of Baxter Holley’s expedition, he couldn’t care less why the old man had wanted him to come to Vhaleons. Athel was all that mattered.

“We can’t leave now!” Brinhold and Shamus had told him more than once.

“Sure,” Shamus added. “And what if Vhaldais is preparing to side with the League? King Garrid needs to know, boyo.’”

“It’s not my problem,” Revan told them, even if he didn’t believe it himself. “Didn’t you hear that man? Athel will be crawling with prospectors and settlers! I’ve got my own issues to deal with.”

“It was your idea to turn aside and follow Josephine here in the first place,” Brinhold pointed out.

“And now it’s my idea to leave,” Revan had said.

In the end, however, he’d relented to the surprising moral arguments of his friends, although he suspected Shamus and Brin’s interest in staying in Vhaleons was due more to the local gambling establishments than getting to the bottom of the Sevenday Company’s spying. 

“I’ll stay until the settlers leave,” Revan said. “And then I’m riding for Athel, with or without you two.”

Much to Revan’s relief and frustration, however, the settlers had yet to depart. And after much showing and giving of gold, beginning with Maurice and ending with many an exchange with a shady, peg-legged man down a darkened alley, the three companions felt they knew less truth about Lucas Sevenday, the man behind Peldrin’s largest trading company, than when they’d started. Everyone in Vhaleons knew of Lucas Sevenday, but none could attest to ever meeting or even catching a glimpse of the man.

The tales stretched from implausible to wholly impossible. It was said that Lucas Sevenday was the owner of every merchant guild and shipping company in Vhaldais, that his wealth rivaled that of the Old Republic of Peldrin and he traded with exotic lands far across the eastern and southern oceans. Different tales claimed he was Queen Chloe’s lover and would father a child with the queen to inherit the throne of Vhaldais, uniting the royals and merchants. 

Still others said that was ridiculous. Why would Sevenday be the Queen’s lover when he owned an island with a golden palace that housed all five hundred of his concubines?

“Lucas Sevenday,” Revan said to himself. His voice was lost in the din of their surroundings. “If I had a coin for every time I’ve heard that name, we’d almost be even for all of the gold we’ve spent trying to find him.”

The friends were sitting on a veranda overlooking the ocean and docks below. Overhead, the rasping shrieks of countless gulls and seabirds floated down to mix with the flotsam and jetsam the tide had washed into the saloon behind them. Even in late afternoon, the establishment spilled over with sailors, drunkards and gamblers. The majority of the saloon’s patrons were a combination of all three. 

“Ah, look around ye, boyo!” Shamus said, casting a hand across their view of the bay. “The sun is shining, the birds are singing. Tell me, what it is you’ve got to be unhappy about?”

“I didn’t leave the Simarron to drink and gamble myself into an early grave in Vhaleons!” Revan said. “There was still snow on the ground when we left the Khanhorn, now look!”

He pointed to the east where, just above their shaded canopy, the peak of the Brutin Mountains could be seen. Below the timberline, fresh growth was beginning to paint the slopes. Above, all of the passes that didn’t cling to snow year-round were almost barren. 

Shamus snorted beneath his orange beard, but Revan would not be deterred. “Aside from that, we’re no closer to discovering why this Lucas Sevenday is spying on the Simarron,” he finished.

“Well if he’s as rich as they say, maybe he wants to buy it?” Shamus suggested. Before the leprechaun could duck, Revan threw his empty goblet across the table, hitting Shamus square in his bulbous nose. Shamus shrieked, arms pinwheeling in the air and toppled over backwards from his bench, cursing.

“You two fight like husband and wife,” Brinhold sighed from beneath the brim of his plumed hat. He sat up, lifting his new boots from the table in the process. The afternoon sun shone across their enormous buckles and polished black leather. Lucky as ever, the skard had hit the jackpot a few nights previous playing dice, literally taking the clothes — not to mention hat and boots — off the back of one down-on-his-luck merchant.

Shamus sat up rubbing his nose and was met by Revan’s grin. “And do ye feel better then?” the leprechaun asked.

Revan’s smile broadened. “A little.”

Their argument was interrupted by an Emoran sailor approaching their table. “They captain requests your presence tonight at a saloon called the Santa Maria,” the man said. “He’ll be expecting you for dinner. Don’t be late.”

“We’ll be there,” Revan said. Before he could say anything else, the Emoran was gone.

“Now see?” Shamus said. “And wasn’t I just telling you everything would work out?”

“You can tell me that when we’ve got the charts in hand — and proof, if there’s even any to find,” Revan said. He continued to harbor a nasty suspicion that Rodrigo was using them as pawns. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, he told himself and hefted his coin pouch. It was lighter than Revan remembered. “Money in the middle, you two. I’m not footing the bill alone tonight.”

Although Revan constantly reprimanded Brin and Shamus for their gambling antics, he had to admit they would’ve been flat broke without their winnings. 

Maurice’s claims were not unfounded: Fortuna’s was indeed one the finer establishments in the Marchen District, and the prices reflected such. On top of board, they continued to pay for their horses to be stabled and fed, although they hadn’t ridden them since their first night in Vhaleons — most streets were simply too narrow and too busy for horses. 

But room and board was only a portion of their expenses. While the merchants and nobles debated over which faction controlled Vhaleons, Revan knew both were slave to a third power: money. 

Gold ruled the city with a clenched fist. Without coin, you were nothing in Vhaleons. It bought food, shelter and clothing, but more importantly, it bought power, prestige and information. Fortunes were won and lost in the saloons, docks, markets and warehouses and in the exchanging of secrets in the streets. In search of answers, the rest of the friends’ funds disappeared into the hands of over a dozen scoundrels and snitches. But like the hooded figures of the underground, the answers they bought and sought vanished faster than their money.

Brinhold untied a large pouch from his belt and poured some of the contents onto the table. Revan scooped them up and added them to the pile, eyeing Shamus. The leprechaun made a show of pulling a tiny pouch from his vest and tossed it on the table with hesitation. Revan turned it upside down and watched five coins spill to the table. He and Brinhold stared at Shamus. Revan lifting a hand, beckoning for more.

“What?” Shamus said. “By my granny’s grave, that’s all I’ve got to me name, I swear it!”

“Aww, c’mon now, Shamus,” Brinhold complained. “Don’t be holding out on your friends!”

To his credit, Shamus kept a straight face and spread his arms wide. “On my honor!”

Revan sighed and pulled a dagger from his right boot. He stood over Shamus and held the tip just beyond his friend’s chest. “Now, master leprechaun,” Revan said. “We’ve asked nicely. Hand it over!”

Revan continued to push the tip of the blade closer, causing Shamus to lean farther and farther back in his chair. Just as he was about to tumble backwards once more, Revan grabbed his orange beard, pulling him back into his seat.

“Yeargh!” Shamus shouted, shaking free and holding his chin. He reached into his vest once more and tossed a bulging pouch of coins onto the table.  “Alright, you rotten buggers. Ye’ve robbed me at knife point!”

Revan opened Shamus’ coinpurse and poured a large portion into their pile. He made to hand the pouch back to Shamus but, as an afterthought, shook several more coins from the leprechaun’s pouch and called for a serving girl.

“I could use something to eat, what about you Brin?” Revan asked.

“Yessir,” Brinhold replied, laughing. “How kind of you to buy our lunch, Shamus!”

 

When evening fell and the nightlife of the Canals blossomed into a cacophony of drinking, whoring and gambling once more, the three friends made their way to the docks. The largest saloon on the wharf, the Santa Maria, was overflowing with wine, music and song. Revan, Shamus and Brinhold shouldered their way to the bar, but before they could inquire about Rodrigo, the same sailor who’d approached them earlier appeared from the crowd. 

“The captain’s at his favorite dice table,” he said. “Follow me.”

The sailor led them into the heart of the crowd, through a mass of sweating bodies from more countries than Revan could count. All around them, patrons were drinking, swearing, yelling and singing. With each step, Revan’s boot crunched from Seed shells. All around them, addicts with bulging cheeks tossed more in their mouths as fast as they could spit out the husks. 

The three friends passed the larger, public tables to a smaller group setting on a small stage above the rest of the crowd. Dressed in fine silks, extravagant jewelry and sporting intricately shaved facial hair, the players at the high tables were what Revan imagined the pirate lords of the eastern seas looked like. Each was armed to the teeth with several bodyguards nearby.

Unlike the tables below where men shouted and laughed with each toss of the dice, here the players were almost silent. In addition to the men, the three women at the table were as stone-faced as their male counterparts and sported enough knives to match, all tucked into various sashes. Revan suspected they had a few more hidden away within easy access. When someone at the table spoke, it was in quiet tones and only to place a bet or mutter a dry congratulations when an opponent won. 

At the moment, Rodrigo was one of the more successful gamblers, judging by a large pile of money on the table in front of him. Revan watched the new round of betting began. When it was his turn, the captain slid a large pile of winnings forward and winked at a dark-haired woman to his left.

“What would you say to raising the stakes, Esmeralda, my love?” the captain said with a sly grin on his face. “If I win this round, why don’t we quit the dice and retire to my cabin for the evening?”

“I’d say only in your wildest dreams, Rodrigo,” Esmeralda said. “I’m not your lady love, and if you try to take me to your cabin, I’ll stick my dagger in your guts.”

Around the table, the rest of the group snickered. A few let out catcalls and clapped their hands. To his credit, Rodrigo appeared unaffected by the threats. He smoothed his mustachio and winked at Esmeralda as if she’d accepted his offer. 

“Let’s not start a lover’s quarrel in front of such fine company, my little siren,” Rodrigo said.

Esmeralda ignored his charms and slid her bet forward. While the dice made their rounds, Revan struggled to follow each roll as they were tossed and swept up just as fast. Unlike the tables below whose dice were numbered one through six, these bore strange runes Revan had never seen before. A quick glance to his side at Shamus and Brinhold told him they were as perplexed as he was.

Two more rounds passed in silence. Dice were thrown and money changed hands and it appeared Captain Rodrigo’s luck had gone as dry as his chances for romance. When bets were called for a third round, he raised a hand and shook his head. Oblivious to protests from the others, he swept his winnings from the table into a satchel, which he tossed to one of his men behind him.

“It appears the mistress Luck has escaped my grasp this evening. Goodnight, my boon companions,” he said. He accepted a wide-brimmed hat with an extraordinary peacock feather from one of his men and swept it in a bow. “And Esmeralda, the offer still stands.”

“That’ll be the day,” she replied without looking up from the dice.

Rodrigo laughed and shook his head. “Truly, my heart is broken,” he said and gestured to his men. “You heard the fine lady, gentlemen. Let us seek out happier company.”

The captain led his men down the steps, Revan, Shamus and Brinhold following behind. When he found a corner table, Rodrigo opened his satchel, spilling the contents across the table. “Have at it, my brothers! Drink until you cannot stand!”

In a crescendo of shouts and cheers, Rodrigo’s winnings disappeared and his men were gone, leaving Revan and his friends alone with the captain.

“The stars are smiling on us this night, my friends,” Rodrigo said, waving his hand to order a jug of wine. Revan, Shamus and Brin had to lean forward to hear him over the hubbub of the saloon.

“We’re listening,” Revan said.

Rodrigo leaned forward and slid a sealed scroll across the table to the friends. Revan made to open it, but the captain stopped him.

 “Patience,” Rodrigo said. “As I told you before, the guildmaster of the Lucas Sevenday Company here in Vhaleons is one of the most prominent men in all of Vhaldais — some would say nearly as powerful as the queen. This man, Sylas Milleux, is known to throw lavish parties at his estate for merchants and royals alike. What you hold is an invitation to such a party Milleux is throwing at his mansion tomorrow evening in celebration of the coming of summer — a masquerade ball. If the seal is broken beforehand, the invitation is no good.”

“A maska-what?” Shamus asked.

“A…costume dance,” Rodrigo said, searching for the right word. “I’m told it is all the rage here in Vhaleons.”

“And why would we want to go to that?” Revan asked.

Brinhold looked at him as if he were speaking a different language. “Why wouldn’t we?”

Rodrigo sighed and rolled his eyes. “Were you not listening? The party is in Milleux’s mansion! What better time will there be to steal the charts than when the estate is overrun with guests? I am told the heads of all the royal houses and Queen Chloe herself will be in attendance. Whatever guards are present will have their hands full with all of Milleux’s party-goers.”

“And the charts are just sitting in an open vault, just waiting for us to pick them up?” Shamus said, bushy eyebrows raised. Revan thought his friend was right — it all sounded too good to be true.

Rodrigo shrugged. “I can tell you where to find the vault and promise you the charts are inside, but that is all. Was it not you, master leprechaun, who claimed to be an expert thief?”

Revan was about to agree when in his pocket, the clinker coin turned hot. Captain Rodrigo rose, scowling at someone behind them. Before Revan could look, he felt the sharp point of a sword pressed in the small of his back.

“Stand up and turn around.”

Chapter 29

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons, Santa Maria’s

Revan stood slowly from his chair and turned to find himself face to face with a blond spavaldo, one of the two who’d given them chase their first night in Vhaleons. When Revan met his eye, he smirked and waved with his free hand. “We meet again.”

Without replying, Revan looked to his left. The other spavaldo, a man with red hair pulled back behind his ears, held his rapier to Brinhold’s neck.

“The man whose sword you wear was a very good friend of mine,” he told Brinhold. “That offends me.”

Brinhold, acting as if nothing were wrong, turned a tankard in his hands and answered in a cool voice. “That so? I think there’s been some misunderstanding, friend. I won this blade in a game of dice.”

“So you are a liar as well as a coward,” the red-haired spavaldo said. “Stand up, northerner dog.”

Brinhold stood, right hand playing above the hilt of his sword. The red-haired spavaldo backed away, blade at the ready. By now, the tavern was quiet, and a sizable crowd had gathered, eager to see the outcome of the confrontation. Revan tried to turn his head to see what had become of Captain Rodrigo but was discouraged by a light jab from the blond spavaldo.

“How about we all stop and think about this for a tick, eh?” Shamus asked. “Who wants a drink?”

“Shut up, Shamus,” Revan said, not taking his eyes off the rapier blade pointing at his stomach.

The red-haired spavaldo grinned. “You should listen to your friend, little man. I did not come here to talk. I came here to avenge my friend. Once this dog is dead, then you can buy me a drink.”

He spat, and it struck Brinhold on the cheek. Revan watched the spittle trail down his friend’s face while Brin shook with anger.

“Ah,” the red-haired spavaldo said, goading the skard. “There is some fire in you, yes? That is good. I take no pleasure in killing cowards.”

Brin pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped away the spit without taking his eyes off the spavaldo. “No, I bet you don’t like killing your own kind,” he said.

The red-haired spavaldo’s smile never changed, but Revan saw his eyes narrow and his nostrils flare in anger at the retort. By now, the entire establishment was gathered and exchanging wagers on who they thought the winner would be. 

“To the streets then,” the spavaldo said.

The crowd parted for the red-haired spavaldo, who backed toward the swinging saloon doors. The blond spavaldo motioned for Brinhold and Shamus to follow and tapped Revan with the flat of his blade, motioning him to join them. As they walked, the spavaldo pulled at the front of his shirt, glancing around. It’s him, Revan thought. He’s got a coin. The coin in his own pocked burned even hotter.

Revan walked at a slow pace, careful to hold his hands away from his weapons. When he glanced behind them through the gathering crowd, both Captain Rodrigo and Sylas Milleux’s invitation were gone.

	

In the street, a crowd formed a large circle around Brinhold and the red-haired spavaldo. After Revan, Shamus and the blond spavaldo made it to the inside of the circle, the man sheathed his rapier, content they wouldn’t run while their friend dueled. He clutched at something beneath his shirt and Revan shifted his stance until the coin no longer touched his leg. 

The red-haired spavaldo removed his plumed hat and jacket and handed them to his friend. Next, he drew his sword and flicked it through the air in a series of complex patterns. He lunged and feinted, stabbing and slashing. On the other side of the dueling ring, Brinhold rolled his shoulders and flexed his arms and legs before performing a similar series of cuts and jabs.

Revan gritted his teeth against the rising heat from the coin but there was no way he could tell Brinhold about it without the blond spavaldo hearing. Brinhold, seeing the anxious look on his friend’s face, strode over and placed a hand on Revan’s shoulder.

“You should see your face,” the skard laughed. “Relax, I can handle this dandy.”

“Come, let us see then!”

The red-haired spavaldo settled into his stance. He rolled forward onto the ball of his right foot and placed his left hand on his hip, leaving his short blade in its sheath. Brinhold squeezed Revan’s shoulder again and winked before moving into his own stance. Revan’s mind raced as the crowd began to clamor for the fight to begin. At least with the duel starting, the blond spavaldo’s mind was off the burning clinker coin around his neck.

“Have at me then,” the red-haired spavaldo said, smiling and beckoning to Brin with his blade. Brinhold advanced. 

 “Your friend is as good as dead,” the blond spavaldo said. “Alphonso is one of the finest blades in all of Vhaleons.”

“And what’s your name?” Revan asked, the burning clinker coin threatening to brand the side of his leg.

The spavaldo stroked his intricate beard, one gloved hand still clutching his chest where Revan knew the clinker coin had to be. “I am Danton. I have killed fifteen men in the dueling circles.”

“I’ll remember it,” Revan said. “If my friend dies tonight, neither you nor your friend Alphonso will survive the week. I promise you that.” 

In the ring, the two men circled each other, crossing one foot over the other, reminding Revan of the way he’d seen mountain lions stalk deer in the mountains. Alphonso flicked the point of his blade in the space between them while Brinhold held his weapon still. Around them, the air filled with the shouts of bystanders.

“You picked the wrong northern dog to cross blades with,” Brinhold said.

“I will enjoy this,” Alphonso replied and lunged.

Brinhold parried but was almost run through when Alphonso sidestepped the skard’s riposte and struck again. At the last moment, Brinhold threw himself backward but not before the point of the spavaldo’s rapier sliced through his shirt. The skard grimaced. When he withdrew a hand from the cut in his shirt, Revan saw it was red. The crowd roared when they saw that first blood had been drawn. 

Alphonso danced and beckoned to Brinhold with a gloved hand. Mouth clenched, the skard obliged.

This time, Brin was more cautious in his attack. He pressed forward, worrying Alphonso’s defenses. 

The thin rapier blades clashed with gathering speed. Growing confident, Brin pressed his attack. When their blades met again, Brinhold twisted his wrist, flinging Alphonso’s blade aside. With a shout of triumph, the skard lunged, driving the rapier home.

Most swordsmen would’ve been run through. But Alphonso wasn’t most swordsmen. At the last second, the spavaldo flung himself to the side and the point of Brinhold’s rapier cut deep into his left shoulder, instead of piercing his heart.

Alphonso roared in pain and anger and stepped away. 

“You’ve got him now!” Shamus yelled to their friend.

The flurry of exchanges lasted longer this time, but whenever it looked like Brin would land another strike, Alphonso danced away, and it was his narrow blade that snaked forward to slice at Brinhold’s clothing. Frustrated, Brinhold pressed the attack until Alphonso wavered under the advance. Emboldened, Brin pressed harder. Alphonso was striving to parry each attack in the nick of time, and his footwork grew clumsy.

In the midst of his retreat, however, Alphonso smiled, and a bolt of fear struck Revan. His ruse over, the red-haired spavaldo sidestepped Brin’s attack, and the skard sliced through empty air, causing the crowd in front of him to leap back in fright. His opponent unbalanced, Alphonso struck Brin’s weapon near the hilt, and it skittered from the skard’s grip. Before Brinhold realized he was weaponless, Alphonso recovered from the strike and lunged once more, the point of his rapier sinking into Brin’s right shoulder — his sword arm. The skard cried out. But instead of striking the killing blow, Alphonso sheathed his weapon with a complex twist and stepped back. 

Brinhold’s labored breathing echoed around them as the crowd fell silent. “You are unworthy of the blade you carry,” Alphonso said. “But pick it up anyway. I will not kill an unarmed man, even if he is a northern dog.”

Brinhold staggered toward his sword, clutching his shoulder. Blood soaked the skard’s shirt from his shoulder and ribs. 

But the skard wasn’t done yet. Gritting his teeth, he lunged at Alphonso, drawing from some hidden well of strength. The spavaldo gave ground and the crowd drew back as the pair circled the edge of the man-made ring like a pair of violent dancers.

By now, both of the duelists were tired, their cuts and stabs slowing. 

Sweat pouring from his curly black hair, Brinhold saw his opening. Parrying Alphonso’s blade aside as he had before, the skard lunged, aiming a killing blow for the center of the spavaldo’s chest.

In the next moment, when he should have been run through, Alphonso dropped to one knee, Brin’s stab flying over his head. Inside the skard’s defenses, the spavaldo drew a stiletto from his boot and buried it deep in Brinhold’s side. Revan screamed but his voice was buried in the crowd’s thunderous cheers. 

As Brinhold sank to his knees, his face a mask of disbelief, Alphonso circled his victim. While the onlookers shouted and began calculating their winnings, the spavaldo flipped Brinhold’s sword into his offhand with the tip of his boot and shook both overhead in triumph. 

 Revan screamed but his voice was buried in the crowd’s thunderous cheers.

“Alphonso! Alphonso!”

The spavaldo stopped and kicked the skard in the chest. Brinhold tipped to the ground, head striking the bloodied street beneath him. Alphonso sheathed his sword and, with delicate precision, positioned the point of Carlos’ rapier over the skard’s heart for the killing blow. The crowd screamed louder, and Revan threw his dagger.

Instead of driving the rapier through his fallen victim, Alphonso dropped the weapon, his back arching against the dagger’s strike. With one hand, he swatted at the hilt protruding between his shoulder blade and fell to the ground. As soon as the spavaldo fell, Revan turned, dirk and tomahawk in hand to meet Danton. 

But rather than avenging his fallen comrade, the blond spavaldo was fighting to escape from the duel circle. Shamus ran to Brin, and Revan dove forward, catching Danton on the ankle of his expensive boots. The two crashed into the bystanders, who were fighting amongst themselves over who had won the duel.

 Held captive by the mass of legs surrounding them, Danton was unable to swing his sword and instead tugged at the short blade pinned against his hip and the ground. Before he could pull the weapon free, Revan snatched at Danton’s wrist and ripped the lace cuff from his sleeve. 

All thoughts of vengeance forgotten, Danton kicked and twisted to free his legs from Revan’s grasp. Before the spavaldo could escape, Revan snatched at the gold chain around Danton’s neck and his hand met the scalding metal of a clinker coin. Distracted, Revan lost his hold on one of Danton’ legs. Before he could think to dodge, the spavaldo’s boot struck his right temple and Revan went limp, visions of the angry crowd spinning around him.

Chapter 30

Captain Nikoma — Simarru Camp

Captain Nikoma watched the lone man wend his way through the tall grass and merge into the bustle of the Simarru camp at dawn. Careful not to draw attention to herself, she followed the man and soon realized it was the strange soldier from the Lorish company. Durwyn wound his way around tipis and cooking fires until he reached the spot where his canoe was staked to the riverbank. When he tossed a pack into the vessel, Nikoma signaled a couple of nearby warriors to join her and intervened.

“Where are you going so early, friend?” she asked.

Durwyn looked surprised to see them. There were dark rings under his eyes as if he hadn’t slept all night. “Turns out I’d rather be on the other side of the river after all,” he said.

“Is that so?” Nikoma asked. “What is your rush, friend? Come, we will breakfast together before you leave.”

Durwyn looked at the two warriors at Nikoma’s side and then glanced in the direction of the river. “Mighty kind of you, but really, I am in a bit of a hurry…”

“A hurry to go where?” Nikoma asked. “You seemed so eager to join us last night.”

Durwyn stepped back and his hand went to the dagger at his side. “Grab him!” Nikoma said. 

For a moment, she thought the strange man would resist. Instead, he sighed — almost in annoyance — and removed the hand from his weapon when the two Simarru took hold of him under each arm.

“Let us see what the spy has to say to the king,” Nikoma said. 

“A spy?” Durwyn looked genuinely surprised. “I am no spy, lady. If you’ll just let me explain —” 

Captain Nikoma cut him off. “You can explain to King Garrid and Minghan Temur.”

 

Inside the king’s tipi, Durwyn knelt and stared at the ground with head bowed while Nikoma related his strange behavior to the king and minghan. When Nikoma finished, King Garrid stroked his braided beard and Temur looked at the captive with a puzzled expression.

“Well, Nikoma,” the king said. “If this man is who I think he is, you have no need to think him a spy. Isn’t that right, Durwyn, or would you prefer I call you by your given name?”

Durwyn raised his head, smirking. “I confess. I’m surprised you remember me, your excellence.”

“I’d heard rumors you’d poked your head out of hiding,” the king said, “but I didn’t think you’d be so brazen as to show up here.”

“I snuck into the League camp,” Durwyn said. “To speak with Marshal Innsbruck.”

Captain Nikoma did her best to contain his surprise. He’s lying.

King Garrid, however appeared to believe him. “And did you succeed? Was the general sympathetic to your cause?

What is going on here? Nikoma wondered.

Durwyn’s shoulders slumped. “He was not.”

A look between Temur and the king told Nikoma the minghan was just as confused as she. “My king,” he said. “If I may, what is going on here?”

King Garrid reached down and lifted the man to his feet. “Captain Nikoma, I thank you for your diligence, but this time, I think, it was unnecessary. This man is known as Durwyn, the leader of the Red Stag. His real name, however, is Tirien the III, rightful King of Skaldain and younger brother to Arund the White Knight. From what I understand, he’s trying to start a revolution.”

Chapter 31

Revan Teutevar — The streets of Vhaleons

The rioting crowd surged around him, and, in the back of his mind, Revan knew he was in danger of being trampled. The stolen clinker coin was like fire in his hand. Another boot glanced off the back of his head as his vision continued to whirl. He struggled to rise and was knocked down again by another wave of people, fighting to free themselves from the chaos that erupted at the duel’s end. Curled in a ball, he had all but accepted the likelihood he would be trampled to death when, like so many times before, Shamus’ almond eyes, bulbous nose and flaming orange beard appeared in front of him.

“Time to be going, boyo!” the leprechaun shouted, grabbing Revan’s arm. Revan lurched to his feet, tilting like a drunk and almost fell on top of Shamus, who was struggling to steady him. Together they stumbled through the mass of brawling people — Shamus the perfect height to clear anyone blocking their way by elbowing them in the stomach.

With effort, they reached the fringes of the crowd, where onlookers were watching the riot instead of joining it. Revan’s vision began to spin faster and spots flickered in front of him. Without warning, he knelt over the gutter and expelled the contents of his stomach across the street. 

“No time to for stopping here, boyo,” Shamus said, pulling him to his feet. “We’ve got to be going.”

They made it down an empty, dim-lit street before Revan had to collapse and vomit again.

“Ugh,” he moaned, leaning back on his elbows, still dizzy. “Where’s Brin?”

Before Shamus could reply, Captain Rodrigo appeared. Behind him, his big bodyguard Hugo carried Brinhold in his arms. “Is…he dead?” Revan managed to croak out, hoping the answer wasn’t what he was expecting.

Rodrigo shook his head. “Not yet, but he will bleed to death if he is not soon cared for.”

“We’ve got to be getting him to a doctor then!” Shamus exclaimed.

Once again, the captain shook his head. “Revan broke the spavaldo code of honor when he killed Alphonso. No one may interfere with a duel until one of the challengers is declared dead. Aside from that, you knifed him in the back, and the whole crowd saw it. Word travels fast on its own in Vhaleons and Danton will tell every spavaldo in the city. Those two are, or were, well-known in the dueling circle. What’s more, they both work for Milleux. There will be a price on your head on your head before morning. Nowhere you go is safe.”

“Could you —” Revan began.

“No,” Captain Rodrigo said. “I cannot help you. Our deal is off. All three of you are dead men.” When he had finished, the captain motioned to his men and they laid the injured skard on the ground. 

“Please!” Revan shouted. “We have money, we can pay! Don’t leave him to die here.”

But it was no use. Captain Rodrigo and his men disappeared into the night.

“Coward!” Revan called after him in a choked voice, tears running down his face. “If I ever lay eyes on you again, I’ll kill you, Rodrigo, you son of a whore!” But if the captain was listening as he walked away in the darkness, he gave no sign. The only sound on the street was Revan’s sobs. They were well and truly alone. 

Revan wiped his eyes and crawled on his hands and knees to Brinhold’s side. Although the skard’s eyes were closed, his chest still rose in ragged breaths. Shamus knelt beside him and cut away the remains of Brinhold’s bloody shirt. When he was done, Revan grimaced at Brinhold’s exposed wounds. Revan unlaced his own shirt and, tearing it into strips, attempted to staunch the blood flow. 

“How bad is it?” Revan asked Shamus, who was inspecting the wound in Brinhold’s side.

“It’s not good, boyo,” Shamus said. “He’s losing a lot of blood, and the stars know how bad he is from being run through at the end there. We’ve got to get him out of the street.”

“Giselle!” Revan said. “She’s our only hope. I’ll wait with Brin, go get her!”

Revan watched Shamus disappear into the dark and suppressed a moment of panic. The strips of his shirt were already stained with Brinhold’s blood. Don’t die on me. His mind flashed back to Reginleif falling with his arrow through her heart. In an attempt to busy his mind, Revan dabbed at Brinhold’s shoulder wound, obsessed with wiping away the flowing blood, as if that alone could save his friend. At his touch, the skard moaned and his eyes opened.

“He got me good, eh, partner?” Brinhold said in a still voice. His face was pale, save for the limp locks of curly hair plastered against it from the sweat.

“I’ve seen worse,” Revan lied. The fading heat from the clinker coin in his pocket was eclipsed by the cold grip on his heart. “Shamus has gone for help. Just a few more minutes and we’ll get you taken care of.”

Brinhold coughed, and his head lolled to one shoulder when he attempted to shake it. “We’ve had a good run the last year haven’t we, the three of us?” he asked, coughing. “You and Shamus are the best friends a skard could hope for.”

Revan nodded, unable to speak. Brinhold raised a wavering, bloodied hand, and Revan took it in his own. He was surprised by the firmness of the skard’s grip. Neither of them spoke, Revan’s eyes transfixed on the blood trickling down the corner of Brin’s mouth. His friend coughed again and more of it bubbled past his lips, the red in sharp contrast to his pale features. The skard no longer met Revan’s eyes and instead stared past him, up at the stars.

“I’ve lived a pretty good song,” Brinhold muttered. Revan wasn’t sure who Brin was speaking to, but it didn’t seem to be him. “I’ve seen a lot of country, met a lot of good folks — wasted a lot of time in taverns, too.”

In spite of the situation, Revan couldn’t help but smile at the skard’s reflection. Brin trailed off, and Revan struggled to find any words to console his friend. Instead, he knelt beside him in silence, head bowed, clutching the skard’s bloody hand. Although it could have only been couple of seconds, Revan felt like an eternity had passed when he raised his head once more. 

“Brin?”

But this time, Brinhold didn’t answer. This time, the cracks in his eyelids fluttered shut, and his shallow breath sank into his chest for the last time. Grief overwhelmed Revan as Brinhold’s bloodied grip uncurled in his hand. Revan placed it with care across his friend’s chest and wept into his own crimson palms, the blood mixing with his tears to form a painted mask of death on his face.

Chapter 32

Arund, the White Knight  — Ruins of Hubress

The wind whipped across the Redlands. The White Knight hated the wind. It blew dust on his immaculate clothing, watered his eyes and, worst of all, masked his ruined voice when he spoke. 

And today was a day for speaking. After a mass exodus from the Jotun Range, the Periwaneth nation and the Jotun clans were all assembled, waiting to hear why he’d dragged them from their homelands to the bleak and barren Redlands. Throughout the winter, the Periwaneth had died by the dozens, starved and frozen. Even the Jotun had sallow skin, sunken eyes and lean frames.

 Now it was almost summer, and they wanted to know what they’d suffered for. The Jotun wanted to hear promises of raids and plunder. The Periwaneth wanted assurance that this white-clad shaman was really going to lead them to a promised land of easy living.

The Periwaneth shamans, the Jotun warchiefs and other important figures filled the giant bowl below Arund. The barren little valley had become the headquarters for leaders of both races. Somehow, by the fates, they hadn’t killed each other. Or, perhaps it was more adequate to say, the Jotun hadn’t squashed out the Periwaneth like the maggots they saw them as.

The rest of the Jotun and Periwaneth camps stretched to the east, giving Hubress a wide berth. The Periwaneth avoided it at all cost — not even their bravest warriors or shamans would enter the ruins. The Jotun called it cursed and only went when they had to, if only to prove they were braver than the Periwaneth — sheep people, they called them. 

Either way, it mattered little to Arund. What did matter was that their camps were far, far away from the Heimwall, far from the worries of western Peldrin while they engaged in their petty war. The Wild East was of little concern to the Imperium League and the Free Countries, but the White Knight promised himself when they turned their gaze east, they’d see his armies.

But only if he convinced his ragtag horde of Jotun and Periwaneth to bleed and die for him. Both warlike races could be sent to battle at the drop of a hat, the challenge was sending them to war together. Until the Emorans were won over, the Periwaneth and Jotun were all the White Knight had. He couldn’t afford for them to destroy one another.

Arund climbed onto a large flat rock that jutted from the top of the bowl, overlooking his restless audience below. In addition to the shamans and warchiefs, thousands of Jotun and Periwaneth tribesmen were gathered across the land as far as Arund could see from his perch. When he reached the edge of the rock, the shaman waiting there bowed and drew the star sign over his heart — the Periwaneth revered the White Knight, but they did not love him.

“Are the interpreters in place?” Arund asked.

The shaman nodded beneath his skull headdress. The bone ornaments and piercings he decorated himself with rustled. “It has been done as you asked, white one,” he said, cheek stuffed with Seed.

Arund frowned. Since they’d started trading with Raul, seed-spitting had run rampant amongst the Periwaneth, a habit of growing concern for the White Knight. At least there wasn’t a large enough supply for the Jotun to bother with the seed, although they grumbled about a lack of chewing tobacco. 

Arund resisted the urge to rub his temples in frustration. Thinking back to the old days when he’d commanded legions of drilled and discipline footmen and led charges at the head of armored cavalry only made it worse. He banished the thoughts from his mind. Today is the dawning of a new era for the White Knight, he told himself. Today I take the first step in ruling all of Peldrin once and for all. He stepped to the edge of his rock stage and strained his broken voice for all it was worth.

“I have heard it said amongst the Jotun and Periwaneth that I have led you to the Redlands to die,” Arund said. “That I have deceived your leaders with false promises of new lands and untold riches and given you only starvation and death.”

Arund paused. Throughout the crowd, he could see Periwaneth interpreters translating his speech into their broken language and Jotun passing his words along to those out of hearing range.

“They are wrong. The summer has come, and with it, our conquest begins!”

Arund stopped again as the gathering below erupted in war calls, shrieking Periwaneth and bellowing Jotun.

“For too long have your races been left to dwell in the cold and dark, while those around you grow rich and fat. It is time for the Periwaneth and the Jotun to receive their dues. It is time for war, for riches and slaves. It is time for the outcasts to rise up and claim what is yours by right! It is time your fate is realized and your stars shine brighter than all others. I will lead you to your promised land. Will you follow?”

At the end, Arund’s voice cracked and failed, but it didn’t matter. The roar of the gathering below him sounded like thunder across the Redlands. 

Arund raised his arms and tilted his head to the sky. He closed his eyes and let the screams wash over him. For a moment, he was back in Hubress and the cries of exultation below were the jubilant citizens of the Republic. His star shone brightest and fairest of them all once more. He was General Arund, the White Knight. And he had returned.

Part II: The Merchant

Dollars! All their cares, hopes, joys, affections, virtues, and associations seemed to be melted down into dollars. Whatever the chance contributions that fell into the slow cauldron of their talk, they made the gruel thick and slab with dollars. Men were weighed by their dollars, measures were gauged by their dollars; life was auctioneered, appraised, put up, and knocked down for its dollars.

— Charles Dickens, Martin Chuzzlewit

Chapter 33

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons, The Canals

A scuffling noise caused Revan to raise his head. Half-hidden in the shadows, a ragged, bent-over shape sidled towards him. When the person saw they were discovered, they froze in place beneath the eaves of an abandoned warehouse across the street. Revan’s fingers curled around his dirk and the tomahawk at his belt, but the stranger made no advance.

“Get lost, beggar,” Revan said. “My friend’s dead, and I knifed a man in the back tonight. Your blood won’t make my hands any more red.”

From the darkness, the heap of rags cackled. “Heh, on my word, that’s what’s wrong with the world these days. All anyone thinks about is killing, killing and more killing. Haven’t you seen enough death for one night, young man?”

“What do you want?” Revan asked, ignoring the beggar’s question. “Answer me before my patience runs out.”

“Patience!” the shadowed beggar exclaimed. “What do young men know of patience? Even less than they know of life and death, it would seem. I desire nothing from you.”

Revan ground his teeth, struggling to hold his anger and grief from spilling over. “Then be gone!” His head sank onto Brinhold’s bare chest, and he wept again. When his tears ran dry, Revan lifted his head once more. 	

Through the midst of his grief, he was aware he was still being watched by the old beggar. Howling, Revan scooped a loose stone from the gutter and hurled it at the man. In a burst of speed Revan would have thought impossible, the bundle of rags dodged the rock and wagged a finger from the shadows.

“That was ill done,” the beggar said and stepped into the dim streetlight. He stood to his full height, pulling the dirty sackcloth hood from his head, and Revan gasped.

“You!” It was the old mountain man from the Gimbadors, the same who’d beckoned Revan to follow Josephine’s trail to Vhaleons.	

“Indeed,” the old man said. “Now step aside.”

Revan complied without questions. Seized by a strange, silencing feeling, he scooted away, confused by the power the man had over him. The beggar stepped between Revan and Brinhold and knelt over the skard’s body, obstructing Revan’s view. The dirty rags on the old man’s shoulders shook as he ran his hand back and forth over Brinhold’s body. From behind the sackcloth, Revan saw a wrinkled hand settle over Brinhold’s face, covering the skard’s eyes, nose and mouth.

In a voice barely perceptible even in the silence of the slums, the old man muttered a string of phrases, too low for Revan to discern. After a moment, he stopped and bowed his head. “He will be in need of you yet,” he whispered to Brin.

Revan remained dumbstruck in the gutter, frozen from the old man’s unsettling presence. The beggar stood and turned to Revan. He nodded once, then replaced the shawl over his head and sank into his stooping posture. To Revan, it was like the old fellow had become a completely different person. 

“Wait!” Revan shouted as the old man began to shuffle away. “Please, don’t go! Who are you? Why did you want me to come here?”

He made to follow the beggar but was distracted by a long, gasping breath behind him. Unbelieving, Revan dropped to his knees and clutched Brinhold’s hand. His grip was returned by a weak squeeze from the skard.

“Brin!”

But whatever the old man had done, Brinhold was still on the cusp of death. His breath still came in ragged gasps and his wounds still bled, although when he wheezed, blood no longer bubbled past his lips. Revan cradled the skard’s curly head in his hands, grief replaced with cold anxiety. Where in the stars is Shamus? 

Minutes later, his question was answered by the quick patter of the leprechaun’s jog and another lighter footfall Revan hoped was Giselle. Soon, the pair appeared around the corner, gasping for breath. 

“Sure, Fortuna’s was a bit farther than I reckoned,” Shamus wheezed, hands on his knees. “And I took a couple of wrongs turns. I’m sorry, boyo! How is he?”

“He’s…” Revan paused. He was about to tell Shamus about the old man’s return but looked at Giselle and decided against it. “He’s barely alive. I think the bleeding is slowing, though.”

Giselle pulled a bundle of linen strips from a satchel as her side, and together they bandaged Brinhold’s wounds. The three wrapped the skard in a blanket Giselle had brought and Revan and Shamus carried the skard as careful as they could between them. Without a word, they were off. Giselle took the lead, scurrying ahead to glance around corners and motion them onward when it was safe. The hour was late and even the shadier residents of the Canal District were abed. On the way back to the Marchen District, they saw few people. The beggars they did pass scuttled away when they saw Revan and Shamus’ weapons.

If Captain Rodrigo’s words were true and there was a price on their heads, the scum of the canals and gutters would be more than willing to spread the word about the strange young man and a leprechaun running through the Canals with their dying friend. The blistering burn on his leg from the clinker coin served as a harsh reminder of their peril.

Both Revan and Shamus’ arms were burning and sweat ran down their faces when Giselle halted in front of a darkened house. Fortuna’s was nowhere in sight.

“Where are we?” Revan asked, trying to control his breathing.

“Fortuna’s will not be safe for you, especially now,” Giselle said, producing a key and unlocking the door. “This is one of my father’s safe houses. No one will find you here, I promise.”

She ushered them in and took one final look up and down the street before closing the door and bolting it behind her. Guided only by the moonlight peeking through the dirty windows, they carried Brinhold upstairs and laid him in a cot in the corner of an empty room.

“I’ll need hot water and more bandages if you’ve got them,” Shamus said.

Giselle nodded and looked at Revan. “There is a pump in the backyard for water and kindling by the hearth. We should be safe to light a fire. I will find some blankets and bandages.”

While Shamus watched over Brin, Revan and Giselle set about their tasks. Once they returned with a steaming pitcher of water and clean strips of cloth, Shamus unwound Brin’s blood-stained bandages and cleaned the skard’s wounds. From the various pouches about his waist, the leprechaun withdrew clumps of dried herbs. He crushed them together and rubbed the flakes between his pudgy hands. Finished, he cupped his hands to his mouth and took a deep breath. Satisfied, he began packing the wounds with the mixture.

“Now isn’t that odd?” Shamus said, examining the wound in Brinhold’s side. “I could have sworn the spavaldo’s sword pierced Brin through, but either I’m as blind as a bungle mole or the wound’s already sealed itself.”

“Strange,” Revan said, feigning surprise. He turned to Giselle in an effort to change the subject. “Thank you for your help, we had no once else to turn to.”

Now that the immediate danger was past, Giselle winked and gave a coy smile. “Think nothing of it, my handsome friends. Shamus told me what happened. Anyone who will stand up to those bullying spavaldos is a hero in my eyes.”

Before Revan could recover from his stammering, Giselle glanced at the window and jumped to her feet. “The sun will be up soon! I must get back to the inn. Please, do not leave the house for any reason. I will return when I can.”

“Wait!” Revan said as she started down the stairs of the house. He was about to ask the innkeeper’s daughter if she could bring them any food or drink, but the girl was gone.

After Giselle left and Shamus did his best to patch up Brin, Revan and the leprechaun took turns dozing. By mid-afternoon, the sun was shining through the cracks around the boarded windows in full force. Without any airflow, Maurice’s safe house soon felt like an oven. Somehow Brin remained asleep in the sweltering room. Shamus assured Revan the sweat running down the locks of the skard’s curly hair was only from the heat, not fever.

“Sure, he’s doing better than I would have ever bet,” Shamus said. “For a minute there, I was thinking he was a goner.”

Now that they were alone, Revan told Shamus about the old man’s second visit. “Brin was dead, I’m sure of it,” he said. “I don’t know what the old man did, but it brought him back to life.”

Shamus nodded, wide-eyed. “Mabb’s mercy, I’ve never heard anything of the like. I’m thinking it’s a good idea to be listening to what the old feller says.”

“Even so, I don’t like being a pawn,” Revan said. “I just wish we knew why he wanted us here. Without the invitation, I don’t know how we’ll ever find out what’s going on. That, and there’s likely to be a price on our heads so big the whole city will be looking for us now.”

Exhausted, Revan buried his face in his hands and sighed. No matter how he looked at it, they were out of luck and out of options. Before he could say so, however, Shamus cleared his throat, causing him to look up.

The leprechaun waved a rolled scarlet parchment in one hand, a smug expression on his face. “Were you meaning this invitation?”

Revan smothered the leprechaun in a bear hug. “Shamus, why do I ever doubt you?” he said, pounding the leprechaun on the back.

Grinning, Revan pulled back, and the leprechaun clutched his sides, wheezing. “Think…nothing…of it,” he managed to choke out. “It was…just…sitting there!”

Revan winced when a trickle of sweat ran across the burn on his hand where he’d grabbed Danton’s clinker coin.  “We might have bigger problems, though. The other spavaldo, Danton, had a clinker coin.” He held his palm face up to show the angry red lines and pointed to his leggings, where their own clinker coin had almost burned through.

Shamus and Revan stared at each other. “But if he had a coin…” Shamus began.

Revan didn’t have to say anything. They both knew what the presence of the coin confirmed. The Sevenday Company was spying on the Simarron.

“It sounds like you boys could use some help.”

Revan and Shamus both started. Without them noticing, the day had turned to evening, and Giselle was standing at the foot of the stairs, a sly smile playing across her face. How long she’d been there and how much she’d heard, Revan didn’t know.

When she came up the stairs, Revan grabbed Maurice’s daughter and pushed her up against the wall. “Why were you eavesdropping on us?” he said, snarling.

“I…wasn’t,” Giselle said, struggling against him. “I couldn’t help but hear you. I came back with food and you were talking.” She nodded toward a covered basket tipped over by the staircase.

Revan let her go, but his eyes were still narrow with suspicion. “How can you help us?”

For the first time since they’d met, a scowl crossed Giselle’s flawless features. “My father owes Sylas Milleux a large sum of money. We’ve tried to pay it off, but despite everything we’ve done, Milleux continues to add on ‘interests and penalties’ to bleed us dry. He doesn’t want his money back, he wants to run us out of Fortuna’s and take it for himself. If you’ve got a plan to bring him down, I want in.”

Chapter 34

Sylas Milleux — Vhaleons, The Overlook

The same morning, a quiet knock resounded through the silence of Sylas’ office, and the merchant looked up with an expression of loathing. In his hands, he held Queen Chloe’s decision regarding his proposed expedition into Athel. That woman belongs in a brothel, not on the throne. In a surprise move, the queen reconvened the assembly only two days later to announce her veto of any further expeditions. She’d also tacked on a hefty fine for the Sevenday Company’s previous incursions.

By all means, Sylas knew he shouldn’t be as angry as he was. Had the queen been brazen enough, he could have found himself spending a month in the dungeons. Several other guilds and companies were fined for various acts as well — it seemed Chloe was finally growing tired of the merchants challenging her authority. But it rankled him that, for all of his plotting and planning, a bull-headed queen could still slice through his gambit with ease. We shall see who wins in the end, my queen, he thought. You may have stopped me, but Baxter and his settlers will still continue, with or without your permission.

As the merchant thought this, he knew it made no difference. Even with the condotierri company Sylas was sending with them, the party would never make it into the Athelon valley. Without the support of the crown, neither Sylas nor any other enterprising Vhaldisii could win and hold the riches Athel offered.

“Who is it?” he barked at the door. When Josephine entered, Sylas’ brow furrowed all the more. “By the stars woman, if you bring me any more bad news this day, I’ll have your head.”

“You will have it then,” Josephine said. “Alphonso is dead. He challenged the Teutevar boy’s minstrel to a duel, but before Alphonso could finish the skald off, the Teutevar boy intervened and killed him. A riot started, but they escaped. Danton has every spavaldo in the city looking for them — he’s placed a sizable bounty on all three of their heads.”

“I told you to control them!” Sylas shouted. He seized a pink and silver vase from his desk and threw it across the room. It struck the wall behind Josephine and shattered in hundreds of pieces. Meanwhile, the spavalda stood calm, her palm on the hilt of her rapier.

“What use will my planning be if Revan is killed before tomorrow evening?” Sylas asked. He was still breathing in bursts, but he smoothed down the hair around his ears and looked at Josephine with a level expression. “Did Rodrigo fall for the bait?”

“I believe so,” Josephine said. “Our informant told me Rodrigo passed the planted invitation on to the Teutevar boy before the fighting began. The skald was badly wounded, but they’ve been hidden away in a safe house in the Marchen District.”

“Then not all is lost,” Sylas said. 

Josephine wasn’t so sure. “You’ve created too many loose ends, Sylas,” she said. “Try to take everything and you’ll end up losing it all.”

“Perhaps if I had adequate help, there would not be so many loose ends,” Sylas said through gritted golden teeth. “Do whatever it takes to make certain Revan reaches the party tomorrow night. Do not fail me again, Josephine. It will cost you your life.”

Sylas noted the cold look in Josephine’s eyes as the spavalda departed. When she was gone, he summoned his attendant.

“Monsieur Milleux?”

“I have become…disappointed in the hired help as of late,” Sylas said. “After tomorrow evening, I think it would be best if we had a change of the guard, so to speak. Do you understand me?”

Sylas’ attendant nodded, face void of emotion. “Of course. As you say monsieur, a change of guard.”

 

Harlan Longmire  — The Withered Redlands

Harlan watched the woman across the campfire. Although she’d agreed to travel with them, she refused their food and drink. When the night winds picked up and moaned through the camp until the little fire before them sputtered, Angus offered her a blanket. She turned that down too. To Harlan, it didn’t make any sense. 

Showing no signs of fatigue or discomfort, the woman stared into the shivering flames, lost in a world of her own. Around her, men huddled in their cloaks and blankets and clutched steaming cups of chicory, but the strange runner was unmoving, unaffected by the cold.  So far, they’d only found one thing that drew a response from her.

One of the woodsmen — meaning well enough — picked up the woman’s spear, gave it a twirl and remarked on the balance and beauty of the weapon.  Before he could react, the woman twisted the spear from the unfortunate man’s grip and threw him to the ground with astounding speed and strength. By the time Harlan could intervene, she had the weapon at the man’s throat. Harlan saw the golden flames dancing in her eyes and defused the situation with all haste.

“No harm done, see?” he had said and nudged the spear point away from the man’s exposed neck with his knee. “He was just admiring your weapon, miss. No need to get excited. No one here’s going to hurt you.” The woman sniffed and returned to her seat without offering an apology.

Sitting around the fire, with the men’s and leprechauns’ faces illuminated in the gasping firelight, it was easy to see why the scouts — hardened veterans all — were uncomfortable in her presence. When anyone spoke, it was in a low whisper to the person sitting beside them. Part of the gloom was due to the Redlands, but Harlan knew their strange guest was a large part of it. In an effort to distill the silence, he decided to draw a conversation from the impersonal woman.

“I don’t think you’ve told us your name, ma’am,” Harlan said.

The woman’s head jerked up from the fire, and she stared at Harlan with a confused look on her face. “My name?” Harlan wasn’t sure if she was asking him or herself. “My name…it’s…call me Regg.”

A pair of leprechauns sitting close by listened in amazement to the string of words that tumbled out of the woman’s mouth. Since their first encounter, it was the most the group had heard from the woman the entire day. With the question answered, Regg looked away from Harlan and back to the fire.

“Well, Regg,” Harlan asked in an attempt to continue the conversation now that the woman’s guard was lowered a crack. “What makes you think you know where the Zurel are?”

The same confused look returned to her face, but this time, Reginleif didn’t look up from the fire. “I can’t explain it,” she said, brow furrowing in concentration. “I just…know. It’s like I’m being drawn to them. Well, at least I think it is them. I will not know for sure until I reach my destination.”

Even the isolated pockets of whispering were silent. Man and leprechaun alike stared in disbelief at the strange woman and her explanation. Many an expression told Harlan they thought she was mad. Beside the old forester, Angus nudged him in the arm and shook his head when Harlan began another question.

“Best we all be getting to bed, eh?” Angus said. “Covey, Cowen, you two boyos have the first watch.”

The leprechaun twins nodded and grabbed their short bows and dirks before melting into the dark. Nobody complained about watch any longer — the majority of the group didn’t sleep well even when they were tucked in their bedrolls. Angus watched the twins disappear beyond the firelight and then lied down, using his saddle as a pillow.

With a last look at Regg, Harlan wrapped his cloak and coarse blanket around himself and settled down next to the leprechaun chieftain. Like most nights, however, he dozed fitfully and jolted at every sound. In the middle of the night, he rolled over and looked across the fire to see Regg, staring into the flames. 

Unnerved, Harlan reached for the dagger he always kept unsheathed close by his side whenever he made camp in the wilds. He watched Regg until he would have thought her dead if not for the golden light in her eyes. All the while she remained unmoving.

After an hour or so, Harlan released the grip on the dagger under his blanket and shut his half-open eye. Just as the first gray hints of dawn crept over the horizon, the old woodsman slept.

Chapter 35

General Arund, the White Knight  — Border of Corr

The dark forests of Corr were exactly like Arund remembered them from his days fighting in the Highland Wars. An ever-present smell of pines filled the air and, beneath the great trees, sunlight flitted through the mass of branches above them, casting strange shapes on the forest floor. Once the Highland Confederation had taken Corr, it had been hell to fight them there.

Behind every tree a painted Highlander had waited to swing down on the unsuspecting Republic troops. In the end, the White Knight had resorted to cutting down huge swathes of the pine forests in an effort to bring the battle to equal footing. Soon after, the Highlanders retreated back across the Jotun Range. Once Arund had stamped out their hit-and-run tactics, they’d lost the will for battle and slunk home with their tails between their legs. Little did they know the White Knight was following and carried hell in his wake.

Knocking down whole sections of forest hadn’t made him popular with the people of Corr. But then again, after having the Highland Confederation lay waste to their country while the Republic and Council argued over how much it would cost to save them made the Corrics bitter to everyone. Arund didn’t really blame them. He figured with their homes, families and livelihoods destroyed, bitterness was about all they had left.

It was no surprise then, that, when he’d overthrown the Republic, Corr hadn’t put up much of a fight. Bitter as they were, the Corrics were even wearier of fighting. While they certainly didn’t support the White Knight as High King, they’d learned from experience it was best just to mind their own business. Between the Jotun and Periwaneth raids and the ever-present threat of another invasion from the Highland Countries, they had enough to worry about. 

In the years since the fall of the Republic, however, Corr had regained some of its pre-Highland Wars strength. Although many a village was still abandoned and even a couple of cities had yet to be rebuilt, the populated parts of the country were getting by well enough. Minding their own business and staying out of other nations’ conflicts had served them well in the past couple of decades. Today, however, Arund hoped to change that.

He didn’t have to wait long. Ten minutes later, the diplomat from Corr arrived with two riders on either side. As far as Arund could tell, there wasn’t anything special about the man. He looked just like every other Corric — thick beard, garbed in lots of fur. Not a friend of the White Knight and definitely not King Kalevi, either.

“It is you, then,” the diplomat said.

Arund gave a single nod from the back of his white horse. “Indeed.” Although his garb gave him away as the White Knight, Arund doubted a man with any political savvy would rely on looks alone to confirm the identity of a fellow negotiator.  

“Have we met?” Arund asked the diplomat.

“I saw you once or twice in Hubress,” the man said. “Enough to know it is you, General Arund, and not an impostor. Back when there was a Republic, I was Corr’s senator.”

Arund nodded again, a little frustrated. He’d requested a meeting with King Kalevi and got one of the court’s politicians instead. While Corr hadn’t been present when Arund took over Hubress — mad about the Republic’s lack of aid during the Highland Wars and boycotting the Council gathering — the White Knight still felt like he was dealing with an enemy, instead of a potential ally.

“I was of the understanding that the king would be meeting me today,” Arund said, careful to keep the annoyance out of his voice.

The diplomat dipped his head in a gesture that was both inoffensive and uncaring. “I speak for King Kalevi and Queen Annikki. I was commanded to come in their stead in case of any…treachery. A necessary measure of precaution we take with everyone, general. Please do not be offended”

So they thought I was going to lop off Kalevi’s head. This was a bad start to negotiating an alliance.

“I trust you know why I asked for the king’s time?” Arund asked.

“Indeed,” the diplomat said. “I have been instructed to give an answer to you proposition.”

More bad news. Arund was almost certain they wouldn’t agree to an alliance without hashing out the terms. If the diplomat didn’t want to talk, it was because Kalevi’s answer was a firm no. Hell no, more like it

“Please,” Arund said, beckoning the man to continue. “Speak.”

“From the mouth of the king himself, I am to tell you that Corr does not and will never have any interest in allying itself with the star-cursed White Knight,” the diplomat said, scorn apparent in his voice. Arund was surprised at the man’s boldness. Who does he think he is, to speak to me like this?

“How rude,” Arund said in an off-hand tone that masked his flaring anger.

“The king’s words, not mine, general,” the diplomat said.

“Very well,” Arund said. “It would seem we have nothing more to speak about. Please tell King Kalevi that I am saddened and disappointed by his decision. We could have done great things together.”

Without waiting for a reply, Arund started to turn his horse south. It would be a long trip back to Hubress, especially since the journey had been made in vain. 

“There is one more thing,” the diplomat said.

“Yes?” Arund stopped his horse and looked at the man with raised eyebrows.

The diplomat let out a shrill whistle. There was a rustling in the surrounding pines. Treacherous bastard. Even so, his face spread into a wicked grin when Zurel, not Corric warriors, materialized out of the trees.

The diplomat’s face turned ashen. He opened his mouth but Arund held up a finger to silence him. “Shhh,” he said, dismounting from his horse.

The four soldiers accompanying the diplomat reached for their weapons, but the presence of the ten Zurel mirroring the action soon changed their minds. Before the guards could find their bravery, the Zurel pulled them from their horses. Arund grabbed the reins of one horse, and the Zurel sent the rest of the beasts running. Once the Zurel forced the five men onto their knees, Arund handed the reins to Zillska and strolled before the diplomat and his bodyguards, hands behind his back.

“It’s very poor manners to try to kill a man extending a hand of friendship,” Arund said. “Of course, I expected as much and had my Zurel dispatch your men when they tried to surround us. As much as I enjoy being right, it’s unfortunate you’ll have to die for your king’s choices.”

The four guards looked stone-faced at the ground in front of them, but the diplomat began to quiver and weep. Arund squatted down beside him and wiped the tears from his face with a white-gloved hand.

“There, there,” the White Knight said. “Not so brazen now, are you? You could learn a thing or two from these men.” Arund nodded toward the four guards and then pulled the diplomat to his feet.

“I have a message for your king, can you deliver it for me?” he asked the man. 

The diplomat nodded his head as hard and fast as he could. “I-indeed, general!”

“Excellent,” Arund said and stepped back to appraise the diplomat. “Now listen carefully. I want my message to get across.”

Before the diplomat could answer, the White Knight’s sword snaked from its sheath and removed he man’s head from his shoulders. The Zurel held the guards in place as the diplomat’s body fell to the forest floor and thrashed about. When it stopped kicking, Arund wiped his sword on the back of the dead man’s cloak and sheathed the weapon.

“I hope you were listening,” he said to the remaining men and motioned to the diplomat’s severed head. “Because one of you will need to take my message there to your king.”

None of the men said a word, their dour expressions replaced with wide eyes. Arund swung onto his horse and waved a hand to the Zurel. “Give one of them the remaining horse, and don’t forget to give him the message — I don’t care which one you spare, but be quick about killing the rest.”

At last, the nerve of the men deserted them, and they screamed and begged for mercy. As Arund rode away, one by one, their pleas were silenced. 

The White Knight stretched in the saddle and shook his head to work out the kinks. He wasn’t looking forward to the long ride ahead. Friends are getting harder and harder to come by.

Chapter 36

Captain Nikoma — The Simarru camp south of Fordstown

As it had every time over the last few days, morning brought the faraway sounds of exploding rock as the League’s siege machinery hammered away at Fordstown’s defenses. Inside the king’s command tipi, the assembled war council gritted their teeth every time rock and wall collided. Captain Nikoma rubbed her eyes and tried to shake off the fogginess from a lack of sleep. 

Separate war parties had been harassing the League nonstop since they’d arrived, day and night alike, although so far they’d been little more than hornets buzzing around a sleeping bear. She and Cheytan had just returned from another raid on the herds. When the haggard warriors rode back into camp, they found they’d lost more riders than they’d gained in herd animals. When the king saw the survivors, he’d done his best to raise their spirits, but Nikoma could see behind his false bravado lurked a growing despair. It was no surprise when he’d asked Cheytan and her to see to their warriors, get a bit to eat and return right away for council.

“Even if we kept at them all year, the League can put up at least three soldiers for every one of our riders,” the king began once they were assembled. “The way things are going, Innsbruck only has to sit back until we defeat ourselves against his numbers.”

“And now, they are building boats,” Temur said. As King Garrid’s minghan, or general, he was going mad trying to outwit the League. “That is the only thing stopping them now — once the League can move their army onto Fordstown’s island, this siege will be over.”

Nikoma glanced around the circle. The expressions she saw on everyone’s faces only served to sour her disposition further. Still, she knew she would rather be here than at the Khanhorn. Her father, Long Scar, commanded there in the king’s absence and had requested her return no less than a dozen times since she’d been chosen by King Garrid to ride north. I will carve my own legacy out of your reach, father.

“You’re right about that,” Durwyn — whose real name was Tirien, as Nikoma had learned — said. “The city has plenty of supplies, but the walls are all but down in three places. General Bramstoke’s done his best to patch them up, but he can’t compete with siege engines working around the clock. One hit knocks away an entire night’s work.”

Somehow Tirien had become the official messenger between Fordstown and the Simarru, who were separated from the great trade city by the Avenflow river. So far, the man had slipped past the League’s river patrols without problem — which wasn’t surprising, considering Tirien was the leader of the Red Stag and also the exiled ruler of Skaldain. Not to mention the brother of the star-cursed White Knight, Nikoma thought. The man had plenty of need for subterfuge. 

“Fordstown must look after themselves, at least for the time being,” Minghan Temur said. “We must focus our attention on what we can do on this side of the river, aside from stealing horses, killing cows and trying to convert the enemy to our cause, that is.”

The minghan’s last words were aimed at Tirien. As the usurped yet rightful king of Skaldain, Tirien hoped to weaken the League by starting a revolution to overthrow his over thrower, Imperator Reynard Barrett. The Red Stag, a guerrilla fighting force Tirien had founded during his years of exile, had a decent number of fighters, but they were spread far and wide in  small groups all over western Peldrin. He’d hoped to bolster his numbers by spreading word of his return in the League camp, but if there was to be a mass desertion, it hadn’t happened yet. No one aside from Tirien seemed to think it was likely to, either.

Tirien shrugged off the verbal jab with a crooked smile. “I think you’re on the right track, general. You just need to think a little broader…”

 

Marshal Innsbruck — The League Camp, west of Fordstown

 Help me give Skaldain back to its people…

Tirien’s words played over and over in Linus Innsbruck’s mind, and it bothered him. He was a military man through and through — disciplined and in complete control of his mind and body. He could bottle up pain and stamp out grief without a second thought, but Tirien’s words were directed at something else altogether: his conscience. 

I should have had his head off as soon as I woke up. Perhaps the impossibility of Arund’s younger brother showing his face in the middle of the League’s largest army had shocked his common sense. Maybe if he wasn’t so dog-tired from holding together of bloodthirsty Scyths, resentful levies and puffed up Cattle Barons, he might’ve been thinking more clearly. But he knew that wasn’t why. 

You wanted to believe him.

Even if he’d declined Tirien’s offer to betray the League, Linus knew the exiled king’s words had eaten past his staunch defenses. What was worse, he was beginning to think he might believe him.

It didn’t help, of course, that the entire camp was abuzz with the news that Tirien, cousin of the late King Isaac and brother to the king’s murderer, Arund the White Knight, was alive. The fighters from Dunrath, the Gunnlings and the Scyths took it for another camp rumor, but the Skaldain soldiers — especially the Cattle Barons — were more intrigued than was good for them.

Marshal Innsbruck had done his best to squelch the talk, but truth to be told, it was hard to stamp them out when they ate away at his own mind. Damn you, Tirien. I’m in the middle of commanding a siege and conquering a country. I don’t have time for this. Even if Linus Innsbruck wouldn’t admit it, for the first time in his life, his shining, flawless sense of duty had developed a spot of rust. Being the perfectionist he was, it drove him mad that he couldn’t buff it from his mind.

The worst part of it all was Tirien’s parting statement: Harlan Longmire is alive. They’d been fast friends, Linus Innsbruck and Harlan Longmire. Unlike most of the Cattle Barons, Longmire’d never looked down his nose at him — Linus was older in age, but his rise as a commoner from the rank and file was resented by many of Skaldain’s nobility. Not Harlan, though. They’d first met fighting the Highland Confederation for the Republic in the east, and were brothers in all but blood ever since.

Fresh off his promotion to marshal, Linus had been away in the north, fighting to bring Scyth into the newly-formed Imperium League when he’d heard the news: Harlan Longmire had been arrested and sentenced as a traitor. 

The news hit Linus to the core, but by the time he returned to Glittnair, the trial was concluded. He’d been told by Imperator Barrett that Harlan’s family had been killed when the former Cattle Baron had tried to start a rebellion in the Cattle Country, aided by none other than Tirien. Barrett explained that after Baron Longmire was captured and confessed to his crimes, the Imperator had pardoned him. Driven mad by guilt and the loss of his family, however, Linus’ old friend Harlan had taken his own life.

Tirien’s appearance didn’t necessarily mean anything in and of itself. Everyone knew he’d been exiled. But if Harlan was really alive, and it wasn’t just one of Tirien’s schemes, someone had some explaining to do.

Chapter 37

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons Marchen District, Maurice’s Safe House

Revan, Shamus and the recovering Brinhold spent the next two days without incident in Maurice’s safe house. Thanks to Giselle, they were well-fed, equipped with costumes for the masquerade ball and had the rest of their gear from Fortuna’s. The innkeeper’s daughter had also been in touch with Rodrigo. As much as Revan hated the man for abandoning them when Brin’s life was hanging by a thread, he knew they’d need the help of the Emoran captain and his crew. 

There was a growing cause for concern, however. When Giselle left them that morning, she’d promised to return in the afternoon with the final go-ahead from Rodrigo. It was now well past nightfall and the girl hadn’t come back.

“As much as I hate to say it, I don’t think she’s coming back,” Brin said. He was lying on the cot, propped up by a pile of clothes. Over the past two days, he’d made a faster recovery than either Revan or Shamus would have thought possible, but the skard was still too weak to walk or stand without help.

“Something’s happened,” Revan agreed. 

“Well,” Shamus said, tossing a pair of dice idly in one hand. “What’s there to be doing about it? There’s already a big enough chance we’ll be caught on our way to this party, let alone if we poke our noses out of the house before then.”

Revan and Brin looked at one another and shared a conspiring grin. “You’re right about that,” Revan said to Shamus. “If only we had someone who could sneak over to Fortuna’s and see what’s going on.” Shamus was busy packing his pipe and only half-listening to the conversation. When no one spoke, he looked up to find Brin and Revan staring at him.

“What, me?” the leprechaun exclaimed. “Sure, if there’s something dirty to be done, it’s always Shamus McCaffler that gets the job. The short end of the stick, that’s what I get! Well, I won’t be doing it, boyo! Last time you sent me off on a recovery errand, I was that close to being thrown in Laredon’s jail, so I was!” He held up two hairy fingers with only a tiny a gap between them. 

“Aw, don’t be that way Shamus,” Revan said. “We always pick you because you’re the best for the job. You could steal the whiskers off a sleeping cat.”

Shamus smiled and nodded, caught up in Revan’s praise. Before Revan could draw an answer from him, however, his smile sank into a frown and he jabbed his unlit pipe at Revan. “No sir, I won’t be doing it!”

Revan opened his mouth in rebuttal but Shamus waved his other hand to silence his friend. “It’s your turn this time, boyo!” With that, he folded his arms and turned his back to Revan.

“It’s just as well,” Revan said to the leprechaun’s back. “I’m sure Giselle would rather I rescue her from whatever danger she’s in than you, anyway.”

“Now, hold on a moment!” Shamus said, jumping to his feet. “You know it’s me she’s got her eye on. I’ll be on my way right now!”

Unaware of Revan’s half-concealed smile, Shamus turned and made for the door, only pausing to snatch a hunk of bread from the table.

 

Shamus McCaffler — The streets of Vhaleons

Halfway to Fortuna’s, bread gone along with his eagerness, Shamus grumbled in the shadows. The hour was early even for industrious folk, the sun not yet a hint of gray over the Brutin mountains. For street scum, however, the night’s business had yet to conclude. Three times, the leprechaun paused and hid himself when vying factions of Vhaleon’s underground met and spilled blood on the city streets in a flurry of knifings. 

On the last occasion, a vicious sneeze gave him away. Seeking to remove the unfortunate witness, the band of thugs chased Shamus nearly three blocks in the opposite direction of Fortuna’s before he lost his pursuers in a crowded inn full of scantily clad women and their clientele. 

“Looking for company, little man?” a woman with ratty hair done up in bows asked him as soon as the door was shut. Her face was pale with gobs of flaking paint and sloppy, rose-dusted cheeks.

“Uh, pardon me, my dears,” Shamus said, stepping backward and reaching for the doorknob. “It appears I’ve gone and taken a wrong turn.”

He opened the door a crack but was stopped by another woman, leaning against the frame. “Don’t leave! We’re always dying to meet a new friend.” As she spoke, the second woman stroked his beard, pulling the bewildered leprechaun closer to her wide frame.

“Ah...” Shamus was at a rare loss for words. The scent of cheap lilac perfume was so strong his eyes watered. With grace surprising in a woman of her girth, the second lady — if indeed she merited use of the term  — steered Shamus toward one of the large, lace armchairs littering the room.

“Really, m’dear, I’d best be on me way!” In a burst of speed, Shamus slid beneath the woman and bolted for the door amidst a crescendo of titters and giggles. 

“Come back anytime!” the women called as he flung the door open and ran into the street. A block later, he realized the coin purse within his vest was missing and cursed aloud, unconcerned about the unwanted attention likely to follow. When he reached Fortuna’s, however, Shamus realized a few purloined coins were the least of his worries.

Once he’d snuck in a back door, Shamus found the kitchen in complete disarray. Soot and half-burned logs from the cooking fire were thrown helter-skelter, mixed with flour and various spices. The pots and pans were torn from their hooks, most bent or broken — by the looks of it from being hammered against the walls and floor. Shamus drew his long dagger and crept forward.

The commons area was in even worse shape than the kitchens. Broken chairs and smoking tables filled the room, and the moonlight poking through the broken windows was reflected in a thousand shards of glass. The front doors were wrenched from their hinges, and the inn was silent.

Shamus was about to creep up the stairs and check for Giselle, Maurice or any unfortunate guests when a small groan slipped from beneath a pile of broken chairs and pottery. Careful to keep out of sight of the street, Shamus picked his way through the debris to the opposite corner of the commons. He pushed aside a torn painting, and his eyes widened. It was Maurice.

The innkeeper was alive, but he’d definitely seen better days. One of his eyes was blackened, a gash crossed his forehead and his torn clothes revealed a collection of bruises wherever his skin showed. Casting his eyes around, Shamus found an unbroken wine skin. He pulled Maurice from the broken furniture and sat him against a wall before pouring some of the skin’s contents past Maurice’s cracked and swollen lips.

“What in the name of the Fates happened here?” the leprechaun whispered.

“It was Milleux,” Maurice said and sank into a coughing fit. Shamus glanced around with gritted teeth. He was sure the sound carried all the way out into the streets. “He sent his spavaldos to collect my debt to him.”

“And Giselle,” Shamus asked. “Where is she?”

“They’ve taken her,” Maurice said, sobbing. “After they did this, they said Milleux would consider her sufficient payment.”

“Are you sure?” Shamus said, his stomach turning. “You’re certain they’ve taken her?”

Maurice’s head lolled to one side. “I…I do not remember. I have been unconscious for some time, monsieur leprechaun.” 

Even without Maurice’s confirmation, Shamus was almost positive he knew what the answer was. He also knew the attack on Fortuna’s and Giselle’s disappearance was no coincidence. They’d been betrayed.

Chapter 38

Revan Teutevar — Vhaleons Marchen District, Maurice’s Safe House

Revan studied himself with disdain in the dirty, chipped mirror hanging from the walls of the safe house. He was wearing a mass of bright colors and more lace than he thought proper for most women, let alone a young man who had, until recently, lived a life of seclusion in the wilds of the Gimbador Mountains. 

His boots were black and polished until their glow was offset only by the enormous and completely inefficient buckle across the top of them. Above that, he wore a pair of silver pantaloons, followed by a frilly red shirt with enormous, puffy sleeves. His gloves were black and the cape fastened by a silver chain at his neck was red and black checkered. In his right hand, he held a silver mask on a stick while Shamus stood on a small stool to settle a wide brimmed hat with a floppy, peacock feather onto his head at just the right jaunty, devil-may-care angle.

“I look ridiculous,” Revan said when Shamus stood back to examine his handiwork.

“Wrong again, boyo! Sure, and haven't I always said that a little fashion would do you a world of good?” Shamus said. “You’re the image of a high lord now, to be sure!”

In addition Revan had pulled his hair back into a tiny ponytail. The little stub tied with a bow was a far cry from the elaborate hairstyles worn by men and women alike in Vhaleons, but with the help of a light face powder and the hat, he could pass as someone a regular partygoer if no one looked too close.

“Somehow, I doubt any Lord of Athel  — or Lady for that matter — ever wore a getup like this,” Revan grumbled.

“Well then, I suppose you’re the spitting image of a pirate lord from the eastern seas!”

“I don’t want to be a pirate!” Revan said. “This pomp fits you better, Brin.”

Across the room on his cot, the skard, struggled to prop himself up on his elbows for a better view. Just three days after he received his wound, he was able to stand on his own and feed himself, even if he couldn’t walk yet. There was no reason to believe the skard wouldn’t make a full, if long, recovery. He’d also have the added bonus of a fancy collection of scars to woo unsuspecting maidens with.

“Not bad,” Brin said. He attempted a dry chuckle, cut short as he winced and clutched his wounded side. “I can’t believe we’ve been here all this time and when we finally get invited to a party, I’m unable to attend.”

“I’d trade you if I could,” Revan said as he turned to scowl at the dandy frowning back at him in the mirror. “At best, we’ll be lucky if we don’t have to fight ourselves out of Sylas Milleux’s estate. At worst, we won’t even make it through the front gates.”

When Shamus returned with the news of Giselle’s disappearance and the attack on Fortuna’s, the trio was ready to leave at once. Owing to Brinhold’s condition and the fact that the streets were swarming with a range of spavaldos, petty criminals and gutter thugs all out to collect the reward on their heads, however, they decided to risk being discovered at the safe house. Without Giselle, there was no way to contact Rodrigo, but they were determined to follow through with the plan, even if it was out of desperation more than sense.

With greater excitement than Revan would ever have wearing fine clothes, Shamus dressed in his own outfit. When every ribbon and crease was in place, he preened in front of the tarnished mirror, trimming and oiling his beard. Revan stifled a laugh looking at Shamus out of the corner of his eye. In a desperate attempt to disguise him, they’d died the leprechaun’s hair and beard to a dark, sludge-colored brownish black. 

“You do remember why we’re going to this ball, right?” Revan asked. “We’re stealing maps, not socializing.”

“There’s no reason not to look your best, even if it’s to go and break into a vault,” Shamus replied. 

In a single motion, he unfurled his emerald cape from its package and draped it across the back of a shirt the same color. He was dressed in green from head to toe, save for his orange vest. Lace decorated the cuffs of his sleeves, and he wore a green bowler hat at a rakish angle. His belt and hat each sported a gigantic golden buckle, and his platform boots gave the leprechaun much-needed height to hide his race.

“You should wear that all the time,” Brin said, when he turned around to show them the complete effect.

“And don’t I cut a dashing figure at that!” 

Satisfied with his attire, Shamus walked as if on stilts to selecte an array of burglar’s tools from his gear — various lock picks, greased rags and other dubious effects whose functions Revan could only guess at. While Shamus prepared, Revan gathered his dirk and dagger. As per custom, the dirk could be worn as an ornamental weapon. The second dagger he hid down the side of his boot. 

Checking their attire one last time, the two said goodbye to Brin. “I wish I could come with you,” he said. His arms shook when he propped himself up on his elbows again. “Don’t have too much fun without me, eh?”

Although he didn’t say anything, Revan worried more about Brin alone in the safe house than he did for Shamus and himself breaking into Sylas’ vault. At least they could defend themselves. Right now, the skard was as weak as a kitten and would put up the same amount of fight.

“You just rest easy, Brinny boy,” Shamus said. “Sure, we’ll be back before you can write a song about it all.” 

“Keep him out of trouble,” Brin said, looking at Revan.

“I’ll do my best,” Shamus said before Revan could reply. He winked at his friends. “C’mon, boyo! We’ve got a party to crash!”

Chapter 39

Captain Nikoma — West of the Imperium League Camp

The tall grass around the Imperium League camp was flattened down, both from the grazing herds and Marshal Innsbruck’s orders, in an attempt to prevent further Simarru ambush. Two scouts crawled to the edge of a short hill and looked across the open ground where the League camp was buzzing with activity.

Across the camp, a testament to the accuracy of the report sent from General Bramstoke to King Garrid, Gunnling longboats floated on the Avenflow. Around them in the shallows was a flotilla of rafts. On the shore, more rafts and longboats were in various stages of assembly. When completed, it would be a fleet large enough to move an army.

A small army in itself guarded the workmen still constructing and assembling vessels. The Simarru scouts saw with disappointment that a similar forced watched over the herds. Skaldean buckaroos and Scyths circled the various animals with weapons at the ready. The lime-crusted hair and the woad-painted bodies of the Scyths stood out in the late morning light. They wheeled their chariots on the outer side of the herd and scowled in the direction of the Simarru tipis on the horizon. 

The two scouts crawled backwards and into the cover of the tall grass. Once out of sight of the League’s outriders, they jogged a half a mile to the southwest where Nikoma and Cheytan stood next to their horses, a group of Simarru warriors behind them. 

When the report was finished, Captain Nikoma frowned but nodded. “It is what we expected,” she said. “We won’t be able to pull off any more tricks.”

Cheytan poked her in the side. “Ah, don’t be such a stick in the mud! I’ll wager we could still cut out a few more of their horses. Or why don’t we go after the cattle this time? Peldrin would be a better place with a few less stinking cows eating good grass meant for deer and buffalo.”

Cheytan’s words were born from centuries of conflict. Dating back to the days before the Republic, many a battle was fought in the Sube Lowlands and the western plains of the Simarron between the buckaroos and their herds of long-horned cattle and the Simarru, who protected their homelands and its lush grazing for their horses and the wild herds of deer, antelope and buffalo.

“As much as I’d like to, we’re not here to harass buckaroos,” Captain Nikoma said. “We’re here to end a siege. What of the baggage train?”

“That’s the good thing about Marshal Innsbruck, arban,” one of the scouts replied. He was a tall man with long dark hair and buckskin clothes. “He sticks to his schedule. The latest caravan just left, headed back to resupply at Glittnair.”

“How many men?” Nikoma asked.

The scout shrugged. “A couple hundred in the guard, plus the teamsters.”

“Good work,” Nikoma said turned around to the rest of the raiding party. “It’s time to ride! We’ve got a caravan to capture.”

 

A fat, greasy-haired teamster sat atop the seat of his covered supply wagon, swaying with the gentle rocking of the wheels on the cobblestone of the Great Trade Road. In front of him, the team of eight mules plodded along, and their reins were slack in his hands. In the middle of a long convoy, there was no fear that the well-broke animals would stray. 

The man pulled his straw, wide-brimmed hat from his head and wiped the sweat from his bald head with a dirty rag tucked into the belt of his stained tunic. He glanced around for guards and then pulled a leather thong hanging from his neck. Attached was a small wooden flask, which he took a quick swallow from before tucking it back in his shirt. He belched, waved a fly from the broken veins of his nose, and his chin dropped onto his chest.

A slight breeze played up from the south, and he heard what sounded like a pack of coyotes yipping in the wind. Thinking he’d taken a larger pull from his flask than intended, the teamster grunted and tried to doze in the afternoon soon. A minute later, he heard a horse gallop. Behind him, men were shouting. Cussing, the teamster opened his eyes and stood up on his buckboard to see what the commotion behind was about.

Nikoma saw the fat man with the straw hat look around the corner of his wagon, but instead loosed her arrow in one of the caravan guards galloping to defend the rear of the caravan. She pumped a fist in the air when the man toppled from his horse, which continued to gallop alongside the line of wagons. With a wave, Nikoma turned her horse, and half the Simarru war party followed her toward the front of the caravan. 

If Nikoma had turned to look behind her, she would have seen that Cheytan’s light lancers were yards away from crashing into the buckaroos, who struggled to pull their horses into a wedge formation. They weren’t fast enough. While Nikoma and her archers rode to head off the baggage train, Cheytan’s lances struck the disorganized buckaroos. The air filled with the cracking of lances, the screams of horses and the frightened shouts of men. 

In the midst of the skirmish, Cheytan lashed out with the butt of his broken lance and hit a buckaroo in the face with the splintered shaft. The man toppled to the ground, and Cheytan’s mare spun on her own to lash out with her hind hooves at the buckaroo’s pony. Unlike the Simarru, whose steeds were trained from birth for war and hunting buffalo, the majority of the buckaroos rode cow ponies who, while willing to charge an enemy rider, lacked both the size and aggression of a proper war horse. The riderless cow pony screamed when the hooves of Cheytan’s mare tore into its flank and bolted heedless into the buckaroos, further adding to the chaos.

 The Simarru lancers cut deeper into the ranks of the disordered buckaroos, now with tomahawk and saber. Captain Cheytan pulled his tomahawk from its loop and kicked his horse deeper into the enemy ranks. He closed in on a buckaroo wielding a falchion and turned his slash with the buffalo-hide buckler in his left hand. Before the buckaroo could recover from the reckless swing, Cheytan swung his tomahawk at the base of his opponent’s neck at the gap between his cuirass and leather cap. In the time it took the dead man to fall from his saddle, Cheytan yanked his weapon free, and his mare wheeled and sank its teeth in the shoulder of another enemy pony.

Ahead, Cheytan saw the remaining buckaroos pull away from the Simarru horsemen and gallop toward the collection of wagons which were attempting to circle and unhitch the teams of mules and oxen. The Simarru war party whooped and gave chase. Cheytan grinned and reined in his horse when he saw Nikoma and a small group of archers galloping toward them, waving their bows over their heads. Under his open-faced helm, Cheytan’s face scrunched in puzzlement. Then an ominous thundering filled the late spring air, and his blood ran cold. 

Cheytan twisted around in his saddle and saw the Skaldean knights level their heavy lances as they struck the right flank of his riders with terrible effect. Like the unorganized buckaroos only minutes before, the Simarru light horse fell as wheat before the scythe. The Simarru coursers were brushed aside by the knight’s destriers and the warriors impaled or thrown from the saddle in the collision.

In desperation, Captain Cheytan attempted to reform his lancers as the Skaldean knights, now joined by Scyth charioteers and their enormous war hounds, plowed through the Simarru war party.  A knight in full armor barreled past two lancers, and his stallion’s yellow teeth lashed out at Cheytan’s mare’s neck. Cheytan caught the first blow from the knight’s arming sword with his tomahawk head, and the weapon was wrenched from his grasp. His mare spun and lashed out with its hind legs as Cheytan twisted around to raise his last defense: the buffalo hide buckler in his left hand. 

Before the knight could muscle his stallion toward Cheytan, however, another rider charged and leapt from the saddle, striking the knight in his blind side. In a tangle of horses, both the knight and the Simarru rider were borne to the ground, and Cheytan saw it was Nikoma who’d come to his rescue. 

The knight was too encumbered in his plate mail to draw another weapon, so he lashed out at Nikoma with mailed fists instead. One of the blows glanced off her helmet, but the nimble Nikoma won the day. Before Cheytan could reach the pair, Nikoma managed to draw a knife and plunged the weapon through the slit in the Skaldean’s helmet. A moment later the knight lay motionless, as still as a tin scarecrow. Nikoma threw her head back and whooped in triumph

 “Are you crazy?” Cheytan shouted over the din of the battle when he reached her side. Nikoma’s riders were fully engaged in the fray and fighting to help his lancers disengage from the knights. Lucky for the pair of captains, the fight had pushed to the north of them.

Nikoma grinned, her face covered in smeared warpaint, dirt and blood. “You owe me one!”

Cheytan extended a hand and Nikoma swung up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. Although Cheytan’s mare was slick with sweat from the charge and ensuing battle, the spirited horse broke into a canter. In spite of the ominous situation, Nikoma couldn’t help but notice the closeness between them.

“Where did they come from?” Cheytan asked over his shoulder.

“No idea,” Nikoma said. “They must have set out far enough behind the baggage train that we missed them.”

Now free from the knights and their warhorses, the Simarru fired arrows at the pursuing knights. Their heavy chargers spent, most of the Skaldean knights were content to let the Simarru retreat, but as Cheytan steered them into the tall grass away from the battle, her and Nikoma saw a knight topple in a wave of horse and metal, an unlucky arrow piercing his mount’s chest. 

With the death of the last knight, the rest of the Skaldeans reined in their already spent chargers. Most were smart enough to hold their ground, shields drawn while the horse archers fled. Without the aid of the knights, the Scyth chariots wheeled back to the wagon train as well, although several of their mastiffs chased after the retreating Simarru. The Simarru loosed a series of parting shots and were gone, headed for the predetermined hill where the war party would regroup.

When Nikoma and Cheytan rode into sight, a cheer rose from their warriors. Nikoma dropped her hands from Cheytan’s waist at once. Nikoma was relieved to see her favorite horse in the reins of a warrior and slid from Cheytan’s mare to take the reins. When she landed on the ground, she winced. Cheytan caught the expression and laughed.

“Maybe next time, you’ll think twice before wrestling a man in full armor to the ground,” he said.

“Next time, stay out of trouble and I won’t have to,” Nikoma replied, hiding a grin. 

Her face grew grave when she looked at their numbers and saw how many warriors were missing.  A handful of riders were sent back to gather the fallen and round up any horses — the Simarru were as protective of their animals as their dead. The rest of the war party began the trek to camp.

“We may have fled, but the fight was about out of them,” Cheytan said as they rode away. “The caravan won’t make the trip to Glittnair today, at least.”

They swung wide to the south of the League camp, far enough that Marshal Innsbruck’s army was out of sight over the gentle rolling hills. Captain Nikoma turned her gaze to the north.

I wonder how the rest of the army fared?

Chapter 40

Harlan Longmire  — The Withered Redlands

The next morning, the men and leprechauns gave Regg a wide birth while they packed camp and readied their ponies for the day’s journey. They raked the coals of the fire, and a small, smokeless flame stirred to life to reheat the pot of brewed chicory root. Although it was a poor substitute for coffee, the men and the few leprechauns who’d purchased beans in Emora were careful to save their precious supply — a delicacy to be rationed with care.

Regg waited, impassive, while the scouts made their final preparations for the day. Once again, she turned down any offer for food or drink. When the group was mounted and on their way, the woman jogged alongside Harlan’s horse, never tiring or missing her stride. Each time they stopped she waited with her hands on her hips, breathing unaffected, until they pushed on again.

At mid-morning, the two outriders spotted something and signaled to Harlan for a halt. He raised a hand, and the entire group swung down from their horses, weapons at the ready. While one of the outriders held the two horses, the other scurried back toward the rest of the group. 

“Zurel?” Regg hissed as soon as the leprechaun reached him.

The leprechaun shook his head. “Periwaneth, hundreds of ‘em. They’re all moving west, warriors, women, old folk and children. Just over the ridge there’s a long line of tents and those thingies the Simarru use to carry their wounded and dead from battle.”

“A travois?” Angus suggested.

The leprechaun nodded. “That’d be them, chief, except most of these are smaller and pulled by dogs, sure. Will you be taking a look?”

Harlan motioned for the rest of the group to remain still while he and Angus followed the leprechaun scout. Although Harlan was crouched almost in half, the leprechauns only had to bend their knees to remain hidden behind the ridge. Once they were closer, all three dropped onto their bellies and crawled the rest of the way to the top of the rock-strewn ridge.

A long line of Periwaneth snaked over the broken Redlands ground. Women, children and the elderly made up the center of the line while the front, back and sides were patrolled by warriors, some on foot and others on bone-thin horses. In addition to their regular motley weapons, Harlan saw light lances, basket-hilt swords and other weapons of Emoran make. Amongst the worn-out horses, a handful of the chieftains were mounted on Emoran mustangs, but even those plodded along without their usual spirit.

“Looks like the rumors were true then,” Angus said. “Raul and I’d wager some other warlords have been arming the Periwaneth.”

“I can’t figure what so many of them would be doing down here, though,” Harlan said. “This isn’t just a war party, it’s an entire village! How are they keeping them fed?”

“They aren’t meant to be staying here,” Angus said. “I’ll wager there’s more to the story. For all of the Periwaneth to be working together, they must have a prize in mind that’s big enough to go around.”

“Can’t be Corr,” Harlan said. While he spoke he continued to scan the hills for enemy scouts. “They’ve already moved south of Corr.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Angus said. “Sure, and doesn’t it all make sense now? Who’s the weakest country in eastern Peldrin?”

“Easy,” Harlan said. “Julkar. Even without all the warlords joining together, Emora is still strong enough to wage war on the Julkari — especially with all these Periwaneth fighting for them.”

“Should we be heading west then?” Angus asked. “If Arund’s commanding the Periwaneth like we’re thinking, he’ll control half of the east in a year’s time.”

Harlan shook his head and continued to study the exodus of Periwaneth. “Not yet — we need to know more.”

Angus tapped Harlan on the shoulder and pointed his finger to the north. “You’d best be catching up with your strange friend, then. She’s lit out on her own again!”

Harlan followed Angus’ hairy finger and saw Regg running over the broken hills without pause. If she continued along her current path, she’d run right into the Periwaneth. Harlan cursed and ran back to his horse as fast as his crouching posture would allow. 

“Let’s go, boys!” The old forester said in the loudest voice he dared once he was back in the saddle. With two of his foresters closed behind, Harlan set out after the strange woman. Once more, the ground proved to be treacherous. Half a dozen times, Harlan’s horse almost pitched into a sinkhole, a snake den or a patch of gravel. Sure of foot and undeterred by the obstacles that slowed the horses, Regg continued her pace up a long rockslide.

Teeth clenched, Harlan urged his mount onward as much as he dared. When the horse began to snort, Harlan slid from its back before it broke into a whinny and alerted the Periwaneth. Fighting protests in his hips and knees, Harlan ran after Regg as fast as he could move over the broken ground.  Moments later, he struggled for air and sweat beaded his brow. Feeling older than ever, the forester pushed on.

At the bottom of the rock slide, Harlan stopped at the demands of his screaming, aching side. He glanced up and saw Regg bounding from boulder to boulder. He knew he’d never reach her before she crossed over the slide and down the hollow into the Periwaneth.

While his two scouts continued to climb after Regg in vain, Harlan was seized by an idea. With a plea to the fates, he selected a decent-sized rock just bigger than his fist and flung it with all his strength at the woman. The first rock clattered five or more yards below her and Harlan cursed.

The old woodsman hurled a second and then a third rock. Both shots went awry. The former fell short again, and the latter almost knocked the ears off one of Harlan’s foresters. On the fourth rock, Harlan swung all of his remaining energy into a last, desperate throw.

Whether it was his stars watching out for him or just dumb luck, the rock struck Regg on the shoulder, causing her to lose her balance and sway back and forth atop the boulder she was crossing. The Valkyrie woman looked down and shot Harlan a scowl when she saw him waving his arms below. In the brief moments he held her attention, Harlan pointed and over the top of the ridge and waved his hands from side to side in an effort to tell her to sit still.

When Regg sat down, still scowling on top of the rock, Harlan breathed out a long sigh of relief in between gasps for air. He climbed through the rocks and brambles to her side and slumped down next to her on a flat slab of broken rock.

“Lady, you’ll be the death of me,” he said and took a long swig from his water skin. “There’s a whole village of Periwaneth on the move just over this ridge and damned if you weren’t headed straight for them!”

“I do not fear death,” Regg said. She was in her strange, half possessed state where the golden lights flickered in her eyes.

“Just the same, I’d rather not die today if I can help it,” Harlan said. He signaled to the men waiting down below, and they went to bring the rest of the group to the bottom of the ridge.

“Perhaps we should part ways then,” Regg said. It wasn’t a question.

Harlan rubbed at the ache in his side and took another drink before answering. “You’re free to come and go as you please, miss. But while you’re with us, I’d ask you not to put our boys in danger.”

“I apologize,” Regg said. Harlan could tell from the tone of her voice she was as close to normal as he’d yet seen. “When it comes over me, I cannot control myself. Many times I awake hours or days later with no recollection of where I am or how I got there. I am…glad for your company.”

“If you don’t mind me asking,” Harlan said, “what happened?”

“I do not know,” Regg said. “But I am almost certain I used to be dead. I can’t remember anything but my name and a vague collection of memories I don’t understand.”

The men and leprechauns approaching below saved Harlan from thinking of an answer to fill the awkward silence. He stood and held back a groan when his stiff knees straightened, then extended a hand to Regg.

“Well, we’d best hit the trail again,” Harlan said.

 

That night, once the scouts had swung far to the north of the Periwaneth and posted several sentries, Harlan sat down next to Regg and handed her a strip of dried meat. Blowhard that Rufio was, the Emoran warlord has seen that the foreigners were well-stocked with provisions when they left the oasis. Even with a cold camp, the men and leprechauns still ate a decent meal. When Regg saw Harlan’s offer, she shook her head.

“You’ve got to be hungry by now?” Harlan asked.

“Nothing,” Regg said. “I do not hunger, thirst or tire.”

“Well,” Harlan said and tore a strip of meat away from the rest with his teeth, “It don’t hurt my feelings none. These are about the last of the good rations. We’ll be eating scroungy jack rabbits and roots in a day or two. Can’t say I’m not jealous of you for missing out on that.”

But Regg wasn’t listening. She stood, spear in hand and peered out into the surrounding twilight. The sun had just set, and the sky above the Redlands was stained in sapphire. The only light came from the waxing stars. Harlan sensed something was wrong and reached for his sword. Before he could warn the others, however, a voice broke through the evening air.

“Sorry, boss,” someone out of sight said. It was one of the men posted as a lookout, Rowan, if Harlan remembered right. “These Periwaneth are sneakier than I thought — came out of nowhere and caught the whole watch. Don’t think anyone’s dead or hurt too bad, but this man here with me says to tell you we’re surrounded.”

Chapter 41

General Arund, the White Knight — Hubress

The White Knight returned to Hubress bitter and frustrated from the turn of events in Corr. In truth, he hadn’t expected the parley to turn out any better than it had. Still, it never sat well with Arund when he didn’t get his way. Corr would fall — no doubt about that. Once the Emoran warlords secured control of their own country, they could handle Julkar without the help of the Jotun or Periwaneth. Then, Arund vowed, he’d send all his strength north to teach King Kalevi and the rest of the Corrics a lesson in manners. Borgost, Corr’s eastern neighbor, would need little encouragement to invade. The Borgostians were second after Emora to declare their allegiance to the White Knight when he’d overthrown the Republic and had pledged their swords to him once more.

Passing through the northern gates of Hubress cheered Arund up the slightest bit. The Jotun were still hard at work rebuilding the city’s outer defense, and the gates were now serviceable. Although the chains on the portcullis screamed and coughed waves of red, rusted dust everywhere when the Jotun opened them for Arund and the Zurel, at least they were working. 

If only there weren’t a thousand other breaches to mend, we’d be ready to hold off a siege. Even as the thought crossed his mind, Arund hoped to the Fates that never happened. Sprawling, star-cursed Hubress had been too big to defend even in its heyday. The White Knight knew his best defense was to do all the dirty work of killing and conquering on someone else’s doorstep.

As soon as Arund passed through the causeway, the Shadows bombarded him with whispers. He wasn’t sure how they did it — their apparitions were confined within the cave — but it annoyed him nonetheless. Of late, they were growing stronger — their forms less ethereal and their needs more demanding. Conversation had turned from what they could do to aid Arund to what the White Knight was somehow obligated to do for them.

Nevertheless, Arund complied with their demands, even if it was somewhat begrudgingly. The Shadows were the wild card in his grand scheme — the key to ensuring complete victory without decades of warfare. He knew enough of the Shadows to know their power, while weakened, was real, but their intentions and desires were their own. The Shadows had no master but themselves.

Arund fought to rein in his horse — the poor animal hated the very smell of the Jotun — as a minotaur stomped up to the party. It was Tarbh. The massive warchief’s long curved horns swung with his every step, and his sable hide absorbed the pale sunlight peeking through the grey clouds above. Tarbh’s fighters made up the majority of the Jotun working to rebuild Hubress. Arund knew the warchief’s helpfulness only stemmed from a desire to unseat Bors as the Jotun’s most powerful chieftain, but he’d take help however he could get it.

“A good afternoon, great Tarbh,” Arund said, raising a hand. His horse snorted in fear, but under the stern hold of Arund’s will, it made no move to bolt. 

“I s’pose it’s about as good a afternoon as we’ll get ‘round this place,” Tarbh replied in his deep, bullish voice. The minotaur warchief was one of the rougher Jotun, although Arund wouldn’t have called any of them well-read.

“How goes the progress?” Arund asked. 

“It goes,” the minotaur said and waved a paw along the wall. “Those Gunnlings made damned good mess of things when they besieged this place, begging your pardon, general. But most of the buildings around here is made of stone, so we’ve got plenty to build with. Not all of my boys are ‘appy with the work, but it keeps ‘em from pounding on one another.” 

“Good, good,” Arund said. “Keep on them, Tarbh. The sooner our work’s done here, the sooner they get to battle.”

“If you don’t mind me askin’, when might that be?” Tarbh asked. “We ain’t builders, we’re fighters. Don’t know if I can keep the boys at work through the whole of summer. You promised us raiding, general.”

Arund scowled and was about to remonstrate the big minotaur when he saw a group of horsemen — Emorans, by the look of them — approaching. Good news at last. Their arrival could only mean one thing: Emora was at war.

 The White Knight turned back to the minotaur warchief, the threads of a plan weaving together in his mind. “Here’s a proposition for you, Tarbh,” he said. “If your boys can finish this section of the wall in the next couple of weeks and you can find a crew to replace you, I think it would be a good idea to go calling on our friends in Corr. I’ve just returned from a very wasteful trip from there, and they weren’t very hospitable. Maybe your band can do something about them, eh?”

Tarbh’s face lifted in as much of a grin as the bull head could manage, and he let out a thick, bellowing laugh. “Sounds like a plan to me, general. I’ll have by boys working double time — we’ll have the wall patched up in no time.”

“I’m sure you will,” Arund said before turning his horse toward the city’s center. Nothing motivated the Jotun like the promise of a raid. Besides, Tarbh was right — the great brutes would brawl themselves to death if they got too bored.

The White Knight and the Zurel wound their way through the broken boulevards and empty ruins of Hubress to meet the Emoran riders. Every now and then, Arund spotted some relic of the past — a broken piece of pottery, a half-crumbled statue or a faded banner — reminding him of the city’s glorious past. I will rebuild, and Hubress will be a mightier city than ever the Republic could have made it. My capital will be filled with trade, learning and great feats of arms, not lies and vanity. For now though, the ruins deserved the title the Periwaneth had given them: Ghosthome.

The Shadow whispers intensified as they reached the Forum and dismounted. While they waited for the Emorans to reach them from across the city, Arund sat in his makeshift throne and did his best to hide a grimace — it was no easy task to drive the whisperings from his mind, especially when it seemed they were trying just as hard to drive him mad.

Chapter 42

Sylas Milleux — Milleux Manor

Sylas put the finishing touches on his sequined silk scarf and pulled a pair of soft red leather gloves onto his hands. He studied them at length for a moment and then selected a pair of rings from the top of his dresser to slide over his gloved fingers. He held the jewelry up and admired the way it caught the light before grabbing his cane and the dowel attached to his masquerade mask.

At the door of his bed chamber, he paused and turned around to look in the burnished silver of the body-length mirror across the room. He felt the corners of his mouth tug in a smirk which morphed into a wide grin. The merchant laughed, and his golden teeth glimmered in the lamplight. I’ve got them now. Got them all

Setbacks and failures aside, in the end, Sylas knew his trap would be sprung. Damn the queen, damn the spavaldos, damn Rodrigo and damn Teutevar and his friends. I’ve got them now.

Sylas rapped on the door with the knob of his cane, and the doors swung outward, a servant on either handle. Josephine and Danton stood waiting, each dressed in their finest dueling attire.

“Is everything in order?” the merchant asked, flexing his hands inside the soft leather gloves.

Josephine nodded. “The condotierri are in place and await the order.”

 The merchant flashed a golden smile. “It would appear my ‘loose ends’ have begun to tie themselves up, wouldn’t you say?” I’ve got them now.

 

Revan Teutevar — Milleux Manor

Revan double-checked the invitation tucked within his shirt, and they slipped from the back of the house into the night. They wound their way through several back streets in an effort to lose any potential pursuers before entering the Market Square in the Marchen District. It seemed like everyone who didn’t live in the Canals was going to Milleux’s party. Following the crowd, they continued to climb into the richer avenues of the Overlook.

With every block, the houses grew larger and farther apart. Soon, they joined a steady stream of people. They were obviously party-goers, clad in an array of costumes and outfits that put Shamus and Revan’s modest attire to shame. Fine ladies and gentlemen passed by in carriages sporting the oversized hats, collars and scarves in an array of garish patterns and pastels. Revan tried to picture one of them walking down the mud-filled streets of Laredon in late fall when the rains hugged the mountains and wondered what the extravagant hats would look like wilted and collapsed over their owner’s heads.

Lost in the explosion of color, chatter and perfume, Revan jumped when a bony hand latched onto his wrist as they passed a darkened alleyway between two houses. His free hand went for the dirk at his belt, but Revan relaxed when he saw his would-be assailant was nothing more than beggar woman. With a sigh, he reached for a coin in his pocket.

“You’d better not grab people like that, ma'am,” he said and flipped the coin her way. The middle-aged woman snatched the coin out of midair and chuckled, dropping it down the bosom of her calico dress. When she spoke, her words were steeped in an accent Revan couldn’t place.

“Heh, ma’am he says,” she said. “He’s free wid the coin too. But, me wonders, what’s a good boy like him doing in a place like dis, eh?”

Revan opened his mouth to answer and then paused, looking over the woman again. She was the only urchin he’d seen since they’d entered the Overlook — there were guards everywhere, patrolling for vagabonds. Although her hair was bound in a purple scarf above large, hooped earrings, it was clear to see she didn’t fit in with the rest of the crowd. The rest of the street passed Revan, Shamus and the lady by without a glance.

Before Revan could answer, she grabbed his wrist again and flipped his hand over. He stood, perplexed, as she ran her long nails over the hands of his palms, nose just inches from his skin.

“Beloved of de stars,” she muttered. “The Fates smiles on dis one — he’d better be careful.”

Revan’s neck tingled and the hair on his nape stood on end. “What do you mean? Be careful of what?”

The beggar woman continued to study his hand, oblivious to his questions. Revan glanced at Shamus, who only shrugged.

 “Please,” Revan said. “I don’t understand?” With a shriek, the woman cast his hand away as if he’d struck her. Revan and Shamus stood flabbergasted while she jibbered to herself.

Shamus grabbed a hold of Revan’s hand and squinted at his palm then looked up at Revan and shrugged again. “Looks clean to me?”

Revan shook his head at his friend and approached the woman, whose babbles were fading. “What did you see?” he said and squatted down beside her.

The woman turned and smiled at him, her teeth plated in copper. She pointed upward, where, in the clear night sky, the stars fought to be seen against the glow of Vhaleons lanterns. “Beloved of de stars indeed,” she said. “But when de shadows return to Peldrin, even de stars won’t save him.”

Despite his coaxing, the woman would say no more. Revan swallowed and closed his hands into sweating fists. Whatever the palm reader had done, he was filled with a sense of dread. Shamus pulled at the collar of his jacket.

“C’mon boyo, we’d best be going.”

Revan obliged and rose again. A drop of sweat ran down his forehead, slicing through his glittered and powdered face. Almost right away, they were swallowed in the avenue crowd. Even so, when Revan turned around, he saw the beggar woman through the throng, clear as day. She flashed her copper grin at him again and pointed to the sky, then she was gone.

“Don’t worry yourself about it none,” Shamus said as they walked. “She was only out for a bit of coin, boyo.”

But Revan wasn’t so sure. He glanced up and was seized by a moment of anxiety when he couldn’t find the Crown in the western darkness. I’ve got to be free of this cursed city.

“Mother of Mabb!”

Shamus’ exclamation caused him to look down. The throng of people pressed in around them, and Revan felt smothered by the smell of face powder and exotic perfumes. They moved forward in a mass, like a giant, multicolored beast until they were at the gates of the estate. Painted gold, the iron was wrought into solid yet fanciful designs. One look at the white-washed walls told Revan that Sylas Milleux was well prepared to defend his mansion and grounds if he had to. 

They continued up the straight road that led to the enormous manse itself. On either side, manicured streams and all manner of flora in bloom draped the scenery. Statues of men in various shapes and sizes holding scales, books and scrolls dotted the landscape. It was easy to recognize their professions — bankers and merchants, a genealogy of stone reflecting Sylas Milleux’s forebears: men who had dealt and swindled, saved, invest and traded Vhaleons into the wealthiest country in all of Peldrin. 

Soon, the crowd thinned amongst the various tents and pavilions erected across the grounds. Jugglers, fire-eaters and animal-handlers weaved throughout their midst, offering excitement and entertainment. An army of servants equipped with all manner of favors swarmed like ants from the dice tables and other games set up on the lawns to the wine tents in an effort to quench the endless thirst of Sylas Milleux’s guests. Revan noticed, however, that the majority of the fanciest and haughtiest people continued toward the estate itself. On occasion, someone of yet higher esteem passed up the road and disappeared beyond the inner gates into the smaller, albeit just as defensible, wall that surrounded the manor itself.

On either side of the gilded gates, butlers greeted the party-goers and examined invitations. Behind them, guards with enameled breastplates and polished helms watched over the line, daring any uninvited guests to try and sneak in.

As they neared the gate, Revan’s nerves threatened to overpower him. It wasn’t until then that he realized they had no way of knowing if the invitations were personally addressed to individuals or not — Rodrigo hadn’t gotten that far. If the guests all knew each other inside, it would be almost impossible to blend in, let alone rob the merchant’s vault. Furthermore, he realized with a sickening feeling, the invitation might be a forgery. Why did I think we could trust that cursed Emoran?

Caught in his worries, Revan didn’t noticed they were next to present their invitations until the guests ahead of them moved inside. Doing his best to steady himself, Revan presented the invitation to the servant. He forced what he imagined was a bored, snobbish expression on his face while the butler broke the seal and scanned the contents with pursed lips.

Seconds dragged by. Why is he still reading it? Revan’s hand drifted to the dirk belted across his waist and he glanced at the guards, but they were as impassive as ever. His eyes shifted to Shamus and then gave each other a small nod. Prepared to bolt, Revan almost jumped when the servant spoke again.

“Welcome, messieurs Hightower and Pringle,” he said with a bow and twist of his gloved  hand. “My master, the honorable Sylas Milleux, wishes you a lovely evening.”

Chapter 43

Revan Teutevar — Milleux Manor, the Grand Ballroom

Revan fought to swallow a sigh of relief as they nodded to the greeter and passed the guards. Once they were out of sight of the gates, he pulled the handkerchief tucked into his sleeve and dabbed at the sweat on his forehead, careful not to disturb the light layer of powder further. Once they were both composed and ready to enter the mansion, Revan took a moment to study their surroundings. If anything, the grounds within the estate’s second wall were even more exquisite than the outer counterparts.

Trees and hedges groomed to perfection were shaped into living designs, animals and more. One particularly skilled gardener had shaped one of the bushes into an exquisite trade ship, complete with mast and sail. The fountains and lawn globes in its wake swirled colored light from various lanterns of polished glass. Even if Lucas Sevenday was shrouded in mystery, the full grandeur of his trading company was on display in Sylas’ estate.

“Sure,” Shamus said, looking around in awe. “This isn’t an estate, it’s a palace, fit for a king!”

In quiet tones, the two friends went over their plan until both were satisfied and ready to go. Revan glanced over Shamus one more time. Even with all of the pageantry, he was still worried the leprechaun’s strange speech and wild eyes would give him away, especially if Shamus forgot himself in the midst of a conversation.

“Sure, and it’s topple on my noggin I will in these cursed boots!” Shamus said. He took a few more experimental steps on the lawn. The slant of the hill made him look as if he were a touch inebriated or suffered from a strange limp. Working to conceal a laugh, Revan followed him to the doors of the enormous manor, brimming with guests. 

At the manor doors, another set of guards and valets waited to check their invitations. While the grounds were open to the majority of guests, the inside of the manor appeared to be for the elite alone. The man who checked their invitation gave Revan and Shamus a suspicious once-over but allowed them to pass nonetheless.

The entrance opened into a huge archway, and the duo picked their way through the throngs of people into the great hall. If possible, the manse appeared even larger inside. The great hall opened into a gigantic room with columns, polished marble floors and a vaulted ceiling crowned with several immaculate chandeliers that shot reflections of squares and diamonds in every direction. The ceiling itself was painted with intricate scenes of chubby, naked people in dramatic, unnatural poses that Revan found very odd. He doubted anyone, of their own accord, would stand naked in a forest holding an apple at arm’s length in the palm of their hand. In between the art, mirrors were fastened to reflect the candlelight across the room and brighten its glow.

On a balcony to Revan’s right, a group of musicians played a variety of horns and stringed instruments. He smiled thinking of what Brinhold would have had to say about the symphony’s stiff and uptight melodies. The music, slow and somewhat flat, was a far cry from anything Revan had heard in his journeys across Peldrin. 

Below the musicians, the dancers faced one another and came together bowing. One hand held over their heads, each partner circled one another, with much posturing and flair. Although he wasn’t overly fond of singing and dancing himself, Revan wished he could’ve seen the dancer’s response if musicians switched their tempo to a jig. As it was, it didn’t look like the dancers were having any fun.

Although the ballroom was packed with guests, even Revan’s untrained eye could pick out the two sects of merchants and royals hovering almost with exception in their exclusive groups. Revan was surprised to see Queen Chloe on the dance floor, whom he recognized from the council at Flytington the autumn before. She glided to the music with her dancing partner as if she were just another guest. Of all the guests, she seemed to be having a genuinely good time, judging by the small upturn at the edge of her painted lips.

Revan turned to Shamus to point out the queen when he caught sight of a group descending the grand staircase in front of them. Three of the people, Revan didn’t recognize. The other two sent a chill down his spine, settling into his anxious stomach. Although they were sporting much finer clothing, the two were unmistakable, even across the room. From above them, Josephine and Danton descended with a short, bald man between them.

“Shamus, look!” Revan nudged the leprechaun and almost knocked him over. Shamus teetered for a moment and grabbed Revan’s cape to steady himself.

“Well, now, I’d rather those two weren’t acquainted!” the leprechaun said. “It makes sense though, if they’re both working for this Lucas Sevenday. And who would that be between them, do you suppose?”

Revan studied the short man with the gleaming bald head garnished with oiled curls. There was something about him, from his ring laden- fingers to his waxed grey mustachio. He seems very familiar. When he smiled, revealing a mouth full of gold teeth that many Vhaldisii elite wore, Revan knew. 

“Sylas Milleux,” he muttered.

“What?” Shamus said. “How’re you knowing that?”

He swept across the room, ignoring all feelings of iciness as he greeted individuals from every nationality with an oily smile… “My name is Sylas Milleux, a humble merchant chosen by the queen to represent the common class of Vhaldais.”

“He was at the delegation in Flytington last fall,” Revan said. “I can’t believe I forgot the name.”

“And look who’s with him,” Shamus said.

“Stick to the plan,” Revan said. “If we don’t get into that vault, we can’t prove anything. Keep an eye out for Giselle too.”

“I’m beginning to think that young lady’s more trouble than she’s worth, so I am,” Shamus mumbled. Even so, the leprechaun nodded and disappeared into the crowd.

At the sight of their esteemed host, the crowd halted the dance and broke into a loud round of cheering and applause. Even the queen clapped politely. The musicians played a light-hearted advance while Milleux descended the steps, smiling and waving with the two spavaldos in tow. While everyone greeted the host, Revan stole through the crowd toward the dining hall. 

He recalled Rodrigo’s words: Milleux’s office is located on the second floor. Once he joins the party, there will likely be a guard posted at the door. There is, however, a chute that runs from the kitchens to the office for food. It is too big for a man or even a woman to fit within. A leprechaun would likely have no problem, provided he could steal inside it without being noticed.

 

Shamus McCaffler — Milleux Manor, the Kitchens

And how in the name of Saint Ymir am I supposed to get in there? 

After splitting from Revan, Shamus wandered from the great hall to the dining hall. The long tables laid out for the banquet were just as packed as the dance floor. Food and drink flowed freely from the stores of Sylas Milleux, and his guests were eager to partake of the feast. A stream of servants traveled back and forth from the kitchen to the halls, wearing identical orange tabards.

Over the past days, Revan and Shamus had tried everything to attain one of the uniforms. Giselle had purchased the clothing and orange dyes, but when they pulled the garment from the vat, she’d assured them the tabard’s color — which resembled a dog’s vomit — would not pass. The dye used for Milleux’s staff was apparently a custom mixture that couldn’t be bought at the market. 

Their only other option was to snag one of the orange tabards when they were put out to wash, but, as Giselle reported, the guard around Milleux’s mansion made it impossible to steal so much as a budding flower, let alone clothes on the wash line. 

Lucky they have Shamus McCaffler on the job. Shamus slipped from the feasting tables down one of the many side halls leading to the kitchen. When he was far enough from the majority of the guests, he stopped one of the servants rushing about with a jug of wine and a platter.

“You there!” the leprechaun said. “I’ll be requiring a jug of wine outside on the garden overlook. I’m expecting some female companionship.” He ended the order with a sly wink and nudged the servant in the ribs, causing him to wobble with both hands full.

“Of course, sir,” the server said, trying to hide his annoyance. “I’ll send someone right away.”

“Well then get to it!” Shamus said and rubbed his hands together. I could get used to this life, so I could. 

To Sylas Milleux’s credit, the servant appeared on the overlook almost before Shamus was prepared, a testament to the excellent service. “Your wine, sir,” the man said and placed the clay jug on a nearby table.

“Thank you kindly, sirrah!” Shamus said. He threw his arms in the air and tottered — an easy task in his elevated boots — to the servant’s side and threw an arm around the man. “Please, drink with me before you return to your duties. You look like a parched man.”

The servant hesitated for a moment but Shamus pulled the stopper from the jug and placed it in the man’s arms. “Drink and be merry good sir, for tomorrow we die!” Before the servant could resist, Shamus raised the jug to his lips and tipped the contents down the man’s throat.

The servant fought the drink and pulled back, coughing. Shamus pulled a handkerchief from his sleeve and handed to the man, who proceeded to wipe the excess wine from his face.

“Well now, you’re supposed to drink it, not bathe in it!” Shamus said. “Better now, boyo?”

Unable to speak from coughing, the man nodded, pointing to the kitchen. Shamus held the servant’s shoulder and with his other hand, reached for the contents of an open pouch concealed behind his back.

“Hold up there just a moment,” Shamus said, patting the servant on the back.

In one movement, he flung the contents of the pouch into the man’s face and stepped back out of the powder’s way — just as the man sneezed. Cursing his bad luck, Shamus took two steps backward and stumbled to the ground. The sneeze had blown the cloud of sleep dust back into the leprechaun’s face.

“Well, I’ll be a Jotun’s uncle…

Shamus’ spinning world went dark.

Chapter 44

Marshal Innsbruck — West of Fordstown, the Imperium League Camp

The marshal watched his knights ride out of camp, lances held high. A younger Innsbruck would have smirked at the sight. They’ll be quite a surprise for those Simarru light horse.

It had taken days of plotting to goad the Simarru into attacking the wagon train. Marshal Innsbruck ordered the guard on the livestock tripled, thus deterring further raids on the army’s animals. He knew the enemy was growing restless. The Simarru were forced to watch each day while the workers continued building rafts, the entire League army between them. The wagons, Innsbruck knew, were too good a target for the frustrated horsemen to pass up.

Once the knights and buckaroos were out of sight, Marshal Innsbruck returned to his command tent and allowed himself a brief moment of relaxation. He sipped at a goblet of chilled cider and pored over a thick tome concerning the tactics of foot soldiers. Innsbruck lost himself in diagrams and explanations of various formations and drills for a half an hour until an attendant arrived in preparation for the upcoming meeting.

Soon after, various men trickled into the tent. In the heat of the day, the canvas sides were drawn up and guards posted around the premises to ensure none could eavesdrop on the war council. When all of the army’s command staff were assembled, the foreman in charge of building the rafts and the commanding Gunnling jarl stood and gave their reports.

“We will be ready to move as many men as you’d like across the Avenflow in three days’ time, marshal,” the foreman said. 

Marshal Innsbruck looked at the Gunnling leader, who nodded behind a thick beard. “The last of the longboats will be afloat by tomorrow afternoon, marshal. With the western bridge raised, we’ll have full control of the river. The Lorish will have nothing but their walls to hide behind.”

“Blockade the river north of Fordstown,” Innsbruck said. “This will slow their supplies if they have to come upriver or over land.”

One of the Cattle Barons coughed. “Marshal, if I may ask, why not blockade the Avenflow downstream as well? We have the longboats for the task. It would force the Simarru to find a crossing miles downriver if they hope to join the Lorish forces.”

Marshal Innsbruck turned to one of his attendants, a young man serving as an understudy. “Henry, would you care to answer to the Baron?”

Henry blushed from being acknowledged before the council, let alone being requested to speak. Nevertheless, he cleared his voice and tried to sound more confident than he was. “While the Simarru may not have enough men to attack our camp head on, they still pose a threat to our forces. When the attack on Fordstown is launched, the army will have to leave a substantial number of men as rearguard, otherwise, we could be trapped between both armies.”

The baron shot a withering look at young Henry, who clasped his hands behind his back and closed his mouth. Marshal Innsbruck nodded in approval. “Very good, Henry. Gentleman, my young understudy here is correct. If we allow ourselves to be trapped, our advantage in numbers will be negated.”

Before the baron or anyone could reply, however, the frantic shouts of a page caused them to turn. He continued to shout as he struggled against the guards.

“Let me past, the Simarru are attacking!”

Before the guards could take action, the entire command staff was on their feet. In the distance, a cloud of dust rose in the air south of the camp. The commanders scattered, each headed to equip their battle gear and rally their troops. The baron who’d spoken minutes before stood in front of Marshal Innsbruck and Henry and sneered. “The Simarru won’t attack the camp, eh?”

 

King Garrid — South of Imperium League Camp

Scores of horse archers wheeled in giant circles and peppered the League’s infantry, who were still struggling to form ranks. Behind them, a line of medicine men and women sat on horseback raising their war chants to the sky, calling up courage for the horses and riders, willing their arrows to fly true. Their invocations made the hair on Garrid’s neck rise and tingle. While the League footmen scurried into place and attempted to shield themselves from the rain of arrows, the Simarru lancers drew closer in preparation for their charge.

Instead of moving a large body of warriors and horses all at once, Minghan Temur had sent out small companies of riders over the past two nights to conceal themselves in the hills and the tall grass of the lowlands. Once the knights, buckaroos and Scyth charioteers had rode out of sight, the small band of horse archers came together and hit the League’s patrols at the outer limits of camp.

With numerous remounts at their side, the main body of the Simarru horse moved with a respectable speed from their camp toward the Imperium League. By the time the first arrows flew from the outriders, the majority of King Garrid’s riders were only a half a mile behind, prepared to strike the camp without warning. Rather than engage the Simarru horse archers, the remaining buckaroos and Scyths herded the army’s animals to the northern side of the camp, leaving the entire southern flank to the scrambling footmen. 

But the League’s camp was not without its defenses. The ranks of Gunnlings carls, Dunrath spearmen and Skaldean swordsmen finished their assembly behind a palisade wall fronted by a trench lined with sharpened stakes. Although they were still under fire from the Simarru cavalry archers, most were protected by raising their shields overhead until the entire force looked like a misshapen, headless turtle. The League archers answered with a volley of their own and a soldier behind the Garrid and Temur raised a colored banner to signal withdraw as several horses and men fell to the trampled grass. 

Once the horse archers were safe behind the main body of the Simarru cavalry, Temur signaled to another man, who galloped forward and unfurled a white flag of truce as he went. The rider reined in his horse just out of range of the League’s archers and waited while the League sent forth a messenger of their own. 

“Excellent work,” King Garrid said to his commander while they waited for the rider to return.

Temur nodded in satisfaction even though his face remained devoid of emotion. “You’ve made a statement, my king. I don’t think a handful of wasps is enough to drive away the bear, though.”

“I didn’t expect it to,” the king said. “Which is why I’m prepared to cut off their supply chain.”

The pair waited for the rider to reach them and catch his breath. “They’ve agreed to meet with you, sire. Marshal Innsbruck himself.”

“Let’s not keep them waiting then,” King Garrid said.

With his person guard riding behind, the king and Minghan Temur trotted into the open ground between the two armies where neither side could reach them with arrows. It wasn’t long before they saw Marshal Innsbruck with a small collection of his staff approaching. The League’s commanders reined in several yards away and Innsbruck raised a hand in acknowledgment.

“It’s been a long time, King Garrid,” the marshal said.

“Indeed it has, Linus,” King Garrid replied. “I’m surprised you’ve bought into Reynard Barrett’s lies all these years.”

“I serve the people, sire,” Marshal Innsbruck said. “But I don’t think you called this parley to banter back and forth like politicians. It isn’t our style.”

King Garrid laughed, and his copper beard glinted in the sunlight. “You’re right, marshal. Pardon my rhetoric and allow me to be blunt: lift the siege from Fordstown and send your soldiers home.”

Marshal Innsbruck removed his helmet and wiped the sweat away from his face. “I wish I could do that. I think, however, since we’re on Skaldain soil, I should ask you to do the same.”

“The ownership of the Sube Lowlands is a discussion we must save for another day,” King Garrid said. “Go home. Tell Barrett to end this pointless war. It gives me no pleasure to kill your young warriors.”

Marshal Innsbruck shifted in his saddle and sighed. “You know I can’t do that. Are we done here, sire?”

The king nodded, his tanned and weather-beaten face wrinkling with even more lines. “We are done. Good luck with your siege. If you wish to call on me again, we will be on the Trade Road, between you and the rest of Skaldain.”

Marshal Innsbruck bit back a reply and saluted. King Garrid nodded, and the rest of the men exchanged cold nods. Both parties turned their horses and road off in their respected directions, each nursing a smoldering fire of anger.

Back at the head of the army, Minghan Temur signaled to his officers, and soon the whole of the Simarru army was moving north, parallel with the camp and the Great Trade Road. In the late afternoon, the faint cloud of dust the horsemen kicked into the air burned like a red haze.

“Well my old friend, if nothing else we have their attention,” King Garrid said after a long look back at the League infantry, who were still in formation behind the palisades.

“You know we can’t hold our position on the Trade Road for long,” Temur said. “The League will send more men.”

“Of course,” Garrid said. “I know it and you know it and Marshal Innsbruck knows it.” The king reached over his mount and swatted a large horsefly from the stallion’s neck. “But as long as they’re worried about us at their backs, it buys more time for Fordstown.”

 It wasn’t until the Simarru riders were gone in the distance that the League army broke formation and began to collect their dead. More than one infantryman looked over his shoulder to the west, where somewhere in the evening air, the Simarru were gathering.

 

Captain Nikoma — West of the Imperium League Camp

Nikoma, Cheytan and their riders traveled just out of sight of the Trade Road until the smoke from the Simarru camp could be seen rising in the air. When their war party was picked up by the outriders, they headed into camp at a canter, eager to rest and tend to their wounds. Once their reports were made, Nikoma and Cheytan joined their companies at the funeral pyres, where the dead were being burned and honored.

Simarru medicine men and women clad in hide robes and bones called out hoarse, wailing dirges. They danced around the fire in short hops and skips and tossed handfuls of powder into the fire that caused the flames to leap and burst into flares of green and blue. In a circle around the shamans, the warriors beat hide drums and blew horns in a deep, slow cadence.

Although the smoke and stench from the fires burned their eyes, none made any attempt to move or avoid the shifting haze. The sun had long since set when the fires burned low and the warriors returned to their campfires to eat now that the dead were honored. Some drank from horns and stared into the fires, thankful to have lived through another battle. Others passed around long wooden pipes and recalled the day’s skirmishes in bold voices. Away from the crowds, Cheytan and Nikoma sat beside a small fire, talking in low voices.

“If you ask me, this is a waste of time,” Cheytan said. “We will be here a couple of days at most, then the League will drive us off the Trade Road. We don’t have the numbers to block Marshal Innsbruck’s wagon train.”

“Maybe not,” Nikoma said. “But we don’t have to cut them from off from resupplying, only give them cause to leave enough men at their backs that they cannot assault Fordstown in full strength.”

“Forgive me, oh wise commander,” Cheytan said with a grin. “And thanks again. You saved my life today.”

Nikoma cleared her throat and looked away from her fellow captain into the fire. “You would have done the same for me.”

Cheytan leaned over and gave her a playful push. “Like hell I would have,” Cheytan said. “You wouldn’t catch me throwing myself at a knight in armor to save your sorry rear.” He followed the statement with a wink.

“Huh,” Nikoma said in mock anger. “That’s the last time I will, then!”

But Cheytan wasn’t listening. His face narrowed in concern, and he scooted over to place his hand on Nikoma’s forehead. “You are bleeding again from that cut.”

“Oh.” Nikoma didn’t know what else to say. She realized he was very close and was waiting for her reaction.

A second slid by and then another. Nikoma was at a loss for words, unsure of what was happening or how to proceed. Anxiety filled her chest — good or bad she couldn’t decide.

Before either of them could do anything else, however, the sound of horse hooves filled the air, shattering the moment. Cheytan dropped his hand and a fleeting hurt crossed his face. Angry at herself and thanking her lucky stars at the same time, Nikoma stood in concern. In the middle of camp, a dozen men bearing the warpaint of Long Scar’s tribe leapt from their horses, followed by two of King Garrid’s outriders. The group made straight for the war tent, Nikoma and Cheytan close behind.

The news traveled faster than they however, and by the time the group made it to the tipi, the king and his commander were waiting for them. Both Garrid and Temur exchanged concerned looks when they recognized the riders.

“Warriors of Long Scar,” King Garrid said. “What brings you to our camp? Is something amiss in the south?”

“My king,” a rider with long black hair braided with red-tailed hawk feathers stepped forward and bowed. “The news we bring is bad: an army of Vhaldissi mercenaries has taken the Yudawas Pass and are marching for the Khanhorn.”

Chapter 45

Revan Teutevar — Milleux Manor, the Grand Ballroom

Revan worked his way through the crowd, avoiding Milleux and the spavaldos. As the host of the party and one of Vhaleons’ most prominent figures, the merchant commanded a large group of sycophants eager to share a few words with him. Aided by the distraction, Revan pushed through the back of the gathering toward the grand staircase. 

With his best look of disdain and nonchalance, Revan strode up the grand staircase. Here and there, the elite mingled with drinks and dry laughter. Most were packed into tight circles, discouraging any unwanted bystander from inviting himself to join the conversation. On either side of the stairs, two guards stood, as still as statues. 

Revan passed them and feigned interest in a garish painting of a pale, plain-looking woman with dark, flat hair and a thin smile. He continued to pretend to admire the artwork until several other people came and went from the terrace. Out of the corner of his eye, he studied the guard. Although they were probably monitoring the guests from the corner of their eyes as well, Revan spotted a place between a statue of a minotaur goring a man and large painted vase where he was certain neither could see him.

 He was just about to saunter toward the vase when a hand grabbed his shoulder. He spun around, hand on his dirk and came face to face with Maurice.

“You!” Revan exclaimed. He had no idea how the innkeeper had made it inside the manor. After his recent run-in with Sevenday, there was no way he’d been invited, and his face was still a motley array of bruises and cuts that couldn’t be concealed even behind copious amounts of face powder.

“Shh!” Maurice whispered. He was bedecked in mustard and pea green silks. The lace had probably once been white, but now matched the shade of the innkeeper’s yellowed teeth. “I’m not supposed to be here!”

“What are you doing here?” Revan asked, narrowing his eyes. He doubted Milleux would invite Maurice to his highbrow party after ransacking the inn and kidnapping the man’s daughter. “How did you get in?”

“Please, you have to help me find my darling Giselle,” Maurice said, shaking his clasped hands at Revan. “She’s all I’ve got left!”

“I’m trying,” Revan hissed. He glanced at the guards to see if they were watching. “Now leave me alone before we’re both kicked out!”

Maurice stepped back, his beady eyes darting to and fro. “Indeed…” he said, giving Revan an appraising look. “But perhaps I won’t be in need of your assistance, monsieur. Guards!” 

An instant later, the sharp prick of a dagger nicked the small of his back through his clothes.

“I’ve got you now, you northern dog!” Danton’s voice of triumph rang in his ear. 

Revan glared at Maurice, who shrugged, a look of innocence on his face. Although Revan had failed to notice it before, sometime during their conversation, the balcony had cleared of all its occupants. Shamus would never know anything happened until Revan failed to appear outside of the office. Brinhold was lying wounded in Mark’s bed across town. I’m on my own.

“He wasn’t lying, you know,” Danton said. “We do have the maggot’s daughter, although how such a pretty little thing ever came from scum like that, I do not know. I admit, I didn’t believe him when he said he could deliver you to me, but I suppose even a rat like Maurice can surprise you. Shall we go for a bit of a walk?”

Before either Danton or Maurice could move, Revan’s left fist lashed out and found the innkeeper’s nose. The man’s head popped backward, and he let out a squeal, clutching his face with both hands. The dagger in his back dug in a little tighter, but Danton was chuckling.

“Don’t try that with me, boy,” he said. “Now, walk.”

Revan held his hands out in front of him and Danton prodded him from the balcony, past the guards down the hall. Maurice followed next to Revan, blood flowing from his now-crooked nose. Revan did his best to maintain a level expression. The three of them were making their way to the office of Sylas Milleux.

 

Shamus McCaffler — Milleux Manor, the Gardens

Shamus awoke in the cool evening air with the worst headache he’d ever encountered — numerous late nights of merrymaking in his young life included. The leprechaun held his pounding head in both hands and blinked. To his right, the servant was still passed out on the tile of the terrace, a thin trail of drool dangling from the edge of his mouth. 

The leprechaun stood, then fell to his knees as his vision spun. He groaned and pulled another herb from one of his hidden pouches and chewed as fast as he could. Soon, the bitter taste filled his mouth and nostrils, and the pounding subsided. Shamus glanced around — the two were still alone.

The unfortunate man moaned and rolled onto his side. “I don’t think so,” Shamus said. Angry at himself allowing his own drug to knock him out, he was in no mood for finesse. The leprechaun grabbed the pitcher of wine from the table and took a long draught before smashing the empty container over the top of the waking man’s head. 

Before anyone came to investigate the sound, Shamus stripped the unconscious man’s uniform. Next, he tied the servant’s hands and wrists and wrapped a gag around his mouth. With an awkward heave, he pulled the man on to the top of the overlook’s short wall. He looked down at the distance to the garden below.

“Hmm, it’s a bit far down, to be sure…” With a shrug, the leprechaun tipped the man over the edge. Shamus nodded in approval when the unconscious servant landed amidst a large hedge shaped like a pig. Once in the man’s uniform, Shamus cleared his throat and tugged at the front of the orange tunic he now wore. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped away the powder on his face and then strode from the overlook as if nothing had happened.

 

It was fortunate Sylas Milleux’s party was large enough that all of the servants working together didn’t normally share shifts, otherwise Shamus would have been found out at once. As it was, he still stuck out a sore thumb with his ruddy complexion and poorly dyed hair. Luckily, most of the staff were engrossed with taking orders and carrying trays to and fro. 

By now, dessert was beginning to appear on many of the platters. Shamus’ stomach rumbled every time one of the kitchen staff passed by him and a waft from a steaming pie or tart flirted with his bulbous nose. When he reached the kitchen, he found a bustling, chaotic monster spewing tasty delicacies from over a dozen ovens. Chefs waded through the crowd of servants, shouted to their assistants and waving hands in exasperation. All the while, scores of special requests bombarded the thick, aroma-filled air.

Through the hustle and bustle of servants, and kitchen staff, Shamus spotted the dumbwaiter chute across the room. The small wooden door sat atop one of the kitchen counters. There was no way he could climb inside without drawing the attention of the whole kitchen. The leprechaun paused and snatched a loaf of steaming bread as it flew by. He tore a large chunk from the loaf and chewed while his almond eyes roved around. When they landed on the ovens, he smiled through a mouthful of bread.

Shamus approached the ovens, the heat of the kitchen fires drawing beads of sweat. He wiped a hand across his forehead and grimaced. The back of his hand was black — a mixture of sweat and dye. Soon, his entire hair coloring would melt and the ruse would be up. Alarmed, Shamus realized he had only a few minutes to enact his plan. He pretended to check the bread rising in the ovens and tossed something into the glow of the cooking coals below.

“You!” someone shouted. Shamus turned around to see one of the cooks standing with his hands on his hips, glowering. “Get away from my oven, the bread will be done when it is done!”

Shamus mumbled an apology and made his way with all haste to the opposite side of the kitchens where the chute was located. He sipped at a goblet of cider and dabbed the sweat from his brow. Each time the handkerchief was stained a darker shade of grey. A few minutes passed by and Shamus began to doubt that his plan would work. By now, he wagered Revan would have disabled the guard and waited outside of the office. Every passing moment ticked away at the already slim chance their plan would work. 

Resolved to climb in the chute regardless of who saw him, Shamus hopped on the counter and turned to open the little wooden door when a whistling and clanking filled the room. Across the kitchen cooks and servants alike ran in fright as an acrid smoke billowed from beneath the ovens. Shamus grinned as the whistling increased in pitched and the clanking doubled in intensity. Servants fled from the kitchen in droves, and a green haze filled the room.

Just as Shamus settled into the waiter chute and closed the door, the clinker coin went off with a deafening bang, just as Rodrigo had warned. Hidden away in the chute, Shamus shook a fist in celebration and grinned in silent triumph. Hand over hand, he began to pull himself to the second floor of the estate with the rope running down the back side of the chute.

 

Revan Teutevar — Milleux Manor, Sylas Milleux’s Office

Seated with his hands tied to the back of an uncomfortable, straight-backed chair, Revan couldn’t help but smile when he heard the muffled explosion below, followed by the metallic smoke that seeped through the dumbwaiter chute. His enjoyment melted into fear. If Shamus continued up the chute as planned, the leprechaun would end up in the same predicament as Revan. Danton had left after securing Revan and Maurice to the chairs, but for how long, Revan didn’t know. 

“What is that noise?” Maurice asked. He was facing the opposite direction and, although he couldn’t see the door to the chute, he could hear the rolling pulley as Shamus began his ascent. Revan gritted his teeth and glanced back and forth between the chute and the office doors across the room to his left.

“Shamus!” Revan hissed, trying to keep his voice low. “Shamus!”

Unable to hear his warning, the leprechaun tumbled from the door of the chute. He lay on the ground, coughing and retching from the smoke. 

“What is going on?” Maurice demanded to know and tossed his head from side to side in an effort to see behind him.

 Shamus looked up and his eyes widened when he saw Revan halfway across the room, tied to the chair. The leprechaun’s face was dark from the smoke and spotted with darker lines where the dye bled from his hair. He opened his mouth to speak but closed it again as Revan shook his head until it looked like it would fly off.

Revan jerked his head toward the chute. Shamus cocked an eyebrow and held up his hands in question. Behind Revan, the lock on the office door clicked, and the sound of the handle turning caught the leprechaun’s attention. On all fours, Shamus shuffled back into the chute and shut the door just as the sound of footsteps filled the room.

Chapter 46

General Arund, the White Knight — Hubress

Soon after, the Emorans arrived. Arund was surprised to see Raul himself rode at their head. The Emoran Warlord was garbed in fine red clothing over which he wore a gold-trimmed breastplate. The spurs on his boots and his horse’s saddle and reins were bedecked in similar finery. The conquistadors who rode with him wore less expensive, yet still ornate, gear.

Raul slide from his spirited horse with ease born of a lifetime in the saddle. When he reached the bottom of the Forum steps, he swept the curved morion helmet from his head and sank into a kneeling bow. The rest of his men did the same.

“Arise, take a place at my side,” Arund said, waving a hand to the Emorans. In addition to the gigantic marble chair he used for his throne, Arund also had the Jotun position several smaller, yet similar seats around his. In the midst of the tumbledown Forum, it was an efficient, if inelegant, arrangement. No doubt there were finer courts in Peldrin, but with the White Knight at its center, few commanded as much respect. The Zurel in their leering wildcat masks stood at Arund’s side further added to the White Knight’s powerful presence.

“I admit I’m surprised to see you, my lord,” Arund said to Raul once he’d take a seat. “I had thought you too preoccupied to visit my humble abode in person.”

“Ah, but this news I would have had reach you by no means other than my own tongue,” Raul said. “The final line has been drawn in Emora, general. Every warlord that has not sided with that camel’s ass of a brother of mine has joined our cause. War has begun.”

“The best news I’ve heard in a fortnight,” Arund said. “I just returned from a visit to Corr. As suspected, King Kalevi was disinclined to join us. Even so, I left him with a message he won’t soon forget.”

Raul twirled his mustachio and grinned. “I am certain you did, general. If I may ask, when do you intend to move against them?”

“Borgost will be given the command to attack as soon as I can send a messenger,” Arund said. “I intend to send a handful of the Jotun and Periwaneth warchiefs north as well, depending on what assistance you require to the south.”

“I will take whatever aid you are willing to send me,” Raul said. “If I may be frank, the Periwaneth and Jotun are hard to command, but it seems my brother has allied himself with the star-cursed Julkari, believe it or not. We’ll be fighting them on our eastern border while we squash Rufio’s alliance within Emora.”

Arund waved a hand, and one of the Zurel spread a large, buffalo-hide map of eastern Peldrin in the circle of marble chairs. Once it was unrolled, Arund stood from his throne and pointed to several locations with the tip of his sword.

“Borgost will send armies at Corr and Julkar both,” he said, making a sweeping motion with the sword blade. “Half of the Periwaneth and Jotun forces will march into Corr, razing every village and town they come across until King Kalevi has his fill of it and is ready to be more open to discussion. Meanwhile, the rest of the Jotun and Periwaneth warriors are prepared to move south and aid you against the Julkari.”

Raul watched the White Knight lay out the campaign and rubbed his chin in thought. “This is a good plan,” he said. “Pardon my curiosity, but what will the Periwaneth women and children do? You’ve brought their entire race into the Redlands, and, if I may say so, I cannot feed them all forever, my general.”

Arund regarded Raul in silence and spun the tip of his sword like a top. “Have I overreached your generosity, my lord?” he asked.

Raul shifted in his seat, but his face remained calm. The warlord would have been mad not to fear the White Knight, but he was man enough not to be intimidated by him. “Of course not, general,” he said, picking of his words. Raul knew he was in a tight spot. “I only ask because the coming war may require me to… reallocate some of my resources.”

“The Periwaneth villagers will be moved here, to Hubress,” Arund said. “It is high time my capital is populated once more. Borgost has sent all we need to clear the land and plant crops. By fall, the Periwaneth will largely feed themselves.”

The conquistadors exchanged baffled glances. Raul himself was at a loss for words. Had he been any man other than the White Knight before him, he would have told them they were insane. Nothing grew in the Withered Redlands, not since the fall of the Republic. Crops had begun to fail years before that.

Arund, sensing the warlord’s disbelief, broke the awkward silence with a cold smile. “You let me worry about agriculture, my lord. You’ve got enough concerns on your hands.”

Raul stood and gave a stiff bow, his previous air of friendliness replaced with hesitation. “As you say, general. I am afraid we cannot stay longer. I must return and prepare to ride for war.”

“Of course, Lord Raul,” Arund said. “May the stars shine in your favor.”

“Our favor, general,” Raul said, recovering some of his tact.

Arund nodded. “Indeed.”

 

From Hubress’ southern wall, Arund watched the Emorans ride off into the surrounding hills. Raul’s visit had given the White Knight plenty to think about, the most pressing of which was the warlord’s faith in him. 

I’ll have to keep a closer eye on him, Arund decided. But then again, is his disbelief any more lacking than my own? The Shadows had promised him many great things, including the restoration of the Withered Redlands. How they intended to do that, Arund didn’t know. Slim chance that it was, his odds were still better with their help than without it. 

Arund couldn’t deny that a power was growing in the depths of Hubress. Whenever he drew closer to the pool, it was as if embers sparked in his blood. In my favor or not, well…that remains to be seen.

Chapter 47

Harlan Longmire  — The Withered Redlands

True to Rowan’s word, the Periwaneth had them surrounded. They drifted in like smoke out of the gloom from every which way with weapons aimed at the group. Harlan could tell by their hairstyles and warpaint that they were a different tribe than the ones the group had skirted earlier in the day. At first, Harlan thought one or two of the leprechauns would be able to slip away, but when dozens of Periwaneth continued to materialize from the darkness, he knew it was hopeless. Yet somehow, when he turned to say something to Regg, the woman was gone.

“You!” A large Periwaneth man with bone piercings through the bridge of his nose poked Harlan with a spear. “Where did the woman go?”

Harlan shrugged and did his best to appear casual. In truth, he was as mystified as his captor at Regg’s disappearance, and he said as much. 

“I’m just as surprised as you are, friend.”

The Periwaneth warrior reversed his spear and jabbed Harlan in the stomach with the butt of the shaft. The aging man bent over double while his captor shouted. “Don’t you lie to me, westerner! She was standing right there.”

Before the warrior could strike Harlan again, Angus stepped between them, his hand raised in a calming gesture. “Let’s all be taking it easy, now. There’s no need to be getting excited, sure, there’s not. The woman you saw, she’s not one of us — there’s something unnatural about her. We only came across her a couple of days ago ourselves. Sure, she doesn’t eat or sleep, and her eyes glow at times with a golden light. It’s best she’s gone, bucko.”

The Periwaneth warriors in hearing distance all stopped in the midst of tying their captives and looked at Angus. Inside, the leprechaun chieftain thanked the stars for the superstitious nature of the Periwaneth. In the starlight, Harlan could tell those who understood their language by their wide eyes and worried glances.  A few murmured to one another in a strange, bestial tongue while others drew star-shaped patterns with their fingers in front of their faces — a sign to ward off evil, Harlan guessed.

The man who’d struck Harlan with his spear narrowed his eyes. Although he didn’t make the star sign, he let the issue drop. Soon, the entire group were bound together in a long line with coarse-woven rope and were led northwest at spear-point. A fight broke out between three of the Periwaneth when the warriors went to mount the horses. The warrior who’d struck Harlan seemed to be the leader of the war party and threw the quarrelers apart with a rough command in their strange tongue. From then on, the warriors led the horses and none were ridden.

Harlan estimated it was around midnight when they at last reached the Periwaneth camp. Although the hour was late, torches and campfires showed women and old men talking in low voices while in the process of mundane camp tasks. When the warriors and their captives drew into the firelight, the Periwaneth broke into shrieking, yipping cheers. Harlan saw children with dirt-covered faces and matted hair peek out to watch the spectacle from several different tents. 

The warriors checked the prisoners’ bindings and divided them into smaller groups. Each group was tied together and placed inside one of the Periwaneth’s hide-tents with a guard posted outside. The tents were similar to the tipis of the Simarru but round and low to the ground without peaks. Before the tent flap closed and the torchlight disappeared, Harlan saw they were made of interwoven branches.

“No talk. We cut your tongues out,” the guard warned before leaving them in the dark.

After a few minutes passed, Harlan whispered to the other three captives tied to him. “Might as well get some rest tonight, boys; we won’t be going anywhere until we can think of a plan.”

The leprechaun twins, Covey and Cowen, settled down with what space the bindings allowed them and went to sleep. Pewter Pete sighed, and Harlan heard him rustling around in the dark.

“I told you I didn’t like it boss!”

Chapter 48

Shamus McCaffler — Sylas Milleux’s Office

Through a thin gap between the boards of the dumbwaiter door, Shamus watched Sylas Milleux enter the room, flanked by Josephine and Danton. Milleux swept aside his gold and silver cape and took a seat in the chair behind his desk, hidden from Shamus’ limited view. Josephine and Danton stood to either side of him.

“Where is my daughter?!” Maurice shouted, rocking back and forth on his chair. “Where is Giselle? I’ve done as you asked, Milleux, now give her back!”

“You fool,” the merchant said. “Your daughter’s been working for me for months trying to pay off your debts. I know you’ve been holding out on me though, you little weasel. You’ll get her back, thanks to her good work, but Fortuna’s is mine regardless.” Maurice started to protest, but Danton walked across the room and struck him in the back with the pommel of his sword. The innkeeper’s head slumped onto his chest, and he fell silent.

Both Revan and Shamus couldn’t believe their ears. Giselle had betrayed them. 

To Revan, it was like a frozen punch in the stomach. His thoughts raced to Brin, alone and helpless in the so-called safe house — better he’d been killed in the duel than the end he would meet now. It was all a setup. From the moment they’d set foot in Vhaleons, they’d been led along like puppets on a string. Now the jig is up. 

“Well, well,” Sylas said, snatching Revan from his brooding. “You’ve caused quite a stir in my city, Revan Teutevar.”

Revan glared at the merchant but remained silent. Shamus cringed every time his friend’s eyes wandered to the chute where the leprechaun was hiding. His only weapon was a small dagger — he wouldn’t stand a chance fighting off two armed spavaldos, even with the element of surprise.

“Are you surprised?” Sylas asked. “I know everything that happens in Vhaleons and everything of importance across western Peldrin. I knew you were coming to Vhaleons before you ever stepped foot through the gates.”

Puppets on a string indeed. “So why’d you wait all this time to introduce yourself?” Revan asked.

Sylas’ laughter reached Shamus’ ears. “I do appreciate your jests, especially considering the current predicament you’re in.” 

Shamus caught the glint of Sylas’ rings when the merchant leaned forward and rested his hands on the desk. “I didn’t need to introduce myself. I knew if I spun my webs right, you’d land right here where I wanted you. How does that feel, knowing you were manipulated so easily?”

Revan said nothing and continued to stare in the direction of the merchant with a scowl. Sylas laughed and poured himself a goblet of wine. Shamus saw the vessel disappear behind the chair before the merchant returned it with a sigh. 

“Much better,” he said. “You needn’t worry about your deal with Rodrigo. That scoundrel will be taken care of. Before the night’s end, he’ll have no need for my navigational charts.”

Revan remained silent and Milleux laughed again, this time with a harder edge. “Did you really think I didn’t know about his little plan? I helped it along! Once I knew you had a clinker coin, I instructed Giselle to point you in his direction. I knew why he’d come here and what he wanted. Now, Rodrigo will get what he deserves — that Emoran snake. Luckily, your life and the lives of your friends are of somewhat greater value.”

Next to Revan, Danton frowned. “The northern singer was to be mine —” Before he could say more, Josephine nudged him hard and silenced him with an even harder look.

“And why wouldn’t you kill us?” Revan asked. “We know Lucas Sevenday was spying on the Simarron.”

“Those are dangerous things to say, Revan,” Sylas said. “If you enjoy your life, I’d advise you to keep them to yourself. Especially about things you don’t understand.”

“Why don’t you enlighten me, then?” Revan said.

 There was a creaking noise, and Shamus guessed Sylas was leaning back in his chair. “Not many people know it, but I was born into a dirt-poor farming family. My father was a hardworking farmer, who toiled from dusk to dawn to keep us fed. But no matter how hard he worked, we never could get out of debt. Eventually, we lost our farm to the tax collector and moved to Vhaleons where my father became a dockworker and my mother a seamstress. Still, we barely made ends meet. My parents couldn’t afford to keep my sister and me, so off we went to the orphanage. It was a miserable experience — beatings from caretakers and the other children, too many chores and no play. Even so, I gained skills I never could have at home: I learned my numbers, and I learned to read and write.”

Shamus rolled his eyes at Sylas’ dramatic pause. “It was then that I ran away from the orphanage and found a place working at a guild warehouse, keeping inventory. I watched the merchants and bankers and I realized: commerce, not monarchs with soldiers, rule the world. Countries may play their petty political games, but in the end, it’s the merchants and banks who have the final say. No matter how hard my father worked, he could never beat the tax collector’s interest, but I’d found a way to become something more than a child abandoned by destitute parents.”

“And now you’re the biggest merchant in Vhaldais,” Revan said. “Your touching story makes me tear right up.”

“Oh, by the end of the night I intend to be much more than that,” Sylas said. He stood and walked around the table, where he drained his goblet and adjusted his shirt to remove the wrinkles. “You won’t make many friends with such a bitter attitude, Revan. Lucky for you, I’m a patient man. Untie him, Danton. There’s something I’d like to show you that may change your mind, my boy.”

 Danton freed Revan of his bindings on the chair, but his arms were still bound separately. The spavaldo lifted him from his seat and pushed Revan toward the door. From somewhere unseen, Maurice let out a muffled shout and a thumping sound suggested he was rocking back and forth in his chair.

“Ah yes, I’d almost forgotten about you, Maurice,” Sylas said. He crossed in front of the table and out of Shamus’ sight, presumably to speak face-to-face with the innkeeper. “You’ve been double-dealing me too long. I’ve grown weary of squeezing coins from you, especially with all the money I hear you’re making on the side, behind my back. And now, thanks to Revan here, you’ve heard too much to keep your worthless life.”

There was a muffled squealing as Maurice protested Sylas’ accusations the best he could from behind the gag.

“It’s too late for that, Maurice,” Sylas said. “Even your darling daughter can’t save you this time.”

Sylas joined Revan and Danton at the door, where Josephine was also waiting, hands clasped behind her back. “Kill him,” Sylas said and waved a hand in Maurice’s direction. “Dump the body in the sewers. When you’re done with that, find that cursed leprechaun and bring him to me. We’ll be downstairs. There’s something I’d like to show our friend Revan.”

Chapter 49

Captain Nikoma — The Simarru camp

Shouts of alarm ran through the warriors within hearing distance. Before the messenger could continue, King Garrid summoned him inside the war tent. The rest of Long Scar’s riders were immediately set up by the warriors in camp, men and women eager to know about the mercenaries and their movement. Before following the king inside the tent, Temur motioned for Nikoma and Cheytan to follow.

Inside, the king was already drilling the messenger. “How many? How long ago were they seen?”

The messenger was flustered under the barrage of questions from King Garrid. “Sire, we left the Khanhorn a little over a week ago and rode as hard as we could to find you. When we left, the army was marching north, toward the capital. At their pace, Long Scar estimated it would be a little over two weeks before they reached the Khanhorn.”

“Only two weeks?” The king’s voice rose to a shout. “How was it they were allowed to go so far undetected?”

“Forgive me, sire, but there are few tribes along the eastern slope of the Brutins this time of year,” the messenger said, eyes on the ground. “Especially now, when everyone has gathered to the Khanhorn. The garrison at the pass must have been attacked before they could raise the alarm. It is not known if the queen commanded the attack or not.”

“My king, if I may.” Garrid nodded and Temur turned to the messenger. “What type of warriors and what are their numbers?”

“We only have a rough estimate, but there are enough to siege the Khanhorn,” the messenger said. “Pikemen and crossbowmen and few light horse along with small siege equipment. All professional condotierri.”

King Garrid cursed, and Nikoma dodged to the side when the king kicked a wicker basket past her. “Temur, you are in command now. I will take a third of our force and ride south to join with Long Scar. We will drive these mercenary scum from our lands, and then I will ride to Vhaldais and squeeze those money mongers one by one until I find out who is responsible!”

“My king,” Temur said and placed a hand on the copper bracer the king wore on his wrist. “Let us not be hasty. Our presence is needed here. As you say, we should send aid to Chief Long Scar, but until Fordstown falls or the League army retreats, you must remain here. If the League has allied with Vhaldais or one of its merchant guilds, we cannot allow them to dictate our actions.”

“Do not presume to tell me my place, minghan!” King Garrid shouted. His thick hands bunched in fists, and his eyes were bugged and wild. Nikoma and the rest of the tent’s occupants took a step back from the king and his commander. Even in the face of Garrid’s anger, Temur was not dissuaded.

“You named me minghan of your riders for my counsel,” he said in a low voice. “If you do not wish to hear it any longer, dismiss me from you side.”

King Garrid puffed up his cheeks and blew out a deep gust of air. His hand’s unclenched, and he set one on the minghan’s shoulder. “Damn you, Temur, forgive me. You speak the truth. As much as it pains me not to ride to my new wife’s aid, we cannot forsake the Lorish. We will send as many warriors as we can spare south, but I will remain here.”

 

As soon as the king’s order was given, the war council dismissed to make preparations and determine who would ride south to the aid of the Khanhorn. Nikoma was halfway out of the king’s tipi when Garrid’s hand landed on her shoulder.

“Arban Nikoma,” he said. “I would have words with you.”

Caught off guard, Nikoma nodded. “Of course, my king.”

Garrid waited until they were the only two remaining in the tipi and then invited her to sit on one of the rugs placed around the embers of the fire. Once she was seated, the king took his place across the fire from her. 

“What are your thoughts on the condotierri attack, arban?” he asked.

Nikoma stared into the dying fire and tried to gather her thoughts, still unsure why she was there. “I am certain the queen and my father will be able to deal with the mercenaries, my king. It is unfortunate that we must weaken ourselves here, but the protection of the Khanhorn is most important.”

Garrid nodded, a serious expression on his face. “Very political of you, Nikoma,” he said, the mock seriousness fading into a chuckle. “But you are right, we must protect our own. Do you know why I asked you ride north with me, despite your father’s objections?”

Nikoma was glad for the dim light that hid her embarrassment. It was well known throughout the camp that Long Scar had sent numerous riders north asking both the king and Nikoma herself to return to the Khanhorn. No one dared joke about it to her face, but she’d heard what was said. But if Garrid knew anything about it, he wasn’t bringing it up.

“No, my king,” she said.

Garrid leaned forward and waited until their eyes met before continuing. “Your brothers are brave and fierce and great warriors, but in you I see your father’s fire carried on. It’s that fire that has always pulled you out of Long Scar’s shadow, while your brothers are content to dwell in it. He knows and sees that as well as I, and he is proud of it, even if he resents the stubbornness that results.”

Uncomfortable from the king’s compliment, Nikoma shifted on the rug, eyes wandering around the tipi. “Thank you, my king.”

“Not given to flattery, either,” Garrid said. “Good. If I were not certain about my decision before, I am now. It is my wish to elevate you to the rank of jagun and have you lead our warriors who ride south to defend the Khanhorn.”

Nikoma’s mind went blank. Whatever she’d been expecting, it hadn’t been this. Jagun was two full stations above her — arban were supposed to be promoted to tayban first — and only second in Simarru rank to minghan, Temur’s ranking. Nikoma knew it was a great honor the king sought to place on her and also a great responsibility. There were only a dozen or so jagun commanders in the entire Simarron. 

This will show him, Nikoma thought of her father and then of all the warriors mocking her behind her back. This will show them all. But as soon as it hit her, another realization curdled her stomach. But it means I will have to return south and place myself under his command. Even though Queen Guinevere ruled, Long Scar was still chief and leader of the warriors. The king watched her wrestle with the decision in patient silence, and Nikoma felt as if he were reading her mind.

She knew what they’d all think as well: that the only reason she’d became a jagun was because of her father. The thought left a bitter taste in her mouth. Never one to seek approval from the crowd, Nikoma wanted respect nonetheless.

The king, sensing her distress, placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t you think on it? I do not need an answer until morning.”

Remember what the king said, a voice in her head reminded her, stay out of his shadow. 

“I am sorry, my king, but I must refuse this honor,” she said at last, bowing her head. Even as she spoke the words, a wave of relief passed her. Whatever honor and respect I will earn, it will be here, in battle against the League, not beneath my father’s thumb.

Garrid continued to study her and then rose from his seat. The motion was stiff and Nikoma heard several of his joints crack. For the first time, she noticed the dark circles around the king’s eyes.

“No apology needed, arban,” he said with a smile. Nikoma stood, and the king walked around the fire, placing both his hands on both her shoulders in a Simarru farewell. “There is plenty of need here for a brave warrior such as yourself.”

“Thank you, my king,” Nikoma said, thoughts still a whirlwind. 

The king motioned toward the door. “Get some rest, Nikoma. There is much to be done in the coming days.”

“Yes, my king,” she said and turned for the open tipi flap, aware of the offer she was leaving behind.

“One more thing,” the king said, causing her to turn. “Don’t worry — your father does not know and will not hear a word of this conversation.”

Nikoma nodded and left, unsure if she’d made the best or worst decision of her young life.

Chapter 50

Shamus McCaffler — Sylas Milleux’s Office

Shamus waited for Josephine to turn and cross the room before he lifted the door from the dumbwaiter and slid onto the floor, hidden from the spavalda’s view by the desk and chair.

“I really don’t enjoy killing cowardly men,” Josephine said. In response, Maurice squealed and the sound of chair legs thumping on the floor quickened. “It’s disgusting, and my talents are better served fighting a worthwhile opponent.”

Sliding forward like a snake, Shamus peaked around the corner of the desk. Josephine was facing away from him, weaving something in her fingers. Shamus guessed it was a garrote to choke the life out of the sweating innkeeper. As she continued to speak, he glanced at a large vase resting on the corner of the desk above him.

“It’s even worse that you’re such a fat man,” Josephine said. “I’ll have to have one of the guards haul your corpse down to the sewers. I certainly will not be throwing out my back to dispose of you. Plus, it really smells terrible down there.”

Shamus reached around to the pouch on the back of his belt. His hopes sank when he felt that it was empty. This time, there would be no sleeping powder. He looked back and forth between the vase on the edge of the desk and Josephine, who was still oblivious to his presence. The leprechaun swallowed and clenched his tongue between his teeth, reaching up for the vase.

“And then there is the matter of the leprechaun,” Josephine continued. Maurice was rocking frantically on his chair, in more danger of tipping over and breaking his neck than of being choked. Meanwhile, Shamus’ fingertips edged the vase toward the corner of the desk, bit by bit.

“Stop your rocking about, you fat fool. Why not make this easier for both of us?”

Lucky for Shamus, Maurice refused to obey Josephine’s command. With a final gargle, the innkeeper managed to push the gag from between his teeth and howled for help. The noise of the condemned man covered the sound of the vase as it teetered out of Shamus grasp and landed squarely on his head. With a silent curse, the leprechaun slipped back behind the cover of the desk and hefted the amphora in both hands, testing the weight. It was heavier than he’d anticipated. But the heavier the better for this job. He slipped one hand inside and waited for his chance.

“There’s no use screaming, no one will hear you up here,” Josephine said. Shamus peeked around the corner of the desk and saw her bent over Maurice, her back facing Shamus.

“Please!” Maurice bawled. “I’ll do anything! What do you want from me? Gold? My inn? Take it all!”

“Hmm,” Josephine lifted a hand to her chin in mock thought. “No, I do not think I am much suited to be an innkeeper.”

“Agh!” Maurice choked as the garrote cut off further pleas. Shamus saw his opportunity. In one movement, he leapt up from behind the desk and hurled the heavy vase at the back of Josephine’s head. Had his aim been true, she would have been incapacitated. As it was, the desk ornament struck her in the neck and the bottom of her head, not even stunning the spavalda.

Josephine howled like a cat with its tail stepped on and whipped around. Before she could draw her sword or even a dagger, Shamus barreled into her, sending them both over the top of Maurice, who was lying tied to the chair on his side. As they struggled to fight for dominance, Josephine let out a string of curses that would have turned even Shamus’ already ruddy ears even redder had he not been fighting for his life. 

They rolled away from Maurice, arms locked and legs entwined like a pair of violent lovers. Fighting to wrap his hands around Josephine’s neck, he lost the grip on one of her hands. With her free hand, she went for the dagger at his belt. Seeing her plan, Shamus pushed away. With another scream and a vicious slash, the blade flashed a hair’s breadth from the leprechaun’s orange beard. 

Josephine leapt at him. Shamus raised an arm, closed his eyes and gritted his teeth in anticipation of the attack, but the dagger in the spavalda’s hand never struck. Shamus opened his eyes and saw Josephine sprawled out in front of him on the floor, tripped over Maurice’s face.

Before the spavalda could recover, Shamus stomped on the hand that held his dagger. With a small cry of pain, Josephine’s grip released, but her other hand shot out and grabbed Shamus’ ankle, yanking him to the ground. Shamus’ head hit the ground — the rug covering the stone floor did nothing to pad the blow. Dazed, he was helpless as Josephine kicked the dagger from his hand and wrapped her fingers around his throat.

“I have you now, you little orange bastard!” she hissed.

Shamus was aware of only the smooth rim of the vase, teasing his fingertips just out of reach. He swallowed and went limp, all the while, the fingers of his left hand wiggling to grip the vase.

“Will you come quietly?” Josephine asked through gritted teeth. The anger made a vein pulse along her forehead, the ugliness inside bursting beneath the surface of her outer beauty. “I confess, I really, really, want to cut your hairy head off, leprechaun, so you had best come quietly.”

Shamus gave the tiniest of nods. Finally, his middle finger looped inside the rim of the vase, and he reeled it in to his grasp. “Whatever you say, my dear.” 

Josephine smirked and pulled back a fraction. “Good ans—”

Shamus swung the vase as hard as he could into the side of the spavalda’s head and she collapsed in a heap on top of him. He rolled Josephine to the side and winced at the collections of bruises all over his body. A large bump was already forming on the side of her head and blood trickled from her nose, but Josephine was still breathing.

“What is going on in there?”

At the sound of the guard’s voice Shamus jumped to his feet and threw himself at the door, sliding the lock shut. Outside, the guard pounded on the door. Before Josephine could wake, Shamus tied her hands and legs together and stuffed the spavalda under Sylas Milleux’s desk. 

“You sir, are a gem among leprechauns!” Maurice said. “Quick, cut me loose!”

“Afraid not,” Shamus said. “Besides, where is it you’re planning on going, eh? The guard isn’t going to be letting you walk out of here.”

Ignoring Maurice’s protests, Shamus scanned the room in search of Sylas Milleux’s safe. He tapped various spots along the walls and frowned when the results were not to his liking. A large thud at the door distracted him from his search. When he turned, a second thud made the doors shudder on their hinges, and Shamus knew his time was running short.

Trying his best not to panic, Shamus searched beneath the rugs, under the desk and within the hearth of the fireplace. The hardwood doors began to give beneath the blows of the guardsmen, but they were buying the leprechaun precious minutes to search. 

“Whore of a Huldru!” Shamus swore. He scanned the upturned room in vain. The blows on the door increased in number and intensity — it sounded like more guards had joined in the assault. Above the fireplace, a portrait of Sylas Milleux looked down with a smug expression at Shamus, almost as if aware of his hopeless situation. Angrily, he threw a chunk of the broken vase at it before realization dawned on him.

“Ye fool of a leprechaun!” Shamus pulled a chair to the hearth and climbed onto the mantle. There was a sound of splintering wood and the head of an ax appeared just above the sliding lock of the door. Shamus pulled the portrait from its hanging and grinned in spite of the severity of the situation. Underneath the picture was a small metal door set in the wall stones. As two more axes showed through the door, Shamus reached for another of his pouches, thankful he hadn’t lost it in the climb through the dumbwaiter or the fight with Josephine.

“There’s no time for finesse, mister leprechaun,” he told himself. Disregarding his lock picks, Shamus withdrew a small wooden tube with a cork in one end and a vial of grey powder. It took all of his willpower to pour the grey powder from the vial into the tube as an axe head burst all the way through the doors. Luckily, it caught itself on the inside of the door and halted the guard’s assault while the owner cursed and tried to wrench it free. 

Shamus set the open end of the wooden tube in the keyhole of the vault and tapped the contents inside. With a last look at the splintered doors, he took a deep breath, cupped his hands and blew into the keyhole.

Purple smoke billowed into Shamus’ face. He coughed and stepped off to the side, glancing at the door with clenched teeth. Through a sizable hole, the angry face of a guard met him. “Stop, thief!”

In spite of the situation, Shamus stuck his tongue out and waggled his hands at the guard, further infuriating the man. As a gloved hand reached through to push open the bolted door, Shamus grabbed the handle of the vault. The metal-eating powder had done its work and the safe swung open as if it had never been locked. But when Shamus saw the contents of the vault his face fell. It was packed full of scrolls, parchment and small bags of precious gems.

“Ah…” Shamus scanned the contents, knowing his time was short. Rodrigo had said the chart was in a dark wooden tube with carvings. In desperation he grabbed a handful of scrolls and papers, stuffing them down the front of his shirt, none of which looked like the description.

The guards had doubled their assault. In desperation, Shamus dug through the papers, until his hand latched onto something in the back of the vault. There was no mistaking the tube from Rodrigo’s description. He turned to leap from the mantle, then paused.

“On second thought…”

Thinking twice, he grabbed the bag of gems as well, just as three guards burst through the door. In the last second, the leprechaun dove into the dumbwaiter and shut the door. While the guards hammered and shouted from outside, Shamus hauled at the ropes, hoping they weren’t smart enough to send men to the kitchens. 

With a jerk, the small platform stopped inside the chute, and Shamus realized the men above were hauling on the rope in an attempt to pull him back up. He gripped harder and his hands burned when the rope slid through his palms. Before he could second guess himself or judge the distance to the kitchen, Shamus drew a small knife from inside his boot and sawed at the rope. It gave way with a snap, and his stomach leapt to his throat. Before Shamus could so much as shout, the small platform plummeted to the ground.

Chapter 51

General Arund, the White Knight  — Cavern beneath Hubress

Once the Emorans were out of sight and night fell, Arund strode toward the gaping wound in the side of the Council Forum hill that marked the entrance to the golden pool and the strange ruins in the bowels of the earth. He could resist the call of the Shadows no longer.

“There he goes again,” Zevan said once Arund disappeared. “What’s he doing down there?”

“Nothing you should worry about, brother,” Zathar said. He’d only been into the cavern a handful of times. Each visit left even him, the leader of the fearless, merciless Zurel, in a cold sweat.

“No good will come of his time down there,” Zunar said. “I know not what the Shadows are, but whatever General Arund is doing, I feel their presence growing. His new friends are no allies of ours, my kin, make no mistake.” 

“Enough!” Zathar hissed. “Tend to the horses and get a fire going. I am ready to eat.”

The Zurel leader’s brothers and sisters glared at Zathar’s command but went about their various tasks in silence. Like the White Knight, the Zurel were frustrated and angry at their wasted journey to Corr. The miles had been long and hard. Even killing the diplomat and his ambushers brought them little satisfaction.

While two of his kin set about building a fire to roast the deer they’d brought down on their journey home, Zathar stole a glance toward the dark hole behind him. He felt the Shadows stir below and a trickle of fear wound its way down his back. Like it or not, he knew his brothers and sisters were right. The White Knight’s new companions were no friends to the Zurel.

 

The silence always made the hair on the back of Arund’s neck stand on end whenever he wound his way through the stone tunnels into the cavern. It was as if the air was dead — every sounded muted by the ominous presence of the Shadows. Although he would never admit it to anyone, Arund knew that without the golden glow of the pool, he wouldn’t dare set foot into the beneath. The thought of being alone in the pitch black with the Shadows’ presence — or lack thereof — terrified even the White Knight.

When Arund rounded the last corner, the Shadows were already hovering over the pool. The sight disturbed the White Knight. When he’d first returned from exile to Hubress, the Shadows were nothing more than a faint whisper heard only within the confines of the cave. At first, just one had emerged, and even then, it couldn’t remain materialized for long. Now, there were two, and they were waiting for him.

Your journey did not go as planned. It wasn’t a question.

“No,” Arund said, the irritation showing in his voice. His frustration made him bolder than usual. “Corr will not join me.”

It matters not. Perhaps now your priorities will be in order. Each day, we grow stronger, but it is not enough.

Although there were multiple Shadows, they still spoke as one, singular voice. Arund ground his teeth and ran his hands through his white hair. “What else would you have me do?” he said, looking around at the golden script etched into the worn stone walls of the chamber. “It is indecipherable, to you, to me and to the Zurel.”

There is one coming who holds the answers to our release. Bring them here and we will break them.

“Who?” Arund said. “Where?”

Our vision is shrouded by the golden one’s approach. Be on your guard.

The Shadows blurred and faded into the air without a sound, leaving Arund angrier than when he’d arrived. Shouting in rage, he drew his sword and dashed it against the chamber’s wall until the weapon fell from his throbbing grip. The White Knight sank to the floor, ragged breath coming in heaving gasps. After a time, he regained his composure and walked to the edge of the pool.

The golden liquid shimmered and flowed like a silent mountain spring. Arund sighed and knelt down at the edge in a meditative position. Although the Shadows drained him with every encounter, the pool rejuvenated both mind and body. 

Arund closed his eyes and let the pool’s rays of light wash over him. Within moments, his coarse breathing slowed, and he sank into a trance.

 

The White Knight flew out of the cavern, his feet hovering above the floor. Outside, the Zurel sat around their fire, picking at the last bones of the half-starved doe they’d roasted. The sun peaked through the gray skies and cast a pale, cold light on the ruins of Hubress and wastelands that engulfed it.

Higher and higher Arund flew, until the Jotun work crews were no bigger than his hands. Although he was unable to move his body, he felt weightless — nothing more than the gray clouds he was ascending into.  Unable to resist, he was pulled westward, and the ground below him began to speed faster and faster, over the Redlands, past the Heimwall and then north from the Simarron Plain to Fordstown. He watched with satisfaction as the tiny antlike armies scurried back and forth, engaged in skirmish. 

Without warning, his body turned and shot toward the southeast. Passing over the Heimwall — no more than a dark line below him — Arund found himself in Emora, the various oases standing out like blue and green warts on the desert’s brown skin. 

The ground below him grew closer and soon, Arund was able to make out various shapes of buildings below. Soon after, he could see armies marching to and fro. The entire country would soon be engulfed in war — several strongholds were already under siege, and it appeared every Emoran warlord was out to claim his share of the violence. Even so, the White Knight knew it would be a one-sided affair. Raul had been careful in picking his allies and weakening his enemies. Rufio and anyone else who opposed them would be overwhelmed. Even without the added Periwaneth mercenaries, all of Emora would soon bow to the White Knight once more.

As he was pulled eastward, Arund saw even more conquistadors leading armies over the border into the jungles of Julkar. Unbeknownst to the Julkari, these invaders were little more than a diversion. Once Julkar’s armies moved to their western border to fight the Emorans, Borgost, the Jotun and Periwaneth would sweep down from the north. If all went according to plan, Julkar would fall within the next two years.

Although Arund fought to stay above the Emora-Julkar border, he found himself pulled north again, back in the direction of Hubress. Soon, the thick jungles of Julkar and the Emoran dunes faded into the bleak, sickened hills of the Withered Redlands. 

Almost to Hubress again, a flash of light erupted before Arund’s eyes, sending a lance of pain through his head. His body yearned to return to Hubress, but another, stronger force pulled him westward one more. Arund’s mouth opened in a wordless scream as the two forces strove and almost pulled him apart. Pain like he’d never known coursed through the White Knight’s body.

At last, the westward pull won out and Arund fought to keep from fainting from the fading agony. His vision flickered in and out and he struggled to see through a gathering fog. Below him, Arund was surprised to see snow drifts covering the ground. There was no mistaking the scene below him: the Withered Redlands, not as they were, but as they’d been weeks before.

That was when he saw her.

Arund’s instincts told him he’d found the person the Shadows had spoken of. The woman ran without rest, eastward, ever eastward. Whether by his will or not, Arund felt himself drawn closer to the figure. Down and down he soared until he could make out the grey streaks in the woman’s auburn hair and the worn lines cutting through the sharp angles of her face, marking her as a Valkyrie. 

Without warning, the woman stopped, as if somehow sensing his presence. She looked from side to side. In the back of his mind, Arund was aware he was in a trance, but even so, he held his breath and did his best to remain silent. Then the woman looked up.

Golden eyes pierced him to throughout his entire body, and Arund’s mouth stretched in a second soundless scream. For the first time, movement returned to his limbs, and he flailed about like a dying thing. Although he did everything he could, Arund’s eyes were pulled toward the woman’s. When his pale green gaze met her bottomless golden orbs, fire arced through his veins and he knew no more.

 

The White Knight gasped and toppled onto his side. He was awake, but the vision’s pain was very much real. It was all he could do not to cry out as pain like a hundred stabbing swords engulfed him. With his last ounce of strength, Arund grappled for the golden pool. The fingers on his right hand met the strange liquid and the pain ceased, leaving him hollow and exhausted.

Once Arund’s world steadied, he propped himself into a sitting position and tried to wrap his mind around what he’d just seen. He’d received visions like this before but never on such a scale. Before, they’d been narrow, blurred and muffled scenes, like looking down a long, dark tunnel — nothing compared to traversing half of Peldrin from the sky.

Arund wiped the sweat from his brow with a shaking hand and looked at the Valkyrish script adorning the walls. Although he couldn’t be sure, it seemed to be glowing stronger than before, pulsing with wave after wave of golden light. After a few deep breaths, Arund pulled himself to his feet. The Valkyrie’s looming presence couldn’t be ignored. 

 A few wobbly steps later, the White Knight hobbled into the tunnel using the wall as support. His sword, robes, belt and boots all felt like they were made of stone. With each step, they dragged at him, compelling the White Knight to surrender and fall to the stone beneath his feet. Instead, Arund gritted his teeth and fought to move faster.

By the time he’d reached the mouth of the tunnel, Arund’s strength returned. He waited in the mouth of the cavern until he was sure he wouldn’t waver and then strode toward the Zurel’s fire. Just as he’d seen, they were picking over the last bones of the doe. When they saw him approach, the creatures stood, sensing he had a task for them.

“General?” Zathar said.

“I’m afraid we have no time to recover,” Arund said. “Ready your weapons and prepare the horses. I need you to ride west at once.”

Chapter 52

Harlan Longmire  — The Withered Redlands

The Periwaneth and their captives arrived in a desolate valley where several other villages were camped. Footsore and frustrated, Harlan had yet to think of a way to escape. They were growing weaker, given little water and fed on the last scraps passed down through any Periwaneth who wanted it. On the second day, Harlan saw the half-wild camp dogs fed better meat than the captives. 

In spite of the poor fare, the captives were treated decent enough, as long as they stayed quiet and avoided the gaze of the Periwaneth warriors. The silence between prisoners made planning an escape impossible, and now they were in the valley, Harlan knew their chances of escape were smaller than ever.

Descending into the camp, Harlan looked over the valley and counted several tribes of Periwaneth, each in their own circles beneath crude banners of animal and star drawings. More troubling were the Jotun. Although Harlan would’ve never believed the great brutes could have coexisted in peace with humans, he counted three large warbands camped on the opposite ridge. In the valley floor, minotaur, cyclops and trolls lumbered past the round Periwaneth tents. The humans gave them a wide berth.

“Well, this isn’t good,” Harlan said.

Tied next to him, Pewter Pete looked over at Harlan with a grim smile. “Told you, didn’t I, boss?”

 

When the Periwaneth village and their captives reached the valley floor, the women and children began to set up their tents in one of the few remaining open spaces. A group of warriors surrounded the prisoner’s ponies and threatened other Periwaneth and even the Jotun with their weapons when they drew too close to the animals. The horses were too precious a resource for the band to give up without a bloodbath.

Aside from the warriors set to guard the captives, the remaining Periwaneth dispersed amongst the other camps and greeted old friends and allies. From what Harlan had been told, the Periwaneth were distrustful of other groups and wondered at their show of friendship. He soon had bigger troubles to ponder about when ten figures armored in green appeared out of the depths of the camp.

“And what have we here?” one of the male Zurel asked. His voice was muffled behind the lynx mask attached to his helmet.

“Westerners.” The Periwaneth who’d struck Harlan with his spear answered the question. “And leprechauns. We caught them three days age near the Thistle Fields.”

“Leprechauns!” The Zurel’s voice sounded surprised behind the mask. “Best keep them away from the Jotun if you don’t want them smashed to a pulp.”

Cowen and Covey glanced around with nervous looks. Although it didn’t appear to be common knowledge among the Periwaneth, as outcast members of the Nibelungen nation, the Jotun still harbored a generations-old hatred for the other races, leprechauns included.

Another Zurel, an immense brute standing behind the apparent leader, started guffawing at the idea of the leprechauns being squished.

“Shut up, Zaine,” the lead Zurel said. He looked back at the Periwaneth leader. “We’re going to have to take them from you before there’s a problem.”

The Periwaneth warrior reached for his weapon, and the rest of the band did the same. In response, the Zurel drew their green-enameled scimitars, the fangs of their masks shining in the sunlight. Caught in the middle, Harlan swallowed hard and hoped the Periwaneth warriors would stand down. Although they were double the Zurel in numbers, the old forester knew without a doubt which side would win and didn’t want to be between the two when the fighting started.

“The Shaman will not be happy,” the Zurel leader warned.

It seemed the Periwaneth leader had an inkling of the fight’s probable outcome too. He looked over the armored Zurel and their superior weapons, then pulled up the point of his spear. But when the Zurel leader reached for Harlan’s rope, the Periwaneth warrior stepped between them again.

“You tell the Shaman which band captured these prisoners,” he said. “Their weapons, armor and supplies are ours to keep.”

“Fair enough,” the Zurel leader said and sheathed his weapon. “You’ll have to help us escort them to the holding pens, though.”

The leader nodded, and the three groups set off toward the north of the valley. The Zurel leader positioned himself beside Harlan and questioned the scout while they walked.

“You keep strange company,” the Zurel said. “What is a group of Lorish foresters doing with leprechaun scouts?”

“I thought there were thirteen of you?” Harlan said, ignoring his question.

 “Accidents happen,” the Zurel leader said with a shrug. “But you didn’t answer my question: what are a score of leprechauns and Lorish woodsmen doing wandering around in the Redlands?”

Harlan shrugged. “We heard there was a party. Looks like we found it.”

Chapter 53

Brinhold the Skard — Vhaleons Marchen District, Maurice’s Safe House

Brinhold was roused from his fitful dosing by the creak of the front door and hurried footsteps rushing up the staircase. He reached for his dagger, aware he was in no condition to put up a fight, and then sighed when he saw Giselle’s face appear.

“Where have you been?” Brin said, struggling to sit up and swing his legs off the cot. “Fortuna’s has been sacked! We thought you were captured.”

“I almost was, but I escaped,” Giselle said, rushing about to gather their things. “They’ve been looking for me all day, but I dared not come back until now. Can you move? We have to leave now!”

“Leave?” Brin said, watching the frantic Giselle. “We can’t leave! How will Revan and Shamus know where to find us?”

“They won’t, we’re going to have to find them,” Giselle said. She finished packing their gear and rushed to the skard’s side to pull him to his feet. “Hurry!” 

Brin allowed the innkeeper’s daughter to throw his arm around her neck and pull him to his feet. Once he was sure he could hold his own weight, he leaned over and planted a kiss on her unsuspecting lips. Almost before the skard pulled away, Giselle’s hand connected with his cheek.

“Ow!” he said, rubbing his face. “Can you blame a feller?”

“I don’t know why I was worried about you,” Giselle said with a reproachful look. 

She pressed a walking stick into his hands and helped sling the lightest of the packs over his back. The skard grunted from his wounds and the weight, but managed to stay upright. He wasn’t so sure he’d be able to make it down the stairs, though.

Giselle watched him sway for a moment until she was satisfied he wasn’t going to pass out. Grabbing the other two packs, she turned for the staircase. “I’ll go first,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “That way if you fall, I might be able to stop you from breaking your neck.”

By the time he reached the bottom of the stairs, Brin was drenched in sweat and exhausted. He leaned against the wall, panting, while Giselle peeked her head outside. Once she was sure the coast was clear, the innkeeper’s daughter beckoned for Brin to follow. Vision swimming, the skard made it into the street before the walking stick fell from his hand and he collapsed onto the cobblestone.

 

“Get up! Get up, damn you!” 

Brinhold’s blurred vision focused in on a worried Giselle, who was biting her lip and shaking him. Groaning, he rolled over and vomited into the gutter.

Giselle smacked the pavement in frustration. “This is hopeless.”

Brin was about to agree with her but instead leaned back over and expelled the remaining contents of his stomach besides their predecessors. Shaking, he leaned back against the wall of the safe house and stared up at the night sky.

Stars are sure bright tonight, he thought. Brinhold continued to stare up into the heavens and the pinpricks of light began to grow and shine with greater intensity until he was forced to throw up his hand to shade his eyes. 

But even that wasn’t enough. The starlight continued to pour forth from the sky until the street was nothing but endless gold. A warm, tingling sensation enveloped the skard, and the old man’s words came back to him. He will be in need of you yet.

A second slap from Giselle brought the skard back to the dark, vomit-filled streets of the Marchen District. “If you don’t wake up, I’ll kill you myself!”

Brin’s eyes snapped open, and Giselle jumped back, falling on the ground. With newfound strength, the skard stood and offered a hand to help her to her feet. Giselle looked at him with a frightened, suspicious expression before allow herself to be pulled up.

“What’s the matter?” Brin asked.

“Your eyes,” Giselle said in a whisper. “They were golden.”

A shudder ran through the skard. “I’m fine now,” he said, although neither of them believed it. “Let’s get going — wait, where are we going, anyhow?”

Just as Brin finished speaking, the faint sounds of screaming and clashing steel echoed up the quiet street. The smell of smoke filled his noise, and, in the distance, he could see flames erupting along the docks.

Giselle groaned. “There goes Rodrigo’s help. I got word to him before the condotierri made it to the docks, but he won’t be able to reach us now. Hurry, if we want to save my father and your friends, we’ve got to get to Milleux’s manor. The merchant is planning on taking Vhaleons for Lucas Sevenday.”

Without waiting for a response, Giselle was off, flitting through the shadows. Filled with renewed strength, Brinhold followed close behind as she darted down the alleyways and back streets of the Marchen District, careful to avoid the bands of condotierri and spavaldo roaming the main avenues. When they stopped to catch their breath and wait for another patrol to pass, the skard shook his shaggy head.

“I still don’t understand,” Brin said. “How did you know about Milleux’s plan?”

Giselle held a finger to her lips and another company of condotierri passed by. “I almost think this would’ve been easier if Alphonso had —” The girl froze mid-sentence, eyes wide.

Before she could flee, Brin grabbed her by the arm and pinned her to the ground. “What did you just say?”

Even without a word, the slip was evident on Giselle’s face. Brinhold gritted his teeth and leaned in until their noses were almost touching. “It was you all along! You betrayed us!”

“Please,” Giselle said, shoulder shaking and tears running down her face. “Don’t hurt me…”

The outpouring of raw emotion caused Brinhold to let down his guard enough for Giselle to bring her knee into his groin. As the skard rolled to the side and doubled up in pain, Giselle wiped the fake tears from her eyes and pulled a dagger from her bootleg.

“Star-cursed…Vhaldisii…witch!” Brin managed to gasp.

A smile turned the corner of Giselle’s thick lips. “You shouldn’t be so trusting of a pretty face,” she said. “Yes, I’ve been playing you and your friends like a three-stringed fiddle since the morning I saw you in Fortuna’s. My father was in deep with Milleux, so I’d been paying off the debt by spying for him. You don’t have to worry, though. When that lying pig sent his thugs to the inn, I knew he’d gone back on our deal. I got out of there and now I’m going to make him pay.” Finished, she turned and spat into the gutter, but the moaning Brinhold was in too much pain to comment or even notice the unladylike behavior.

Giselle slid her knife back into her boot and extended an impatient hand to the miserable skard. “Oh, get up. I’m tired of you slowing me down, minstrel.”

Rising, Brin propped himself up with his hands on his knees and took several long, deep breaths. When the pain in lower stomach had subsided to an unpleasant throbbing, he stood and nodded. Without further affirmation, Giselle was off again, dodging into the shadows. Before following her, the skard stopped to admire the innkeeper’s daughter in the dim glow of the streetlights.

I think I’m in love.

Chapter 54

Revan Teutevar — Milleux Manor, the Vaults

Revan was led down a long hallway to a staircase at the back of the manor. The farther they traveled, the dimmer the nose of the party became, and he was even more aware of the vastness of Sylas Milleux’s mansion. Along their journey they saw no one save a few guards making their rounds down the expansive, tapestry-filled halls. Everywhere Revan looked, one form of art or another adorned the walls. In addition to the tapestries, there were various sculptures that looked to be Vestran and exquisite paintings of all sorts.

“It’s a shame, really,” Sylas said when he turned back and saw Revan eying a large, ornate statue of a dove. “Aside from Skaldain, the whole of northern Peldrin is utterly barbaric. Perhaps if they had better taste, they wouldn’t be fighting amongst themselves.”

Revan didn’t reply, and Sylas said nothing more. At the end of a long hall, Danton pulled up the edge of a tapestry depicting a trade caravan to reveal a metal-banded door. Sylas produced the key, and Danton escorted Revan inside. On either stone wall, a sconce held a low-burning torch. Danton selected one and prodded Revan forward with a suggestive flick of his rapier with the other hand. In a few yards, they reached a set of stairs that led them deep underground. Soon, Revan was aware of the sound of running water. The air grew damp, and Revan could see his breath misting before him. Ahead, a faint blue light appeared, and the sound of the water echoed throughout the stones.

When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Revan made a final turn and the underground hallway opened up into a large chamber. Here, a small but swift river ran through the center of the room. The chamber was empty save for three gondolas tied to a little dock where the water caught and swirled in a pool. At either end of the canal, Revan saw the rusty tips of iron gates that could be dropped to prevent anyone from entering or leaving the chamber.

“Please, after you,” Sylas said and swept a glittering hand toward one of the larger gondolas. “I know what you’re thinking, and I would not suggest it. The channel is not wide, but it runs deep and cold, straight from the Brutin snow packs. With your hands tied behind your back, you would surely drown. Besides, you’ll want to see what I have to show you.”

They turned from the channel down a long corridor to the left. After a few minutes time, Danton’s torch revealed a rusted iron door.

Sylas inserted a second key into the center of the iron door and, as he turned the lock, grasped a crank below it and twisted both at the same time. There was an audible click, and the bands of the lock cracked and slid apart. Sylas motioned for Danton, who threw his shoulder into the door and pushed it open with visible effort. Once again Sylas motioned with a bejeweled hand. 

“After you.”

 

Revan sat in a large leather armchair inside the vault and tried his best to look unimpressed at the surroundings. Precious jewels adorned shelves on either side of him. On the ground, stacks of gold and silver bars shone from tight-packed rows. Revan was easily surrounded by more money than he had seen in his entire life to the point combined. 

“I thought bankers kept their coin in banks,” Revan said.

Sylas bobbed his head in agreement. “Oh, they do. This is my...private fund.”

“Very impressive,” Revan said, “But now what?”

“Ah yes,” Sylas said and grasped his hands behind his back. “Direct, I like that. Let us get to the heart of the matter then.”

The merchant strolled amongst the wealth, trailing a hand over the shining surface of a golden plate or holding a diamond to his eye to examine it in the torchlight. Revan saw a hungry look in his eye, like a drunk who’d finally got his hands on a drink or a lover holding his beloved. After the inspection was over, Sylas sat in the chair across from Revan and poured two goblets of wine. 

He lifted his own and gestured to Revan. “To your health, Revan. Please, drink.”

“I’m afraid I’ll have decline,” Revan said. “I realize I’m not in any situation to make demands, but it was a lovely party, and if we’ve seen enough of your fancy things, I’d like to return.”

Sylas laughed, a high-pitched and grating sound. “As I said, direct and to the point. Very well, monsieur Revan. I will tell you why I’ve been watching you and why you are still counted among the living after the trouble you’ve caused me.”

“Although I am a banker and merchant by trade, it is a hobby of mine to collect…trinkets,” he continued. “Over the years, I’ve acquired all sorts of odds and ends from across Peldrin: relics, antiques and the like.”

“I’m sure it’s an exquisite collection,” Revan said, voice laden with sarcasm. 

Sylas ignored the jibe and smiled back. He reached within his lacy jacket and withdrew something. With his fingers curled around the object, he leaned forward in his chair and opened his hand. Resting on his palm was a silver ring, etched in a script that Revan couldn’t decipher. The flat, circular face of the ring faced toward the merchant so that Revan was unable to see the symbol.

“Allow me to tell you a little story of your country,” Sylas said. The rings on his fingers swallowed the ring in his palm with a cannibalistic curl, and he settled back into his chair. “Even after Arund destroyed your lands and people, Athel has remained a tough nut to crack. Outside the Athelon Valley, the land is rugged with forests and mountains, which is why the only other city was the port of Anthalas. But in addition to the terrain, the Athelings were in a constant struggle with the Sylvads.”

“And in the past years, they’ve overrun the forests of Athel, making it impossible to settle,” Revan said. “Everyone knows that.”

Sylas grinned and rested his hands beneath his goatee. “Now we reach the heart of the matter. What if I told you I could pacify the tree people? And with the savages out of the equation, I could then…secure the funds to help you rebuild your country?”

Revan felt a chill run up his spine to the base of his head, a mixture of dread and excitement. He worked hard to keep his voice level before and spoke slowly, weighing each word. “I don’t believe you.”

“No?” Sylas said. “Even now, an expedition makes its way to Athel on my orders. But rather than going into the forest with swords swinging, Monsieur Holley has been instructed to do what no one else has thought of: secure a peace treaty between Vhaldais and the Sylvads.” 

Revan’s heart filled with dread at Sylas’ words. I am too late. Soon, Athel would be in the clutches of Lucas Sevenday. “You’re —” he said, trying to sound more confident than he was. “Queen Chloe —”

“After tonight, the illustrious Queen Chloe will no longer rule of Vhaldais,” Sylas said, cutting him off. “A condotierri army of mine has taken the city and surrounded this manor. Likewise, by this time, the Fortunate Fellowship — I believe you became acquainted with them, did you not? — has taken the Yudawas Pass from the Simarru and prepares to march to the Khanhorn, where a traitor will turn the Simarron’s capital over to their possession. By the end of the night Lucas Sevenday will be king of Vhaldais, and those who will not bend a knee will lose their heads. By the end of the month, this foolish war between the Imperium League and the Free Countries will be done.”

Revan opened his mouth to reply, but words would not come to him. I’ve failed them all. 

“Not to worry, my boy,” Sylas said, reading the dismay on Revan’s face. “There is still a place for you and Athel in the future, should you choose to accept my terms.”

“And what are they?” Revan asked.

“Our mutual acquaintance Maurice is right about one thing: nothing gets you nothing in this world,” Sylas said. “But in this case, the price to pay is a small one compared to the return. In exchange for your restored lordship and to fill your lands with plows, swords and people to wield them, I only ask one thing: that Athel trade exclusively with Vhaldais.”

Revan was silent, thoughts churning like spring runoff in his mind. Although he had no notion of Athel’s wealth, he had a feeling Sylas’ offer wasn’t as balanced in his favor as the merchant would have him believe.

“You’ll have to excuse my poor bargaining, but what do you need me for?” Revan asked. “Surely Lucas Sevenday could build an empire of his own in Athel?”

“Let’s just say that everyone loves a happy ending,” Sylas said. “Think of it: the exiled heir returns to his homeland and restores Athel to its former glory. How does that sound? ”

It sounded too good to be true — and probably was — but Revan didn’t care. Whenever he tried to reason with himself, all he could think of was Athel and his wildest dreams coming to pass. When he left the Simarron, he could have never imagined an opportunity like the one before him now.

“How do I know I can trust you?” he asked, attempting to stall the negotiation a little longer.

Sylas grin spread even wider and the torchlight shining on his golden teeth matched the glitter of greed in his eyes. “See this vault?” he said, pointing around to the gems and bars of precious metal. “This is proof of my intent — a down payment on the new Athelon.”

Revan tried to convince himself there was only one way out of the situation — accepting Sylas’s terms. More than that, however, he knew the merchant had him right where he wanted him. Even if he’d been free to leave, Revan knew there were more than cords binding him in place. Was this the reason the old man wanted me to come to Vhaleons? Somehow, it didn’t seem right.  You cannot betray the Simarron, Regg’s voice said in his mind. Revan pushed the thought aside.

“I have one last request before I make my decision,” he told the merchant. “If I’m going to make this deal, I want it to be with Lucas Sevenday himself.”

Sylas hesitated, and Revan could tell the merchant was caught by surprise — something Revan didn’t think happened very often.

“Very well,” he said at last. “You drive a hard bargain, Revan Teutevar.”

“Don’t do it, Sylas!” It was the first time Danton had spoken sine they’d entered the vault. His voice held an edge of fear as well as warning.

Sylas scowled at the spavaldo. “Do not presume to tell me what is best, especially after your recent blunders.” He turned to Revan and spread his arms. “You wish to see Lucas Sevenday? Here he is.”

Revan stared in disbelief, all thoughts of Athel vanished. He’s been playing all of us this whole time. 

Before Revan could speak, however, they were distracted by the sound of approaching footsteps. He turned in his chair, and his heart sank. It was Josephine. An ugly purple and black bump reared from the side of her head. She was towing a chained Shamus. A guard followed behind with a drawn sword pointed at the leprechaun’s back.

“The more the merrier!” Sylas exclaimed, although Revan thought he detected a hint of annoyance in his voice. “How kind of you to join us, master leprechaun.”

“They got you too, huh?” Revan asked. “The uncatchable Shamus McCaffler, who vanishes like smoke on the wind?”

Shamus scowled and raised a hand to wag a finger at his friend but instead dropped it, wincing from the pain in his shoulder. “You’re the one who was going and getting caught! I just dropped halfway down that cursed food shaft, I did, thanks to your cursed plan!”

“Please, let’s not quarrel amongst friends,” Sylas said. “What is your answer, Revan?”

“Answer?” Shamus asked. “What’s been going on down here?”

“I’ve made Revan here an offer he cannot refuse,” Sylas said. 

Indeed he has. Although Revan knew he had to cooperate with the merchant’s plan, an overwhelming part of Revan’s heart wanted to agree to Sylas’ terms regardless. He’d come to Vhaleons an outcast, a wanderer without a home, clinging to the impossible dream of seeing his homeland restored. He could leave as the Lord of Athel. Here, before him, that dream, that destiny, could come to pass. I could build an Athel greater than any that have stood before. 

“What’s he talking about, boyo?” Shamus asked again, interrupting his thoughts. 

“He’s going to help me rebuild Athelon, Shamus,” Revan said. “And I’m going to accept.”

Chapter 55

Marshal Innsbruck — Imperium League Camp

“You’re certain of this?”

The aid nodded his head with such vigor that Marshal Innsbruck thought he would topple over. Henry was doing his best to contain his excitement, but it spilled out of the young man like blood from a mortal wound. Even so, Linus was pleased when his understudy caught the trick and did his level best to calm himself before replying. 

“As you say marshal, nothing is certain in war,” Henry began again. “But by all appearances, the Simarru broke their western camp, and nearly a third of their force has gone south. We’ve heard rumors that a condotierri company took the Yudawas Pass and is marching toward the Khanhorn.”

Linus rocked back in his chair. It was early morning. The marshal had been reading through a mountain of paperwork and studying a map of Fordstown when Henry came with the news.

“You’re learning, Henry,” he said. “Indeed, nothing is certain. But even if this is a trick, for all intents and purposes, the Simarru are greatly reduced in numbers. I’m sure the rest of the commanders have heard this news by now. Send word that we will hold council in one hour’s time.”

As soon as Henry left, Marshal Innsbruck slumped down into his chair. Although he wasn’t sure, he had a feeling Reynard Barrett played a part in the recent events. In light of the siege and Tirien’s news, the thought was both relieving and alarming.

 

Just before noon, the Imperium League’s officers stepped from Marshal Innsbruck’s tent. Most were smiling, eager to begin preparation for the coming attack. As they went their separate ways to assemble their men, the Gunnling boat-builder hung behind to speak with the general.

“You are sure they will do as you say?” he asked.

Marshal Innsbruck clapped the man on the shoulder. “I’m certain of nothing. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned in the army, it’s to trust my gut. Make sure your Gunnlings are ready for a bloodbath. My gut says we’ve got one coming.”

The Gunnling’s face split into a tight grin behind his long mustache. Marshal Innsbruck watched him go and, much to his annoyance, his thoughts returned to Tirien’s words. It seemed his gut had plenty to say about that as well, and none of it what he needed to hear with a siege at hand.

 

Captain Nikoma — Southern Banks of the Avenflow River

Nikoma shouted out orders while all around her riders pulled reluctant and protesting horses onto the rafts and barges provided by the Lorish. It was late at night and neither warrior nor mount was happy with the arrangement. Hundreds of riders were already across the river on the northern bank, but there were still many more to go.

The Simarru were as nervous as their mounts on the swift waters, and the bargemen and rafters feared their passengers would sink them into the river. Only the Lorish soldiers on the northern banks viewed the river crossing as a small price to pay for a wealth of reinforcements.

“We will still be here when the leaves change,” Cheytan complained. “And it is yet summertime!”

Nikoma grinned at her fellow arban in the moonlight. The part of her that found him a bothersome pest shrunk with each passing day, and she’d grown to appreciate his company. “Why doesn’t your war party take the long way around to the bridge, and I’ll tell you all about the fighting you missed when you catch up with the rest of us?”

“Not a chance,” Cheytan said. “I’ll risk drowning in the Avenflow before I miss out on a real fight.”

As they were talking, a barge landed with a soft thump in the mud and reeds along the riverbank. A burly bald man stood at the prow and waved down to them, lantern in his hand. “Greetings, friends! It’s your turn to make the crossing. I can take about a score of you at a time on the Lily Queen here.”

Four workers leapt over the side and lowered a long plank for the riders to lead their horses onto the barge. When the barge was almost full, Nikoma and Cheytan boarded. Most of their warriors were already across the river. The captain strolled toward them and offered a hand in greeting.

“The name’s Jon, friends,” he said with a reassuring squeeze of the hand. “And don’t you fret one bit. You’re in good hands now. We’ll see you safe on the shore soon enough.”

The barge workers hefted long punting poles and pushed off from the southern bank. Nikoma rubbed her horses’ mane and whispered in the rust-colored animal’s ear. Soon, they were out into the middle of the river and could see numerous rafts and barges upstream, the starlight showing the faint outlines of horse and rider on the decks. 

The Avenflow ran strong yet smooth now that most of the spring runoff was gone. Nikoma walked around the deck to ensure the rest of the riders and their mounts were at ease and then joined Jon at the tiller. In the cool night air, only the sound of quiet commands, oars dipping into the water and the occasional horse’s whinny was heard.

Cheytan, sensing her nervousness, offered a smile. “One thing about it, if you’d taken that promotion, you’d have no worries about falling into a river right now.”

Nikoma gave a weak smile. Once she’d regained her composure, she’d told Cheytan about her conversation with the king. As expected, he’d laughed and called her crazy. It cheered her up, and she’d almost told him that she’d stayed to be with him. Almost.

That is not me, Nikoma told herself again there on the barge. Cracked though her stone-heart might be, it wasn’t in her to say something like that out loud, even to Cheytan.

“Thank you for the use of your ferry,” she said, turning to Jon in an effort to change the subject.

The bargeman lifted a hand from the tiller and waved her off. “Think nothing of it, miss. I want to see those League buggers sent packing as much as you do.”

“Still, I am sure it is no easy thing to move us all across the Avenflow,” Nikoma said. “I hope you receive —”

A flare of light and the shouts of confused men and horses cut her off. They were still a hundred yards from the northern banks when the shouts erupted into screams and the clash of metal.  In the darkness of the waning moon, it was impossible to tell who was fighting, or where.

Jon looked alarmed. “Don’t know what’s going on,” he said, squinting into the night. “There were a couple hundred Lorish on the lookout, plus all the riders we’ve already taken across. Don’t make no sense.”

“Please, get us to shore as quickly as possible,” Nikoma said. While Jon shouted to his rowers to double their pace, the Simarru arban passed through the other riders to ready them for possible battle. “Do not ride off into the dark,” she told them. “We need to see who is fighting and where.”

“Nikoma, behind us!” Cheytan shouted.

Nikoma turned around and saw the southern bank was covered in dark figures running on foot. A second later, the sky erupted in a wave of fire arrows that plunged amongst the remaining Simarru waiting on the southern bank. The sound of crunching timbers broke the night, and smoke filled the air.

Chapter 56

Revan Teutevar — Sevenday Trading Company Warehouse

Sylas clapped his hands and rubbed them together, all composure abandoned. “I knew it,” he said. “I knew you were a wise young man. And now, let us seal the deal.” 

The merchant reached into his pocket once more and withdrew the silver ring he’d shown to Revan when they first entered the vault.

“This came into my possession many years ago,” Sylas said, turning the ring until the top faced Revan. Set in the black stone was a small, silver phoenix — the badge of the Lords and Ladies of Athel. “I cannot imagine the tale it could tell of its travels over the years. This was your father’s ring. The ring worn by each Lord or Lady of Athel since its founding. It is only fitting it is returned to you.”

Sylas nodded to Danton, who — reluctantly — cut the binding around Revan’s wrists. The cold metal of the ring cut through his tingling hands when Sylas placed it in his palm, and he closed his fingers around it.

The weight of the ring pierced him like a knife, and Revan felt a mounting anger in his chest. It was true, Sylas had found his price, a price Revan would have paid twice over. But now, seeing his father’s ring in his palm, he could scarcely believe he’d been willing to turn against everything he’d been taught for what he saw were empty promises.

In a shout of rage, Revan leapt from his chair at Milleux. Sylas fell beneath his onslaught, but before Revan could wrap his hands around the merchant’s neck, Danton was upon him. The spavaldo punched Revan between the shoulder blades with the pommel of his rapier. Revan fell to the ground, stunned. Josephine yanked on Shamus’ chains when the leprechaun lurched forward to defend his friend.

Revan groaned and rolled over, his back, neck and head throbbing. He was aware of something pressed against his left hand. Through the pain, he managed to wrap a finger around his father’s ring beneath him and cup it in his palm. Sylas grasped the arm of his chair and pulled himself to his feet. The lighthearted look on his face had vanished, replaced by an expression harder than the precious gems and metals surrounding them.

“It would appear I have my answer,” Sylas said. “It really is unfortunate you weren’t willing to work with me. We could have built something for the eras. Instead, I’m afraid the line of Teutevar will end tonight. Kill them.”

Still dazed from pain, Revan was unable to do anything when Danton grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and hauled him to his feet. Revan’s vision swam, and he struggled to stay upright. Meanwhile, Shamus was fighting like a mad beast in his chains to no avail. 

“I bid you farewell, Revan Teutevar,” Sylas said with a mock bow. “If you’ll excuse me, I have an important announcement to make to my guests upstairs.”

Danton and Josephine dragged them from the vault and into one of the gondolas tied next to the underground waterway. Once the spavaldos were sure they were bound and unable to move, Danton cast the line mooring the gondola to the dock into the bottom of the boat and, as the current carried them away, steered into the channel with a punting pole. The swift current carried them through an open portcullis and into a long, underground corridor lined with stone blocks.

The sound of the rushing water rose to a roar, and Danton stowed the pole, letting the current guide them. A few minutes later, they shot past a fork in the channel, the other passage barred by an iron grate. Just when Revan thought they’d all meet their end by drowning, the waterway widened, and the waters eased their speed. Moments later, they drifted into an inlet, the sharp scent of brine and sour marshland hovering in the air.

Over the sea, starlight reflected off calm waters. Behind them, however, Vhaleons was a scene of chaos.

Flames leapt from buildings all across the Canals, and the sounds of fighting carried all the way to the Overlook. Faint screams and shouts drifted in and out of the mild evening air. Milleux is certainly getting his money’s worth out of the condotierri tonight, Revan thought.

Danton steered them toward the shore where a massive warehouse complete with sea gates stood. When they saw the gondola coming toward the shore, two guards hailed them. Upon recognizing Danton and Josephine, they lowered their crossbows, but a worried look remained on their faces

“Monsieur Danton?” one of the guards said. “What is going on?”

“Do not worry,” Danton said and clapped the man on the shoulder. “Sevenday men have nothing to fear. Keep a close watch on the warehouse tonight — all will be revealed in the morning.”

The spavaldos led Revan and Shamus over a small hill from the warehouse to the edge of the channel that ran into the bay. There was a large pile of stones close by and a dingy with a sail.

“Seems to me you could be simplifying the process and just take us out in the first boat, eh?” Shamus said.

“We will need to get farther out in the bay, leprechaun, where your body will find the sharks,” Danton said and then nodded toward Revan. “As for you, your head’s coming back with us, to send to your dear mother.”

Revan tried to fight the rage threatening to overwhelm him and instead worked to anger the spavaldo into making a mistake. “Are you going to do the job, Danton, or are you too much of a coward?”

Danton bristled at Revan’s jibe but checked his temper. “Laugh while you can — soon your body will be food for the fishes!”

Both guards drew their daggers and grabbed Shamus and Revan by the neck. Revan shook loose of the man’s grip and lashed out with his foot, catching the guard in the knee. At the same time, Shamus shook the manacle on his left hand loose and swung the chain with his right hand into Danton’s face. Before he could do any more, however, Josephine knocked the leprechaun to the ground and forced him face-first into the earth next to his friend. Revan, bound from shoulder to toe, could only squirm and thrash. Danton, holding a handkerchief to his bloodied mouth, gave Shamus a vicious kick in the side.

“How is this possible?” Josephine held the opened manacle that was supposed to be clamped on the leprechaun’s left wrist. “How did you get loose?”

Face covered in marsh mud, Shamus twisted around and winked at the spavalda. “You were forgetting one thing ma’am. There isn’t a chain out there that can hold Shamus McCaffler!”

“Hmm,” Josephine said and squatted down next to him. “I wager there is a knife out there that can silence you for good, though.”

Revan struggled in vain as Josephine grabbed a handful of Shamus’ orange hair and wrenched his head up to expose his neck. Shamus shouted and thrashed with all his strength, but before the spavalda could complete the deed, Danton let out a gurgling sound beside her, and his head was thrown backwards. When the spavaldo hit the ground, Revan saw a crossbow bolt sticking from his neck. 

Josephine was up in a flash, sprinting through the marsh weeds. The spavalda wasn’t fast enough to outrun another bolt, however. A scream rose from the dark, evidence the shooter had hit their mark. It was followed by a splash and then…silence. Revan struggled to roll over in his bindings to see their saviors.

Someone knelt behind him rolled him onto his back. Revan shouted in surprise when he saw Brinhold’s grinning face. “I let you go out without supervision for a couple of hours and look at the trouble you two go into!”

“Brin!” Revan shouted. “How did you find us?”

The skard nodded to the second figure, who wore a hood obscuring their features. “I couldn’t have done it without the help of this backstabbing little minx.”

Revan gaped in disbelief when Giselle pulled back her hood, a frown breaking her flawless face. “Where is my father?”

“You…you banshee!” Shamus said, standing and wiping the mud from his breeches. “You’ve been telling that Milleux fellow every move we’ve made since we stepped into that star-cursed inn of yours.”

“Oh, don’t pout about it so, my handsome friend,” Giselle said and patted Shamus on the cheek. “I’ve got as much a score to settle with him as you. Now, where is my father?”

“The last I saw him, he was tied up in Milleux’s office,” Shamus said. “Although I can’t say what happened after the guard busted in.”

“Hold on,” Revan said, grabbing Giselle as she made to leave. “Your father sold me out because he thought you were being held my Milleux. How’d you get free? And for that matter, how did you know we’d be out here?”

Impatient to go after her father, Giselle told them what had transpired. 

“As for finding you here, that was a matter of dumb luck,” Brin said. “We knew the manor would be surrounded, but Giselle thought we could sneak in through the secret entrance in the underground drainage. We got here just in time to see the four of you come out of the tunnel. Rodrigo’s headed in now.” 

“Rodrigo!” Shamus said. “Weren’t you just telling us he was pinned down at the docks with the rest of the sailors?”

“He was,” Brin said. “But he and his crew made it through during the confusion. That’s one resourceful pirate! Luckily, we still decided to check the meeting spot on our way, even though Giselle thought he was pinned down. Sure enough, there they were waiting for us.”

Brin motioned for them to follow him to the top of the hill. There, the smell of smoke mixed with the brackish marsh air, and Revan heard the faint sounds of men fighting from within the warehouse.

“He’s going to burn it down, the crazy pirate!” Shamus said. 

Brin nodded. “He’ll loot it until the shelves are bare first, I bet. Then he’s going to crash Milleux’s ball.”

They watched in silence as the sounds of fighting began to fade. To their left, three long, slender crafts manned by Emorans sailed up the channel to the sea gates. The portcullis was opened, and they rowed inside, only to emerge minutes later, laden with cargo. As they cleared the gates once again, a flame blossomed out the far corner of the warehouse.

Seeing the boats, Giselle began to run up the riverbank shouting for a ride.

“Think we should go back and help her find Maurice?” Revan asked.

Brin winced as if in the sudden pain. “I think she can more than take of herself. So the charts were all a lie, huh?”

“No, Sylas said they were real,” Revan said and related their part of the evening’s events. “Who knows where they really were, though; probably in the underground vault.”

“Well then, what do you suppose all these are?” Shamus said, reaching into his breeches and untucking his shirt. A bundle of papers fell to the ground, and the leprechaun produced another set of scrolls from each pant leg. 

Revan and Brin looked at each other in amazement. “Shamus, you are without a doubt the best leprechaun burglar there ever was!” Revan said over Brin’s shouts of joy. The three began to sort through the documents. There were all sorts of legal contracts, trade agreements and papers Revan was sure Sylas had never meant for them to obtain. “Where did you find these?”

“In the office, where else?” Shamus said, unrolling a thick parchment from the dark wooden tube. “Won’t Rodrigo be mad when he finds out —  hey now, what’s this?”

Revan and Brin gathered around the chart Shamus was holding. In the moonlight, various measurements and other nautical terms covered the surface. But even through the markings, it was clear Shamus held a map of Athel’s coastline.

Chapter 57

Harlan Longmire  — The Withered Redlands

The Zurel laughed, and his breath shot out of the mouth of the lynx mask like a snorting bull. “You’ve got guts, I’ll give you that. If I were you, I’d reconsider your answers though. I won’t be this nice for long.”

Harlan was only half-listening. “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. 

Preoccupied with studying the camp, the Zurel’s threats slid from the hardened scout. Harlan was surprised at the organization of the various Periwaneth and Jotun factions. From what he knew of each, the two races were notorious for being disorganized and short-tempered. Yet here they were, beast and barbarian, living side by side in peace, if not harmony.

They passed into another section of the camp, and Harlan was surprised to see a caravan of Emorans handing out weapons and armor to a long line of Periwaneth warriors. While the tools of war were distributed, armed guards watched over the wildmen, ready to draw steel and shed blood if the warriors began to crowd the line or fight amongst themselves. Harlan watched in professional disgust when one Periwaneth swung his new basket-hilted Emoran sword as if the beautiful weapon was nothing more than a wood axe.

The Zurel leader noted Harlan’s interest. “Leave them alone long enough and they’d be at each other’s throats,” the Zurel said. “They don’t have the skill in arms like you westerners, but there’s plenty of them to serve as arrow fodder.”

“And where will the arrows be coming from?” Harlan asked. The Zurel leader laughed.

“That’s not for you to worry about,” the Zurel said. “Even if the chances of you beating every odd and escaping are next to none, prisoners ought to mind their own business.”

Harlan shrugged. “It was worth a try.”

 

The Zurel and the Periwaneth warriors who’d captured them led the prisoners across the crowded valley to a rocky outcrop just below the Jotun camps. Here, they were driven at spear point down a narrow, steep-sided ravine too tall for a man to climb out. 

A pile of briars lined the rim of the ravine as an extra precaution to prevent escape. In addition, a dozen Periwaneth warriors and two cyclops patrolled around the edges of the thorn barricade. The Jotun scowled and spat streams of tobacco juice at the leprechauns but made no other move to harm the prisoners.

“Think on what I said,” the Zurel leader told Harlan before they parted. “We’ll be back soon enough and in need of answers.”

After several yards, the pit opened up into an area about thirty yards wide and just as long. At the far end of the gulch, a dozen Emoran prisoners sat under a low rock overhang. With their weapons at the ready, the Periwaneth cut the bonds of the new prisoners and then backed out of the narrow entrance.

Harlan and the rest remained still, not wanting to catch an arrow in the gut from one of the nervous warriors. Once the Periwaneth exited the ravine, the two cyclops pushed boulders over the rim into the ravine’s only exit and entrance. Afterwards, the Periwaneth finished the confinement with razor sharp bunches of briar and thistle stalks as big around as a man’s leg with thorns like daggers.

“Well then, “Angus said. “We’re good and trapped now and no mistaking it.”

The Emoran prisoners rose from beneath the overhang and approached the group of Lorish men and leprechauns with caution. Harlan could tell they’d been held captive for some time from their matted beards and hair and tattered clothes.

“You must be important people, eh?” one of the Emoran men said. “Before you, they left the ravine open and guarded it with their warriors. How are we supposed to escape now, westerners?”

The grim smile on the man’s face told Harlan the Emoran was only joking about escape. Harlan surveyed their confinement with a keen eye and could tell right away there was no way to climb out of the ravine, at least not without the guard noticing. He had a nasty feeling the two cyclops stomping around above would have no problem tossing any escapees back into the ravine.

“What are you boys doing in here?” Harlan said. “It looked to me like the Emorans were on the good side of this little gathering.”

“Depends on the Emoran,” the fellow prisoner said. “We are in the service of Rufio. The men you saw were soldiers of Raul, his honor-less younger brother. Those you see here are the men who remained loyal to our lord. The rest were given freedom.”

“If I ever see your lord again, I’ll make sure to pass along my commendation of your loyalty,” Harlan said.

At Harlan’s comment, the Emoran men crowded around the newcomers in excitement. “You have spoken with Lord Rufio?” one of the others asked.

“Not a month past,” Angus said, taking over the conversation from Harlan. “We wintered in his oasis. Before we set out into the Redlands, Rufio had us as guests in his citadel. He mentioned that his brother Raul was up to something with the Periwaneth.”

“Indeed,” the first Emoran who had spoken said. “We discovered the same thing and were captured when we made to return to Emora. I believe Raul and some other warlords are going to take control of all Emora with the help of the Periwaneth. At the very least, they will have enough forces to defeat Rufio.”

“All the more reason for us to escape,” Harlan said.

“Good luck,” the Emoran who’d spoken second said. “Death is the only way out of here.”

Chapter 58

Sylas Milleux — Milleux Manor

By the time Sylas made it back upstairs, word had spread that the city was under attack and the manor surrounded by condotierri. Inside, the guests were in an uproar, curtailed only by large numbers of spavaldos and the manor’s guards.

Sylas smiled, hearing their shouts of protest and fear as he walked down the hallway to the balcony overlooking the Grand Ballroom. His euphoria was only slightly ruined when he passed by his office and glanced inside to see the tumultuous results of Shamus’ struggle with Josephine. Maurice was nowhere to be seen — Sylas guessed his guards had already disposed of the body somewhere. In his excitement to proclaim himself King of Vhaldais, he failed to notice the crooked picture on the wall, marking Shamus’ theft of the vault behind it.

 And now, my moment to shine. The merchant smoothed the creases in his shirt down one last time and stepped onto the balcony overlooked the grand ballroom.

A wave of venomous shouts met him from the crowd below. Sylas raised his hands to quiet the crowd, and the threats and protests eventually quieted enough for him to speak. He motioned for the guards to bring Queen Chloe to him and, with a wicked smile, began to speak. It was a speech he’d rehearsed many times in his moments of defeat and frustration over the past few weeks.

“Ladies and gentleman, royals and merchants, by now I’m sure you have heard the news. Condotierri in my employment have taken Vhaleons and surrounded this manor and its grounds. The reason for this is quite simple: I intend to give Vhaldais to its rightful owners — the merchant class.”

At this, the majority of the merchants began to shout and cheer while the spavaldos were forced to beat down a few of the angrier royals who tried to fight their way across the ballroom. Sylas waited for the spavaldos and guards below to restore order. Once the queen was brought to his side, he regarded her with another smug look and continued.

“Under the rule of the Lucas Sevenday Company, Vhaldais will grow into the largest empire Peldrin has ever seen! In our new regime, there is room for everyone who will bend a knee. Wealth and prosperity far beyond the dreams of any merchant are within the grasp of every man and woman smart enough to reach out and take them. For those who resist, there is only death. Choose now — you can either die as a slave or embrace our revolution and the freedom that comes with it. You have until the sun rises to decide.”

Sylas turned away as another verbal assault crashed into the balcony. Queen Chloe watched him with a level expression but malice filled her eyes.

“I should have thrown you in chains long ago,” she said.

“Now, now, my queen,” Sylas said, “that’s no way to speak to your soon-to-be king and husband.”

This time, Chloe’s face shattered in a look of rancor. “Take the throne, take all of Vhaldais. I’d rather die than be wed to you.”

“All in due time, your majesty,” Sylas said. “But before that, we’ve got to —”

Shouts and the ring of steel sounded down the hallway behind him. Sylas turned and was met with the sight of Rodrigo and his crews locked in fierce combat with the manor guard. Every second, more sailors poured around the corner. It wouldn’t be long before they overwhelmed the guards.

“How does this figure into your schemes, Sylas?” Chloe asked as the color drained from the merchant’s face.

 

Revan Teutevar — The Vhaleons Docks

The next morning, Rodrigo sat on the deck of his ship with his sea boots propped up on the rail as if nothing had happened. On the wharf, he saw Revan, Shamus and Brinhold picking their way through the dockworkers busy hauling debris and dead bodies from the waterfront.  When the three friends drew closer he stood and flashed his silver-plated teeth in greeting.

“Welcome aboard, my friends,” he said, clapping each of them on the back when they’d boarded the vessel. All around, the rest of the crew were lounging as well, giving no sign they’d ended a rebellion only hours before.

Although the royals and merchants were at each other’s throats over the attack, Vhaleons, and indeed all of Vhaldais, was still under the rule of Queen Chloe. With the help of Rodrigo and the other sailors, the queen had gained control of the manor. Even though the chief instigator Sylas Milleux had escaped in the chaos, the condotierri — true to their traitorous nature — were quick to stand down when they realized their employer and means of payment had vanished.

“Lovely morning, isn’t it?” Revan said. 

Rodrigo nodded and grinned again. “All the sweeter without Sylas Milleux watching over us all from his expensive house on the hill, eh?”

“It is at that,” Revan said. “It’s a beautiful thing when a plan works, even when it’s not the way you intended it. Did you locate your navigation charts?”

Rodrigo’s smile faded. “You know we didn’t.”

“Now isn’t that a pity?” Shamus said. “And the charts the thing you needed most at that.”

Around them, the crew who’d overheard stopped their tasks and walked to the captain’s side, hands on their weapons. Rodrigo looked at the friends, flipping a dagger in his hand. 

“You have them.”

“Perhaps,” Revan said. “But wouldn’t have been foolish enough to bring them with us if we did.”

The three friends laid their hands on their own weapons. At last, however, the Emoran captain threw back his head and laughed. He waved a hand and the crew went back to their tasks, and Revan forced back a sigh of relief.

“Very well, Revan Teutevar,” he said. “You’ve beaten an old sea dog at his game. You saw where they were for, didn’t you?”

“We did,” Revan said. “And if you still want them, we’ve got a few questions you’ll need to answer — I think a renegotiation is in order, too.”

Rodrigo sighed. “Very well. I was tasked by my masters to open up trade with the Sylvad, but the southern coast of your land harbors many reefs and rocks — unnavigable without Milleux’s charts, although how he came by them, I cannot say.  As fate would have it, our stars crossed at a most opportune moment.”

The Fates smile on this one… The words of the gypsy woman echoed in Revan’s head and he felt a tingling down his spine. “You lied to me, Rodrigo,” he said aloud.

The captain shook his head, smirking. “You never asked where the charts were for, my friend.”

“Hey now,” Shamus said, “That’s a rotten trick even in my book, cap’n.”

Rodrigo shrugged. “To each his own in this world. Now, what is your proposal?”

Revan looked at his two friends, who nodded. When he spoke, it was if the words came from someone else. “You’re going to take us with you to Athel.”

Chapter 59

General Arund, the White Knight  — Hubress

When the Zynar and Zillska returned to Hubress with word of the Lorish and leprechaun prisoners, Arund began his transformation into the Shaman — the revered prophet the Periwaneth believed led them. Although the Zurel and Jotun knew the White Knight was the man behind the tattered hides and sackcloth, the barbarians refused to be commanded by any other. Some of the Periwaneth’s leaders knew the truth, but to the majority, the Shaman was truly a star-blessed prophet sent to guide them into an era of power and prosperity. Following General Arund was merely the means to that future.

Arund donned the garb he wore as the Shaman and allowed his horse a few mouthful of Borgostian oats and a drink of brackish water before they made for the camps. When he swung up on the animal, he could feel as well as sense a growing sickness in the beast. The white Emoran stallion had come to him as a fierce, magnificent animal, but whatever sickness gripped the Withered Redlands had begun to take its toll on the proud horse. The stallion’s muscle was melting away, and, although its fire remained, the horse stumbled after riding long distances.

Before they set off, Arund reached down and patted the stallion’s neck with surprising tenderness. He’d always been fond of animals — especially his warhorses. Arund’s mind went back to his favorite, another snow-white stallion he’d been forced to slaughter and eat after the siege of Athelon. By that time, the beast had looked even worse than the one he was currently riding, and he’d had to force himself to choke down every tough, sinewy bite. It was either that or starve to death. 

Arund nudged the stallion into a trot with his boots and a soft click of his tongue. Although he wouldn’t have to eat this animal, he’d have to keep the Periwaneth and Jotun away from the dead creature — it was the least he could do for the unfortunate horse. Raul would send another, and the cycle would repeat itself as it already had thrice. 

As the White Knight passed beneath the half-rebuilt western gates and into the lifeless lands on his half-lame stallion, he closed his eyes and pictured the surrounding area not as the Withered Redlands but as the Council Lands he’d known in his younger days. Like every other time the image sprang into his mind, he recited the same promise: I will bring them back to life, fairer than ever before.

When he opened his eyes again, he was met with reality. In many places, the party dismounted to lead their tired horses around dense thickets of thistles and thorns or through the broken remains of a farmyard. The once-paved roads were overgrown, broken and scattered. The terrain suggested the Withered Redlands heaved and vomited in a vain attempt to expel whatever sickness gripped them in the most violent way possible.

Even so, the journey toward the Periwaneth and Jotun camp was an easier ride than most through the Redlands. The Jotun had started to clear the road, and, broken though it was, the highway was still a better route of travel than the jagged hills around them. Quick travel between the two areas was necessary to move the supplies and animals sent by Raul. And soon, whether they liked it or not, the Periwaneth who weren’t marching toward Corr or Julkar would be living in Hubress. Ghosthome or not, Arund’s capital would be populated again. The Shaman willed it. 

When he was almost in sight of the sentries, Arund threw the burlap hood over his head to obscure his features. By the time he reached the lookouts, both were at the sharpest attention a Periwaneth could manage. When he passed by, they traced sign of the star over their foreheads and hearts. Arund, immersed in the role of the Shaman, didn’t acknowledge their presence in any way. The Shaman was beloved of the Fates, a star-prophet. He did not recognize those beneath him unless they were meant to serve a greater purpose for the Periwaneth people. 

Rather than skirt around the edge of camp, Arund rode through the middle of the Periwaneth’s makeshift villages. As he passed each round tent, the men, women, elders and even children abandoned everything they were doing to pay their respects to their all-powerful and revered leader. Disregarding the itch on the tip of his nose and the coarse burlap against his face, Arund rode on. He’d learned as a young senator long ago that appearance counted more than anything. Drop the ambiance of the Shaman for even a moment and it would tarnish the mystique of the figure.

By the time Arund reached the big hide tent on the hillside where he resided during his visits to the camp, the itching cloth was almost overwhelming. Nevertheless, he slid from his horse and handed it to the Zurel, calm and collected. It was only when he entered the tent that he ripped the tattered rags from his face and body and shook himself free of their irritating grasp.

“I’ve got to find something more comfortable to wear in front of those savages,” he said, half to himself and half to Zathar, who’d entered the tent behind him. “That getup is the most uncomfortable thing I’ve ever put on.”

“I still don’t understand the need for all the acting and deception,” Zathar said. Away from the Shadows, he always grew bolder with the White Knight. “The Periwaneth care only for land and plunder. You give them that and enough to eat, and they’ll follow you anywhere, Shaman or no.”

Arund shook his head and tsked as if chiding a small child. “Zathar, Zathar. Sometimes it surprises me that your brothers and sisters haven’t replaced you. It’s not about what I give the Periwaneth, it’s about what I make them believe in. They will follow the White Knight and kill for his promises of land and loot, but when things get hard, they will abandon me. Not so with the Shaman. They will fight and die and bleed for him, do his bidding without question. They know and fear the White Knight, but only the Shaman gave them reason to leave their homes to build a new nation.”

When he finished speaking, Arund took a long draught from a skin laying on the table. It was filled with a honey and herbal tea — a mixture hard to come by but vital for Arund’s ravaged voice.  As much trouble as it was to make the drink, the concoction soothed his throat and improved his voice, for a short period of time at least. He’d long ago accepted he’d never command in the tones the White Knight used to use, but even the Shaman couldn’t lead the Periwaneth with whispers.

“Tell me about the prisoners,” Arund said. 

“They are a strange group,” Zathar said. “Lorish woodsmen and leprechaun scouts by their looks. The stars know what they’re doing out here. I thought it best to wait to question them until you arrived.”

“Yes, of course,” Arund said with a wave of his hand. “But were there any others with them? A woman perhaps?”

Zathar gave his general a quizzical look and shook his head. “No, not until unless she could grow a beard.”

Arund leaned over the table and let out a long breath. It was both a blessing that the Valkyrie was not yet upon them and a curse that he would have to continue to wait to confront her. He thought back to the woman’s bottomless golden eyes and suppressed a shudder.

“Well, wait.”

Arund’s head shot up and bored into the Zurel leader. “What?”

“The Periwaneth told a strange story when they arrived,” Zathar said. “They spoke of a demon who was with the rangers — a ghost with golden eyes that disappeared when they surrounded closed in. But who knows? They are a superstitious bunch so I didn’t think much of it.”

Arund grabbed Zathar by the shoulders, a wild look in his eye. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“I.. I thought nothing of it, general.” The Zurel was bewildered to see fear cross the White Knight’s face.

“Bring me one of these Lorish men,” Arund said. “I must speak with them. Now!”

Zathar nodded and made to leave, but Arund caught him by the arm again as he turned. “I have foreseen the coming of one who will both answer our riddles and threaten all we have built — a Valkyrie woman with golden eyes. She will not rest until we are undone. Be on the watch. As much danger as she presents, we need her. She is the last piece in the puzzle of the cavern.”

“Of course, general,” Zathar said. “You have nothing to worry about.”

“I know that,” Arund said with a crackling chuckle. All trace of fear was gone. “But you might, if you aren’t prepared for her.”

A troubled, confused look crossed Zathar’s face, but he nodded and left without another word. Alone, Arund looked about the tent. He was tired — tired like he hadn’t been in years. A faint pounding filled the back of his head, growing stronger every hour. She was coming.

Chapter 60

Revan Teutevar — Queen Chloe’s Throne Room

“You’ve caused quite a stir in my city, Revan Teutevar,” Queen Chloe said. Clad in cloth of gold robes, the ruler of Vhaldais looked none the worse for the wear from her ordeal the previous night.

Revan, Shamus and Brinhold stood in front of the assembly of royals, shifting from foot to foot. Trying his best to hide his nerves, Revan nodded. “My apologies, your majesty,” he said.

Chloe smiled and gave a light laugh. “My, but the heir of Athel is courteous. No apologies are necessary. But you do have my thanks. I am in your debt, whatever you wish of me, if it is in my power to grant, shall be yours.”

Revan looked down at the ground. Now was his chance. He could ask for anything — builders, craftsmen, funds — everything it would take to resettle his country.

“I have but one request, your majesty,” he said and hesitated.

The queen motioned him for continue. “Go on.”

Revan paused again, aware his dreams were slipping from his grasp. “When Sylas Milleux took me to his vault, he offered me the chance to rebuild my homeland. I almost accepted his proposition, although it would have meant forsaking my friends and allies. My heart would ask the same of you, but my shame keeps my mouth from saying the words. Instead, I would beg that Vhaldais join the Simarron and Loriad in the war against the Imperium League.”

A mutter of protest arose from the royals — until the depth of Sylas’ treachery was rooted out, none of the merchants were allowed to attend the court — even so, the Vhaleons elite were loathe to endanger their vibrant trade network and empty the Vhaldisii coffers in what promised to be a lengthy and costly war.

“Silence,” Chloe said, waving her hand. “What you ask is no small thing, Revan Teutevar, but is a course we must take regardless. Although it was never his plan, Milleux has forced our hand — in the opposite direction he intended.”

Most of the royals nodded in agreement, although the motion appeared forced and reluctant for most of them. 

“Because of this, I would offer you another gift: I do not know where your stars may lead you, but should you ever fulfill your dream of restoring Athel, you have my word that Vhaldais will be your truest and closest ally. I also give you my word that no Vhaldisii expedition will trouble your lands again.”

Revan bowed his head. “You words mean more than you know, your majesty,” he said.

Queen Chloe smiled again. “Even so, right now they are just that — words. I understand you will continue your journey west with this Emoran, Captain Rodrigo, is that correct?”

Revan nodded. “Indeed, your majesty. If nothing else, I wish to look upon the land of my birth.”

The smiled faded from the queen’s face. “Then I will not hinder your journey, but I must leave you with this word of caution: the Emoran trader may have saved the city, but his actions were out of greed, not a noble heart. Be careful with the trust you extend him.”

Revan, Shamus and Brinhold bowed. “We will, your majesty,” Revan said. The queen waved a hand to dismiss them, and the three friends turned toward the palace doors.

“Oh, and one more thing.”

Revan turned to look at the queen. “Your majesty?”

“Try to keep yourselves out of trouble, at least for a little while.”

 

Outside, the sun was shining bright, and the sea twinkled like a cloak of diamonds below the Overlook. Without pausing to enjoy the sight, the three friends hurried down the stairs and outside the palace gates, where they were greeted by Rodrigo, Hugo and the captain’s first mate, a fellow named Row.

“Did the queen make you a rich man?” Rodrigo asked.

Revan shook his head. “She told me not to trust you.”

Rodrigo laughed and dabbed the sweat from his brow with a crimson handkerchief before setting his wide-brimmed, feathered hat on his head. “She is a wise woman,” he said. “Still, the sooner set sail, the better. We may have saved the city, but I fear my crew and I have worn out our welcome in Vhaleons.”

The five of them descended from the palace hill. A carriage waited to take them to the docks where Rodrigo’s ship was making preparations to sail. From behind his upturned collar — not everyone knew the bounty on the three friends had been cancelled — Revan gazed at the long boulevards of the Overlook. The trees were in flower, a blend of pink, fuchsia, red, white, yellow and light blues. A warm breeze playing in the noon air carried their fragrance through the streets and swirled the aroma over the carriage. 

In the streets, the royals and merchants who hadn’t heard the news still strolled in peace past the great manors and mansions. Revan’s thoughts turned toward the north, where, if the rumors were true, the Simarru and Lorish spilled their blood fighting the Imperium League at Fordstown. Amidst the picturesque spring day, it was hard to imagine soldiers were killing and dying under the same sun.

As he had dozens of times since leaving the Simarron, Revan wondered if he should have been there, with Garrid, fighting the League, and he suppressed a wave of guilt. He knew he’d left behind the chance of a good life — a life far better than any he’d have traveling to Athel. Although the king had never said it outright, Revan knew Garrid would have accepted him as a son.

Garrid is not my father, and the Simarron will never be my homeland, he told himself. He knew it was foolishness — madness even — to still go to Athel, knowing the dangers awaiting him and his friends. But Revan knew in his heart he would never be free to follow his own fate until he could stand in the valley where his people and father were slain.

And then there was the gypsy woman’s fortune, plaguing his mind as much as anything else. “Beloved of the stars,” he muttered to himself. What could it mean?

The carriage came to an abrupt stop, and Revan was jostled from his dark thoughts. The horses were stopped at the rear of a large crowd.

“What is the meaning of this?” Captain Rodrigo said, poking his head out the window to shout at the driver. “Why have we stopped?”

“There’s some sort of gathering, monsieur” the driver replied. “There is no way through them.”

Revan, Shamus and Brinhold sunk down lower in their seats and did their best to remain inconspicuous. Outside, the people began to clap and cheer. Grumbling, Captain Rodrigo and Row got out to see what was going on.

When they didn’t return after a couple of minutes, Revan stuck his head out the window and craned his neck to see over the horses. The crowd was gathered around a stand littered in banners. It stood in front of an enormous building — a rundown manor with rusted iron walls surrounding the property. 

Over the archway of the gate, a canvas banner was hung. In crooked painted letters it read: Palace of Fortune, Grand Opening. On top of the podium, a short man with slicked back hair was shouting and waving his arms around in excitement. Next to him stood a beautiful, dark haired woman who waved and blew kisses into the crowd

“By the bard,” Brinhold said, joining Revan at the window. “I don’t believe it!”

The man working the crowd into a frenzy was none other than Maurice, Giselle beside him. Clad in new yellow suit, he strutted back and forth on his perch like a rooster, fed by the energy of the crowd before him. 

“Indeed, fine gentlemen and lovely ladies, this is a day that will go down in the history of Vhaleons!” More shouts followed. “When the scholars write of our fair city, they will define it by two events: before Maurice’s Palace of Fortune…and after!”

With that, the innkeeper swung his arm to the ground, and a man below cut the ribbon to the building’s door. It wasn’t even noon, but dozens of people flocked to the open doors, eager to partake in the spirits and gambling tables awaiting within. Soon the streets were clear once more, and Captain Rodrigo and his first mate returned to the carriage.

“How…?”

 Revan craned his neck out the window as Maurice’s new establishment disappeared behind them.

Captain Rodrigo chuckled and shook his head. “I was wondering the same thing and asked a few contacts of mine in the crowd who might have known. Apparently, that spavalda — Josephine did you say? — and the rest of Milleux’s guard were so eager to catch our leprechaun friend here that they left dear Maurice to slip away unharmed. He escaped into the crowd with the rest of Milleux’s guests, but not before he grabbed a handful of Milleux’s documents from the safe, including, I am told, a ledger with records of many outstanding accounts. He sold them back to their owners for a fraction of the price they owed. Old Maurice is the richest innkeeper in all of Vhaleons.”

“Well isn’t that quite a twist of the Fates?” Shamus said, shaking his head. “Milleux was going to take Fortuna’s, and instead he financed a whole new establishment for that little weasel!”

 

They left the carriage at the lowest street of the Marchen District and continued the rest of the way on foot. As always, the docks were a hive of activity. Sailors and warehouse workers lifted loads on long cranes from ship to wharf and placed them in mule wagons. In other sections of the docks, merchants crowded around auctioneers, bidding on imports by the bulk and haggling over shipping contracts. Farther out in the bay, streams of barges and smaller ferry boats carried goods from the ships too large to make port.

“There she is, my friends!” Captain Rodrigo declared as they made their way down the steps of the docks. “Ready to set sail west!”

In addition to foodstuffs, dockworkers were also loading numerous trade goods onto pallets that were hoisted onto the deck of the Louisa or carted up the gangplank. The bolts of linen, beads, iron tools and spices were all an integral part of their journey westward. 

Although Rodrigo assured them his master, an Emoran warlord named Raul, wanted nothing more than to trade with the Sylvads, Revan harbored his doubts. He knew something was amiss. Unable to discern what it was, however, he had no choice but to stick by Rodrigo’s side, as dangerous as he knew the position was. The race for Athel was well underway, and Revan already far behind.

When they boarded the Louisa, the crew were already hauling ropes from the dock and preparing the raise the ship’s anchor. On the bottom deck, long oars extended to row the ship out of the bay, where the trade winds would carry them west.

Captain Rodrigo stood above them at the stern, the scarf on his head fluttering in the light breeze. He and Row shouted orders to the crew and Revan felt the ship move beneath him. The three companions peered over portside and watched the big ship cut through the still, clear waters of the bay.

 Mesmerized by the white sands and the schools of fleeting fish below, when Revan next glanced up, the docks were tiny in the distance. At the mouth of the bay, Vhaleons spread around them like the arms of desperate lover bidding Louisa farewell.

Revan’s heart skipped when the sails burst to life in the sea breeze, and Louisa turned west.

Chapter 61

Captain Nikoma — The Avenflow River

Over a dozen Gunnling longboats with iron-studded ramming prows tore through the water, destroying rafts and sinking barges. From their decks, archers shot fire arrows into the Simarru and horses thrown into river. Those who weren’t tossed from the decks jumped into the dark waters to escape the flames and wreckage of the sinking crafts.

Nikoma pushed through the panicking warriors until she reached her horse. As fast as her fingers would move, she removed the saddle from the frightened animal and smacked it on the rump with her unstrung bow and a shout. The terrified beast whinnied and leaped into the river. In the dim light of the burning wreckage around them, Nikoma saw the animal swim away from the barge toward the northern banks half a bowshot away.

A horn sounded upstream, and Nikoma recognized the king’s signal. While Cheytan and the other riders stripped their horses of weapons and tack, Nikoma ran to Jon at the tiller. “Can you get us upstream?” she shouted over the cries of horses. “We must get to King Garrid.”

Jon looked up the river at the small fleet of longboats slicing through the ferries and bit his lip. “You’ll have to cover my crew.”

Nikoma nodded and commanded her riders to string their bows. Jon threw his considerable weight into the tiller and the barge turned about in the powerful current. The rowers doubled their speed, and the Lily Queen shot upriver into the chaos of drowning riders, horses and wreckage.

“You ready for this?” Cheytan asked her.

Unsettled by the river and the loss of her horse, but determined to reach the king, Nikoma managed only to grit her teeth and nod. “I can’t swim,” she whispered to him.

Cheytan laughed and let out a war whoop. “Me neither. Now’s as good a time as any to learn, I guess.”

The Lily Queen was in the midst of the wreckage now, and the crew was warding off debris and dead bodies with their punting poles. Ahead, Nikoma could see the king’s barge and thought she spotted Temur directing archers to return fire at the longboats. Another group — Lorish ferrymen by the look of it — was throwing pails of water on a fire sprouting from the tiller.

Three longboats bore down on King Garrid’s vessel just as the Lily Queen drew within bowshot. Nikoma and Cheytan’s archers fired at the longboats, but the League archers continued their focus on the king and minghan. Only a handful of men were still alive, hunkered behind their shields. The men at the tiller were all dead, slung over the rails like rags, but, to their credit, the fire was out. The barge listed downstream, and Nikoma saw the reason the fire was extinguished — the king’s vessel was sinking in the current while the longboats surrounded it, like a wounded buffalo circled by coyotes.

“Faster!” she screamed at the rowers. 

Almost two score of archers on the longboats raised their bows and fired at the surviving passengers aboard the barge. Nikoma watched, heart torn asunder as Minghan Temur staggered back, so full of arrows he resembled a porcupine. But even his last sacrificing act was not enough to spare the king in the face of the arrow storm. Temur fell over the rail into the waters chewing at the half-sunken deck of the barge, and Garrid sank to the deck. In the next instant, a handful of Gunnling carls leapt onto the sinking craft and pulled the motionless king onto their longboat.

Nikoma stood frozen in place, unable to register what she’d just seen. She half-turned and, out of the corner of her eye, saw a longboat bearing down on them, it’s ironclad prow glistening in the surrounding fires. Moments before impact, the Cheytan grabbed her and threw them over the railing of the Lily Queen.

The longboat struck the Lily Queen broadside and Nikoma surfaced to the sound of screams and wood crackling. A few feet away, Cheytan clung to a pole that had been part of the deck moments before. Nikoma thrashed to his side and clung to the pole in desperation, the dark water pulling at her. Even in the moment of madness and turmoil, she thanked her stars that her chainmail shirt and leather armor were stored on the wounded ship and not pulling her under the water.

The remains of the Lily Queen snagged in a logjam of wrecked barges and rafts, and Nikoma saw several Gunnlings leap onto its deck and dispatch the remaining passengers in short order.  Nikoma and Cheytan’s log was sucked into the middle of the Avenflow, and the powerful current swept them away from the battle. On both banks, Nikoma saw League infantry watching the lasting effects of the river battle, no Simarru or Lorish soldiers in sight. All around them, bodies of friend and foe alike floated by. She started to sob.

“What in the name of the Fates just happened?” she managed to say.

The river was freezing, and they fought to keep their teeth from chattering. “S-somehow, the League must have known we decided to cross the r-r-river,” Cheytan spat out. “We w-were ambushed on both s-sides.”

“The king is dead,” Nikoma said in a flat voice. “So is the minghan.”

Nikoma struggled to loop his arms over the slippery log for a better grip. Already, the sounds of battle and burning ships were fading from sight as they continued to be pulled downstream.

“Fordstown will fall,” Cheytan said. “Without our aid, the Lorish are not enough to hold the League.”

He struggled to swing a leg out of the water and managed to hook the pole with the tip of his left boot — the right long gone when it filled with water and the Avenflow yanked it from his foot. Cheytan swung into a seated position and helped Nikoma up to sit front of him. Their full weight caused the log to dip so that their waists were submerged, but the log remained upright

Nikoma jerked with violent shivers, and Cheytan wrapped his arms around her in a tight embrace. Amidst the chilling current and the gruesome flotsam of dead warriors, her thoughts shifted to the feel of his chest against her back as he drew in each ragged breath.

“We’re even now,” he said.

Nikoma grunted in acknowledgment.

“Nikoma,” he paused. “I’m glad that you are here with me.”

Her heart leapt and he squeezed her into a tighter embrace. “Me too,” she said. “What next?”

Cheytan laughed and nudged her in the ribs in jest. Instead of pulling away, however, Nikoma rested her head on his shoulder. 

“Well first, I need to do this,” Cheytan tilted his head and kissed her on the cheek, sending a wave of warmth through Nikoma’s frozen limbs. She barely heard what he said next. “Now that’s done, we’ve got to get out of this cursed river and come up with a way to warm up.”

With the last of their strength and more than a little help from their lucky stars, the Simarru captains navigated their log toward the southern bank. Cheytan managed to snag an overhanging willow limb and pulled them into the shallows. Exhausted, he and Nikoma crawled out of the frozen water and collapsed in the rocks.

Unable to make a fire, the pair spent a cold, damp night on the southern bank of the Avenflow, miles away from Fordstown and the slaughter at the river crossing. They huddled together in silence, the gravity of the defeat working its way to their hearts faster than the chill of the night could. Whenever a dark lump floated downstream in the starlight, Nikoma wondered if it was someone she knew. She tried to tell herself it was a probably a horse and not a fellow warrior, but it didn’t help. Almost without realizing it, she slipped into a dark, dreamless sleep.

Chapter 62

Revan Teutevar — The Southern Ocean

Well into the voyage, Revan awoke one morning and saw coastline to the north, off the starboard side of the Louisa. With ill-contained excitement, he rushed to the bow to find Captain Rodrigo.

“Are we close?” he asked.

Captain Rodrigo looked up from Sylas’ charts and laughed. “We are still days away from your country. You can see the coast because the helmsman has steered us out of the deep waters of the ocean. See over there?”

He pointed south, over the port side. A thick fog sat over the water. Revan watched the weightless, tumultuous murk roll and tumble above still waters.

“Those are the Ocean Mysts,” the Rodrigo said. “They never lift, and there is no way through them. They begin here and stretch all the way around the Horn of Athel, north past Gunnheim and into the great ice fields. Many ships have tried to explore their depths — none have returned to tell the tale. Some say the souls of those lost sailors haunt the waters, luring other seafarers into the embrace of the Mysts.” 

As Captain Rodrigo spoke, Revan stared into the fog. He imagined the swirling mist taking shape and saw riders galloping across the waters and strange beasts rearing up from the boiling smog. Entranced, he continued to stare the shadowed outline of a dark, humanlike figure took shape. It was tall — too tall for any man — with over-sized, dangling appendages and a strange oblong head. The figure drew closer, gliding faster and faster through the fog. Revan stood transfixed, unable to shout a warning to the rest of the ship. As it neared the Louisa, it lifted one of its sweeping arms and pointed a long, crooked finger at Revan. Its eyes opened — burning orbs of hate, like the red-hot coals from a forge. Closer and closer it sped, reaching out for him.

Revan shouted in alarm and fell to the deck of the ship. He braced himself for the dark figure’s attack, but when he opened his eyes, there was no sign of the tall figure with the burning eyes to be seen. Captain Rodrigo helped him to his feet, chuckling.

“There’s no need to alarm yourself,” he said. “As I said, we’re giving the Mysts a wide berth.”

“Didn’t you see it?” Revan said. “That dark thing flying toward us?”

Rodrigo gave him strange look and shook his head. “I do not know what you’re talking about, my friend.”

“Must’ve dozed off for a second there,” Revan said, although the terror within him was slow abating. “What would posses a ship to sail into that, anyway?”

“There are legends of lands within the fog, full of wondrous peoples,” Captain Rodrigo said. “Some call them the blessed star people. Others say they are a cursed demon race. A bunch of nonsense, if you ask me. There is, however, another tale, of an island named the Isla Hugen al Munin. In the common tongue it is called the Isle of Thought and Memory. It is said that on the island there is a golden pool. Any man who drinks from it will live forever. If he bathes in the waters, he will become impervious to any weapon.”

“You’re telling me tales again, captain,” Revan said. Rodrigo’s words about golden pools made him anxious and uneasy. He hadn’t forgotten the gold pool in the Gimbadors, nor the dreams that had plagued him since.

Captain Rodrigo shook his head and turned to stare into the Mysts. “Perhaps. And yet, perhaps not. Ten years ago, I was the first mate on a trading schooner called the Fair Lady. We were less than a day from the Horn of Athel when I awoke early one morning to a very strange sight. 

“The sun had just risen and, off to the south, the Mysts had rolled back. I looked to the sky and saw a large, black cloud swirling around and around over the same spot of water. I shook my head to clear my thoughts, for I had been up much of the night. When I looked again, I saw that it was not a cloud but a giant flock of ravens, flying in circles, weaving around one another until they seemed as one. And there below the birds, rearing out of the ocean, was an island. Eagerly, I shouted for the helmsman to steer our course toward it. But when I looked again, both the ravens and the island were gone.”

Revan scoffed and shook his head, waiting for the captain to break into a grin, evidence of jest. Instead, Captain Rodrigo turned and stared back into the Mysts. Brinhold, overhearing the conversation, joined them at the rail.

“I’d not be so hasty to dismiss the captain’s tales,” the skard said, taking note of Revan’s doubtful expression. “Yarns like that are often based in truth — I’ve heard similar ones myself. Besides, where do you think your ancestors came from, eh? Somewhere beyond the Mysts.”

“I guess I didn’t think of it that way,” Revan said. “What else do you know, Brin?”

He was aware more than ever of how little he knew of his people. Although Reginleif had done her best to teach him the history of the Athelings, Revan felt at times as though he belonged to no race and no people. Of the ancient Eedari, from which his claim to the lordship of Athel came from, or even the Valkyrie of his mother’s side, he knew close to nothing.

“In the Hall of Skalds, there are recorded tales, lore, myths and histories from nearly every race stretching back almost to the Dark Days,” Brinhold said. “But from my studies, I don’t believe we have much record of the Eedari. I was told that the Hall of Lore in Athelon had a library to compare with Glittnair’s. What I wouldn’t give to have seen it!”

“I’m sure it was destroyed,” Revan said. “As far as I know, there isn’t much left of Athelon but the empty husk of the mountain.”

“Well look at it this way, boyo,” Shamus said from across the deck where he was lounging on coil of ropes. “At least there’s no dragon under the mountain that we’ve got to slay!”

Revan exchanged a halfhearted smile with the Captain Rodrigo and Brinhold. “True enough, but there’s a whole lot of Sylvads between us and Athelon.”

Although the plan was simple in theory, Revan had his doubts about their chances of slipping through the forest undetected. From what little he knew of the Sylvads, their settlements formed an almost perfect barricade around the Valley of Athelon. Thinking back Reginleif’s geography lessons and a few old maps, however, Revan thought there were likely a few areas of mountains they could sneak through. But none of that mattered if the Sylvads chased them back to the ship at first sight.

“What’s to keep them from killing us all and looting our supplies as soon as we land?” Brinhold asked, voicing Revan’s inner concerns. “Furthermore, how’ll we find them in the first place?”

“They will be watching,” Captain Rodrigo said. “The tree people are fiercely protective of their lands. I know many sailors who have made camp on the shore and never made it back to their ships alive. It matters not if we are in their forests or not, they will come.”

 

That night, when Revan laid down on the open deck to sleep, his mind fixed itself on Captain Rodrigo’s tale of the mysterious isle in the Mysts. Long after Brinhold, Shamus and the rest of the crew fell asleep, he remained awake, staring into the night sky. Overhead, the group of stars that formed The Crown shone bright in the southern sky. 

But even as Revan’s mind raced, his eyes drooped. But before he could succumb to sleep, he saw a silent flash of golden light erupt across the night sky and the stars of The Crown ignited with white fire. Unbidden, the gypsy woman’s words rang in his mind: When de shadows return to Peldrin, even de stars won’t save him

Wide awake, Revan leapt to his feet in fear as falling stars and meteors rained down upon the waters surrounding the Louisa. He shouted in terror, bracing for one of the burning missiles to strike the ship, but neither his friends nor anyone else would waken. Amidst the chaos of the hellish rain, Revan became aware of a deep voice chanting in a harsh, guttural language. 

The chant continued to grow louder and faster until it consumed Revan’s surroundings. Gripped in terror, he fell on his knees to the deck of the ship and covered his ears with his hands. He clamped his eyes shut and ground his teeth, but all the while the deep chant reverberated in his head. There was no reprieve. He no longer cared if the ship was struck by a falling star, no longer cared if he lived or died — nothing mattered but making the chant cease, or death, if it would not stop.

Just when the precipice of madness loomed before him and he stood to leap overboard, the voice stopped. Revan lowered his hand from his ears, breathing hard as he looked around. The crew was still asleep. Above, The Crown shone with a soft glow. There was no hint of fire or brimstone falling from the skies. Revan sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. He walked to a nearby cask of fresh water and took a long drink from the ladle, hand shaking. Nerves still rattled, he made his way to the port side rail and watched the waves lap into the side of the Louisa. The water was calm enough that the stars reflected in its surface and — no… In the ocean’s mirror, The Crown was ablaze again. Revan glanced up at the sky and was filled with dread confirmation. Eyes darting about, he clenched the rail and broke into a cold sweat. 

The voice did not return, but a mounting feeling of horror inched its way closer and closer to his heart. Terror — worse even than the chanting — overwhelmed him. From within the Mysts, Revan sensed rather than saw its source gathering.

 He started at the boiling mists as they rolled and rose into the sky. Out of their depths, a looming shadow began to grow and with it grew the dreaded guttural cadence, repeating over and over. The shadow gathered speed, shooting across the surface of the water toward Revan, who stood transfixed.

 Closer and closer, the shadow rushed, and Revan knew it came to consume him. Seconds before it struck, the chant stopped, and a booming voice roared. 

I SEE YOU! 

Revan threw his hands over his face and screamed until his voice shattered.

“Revan! REVAN!” 

Drawing another breath to scream, Revan’s eyes snapped open. Row and Brinhold had him pinned to the deck and Shamus sat on his chest, hand poised in mid slap. For a moment, Revan glanced about, but the shadow and the voice were nowhere to be seen or heard. Above, the sky was calm. Revan’s breath came in a quick succession of ragged, painful gasps, and his throat burned in silent protest with every movement.

“What happened?” he finally managed to croak after they handed him a gourd of water.

“What happened?” Shamus said. The leprechaun’s eyes were wide and his face pale. “You were screaming and thrashing like one possessed, so you were!”

Row and Brinhold released Revan’s arms and legs. He sat up to rub the life back into them and realized his face throbbing. 

“Ow,” he said, touching a cheek with his fingertips. “You slapped me?”

“You would not wake,” Captain Rodrigo said. Revan hadn’t noticed him standing nearby. “And you fought like a madman. Tell me, what did you dream of?”

Even as they slipped from his mind, Revan recalled bits and pieces of the dream aloud. He knew when he finished he shouldn’t have said anything. Many of the crew made signs to ward off evil — tracing stars over their hearts or faces — and backed away. Even Shamus and Brin looked at him with bewilderment and concern. Captain Rodrigo was the only one who looked calm, stroking his mustachio and looking up into the sky.

“He’s cursed!” one of the crew whispered. A chorus of muttering followed, and the Emoran sailors glared at him out over their shoulders whilst they huddled together, discussing the implications of Revan’s presence to the voyage.

“Enough!” Captain Rodrigo said, breaking up the group. “All men dream, and all men have night terrors. Do not read into it. Now everyone, back to sleep!”

The crew complied with their captain’s wish, but only after several more murmured comments. The majority of the sailors who had been sleeping next to Revan settled down in other parts of the deck without a word. When everything had settled down, Revan, Brinhold and Shamus remained awake, discussing the dream in detail.

“For the life of me, I don’t understand what it could mean,” Shamus said.

“There’s something out there,” Revan said, more to himself than his friends. He stared to the south where the Ocean Mysts could barely be seen in the moonlight on the horizon. “And it won’t rest until I’m in its grasp.”

Chapter 63

Harlan Longmire  — The Withered Redlands

Later that afternoon, the Periwaneth warriors dropped down buckets of brackish water for the prisoners to drink. The warriors watched them with drawn bows in the event the prisoners attempted to pull down the ropes. Once each captive choked down their share, they raised the buckets back up and tossed an array of bitter plants, roots and stale meat over the edge for the prisoner’s meal.

Afterwards, Harlan, Angus and the rest of their group set about examining their holding. A closer inspection of the pit only dampened their spirits. Aside from the overhang, there was nowhere the guards wouldn’t see them climbing, even if there had been enough hand and footholds to get out.

When the sun set and the Redlands grew cold and dark, the Zurel returned. Harlan saw the leader motion to him and a rope was tossed down into the pit. “You there, the man I spoke to earlier,” the Zurel leader said and gestured at Harlan. “We need to talk again.”

Harlan debated making the Zurel come into the pit for him but reckoned resistance would only cause more hurt and trouble for the rest of the prisoners. Ignoring the protests of his men and the leprechauns, he made his way from under the rock overhang.

“Harlan,” Angus said, grabbing his arm as he left. “There’s nothing they’ll be wanting to know that’s worth dying for, friend.”

The old ranger nodded and took hold of the rope. Instead of waiting for him to climb out, the big Zurel named Zaine hauled at the rope until Harlan was out of the pit. 

“Impressive feat, that,” Harlan said when he was out. The big Zurel showed no signs of fatigue and grinned like a small child at the compliment.

“He has his uses,” the Zurel leader said. “Come, there is someone who wants to meet you.”

They left the pit and headed for a tent placed on a slab of rock at the top of the valley away from both the Jotun and Periwaneth. Outside, two Zurel stood guard, their emerald armor glowing in the light of the waxing moon. 

“Zillska, bind his hands,” the Zurel leader ordered. Harlan held out his hands and waited for one of the Zurel to secure them with a flaxen rope. When she was done, the leader inspected the knots. Harlan could see his yellow eyes alight behind the snarling lynx mask. The two Zurel standing guard pulled back the flaps of the hide tent, and the leader gestured for Harlan to enter. As soon as he stepped inside, they lowered the flaps, and he was alone with someone standing with their back turned on the far side of tent.

Dim glowing candles on small, rough-hewn table provided the only light. A small pile of books and a chest were stacked against one side and hides carpeted the stone ground. 

Even after Harlan entered, the figure remained still. He — Harlan assumed by the broad shoulders and height that the person was a man — wore tattered brown robes and had his hands clasped behind his back. The man’s head was bowed low and hooded.

“Did you need something, pilgrim?” Harlan said. “I was in the middle of enjoying a warm fire, a hot meal and a good bed when the Zurel interrupted me.”

When Harlan spoke, the hooded figure’s head shot up, although the man didn’t turn. “By the stars. If it isn’t Baron Longmire!”

Harlan’s heart froze, then hammered against his chest so hard he thought he’d faint. Beneath the hoarse whisper was a voice he knew all too well. If he was right, Harlan stood in the presence of the last man in Peldrin aside from Reynard Barrett he ever wanted to cross paths with again. A growing fear wormed its way deeper into the old forester’s gut. Nevertheless, Harlan steeled his nerves and took another step forward.

“It’s been a long time, White Knight.”

Chapter 64

Fordstown

In the cool morning, a mist hovered over the Avenflow River, obscuring the sight of the League camp on the far bank. A sentry watched from the walls of Fordstown and tried to discern real shapes from the swirling ether of the fog. Without reason, his eyes were drawn north, where the first dull gray beams of light illuminated a section of the river. 

He saw the prow at first, a snarling, fearsome dragon head carved deep in the wood. As the rest of the longboat materialized, the sentry heard the splash of oars and paddles and saw more longboats and rafts materialize from the river fog. They were packed together as close as possible, brimming with soldiers, ladders and crude battering rams.

The sentry’s heart slammed against his chest, but he managed to draw a deep breath and wind the signal horn at his side. The deep notes sprung from the horn and a moment later, the same blast echoed across the little island as other guards saw the coming of the attackers. Down below, Fordstown’s defenders raced from the barracks, abandoning houses, below the wall and wherever else they had found a place to lie down the night before. Lorish bowmen filled the walls, stringing their lethal long bows. Infantry, a mixed bag of spearmen and swordsmen, joined behind them. More soldiers poured into the spaces where the walls had fallen from the siege weapons and been replaced with a crude palisade and rubble

Shouts and horns from the enemy sounded, and soon they began to form ranks on Fordstown’s soil, just out of range of the longbows. The sentry swallowed and felt a wave of uneasiness when he saw the sheer numbers of the Skaldeans and their allies that made up the League army. Below him, men were throwing debris and rubble against the gate in effort to shore the entrance to the city. Their frantic shouts rose in the early morning air and rang against the peal of alarm bells from the city square.

The soldiers assembled with haste and soon the majority of the League army was on the riverbank. From the small fortification that guarded the western bridge, the Lorish men stationed there stared down at the procession with grim expressions. The majority of their relief sent to escort the Simarru across the river, each man knew full well they would be the first to fall.

A Skaldean knight stopped below the bridge tower bearing a white flag of truce. When he was within shouting distance, he lifted the visor of his helm and hailed the Lorish guards.

“I come at the request of Marshal Innsbruck,” he said. “I am Sir Jeffrey Chancefort. We ask you to surrender the bridge peaceably. You are outnumbered and surrounded. You have my word, you will be treated well if you submit yourselves to the Marshal’s mercy.”

“Ah, cram it up yer rear,” one of the Lorish men growled. He drew back his bow and shot an arrow at the feet of the knight’s mount. The horse spooked to the side, almost throwing its rider to the ground. The rest of the tower laughed and jeered at the Skaldean knight.

“Very well,” Sir Chancefort said in a calm, matter-of-fact voice. “You will be killed to the man. Good day!”

The Lorish guard continued to taunt the knight as he rode away but grew grim once more when he was beyond hearing. In the distance, they could see they saw the knight reach the army and deliver their message. Minutes later, a large chunk of stone flew through the air and crashed into the side of the keep. The Lorish men shouted and scrambled to their stations as two more stones were catapulted toward them. The attack was underway.

 

Tirien — East of Fordstown, the Lorish 

After the attack on the Avenflow, the Red Stag leader and the massacre’s other survivors pushed west through the remaining night as fast as they could. Their group of Simarru warriors, Red Stag fighters and Lorish woodsmen numbered in the hundreds but was still a sight for sore eyes. They’d stayed as long as they could, pulling wounded men from the river, but archers on the Gunnling longboats continued to prowl the river, picking off anyone they saw on the northern bank. The southern bank, as far as Tirien knew, was held by the League.

For the hundredth time, he cursed the plan to bring the Simarru army across the river. It’d been a risky idea to start with and, regardless of how the League had found out and ambushed the move, was now a complete disaster. The Simarron army was shattered and scattered, leaving Innsbruck free to take Fordstown at his leisure.

Fates and stars curse you, Linus. The marshal had always been two steps ahead of everyone. It had been a long stretch to convert Linus Innsbruck to his cause in time to save Fordstown, but he hoped their conversation had sowed enough doubt in the marshal’s mind that something would grow of it. Either that, or he’ll conquer all of Loriad for Barrett and not think twice about anything else.

At the moment, the latter looked like the more probable outcome. Maltok, the only Simarru chief on the northern bank — and likely the only one still alive — had taken most of the horsemen with him and returned to his lands. 

“There is no hope for Fordstown now,” he’d said before riding down the Trade Road to the east. “I must look after my own.”

Tirien might’ve resented the Simarru chief’s choice, but he really couldn’t blame him. Rumor was King Garrid and his minghan, the stone-faced man called Temur, hadn’t survived the crossing. If the League took Fordstown, it wouldn’t be long before they made it to Maltok’s holding of Delgur, a hop, skip and a jump east with the Avenflow and Trade Road open to them to move troops.

When Fordstown’s island came in sight, Tirien realized Chief Maltok was right. He ordered a halt, and all around them, soldiers stared in silence at the sight before them. The eastern split in the Avenflow where the drawbridge connected Fordstown to the rest of Loriad — and their only way into the city — stood, was brimming with Gunnling longboats. Tirien heard the sounds of siege projectiles crashing into the city. Fordstown was surrounded and there was no way to reach them.

Some of the Lorish woodsmen let our cries of despair. The Red Stag fighters and remaining Simarru who hadn’t ridden east with Maltok bowed their heads. Somewhere, a medicine woman began chanting a dirge. The mournful keening fell over them like a blanket of chainmail.

“What’s your orders?” one of the Red Stag men asked him.

Tirien gave one long last look at the city and turned his horse to the northeast. “We’ll send word to King Aedd and our camps in the wilds. There’s nothing more we can do for those poor bastards.”

Chapter 65

Revan Teutevar — The Southern Ocean

Soon after, the coastline changed. Gone were the rolling hills and rocky outcrops of western Vhaldais. In their place, tall, dark pines reared up like fangs from the horizon, rolling with the rugged cliffs standing in defiance against the crashing waves. All around them, grey storms brewed and blended with the Ocean Mysts. When they swirled toward the land, they snagged on mountain peaks like dirty wool in a carding comb. The cry of sea birds wove together with the restless ocean.

“Athel.” The word slipped from Revan’s mouth in disbelief.

“Well, welcome home!” Brinhold said, yelling to be heard over the squall. “It’s…a uh, charming place!”

“I’m not sure if the weather’s much to my liking,” Shamus said, joining them, “Anyhow, all that’s left to stop you now is a forest full of tree-huggers!”

Revan gave Shamus a sidelong glace at the world. “Tree-huggers?”

Shamus shrugged. “It’s what I’ve heard them called by the Nibelungen. From climbing up the trunks of the trees they live in. How else would they be getting up to the treetops?”

Revan shook his head without reply and continued to gaze upon the coastline. Ahead, he spotted a break in the cliffs and black sand jutting out on a narrow finger of shoreline. As the Louisa drew closer, Revan saw the beach continued up the hill and ended at a wall of looming pines.

“We will drop anchor just ahead,” Captain Rodrigo shouted from the stern, “and row ashore in the longboats. We must be quick. Although we are still a few days from the Horn, the weather can be treacherous. We will all be wet for dinner, my friends.”

While Shamus and Brin left to gather their things, Revan stood transfixed at the rail. It looks just like my dreams. Since the first night when the shadow had come and the stars fell from their holding, Revan had been plagued by ongoing nightmares. Although the horrific chanting, the burning stars and the feared shadow never returned, he knew he must have dark circles under his eyes from a lack of sleep. Over and over, golden pools, Reginleif, the strange old man and Athelon itself haunted his mind. Each night, he cried out in his sleep and awoke to Shamus and Brin’s shaking, soaked in his own sweat. 

The sailors grew more uneasy every passing night. Most refused to speak to him at all and kept their distance as much as they could on a ship. Only Rodrigo, Row and a few others were nonplussed and dismissed the dreams as nothing more than night terrors. 

When the Louisa was safely secured, Revan, Brinhold and Shamus helped to pack and secure the three longboats with the trade goods Rodrigo hoped to offer to the Sylvad. Many of the crew exchanged dark glances when Revan sat down in the boat beside them. It was clear they envied the sailors who would remain on the Louisa and not make the treacherous journey to shore with the star-cursed Revan. A few shouts from Captain Rodrigo discouraged any dallying, though, and they were soon lowered into the restless waves.

“Row, you scum! If any of those bales get wet, I’ll tan yore hides m’self!” Row lived up to his namesake and soon the longboats were cutting through the tossing waters under his command. While Revan and Brinhold attempted to keep pace with their oar, Shamus hunkered down in the bottom of the boat.

“It isn’t right for a poor, young leprechaun like myself to be out and about in such weather,” he said. “By my granny’s whisker, take me back to the ship before I drown!”

“Hold fast, my friend,” Captain Rodrigo shouted as the prow bucked and pitched with each blow from the waves.  “We will soon be to shore!”

Rodrigo’s word was true, and soon they had the longboats beached and a rough camp established on the eve of the forest. The perishable goods were stored on crates beneath the overturned longboats. It was just in the nick of time. 

The winds shifted and, while thunder and lightning smote the sky, a barrage of rain pounded down upon them. To escape the storm, the crew tried to spread a giant sailcloth overtop the square of overturned boats as a rudimentary shelter. The wind, however, did not comply. The canvas whipped and snapped like a snake. Several sailors were thrown to the ground before they abandoned the idea. A fire was out of the question in the downpour, so they huddled beneath the edge of the overturned longboats, wrapped in smaller oilcloths.

“Cap’n, why don’t we take shelter under the trees?” Row shouted over the cascade of rain. His grey hair was plastered across his face, and his sodden beard drooped down his face.

“I dare not sleep under the cover of those pines,” Rodrigo said, “even in this storm. Regardless of our intentions, the Sylvad would not take kindly to our intrusion.” 

They sat through the rest of the night silent, each soaked to the bone. It was sometime after midnight, Revan guessed, when the storm finally abated, and several of the crew suggested they gather wood on the edge of the forest to light a fire. At first, Rodrigo refused to let any of them leave the cover of the longboats. But a couple of hours later, when the sky cleared and they shivered in their canvas blankets, he was finally swayed. With shouts of joy, several sailors snatched axes and ran for the tree line. 

Still several yards away, they were halted in their tracks by a wave of fierce, bestial screeches, shrieks and growls. Several javelins with feathered shafts whizzed from the trees and sank into the black sand. Faster than they’d left the longboats, the crew members rushed toward the safety of the makeshift camp. Weapons in hand, they peered toward the forest, but none of the tree people appeared. 

The javelins remained standing from the sand, barrier enough to keep any of the Louisa’s crew from venturing toward the forest again. Captain Rodrigo posted guards, and the remainder of the group attempted to sleep away the last few fitful hours of the nights. Revan dozed, unsure if the high-pitched screams were in his dreams or coming from the dark pine forest behind them.

Chapter 66

Harlan Longmire  — The Withered Redlands

Arund turned around and swept the sackcloth aside to reveal close-fitting white garb beneath. Although his face was older and worn by time and his hair’s color gone, Harlan recognized the sharp lined features and the dark grey eyes of Skaldain’s ex-senator. When their looks met, Arund grinned, revealing a mouth of straight, flawless teeth.

“Surprised to see me, Harlan?” Arund asked.

Before Harlan could think of a reply, the truth spilled from him like blood from a wound. “Nothing you could do would surprise me, Arund.”

Harlan laughed, a scratching, wheezing sound. He crossed the inside of the tent until they were only a foot so apart and offered his hand to Harlan. The old scout looked down at the open palm with his good eye and then back at Arund’s face. The White Knight held it a moment more and then dropped his hand to his side, smiling away the frost between them.

“I’ve probably earned that,” Arund said. “Forgive me for being frank, but what in the Fates are you doing in the Redlands?”

“Well, you know what they say about the Redlands in the springtime,” Harlan said. “Or at least, they did about the Council Lands.”

Arund held up his hands in defense. “Blame Harald for that. I only wanted to return to my capital.”

Harlan burned at Arund’s referencing Hubress as his. With effort, he swallowed the anger before it could surface on his face and was saved a reply when the general shot another question his way.

“If you don’t mind me asking, what happened to your eye?”

Out of habit, Harlan reached up and ran his fingertips over the patch. “Fell on a stick.”

Arund wheezed again and fell into a coughing fit. Harlan watched him draw a silk handkerchief from the table and clasp it over his mouth until the hacking stopped. When the White Knight set it back on the table, Harlan saw the cloth was speckled with blood.

“Please forgive me,” Arund said. He grabbed a bottle from the table and took a long swallow before replacing the stopper. “Exile hasn’t been at all agreeable with my health.”

“Don’t mention it,” Harlan said. “But if you don’t mind, general, I’d like to get back to my cozy, cold pit. Could we wrap this reunion up?”

“Why, Harlan,” Arund said in what sounded like genuine surprise. “I thought you would enjoy this visit. If you want to dispense with the pleasantries, we’ll get down to business. Where is the Valkyrie woman who was with your party when you were captured?”

Harlan was thrown off by Arund’s question. He’d suspected the White Knight would ask about his business in the Redlands before anything else came up. As such, his lie showed through his expression even as he told it. “Sorry, general. I’m afraid I don’t know who you’re talking about. If you don’t believe me, go take a look in your prison pit. All of my men are there and accounted for.”

Arund tsked and shook his head. “That won’t do, Harlan. The Periwaneth are extremely superstitious, and news spreads like the plague when they congregate. I already know there was a Valkyrie woman with you who escaped capture. Who was she and what were you doing with her out here?”

Harlan pretended to think hard and squinted his eye in concentration. “Sorry, Arund. None of us are as young as we used to be. My memory’s slipping.” The old scout tapped his mop of grey hair with a gnarled finger.

This time, the White Knight wasn’t amused. He flashed a thin, forced smile and walked around to Harlan’s side of the table.

“I’ve spent over two decades learning patience, Harlan,” Arund said. “You’d be a tough nut to crack, but in the end you’d talk. I don’t want to resort to that, however. Instead, I’d like to give you a proposition and then I’ll ask you again.”

Harlan was taken aback by the switch in the general’s strategy and said nothing in reply.

“I don’t know why you’re wandering the Redlands with a Valkyrie woman and a band of leprechaun scouts,” Arund continued, “but I’d reason you fell out of Barrett’s graces when he ran my brother out of the country.”

This time, Arund only glanced at Harlan and didn’t pause for the ex-baron to answer. “Here’s my proposition. These Periwaneth, they’ve got fight in them, but they’re wild, disorganized. I need a man who can lead them and keep them from killing each other before I can accomplish my purposes. I need a general like you, Harlan, to lead my soldiers into battle. Do this for me, and when I retake Skaldain, I’ll make you Duke of the Cattle County. Barrett is yours to do with as you see fit. I’m sure you want that snake dead as much as I.”

Harlan was stunned. The combination of seeing the White Knight back from the dead and this offer was too much to swallow at once. “And in exchange?” he managed to ask.

Arund stood and shrugged. He made it seem whatever he asked next would be a trivial thing in comparison to his proposition. “Tell me everything you know about the Valkyrie. Help me find her. All your men will be released unharmed — the leprechauns too. They can return home as soon as she’s found.”

“Well,” Harlan said in a slow voice, “If I’m going to be your general, I think I have a right to know what you want her for?”

Arund laughed in his hoarse tone again. “You’re a clever one, Harlan Longmire. Let us say this: I’ll tell you anything you need to be a successful commander of my armies — everything else, it’s best not to worry about.”

“It was worth a try,” Harlan said and shrugged. “I was going to tell you where you could place your fancy offer anyway. Down your throat wasn’t my first suggestion, but after listening to you talk, it might be best not to damage your rear when you already sound like an old crow.”

“I thought it might go this way,” Arund said. “You’ve always been a stubborn old bastard and loyal to a fault — although what you’re loyal to now, I haven’t the slightest idea. Very well. Sine you’ve scorned my offer of friendship, we’ll have to play this game a little differently. Sleep on this: if you don’t tell me all you know about the Valkyrie woman, starting tomorrow morning, my Zurel will pull one of your men from the pit and chop him into pieces right in front of the rest of you. Maybe then you’ll reconsider. If not, I’ll keep it up until you’re the only one left.”

Arund shouldered past Harlan and threw open the tent with violent force. “Take him back to the pit!” he said in the loudest voice he could manage.

Chapter 67

Revan Teutevar — Southern tip of Athel

Clouds rolled in from the ocean again, and the following morning came grey and wet for Revan, Shamus, Brinhold and the crew of the Louisa. The sun refused to shine on the party’s dampened spirits. Once again, the debate arose over whether or not they should look for dry wood and build a fire, but the javelins in the black sand on the edge of the beach had the final say. Instead, they settled for a cold breakfast. 

They changed from soaked clothes to the damp ones in their packs. While they ate, the party debated their next move. Revan suggested they unpack the trade goods from beneath the longboats, but Rodrigo shook his head.

“That will not do,” he said. “If we show them our cards, we will have nothing left to play with.”

“Do they even speak our tongue?” Brinhold asked. Revan realized none of them had even considered if they could communicate with the Sylvad.

“Some do, but they rarely take the time to talk with outsiders,” Rodrigo said. “I once heard of a man who lived among them after he was shipwrecked on the Horn. If you would believe the tale, they are not the savage animals we think.”

With no other plan, they settled down and waited for the Sylvad to return, hoping their curiosity would keep them from killing the party outright. Revan glanced at the trees every few moments and hoped they weren’t sitting in a trap. With the longboats overturned to cover the goods and the sea at their back, they had nowhere to run in the event of an attack. 

The group continued to wait past noon, wiling away their time drawing patterns in the sand and checking their stock of goods. The sun came out and dried them around late afternoon, but still Revan’s patience wore thin.

“I’m going to try to speak with them,” he said at last. He rose and dusted the sand from his knees, unbuckled his weapon belt and leaned his quiver and unstrung bow against the side of a longboat. 

“Are you mad, boyo?” Shamus asked. “Like as not, they’ll be filling you full of arrows and darts before you can get a word out!”

“If that’s the case, then we’re wasting our time anyway,” Revan said. “Look at it this way:  if I’m shot, you’ll know it’s time to get off the beach.”

They tried to convince him to stay, but Revan was undeterred. When they saw he was set on his course, Brinhold and Shamus insisted on accompanying him. Captain Rodrigo, however, vetoed the idea. “If one of us is to go, it must be single, weaponless man.”

“He’s right,” Revan agreed. “We don’t want them to think we’re threatening them. I will face this alone.”

Revan took one of the pieces of canvas from the night before and wrapped it around an oar to form a serviceable flag of truce. Before his nerve could desert him, he stepped out of the cover of the longboats and began to walk at a slow pace toward the edge of the forest, toward the ominous line of javelins.

“By the bard,” Brinhold whispered to Shamus as they watched Revan climbing the beach. “This’ll make a wonderful song! Look at him go without a second thought.”

The skard’s observation wasn’t quite true. With each step, Revan faced not only a second thought but a mounting wall of them. I want to make it Athelon, but I don’t think I’m prepared to die for it. The realization surprised him. After years of longing and weeks of journeying, he wondered how his resolve had suddenly weakened. Coward. His shame carried Revan to the top of the beach, and, before he knew it, he was only a dozen yards from the javelins. He stopped, not sure what to do, and scanned the empty trees. Feeling foolish, he waved the makeshift flag of truce over his head and placed it on the ground.

“We come in peace, bearing gifts and items of trade,” he said and raised his hands over his head to show them he was defenseless. “We mean you no harm. Will you speak with me?”

The dark forest answered him with silence. Only the rising tide and the gulls overhead made a sound. Revan waited several minutes before repeating the message to no avail. Over an hour passed with him shouting his invitation to the empty trees. Certain the Sylvad were watching him, Revan felt foolish and embarrassed. As his patience slipped away, his anger rose like the incoming tide. He shouted his message several more times to no avail before his temper won out.

“I know you hear me! I demand an answer!” Revan shouted and paced back and forth like a caged animal. When still no reply was given, he kicked at the sand and threw the oar and canvas into the closest branches. 

Back at the longboats, the crew watched the display with growing unease. “Somebody’d better go grab that fool before he gets us all killed,” Row said. Shamus and Brinhold leapt over the side of the longboats but stopped in their tracks when Revan yelled again.

“I am Revan Teutevar, rightful heir to the Lordship of Athel, and I command you to answer me!”

“Uh-oh,” Brin said.

An eruption of shrieks, horns and drums blasted through the forest. Out of nowhere, the tall pines blossomed with small, camouflaged figures who shook spears, bows and javelins from every limb.

“Well, that’s not good,” Shamus said.

At the forest edge, Revan’s heart stopped at the hundreds of tree people screaming their war cries down at him. He leapt back just as a javelin buried itself in the ground where he’d stood a moment before. 

“Damn.” 

Chased by another flurry of projectiles, the rightful heir to the Lordship of Athel turned and sprinted toward the ocean. When Brinhold and Shamus saw his retreat, they turned and beat their own path back to the cover of the longboats. Within the makeshift fortress, the sailors were arming themselves, stringing bows and drawing blades. On the heels of the Sylvad’s charge, Revan leapt over the upturned longboat and landed in a sprawl upon the dark sand. By the time he sat up and wiped the sand from his eyes, they were surrounded.

The tree people were of a similar build to Shamus — lean and agile — of a height between a leprechaun and a human. Most wore long dark hair that hung in gnarled locks and braids. Their faces were triangular, ending in pointed chins. Revan stared at their small, dark eyes and bright, sharp teeth while they screamed defiance at the party. 

It seemed both genders were present, but the males’ faces were as smooth and beardless as the womenfolk. They were garbed in rough clothing of various blacks, greens, browns and dark blues. Most had wooden javelins or crude bows. A few, Revan noted, bore rusted weapons and bits of armor he guessed were looted taken from the bodies of wayward adventurers or scavenged in the aftermath of the Siege of Athelon.

Hundreds of the Sylvad surrounded the group of forty. With shaking hands, Revan drew his dirk. He tried to steady the blade to no avail — the harder he gripped, the more his hands and arms shook. Despite the looming threat of death, he glanced around to see if anyone saw his fear. There was nothing to worry about — the rest of the party were too absorbed by the Sylvad to pay much attention to anything else.

As quick as they’d appeared, the tree people’s war cries ceased at the sounding of a shrill whistle. The attackers parted to reveal an aging man with long, matted grey hair carrying a gnarled tree root to serve as a cane. He stood between two of the longboats and studied them, head at an angle.

“Lower your weapons,” Rodrigo said.

Revan did as the captain commanded. His mouth was dry, and his hands struggled to sheath his knife. He fought to calm his pounding heart and rapid breathing under the blanket of ferocious looks. 

“The tension could not be cut with a blade, the tree people’s charge, fed by Revan’s tirade.”

Revan turned to look at Brin with a mixture of astonishment and annoyance.

“Valiant he ran, then fell to the sand —” 

The skard halted his recitation under Revan’s glare and shrugged. Shamus snickered.

“Let me handle this,” Rodrigo said, scowling at the leprechaun and the skard. “Perhaps I can smooth things over, eh?” With one hand held over his head, the captain lifted one of the many knives from his sash and offered it, handle first, to the Sylvad elder.

The old man took the dagger and inspected the craftsmanship with a keen eye. Satisfied, he stuck the gift through his lizard skin belt and nodded. 

“Is good metal, boat man,” he said. “It will make the killing of your men and the Twoo-teyyy-varrr even more sweet to have these fine goods as prize.” The way he pronounced Revan’s surname was long and forced, as though he both spat and sounded out each syllable.

Around them, the tree people whispered amongst themselves. Although their voices were low, Revan was surprised to hear them were speaking with a scattering of common tongue. Several times, he heard his surname and what he thought was “Mathyew” and “Athelon”.

“Hold on a moment,” Rodrigo said with a strained laugh. “I have grown very fond of my friend Revan and am even more fond of myself. I would not want you to kill us before you hear why we have come. We apologize for intruding on your lands, but we are here as friends, not enemies. We bring gifts and offers of trade.”

The elder glanced past Captain Rodrigo and spat at Revan. “If that is Atheling you travel with, no peace between us, boat man. But I will hear more of your words in private, away from Teutevar.” The elder beckoned with a wrinkled hand to Captain Rodrigo, and the tree people parted to make way for the pair.

“Wait a moment!” Revan shouted. He stepped forward, but his way was barred by two Sylvad warriors who hissed through their clenched teeth. “This is my land. I demand to be part of the negotiations!”

“This land held by the right people again,” the elder said. “Your demands nothing here, Teutevar.”

Revan’s face reddened, but Rodrigo raised a hand and shot an imploring look at him, expression urging him to remain calm. Revan continued to bristle, but he sat down to brood while the Sylvad elder and the captain walked down the beach. It was nearly an hour later when they returned. Although the elder’s face was stoic as ever, Rodrigo wore a broad smile and walked with his regular strut.

“Good news, my friends!” he said. “We have reached an agreement!”

The crew sighed in relief and the tree people, although hesitating, lowered their weapons. 

“What are the terms?” Revan asked. “Will they grant us safe passage to Athelon?”

The elder scowled at Captain Rodrigo, who glanced back and forth between the Sylvad man and Revan. “Well, that has yet to be determined,” he said. “The good news is that they have forgiven our trespass and have agreed to our trade proposition. One thing at a time, eh, my friend?”

Revan frowned but knew there was nothing more he could do at the moment. Under the guidance of Captain Rodrigo and the careful watch of the Sylvad, they righted the longboats and unpackaged the small collection of iron and steel weapons. The elder selected several warriors of both genders to come forward and presented them with the spears, daggers, arrowheads and swords. Next, the rest of the tree people gathered the bundles of linen, the spices and other goods. 

From within his tattered robes, the elder withdrew a large pouch and tossed it to Captain Rodrigo. The tree people who were given the steel weapons did likewise with smaller leather bags. When Captain Rodrigo opened the pouch, he held out a fistful of gold and silver coins up for the rest of the crew to see. Relieved to not only be alive but to have turned a profit as well, the crew let out a round of cheers.

“Hold on,” Revan said. Before Captain Rodrigo could pocket the coins, Revan snatched one from his hand. The gold was pitted but the image of a mountain on one side and a phoenix on the other could still be made out. “He’s paying you with my gold!”

Before Rodrigo could reply, the tree people rushed forward and overwhelmed Revan, Shamus and Brinhold. In a few moments, the friends’ arms were tied behind their backs with rough rope, and all three of them sported several bruises and shallow cuts.

“I am truly sorry it had to happen this way my friends,” Rodrigo said, bowing. “I will be forever in your debt for your services in Vhaleons.”

“And it’s a fine way you’ve found to repay us,” Shamus said through a fat lip.

“I would not resist if I were you,” Rodrigo said and gestured to the elder. “My new business partner, Chanuk Nuktal, says his people hate Nibelungen almost as much as Athelings.”

“So you’ve left us to torture and death?” Revan said. “For your sake, I hope so. If they don’t kill me, I’ll track your backstabbing hide across all of Peldrin if I have to.”

Captain Rodrigo clutched his chest and hurt expressions crossed his face. “Your words pain me! Let it never be said that Captain Emilio Estavan Rodrigo forsakes his friends to certain death.”

“Thad’s nod what id looks like from where I’b kneeling,” Brinhold said. His voice was muffled from a bleeding and swollen nose.

“Fear not, dear companions,” Captain Rodrigo replied. “I have Chanuk Nuktal’s solemn oath that you will not be killed if you do not resist.”

“I notice he didn’t mention harmed,” Shamus muttered.

“What do they want us for then?” Revan asked.

This time, Chanuk Nuktal came forward and addressed them for the first time. “You will live the rest of your lives as prisoners.”

“But what about us?” Shamus asked and nodded at Brin. “We’ve committed no crimes against your people!” He glanced at Revan, who stared at the leprechaun open-mouthed. “Not that we’d abandon you too, boyo. Just wanted to make that clear to our captor here.”

“You are companions of Teutevar and will share his fate,” Chanuk Nuktal said. “As boat man said, we do not like leprechauns. Skald will sing to us.”

“Skard,” Brinhold corrected through his whistling nose, but no one was listening. Their business concluded, the crew of the Louisa were hauling the longboats into the water. Several Sylvad pulled Revan, Shamus and Brinhold to their feet and the rest began to make their way to the trees, laden with their goods.

“It is time for us to say our farewells,” Rodrigo said. He bowed over one leg and swept his hat from his head with a flourish. “I wish you the best of luck, my friends. Who knows? Perhaps the tree people will bring you to say hello when we return?”

Revan leapt forward, growling, but was caught by his bindings. The captain’s silver teeth gleamed, and he winked at them one last time before hurrying to join his crew in the longboats. 

“Rodrigo!” Revan screamed. “You bastard, come back here! Rodrigo!”

If he heard, Rodrigo gave no sign. Just before they passed under the cover of the trees, Revan managed to look back over the ocean. The longboats were bobbing up and down on the surf and were almost to the Louisa. Revan thrashed back and forth and managed to break free of his captors. He sprinted toward the beach and was almost to the sand when he tripped on a root and fell face first onto the pine needles of the forest floor. Revan struggled to his feet, but before he could stand, the thick shaft of a javelin struck him across the back of his head and he knew no more.

Chapter 68

General Arund, the White Knight  — The Withered Redlands

Once Harlan was gone, Arund slammed a fist onto the table, causing the candles and maps to jump. The ex-Cattle Baron’s refusal of his offer was even made more bitter by the fact that a few hours previous, Harlan Longmire hadn’t even been a wildcard in the White Knight’s deck. No matter, Arund tried to tell himself, I’ve got all the commanders I need in the Emoran Warlords.

Even as he thought the words, Arund knew he was lying to himself. No Emoran could replace one of his fellow Skaldeans, regardless of how they performed in battle. Although he was loathe to admit it, Arund knew he’d been after Harlan’s companionship as much as his martial experience. After years of exile, even General Arund, the White Knight, needed a trusted friend.

No one understood then and they still don’t now. When he’d overthrown the Council, he’d been expected to be greeted as a savior — the ultimate heroic act by the White Knight for his beloved Republic. Instead, not only had been forced to kill his closest friends, he’d also lost the love of the common people. No matter how ill-treated they were, the Republic’s citizens preferred to languish under tyranny disguised as a democracy rather than subject themselves to a High King.

Arund took a deep breath to calm himself and was overcome by a coughing fit. When he recovered at last, he took another long draught of the honey and herb potion, then brushed the feelings of loneliness from his mind. He had his chance to join me, but either way, Harlan Longmire will serve my purposes.

Regardless of what Longmire said, Arund knew the Valkyrie had been with them; he’d seen it in the aging man’s eyes. After the Zurel’s debacle with the Lady Guinevere, he also knew he’d have to take a direct hand in the strange Valkyrie’s capture. And he knew just how he’d do it. 

Throwing back the tent flaps, Arund walked into the brisk, bitter night air of the Redlands and looked overheard. Far above them, the Hangman’s Noose, Peldrin’s most prominent eastern constellation was shining bright in the sky. A good sign. 

Arund took another deep breath, then another, breathing controlled for the time being. Gathered around a campfire nearby, the Zurel looked at him for orders, but he waved them back to their meal.

“Rest well tonight, my companions,” he said. “Soon, we will hunt Valkyrie.”

Chapter 69

Marshal Innsbruck — West of Fordstown

Mounted in full armor on his warhorse, Marshal Innsbruck heard it all through the dying mist — the horns, the bells, the oars in the water and the shouts of men. At last. Victory is in sight.

Around the marshal, various members of his staff — mostly the ever-present Cattle Barons — showered Innsbruck with praise. He found it ironic they were the same men who, only days before, had called his tactics cowardly and ridiculous. There’s a shortage of bearable Cattle Barons in Skaldain, he thought, and his mind fell once again into thinking of Harlan Longmire.

 It seems the good ones didn’t last long in the Imperium League. As soon as it crossed his mind, Linus banished the thought.  Discipline, he reminded himself, there is still a task at hand.

Marshal Innsbruck raised a hand to cut off the barrage of compliments. “Hold your thanks, gentlemen,” he said without taking his eyes off the battle. “We do not hold Fordstown just yet.”

But even he had to admit it was shaping up to be one of his finest victories. He still couldn’t believe the extent the Simarru and Lorish had played into his hand with the river crossing. They’d taken sizable losses on the north shore, but nothing compared to what the enemy had lost on the river and the southern banks from the ambush. Whatever was left of the Simarru army would trouble them no more.

The marshal felt another pang of regret when he thought of the dead Temur. Good men die on all sides in a war, though — you can’t stop it, only lessen it. King Garrid was still alive but only just. Since they’d pulled him from the river and brought him to Linus’ tent, he’d had the best healing the League army could provide. Even so, the surgeons told the marshal it would be still touch and go for many days to see if Garrid survived.

Across the river, his infantry and archers advanced behind the cover of large wicker screens, draped with the hides of dead Simarru horses. The fresh skins prevented the Lorish archers from setting the screens on fire with their arrows. 

Behind the screens, two battering rams rolled on solid wooden wheels. The men and the ram itself was protecting beneath a wooden frame and, like the screens, was layered in the raw, fresh hides of the dead Simarru horses. A similar force headed around the city to the eastern drawbridge. Catapults, ballista and trebuchet continued to throw projectiles at the walls of Fordstown with steady creaks and thrums.

 

A dull whump, whump blanketed the sounds of dying men and war cries on the walls of Fordstown. Despite the best efforts of the Lorish archers, the ram was at the gates of the city, stuck like a porcupine with arrows but undamaged, thanks to the fresh hides tacked over the frame. The steel head of the battering ram pounded away at Fordstown’s gates, and the faint reverberations echoed through the feet of the defenders near the gates. 

The walls were lined with Fordstown’s grim defenders. While the archers fired down on the charging men, the spearmen, axemen and swordsmen stood behind, shifting from foot to foot. They eyed the thick armor of the Gunnlings and the Dunrath halberdiers and prayed for every arrow to find its mark.

Down below, defenders piled debris behind the cracking gates and portcullis in an effort to delay the attackers. At the end of the gate tunnel, archers waited behind a makeshift barricade of overturned wagons, ready to pepper the first men through the tunnel. The bowmen exchanged nervous glances. They knew what awaited them on the outside of the walls.

Farther in the city, hundreds of citizens ran down the streets with nowhere to go. The air filled with smoke as flaming projectiles soared over the walls and exploded through thatched roofs and cabins. Animals bellowed in terror and children screamed. 

In spite of the rain of arrows, scores of ladders reached the western walls of Fordstown, and the defending infantry had work at last hacking at the first League soldiers to reach the top. In some places, the defenders knocked ladders from the wall. Screaming in terror, the climbers plummeted over backwards into the masses of their fellows below. 

The wall was long, and the Lorish soon found they had too much of it to cover. In the places where the League soldiers established a foothold, the bodies of the dead piled up on the ramparts and attackers flowed like ants to meet the defenders. With a last crunch, the ram punched through and its operators pulled back to allow a flood of heavy infantry to charge the causeway and pry open the portcullis. The first wave met a storm of arrows from the bowmen at the barricade and fell in great swathes. 

Before long, however, the League soldiers meshed with the Lorish infantry defending the tunnel, and the woodsmen couldn’t fire into the tunnel for fear of hitting their own men. The two sides smashed together and enemies in the middle of the melee could do little more than grunt and glare at one another, arms pinned by the press of both sides, vying to knock the other back.

On the walls, the Lorish defenders began to falter. Overcome by swarms of fresh, better-armored attackers, they fell like pigs before the butcher. While the men at the gates struggled to stem the rising tide pouring through, the defenders on the walls ran for their lives. Moments later, the frantic commands from the Lorish captains pierced through the din of battle.

“Retreat!”

As the enemy surged with renewed courage at the sounding retreat, the courageous Lorish did their best to retreat without routing. The League pushed and heaved to widen their hold at the gate while, on the walls, their archers fired down into the masses of defenders clogging the streets.

Men screamed and died on one another, almost without room to fall to the cobblestones. The press continued, but the League was gaining ground, one inch at a time. A mass of Gunnling carls formed a shield wall at the front of the mass. They set their shoulders and advanced in unison behind the protection of their shields with the weight of the League army behind to air them. Behind them, Dunrath soldiers jabbed their long spears into the Lorish locking shields with the carls.

Time passed in blur of death and terror for both sides. All around the battle, it was a brilliant late spring day. The sun shone down through a spotless sky and not so far away in the Lorish woodlands, birds sang new songs to herald the coming of summer, oblivious to the carnage a few miles away.

When morning dawned the next day, the exhausted Lorish were driven back well beyond the gates. In the streets throughout Fordstown, the League charged forward with fresh reserves to break the bottlenecks leading to the town square. Archers exchanged arrows from rooftops and the haze of smoke choked and blinded both sides. It was then the first of the Lorish soldiers ran, not in retreat, but in rout, without any notion of where they were running to.

The Lorish captains screamed and shouted for them to hold their ground. Some begged, but none of it made a difference. Fordstown swarmed with League soldiers, and the Lorish fled, their fear spreading like plague into even the most stalwart defenders. Weapons hit the ground and shouts of mercy mixed into the chaos. Those who didn’t lay down their arms were cut to pieces.

 

It seemed to Marshal Innsbruck everything was afire that evening. The setting sun shot through a cover of orange clouds to the west. To the east, Fordstown smoldered and smoked. The marshal was in the open field before the city when a rider galloped through the haze.

“Victory!”

Marshal Innsbruck’s face betrayed none of the swirling relief and sorrow within. Around him, his attendants, a handful of senior knights and the majority of the Cattle Barons burst into applause and congratulations. After a few polite thank-yous, Innsbruck called for his horse. Once mounted, he set out with staff and guard in tow to inspect the city.

The fields surrounding Fordstown were a macabre sprinkling of dead men, trampled grass and wide swatches of periwinkle flowers. Here and there, trees dotted the island, laden with blossoms. 

Marshal Innsbruck slowed his horse and tried to remember the beauty of the fields before the morning’s battle. Across the fields, men carried stretchers for the living and collected the dead in mule-drawn wagons, oblivious to the spoiled beauty. The same as it did after every battle, a hollowness at the loss of life and destruction filled Linus. 

The party neared the gates where the arrow-filled battering ram sat off to one side. Heaps of the dead and ladders piled against the walls. 

They’d already cleared the dead out of the tunnel, but the stone causeway was still slick with blood and gore. Linus’ gray warhorse’s iron-shod hooves clattered against the cobblestone — an empty, cold sound. None of the party spoke, muted by the touch of lingering death.  A single torch lit the way, and it seemed to the marshal that, through the smoke and failing light, they passed into the ethereal — a world apart from the flowers and blossoms behind them.

The tunnel ended and two Skaldean halberdiers met them with sharp salutes. 

“Marshal, the city is yours.”

Part III: The Mountain

It's not easy is it? Being a great man's son. You'd thought that would come with all kinds of advantages — with borrowed admiration, and respect. But it's only as easy as it is for the seeds of a great tree, trying to grow in its choking shadow. Not many make it to the sunlight for themselves.

— Joe Abercrombie, The Heroes

Chapter 70

Revan Teutevar — The forests of Athel

A light swaying motion and a throbbing in his wrists and ankles pulled Revan from his unconscious state. His eyes flickered open and saw tree branches poking around a large pole that split his vision in half. The swinging and bobbing continued. Through a pounding, dizzy head, Revan glanced around and saw he was slung upside down over a pole, the way one might sling a deer or another carcass to carry.

From the glimpses of daylight shining through the pines, he guessed it was late afternoon or early evening. The Sylvad carrying the bottom part of the pole on his shoulder gave Revan no notice. He couldn’t see Shamus or Brinhold with his limited vision.

The journey continued, and Revan’s misery grew. His head pounded from the jolting and swinging and he fought to stay conscious several times when his vision swam. His hands, wrists, ankles and feet burned from the strain of his weight suspended from the pole. 

Throughout the miserable journey, Revan’s smoldering hatred for Captain Rodrigo sustained him. After helping them thwart Sylas Milleux and his alias Lucas Sevenday in Vhaldais, Revan, Shamus and Brinhold thought they could trust the Emoran captain. After discovering Rodrigo already had plans to sail to Athel, the three friends convinced him to take them along. Once they’d made contacts with the Sylvads, however, the two-timing Emoran wasted no time bartering Revan, Shamus and Brinhold into captivity in exchange for trading rights with the tree people. Ironically, Revan — the last living Atheling — was the only person in all of Peldrin who could command such a price amongst the Sylvads. Although Athel and its people had long since fallen, the Sylvads’ hatred ran long and deep.

Over a dry tongue, Revan managed to shake enough to capture the Sylvad’s attention and croak out a request.

“Give me a drink. I need water.”

The Sylvad man glanced down at him, highlighting his angular face. Instead of replying, he picked up a small whistle with his free hand and blew two piercing notes. Everyone stopped. The man slid the pole from his shoulder, and Revan bumped to the ground, unable to move due to his bindings. Shamus and Brinhold rushed to his side but were pushed away by the tree people. A quick slash from one of their new daggers cut Revan free, and they yanked him to his feet. Deadened as they were, his legs refused to hold him, and he collapsed again to the earth.

“Get him up. We carry no farther.” 

The speaker was one of the lesser chieftains. He wore rusted vambraces on his arms and carried an equally worn out sword at his side. Two new daggers were tucked in his belt. He sneered at Revan, who noticed he had a patch of discolored skin over his right temple. Seeing Revan staring at the blemish, he kicked him in the side and stalked away. 

Revan wheezed and clutched his ribs, fighting for breath. Shamus and Brinhold grabbed him under each arm and pulled him to his feet. Once the feeling returned to his legs and he could hobble on his own, the Sylvads began to move again.

By now, Revan’s sense of direction was impossibly turned around. The forest path they traveled on wandered this way and that, sometimes branching off into several trails. Revan’s head swam and his side ached from the kick, but more than anything, he wanted a drink of water and something to eat. A cold, meager meal on the beach that morning was the last time they’d eaten. Revan guessed by the growing shadow that the sun was about to set outside the cover of the forest.

At long last, when Revan’s vision spun to the point Shamus and Brinhold had to hold him to walk in a straight line, they stopped. The Sylvads tossed a water skin and some dried fruit to the companions, who wolfed it down while encircled by the guards. When the food was gone, the Sylvads parted, and the elder appeared with the sneering chieftain who’d kicked Revan.

“Bind their hands again,” the elder said. Too tired to resist, the companions could only stare at their wrists as they were wrapped in chords.

“Do you know why we removed the bindings on your friends?” the elder asked. “We told them, if they run we cut off your head. You have good friends. Now, if you try escape again, we cut off their hands, then toes, and, if that does not convince you, their heads. Do you understand me, Teutevar?”

“If I do escape, I won’t go anywhere until I’ve separated your head from your shoulders,” Revan said. The elder ignored his threat, so Revan spoke again. “What do you want with us?”

“Retribution,” the elder said and turned away. Before Revan could reply, he disappeared to the front of the group, and Revan was yanked to his feet. The chieftain with the purple mark on his temple looked at Revan and spat.

“You are lucky, Atheling,” he said. “If I lead instead of Chanuk Nuktal, the only parts of you I take to our village would be your head and skin.”

Revan smiled in an attempt to hide the anger boiling over the exhaustion and weariness within him. “I’d like to see you try. Cut me loose and give me my weapons back.”

The tree man struck Revan across the face, knocking him to his knees. When Shamus and Brinhold leapt to their friend’s defense, the Sylvads drove them back with the shafts of their javelins. 

“My name is Borgan Angog, Atheling worm,” the chieftain said. “Remember it.”

The group set off on a jog, and the three friends were prodded onward like a small herd of two-legged cattle. When evening set, the captives were forced up a long ladder made of vines. Reaching the top, they found a platform with a small hut built around the trunk of the tree. Revan waited for the tree people to strike torches to make camp, but instead they produced fist-sized rocks from their pouches. Each shard flickered with a faint blue light that cast an eerie glow through the branches of the forest. All around them the trees flickered from the stones, and Revan saw the shadows of tree people in every direction.

“Is this your village?” Brinhold asked. Their guards ignored them, but Borgan, who was also on their platform, answered in the haughty tone Revan already despised. 

“It is outpost,” the chieftain said, searching for the words in their language. “When we reach village tomorrow, you will see is…beautiful. Not like pig huts you sleep in.”

Hoping to take advantage of Borgan’s pride, Brin pressed for more information. “Why don’t you sleep on the ground?”

Borgan grunted in something resembling a laugh. “Because tree people were made for trees! If you ground worms not with us, we would run home through branches. Forest is full of wild beasts: bear and lion. The Ursa Stones keep away.”

“So they’re for more than seeing, then?” the skard asked.

Borgan scoffed, offended by Brinhold’s question. “Seeing? Tree people see in the dark without light, worm. Now silence. Rest your clumsy bodies.”

Hours after the tree people fell asleep, Revan, Shamus and Brinhold worked to loosen their bindings while the bark of the tree dug into their backs. Whispering amongst one another, they woke the guard, who silenced them with a threatening wave of his javelin. From then on, they worked in silence to no avail. Unable to keep his eyes open any longer, Revan’s head slumped forward onto his chest. A ferocious roar — a terrible cross of a bear’s growl and a lion’s scream — tore Revan from his slumber only moments later. 

Shamus looked over at him with wide eyes. “What in the stars was that?”

Revan shook his head, heart pounding. Growing up in the wilds of the Gimbadors, he’d come across all manner of predators — hungry, fearless wolf packs, giant bears the woodsmen called grizzled and mountain lions that could stalk a man without making a sound. He’d even faced them on occasion and had surrendered many a deer carcass to keep his life. Even so, the screeches sounding through the forests of Athel stood his hair on end and sent a burning fear through his body.

Borgan laughed, and Revan saw the Sylvad man watching him in the sapphire glow of the Ursa Stones. “How would you claim lord of these lands when animals frighten you like a little child? Do not worry, even Atheling warriors were not man enough to set foot in the forest. Coward of wild is in your blood.”

“Cut me loose and we’ll see what’s in your blood!” Revan shouted, struggling against his bonds. “You tree maggots are the real cowards!”

Borgan drew a thin knife and yanked Revan’s head back by his hair. The edge of the blade tickled Revan’s exposed throat as he hissed into his ear. “I know not why Chanuk Nuktal thinks a coward’s blood will slake the thirst of the Pale Wraith. I have a mind to spill it now and be done with you.”

The blade pressed harder to Revan’s throat, daring him to swallow or breathe. The only sound was Borgan’s angry breathing. The Sylvad’s angry black eyes met Revan’s, and he knew the tree man would kill him.

“Borgan!” Chanuk Nuktal’s voice sounded loud and stern from the doorway of the hut. Revan broke his death stare and saw the elder Sylvad outlined in the pale blue light of the Ursa Stones. With great reluctance, Borgan pulled the blade from Revan’s neck. Revan felt a trickle of blood run down his throat. He sighed in spite of himself, the will to live overpowering his desire to show a brave face.

Chanuk Nuktal dropped into the clicking, chattering Sylvad language, clearly remonstrating Borgan. The younger man argued back, waving his hands and yelling, but in the end gave way to the elder’s commands. With a last spiteful look at Revan, he signaled his men, and the group dropped out of sight into the dark forest.

“You should learn to hold tongue, Teutevar,” Chanuk said when they were gone. “And sleep. You have caused enough trouble this night.”

“You have no right to hold us prisoner,” Revan said. “Release us!” 

His breath was wasted. The elder dismissed him with a wave of his hand and disappeared into the night.

Chapter 71

Revan Teutevar — The forests of Athel

Dawn came quick and with it, a multitude of sore muscles and aching bruises. Stiff and cold, the captives inched down the vine ladders in the early glow of morning. Once on the trail, they were given water and dried fruit again for breakfast. The air was cold and damp from the previous day’s rain, but their jogging pace soon warmed Revan enough to turn attention to his homeland.

Even the largest pines in the Gimbadors would’ve been dwarfed by the massive sequoias they passed beneath. Three men with their arms outstretched could have barely wrapped around the trunks of the smallest. The largest were big enough that, if hollowed out, they could’ve made a sizable tower — their lowest branches wide and thick enough that a man could walk across one as safely as if he were on a parapet.

Although the Sylvads traveled without a sound, the forest around them was anything but silent. The racket of dozens of different insects filled the air, matched by scores of chirps, whistles and other birdsongs floating down from the branches. All manner of wildlife — hares and several kinds of deer — flitted through the trees at their approach. Their path led them up and down knolls and dales, past moss-covered boulders and around giant skeletons of fallen and rotting trees. Everything was green, from the emerald glow of ferns and bushes in the sunlight to the strands of moss clinging to limb and rock alike. 

There was no mistaking that it was a wild place, yet even so, the forests of Athel lacked the harsh, fierceness of the Gimbadors. By no means were they safe, but there was something about the forest that radiated a weighted, confident presence — the trees had been there before bird, beast and man and would remain so long after. Whatever transpired beneath their boughs was of no concern to them.

 

Noon passed, and the three friends were once again given water and fruit. The cool, refreshing morning air gave way to a thickness that drenched the captives in sweat and tugged at their breath. The Sylvads sweated as well but were otherwise unaffected by the humidity. Soon, the pines and sequoias receded to aspens and oak of equal girth and height. Their up-and-down journey turned mostly downhill. Every so often, the trees gave way to a small clearing with tall grass and the occasional lily-speckled pond. The group skirted the edge of one such meadow, and, almost unawares, the friends found themselves beneath the tree people village. 

If it weren’t for the cooking fires and the Sylvads tending them, Revan would’ve never known the village existed. He squinted to make out the tree houses and bridges blending in with the foliage high above their heads. Cheers and greetings rang out between the villagers and the returning warriors. Almost faster than Revan’s eye could follow, children raced through the branches without fear, peering down on the three companions in wonder.

With Chanuk Nuktal in the lead, the warriors prodded Revan, Shamus and Brinhold up a mossy ladder. The climb was long, and Revan’s arms burned from the effort by the time they reached a platform much bigger than the outpost they’d slept on the night before. Looking around, Revan realized the village was more like a small city. An intricate network of branches, bridges and swings connected the platform’s lodges and built upon them. Moss covered the outsides of the bark and branch dwellings until they could barely be seen in the distance.

The group gained a larger following as they made their way into the heart of the city, and the villagers fought to catch a glimpse of the captives. They pointed at Shamus and Revan in particular, whispering to one another. Reaching the center of the tree town, they stopped in front of what Revan thought must have been the largest oak in all of Peldrin. A myriad of designs — animals, shapes, patterns and flowery script — carved and painted with a dark, reddish brown color gave the tree a wounded and bleeding appearance. The platform around it, supported by branches the size of tree trunks, was close to fifty yards wide and the tree itself large enough that, were it hollowed out, a clan of Jotun could have lived inside with room to spare.

As far as Revan could tell, it was the one tree that didn’t have any buildings huddled around its base or built within the embrace of its branches, yet scores of Sylvads swung onto its limbs to witness the return of Chanuk Nuktal and the rest.

The villagers formed a large circle around the party and their trade goods. Their chatter reverberated through the trees, a mixture of common tongue and their own strange language. When Chanuk Nuktal raised his twisted staff, however, they fell silent. Everyone, including the three captives, stared at the elder, waiting for him to speak. 

“Today is new dawn for the Sylvad,” the patriarch began. “I bring word of trade. Soon, all will have good steel and fine things. All will be lords of the forest!”

Yips and cheers rang through the trees. After a few moments, Chanuk Nuktal waved his staff to silence the villagers and continued. “But more than wealth, we have vengeance! Today, we repay blood debt owed to the cursed Athelings who drove us into Deepwood long ago.”

The fighters near Revan shook their weapons and spat at his feet with a mixed looks of triumph and disdain. This time, the cheers continued for minutes until Chanuk Nuktal motioned at Revan. Two Sylvads hauled him forward and cast him at the patriarch’s feet. When Chanuk spoke again, only Revan and the closest onlookers could hear him.

“And all know how Sylvad hunted the survivors of Athel Siege when they fled into trees, until last man, woman and child rotted in the earth.” Chanuk Nuktal jabbed his staff at Revan, his voice swelling and cracking with anger. “This grub worm is last of Athelings, son of the hated Teutevar and last lord of Athelon!”

The forest exploded in screams and blood-curdling shrieks, but Revan’s entire world was focused around Chanuk Nuktal.

“Tonight, we sacrifice the Teutevar to Pale Wraith!” Chanuk yelled. “No more will Sylvad younglings disappear in darkness. Pale Wraith will drink Atheling blood it hungers for!”

The warriors dragged the three captives toward the massive tree. Pinned to the ground by several of the Sylvads, they were helpless as the tree people wrapped long vines around their wrists and strung the friends from a low-hanging beam until Revan and Brinhold’s feet swung just above the platform. 

Who or whatever the Pale Wraith was, it apparently preferred its victims alive.

For hours, the three captives hung in silence, their limbs transitioning from burning ache to stabbing agony to numbness. Whenever someone tried to speak, they were discouraged by a sharp prod from one of the guards. Throughout the afternoon, passersby spat and tossed rotten fruit in the direction, though the guards made certain no one came too close. By eventide, the spectators retired to their own devices, and the platform around the gigantic oak was empty, save for the three friends and their guards. The Sylvad warriors moved to the edge of the platform to play a game involving pebbles, shells and sticks, leaving the captives to discuss their fate in quiet tones.

“What do you suppose the Pale Wraith is, eh mates?” Brinhold asked. He was the farthest out on the limb and dangled with his back to the tree, Shamus and Revan, unless he kicked his legs to spin on his vine.

“And what if it’s Arund?” Shamus said in a voice no more than a whisper.

“It can’t be,” Revan said. “The Zurel were traveling east, not west, remember?”

“Now hold on a second, Revan,” Brinhold said. “That doesn’t mean anything for certain. Perhaps they were heading east to throw us off their trail.”

“Right!” Shamus agreed. “And what if it was here he’s been in hiding all along?”

With an effort, Revan twisted around to face the pair. The severity of his lecture was somewhat lessened by the continuous twirling.

 “You’re both talking nonsense,” he said, spinning away from them. “Think on it for a moment. Why would Arund hide out in Athelon when he wasn’t defeated until after he returned to Hubress?”

“Maybe it was all a decoy!” Brin said. “What if he knew his army was too small to hold the throne? He could have put an impostor in his place and slipped away!”

Revan continued his rotation, scowling at the skard and the leprechaun every time he passed. “Instead of dreaming up ghosts, why don’t you two think of a way to get us free? Is the infamous Shamus McCaffler going to let a bunch of tree huggers keep him tied up?”

When Revan next turned to face Shamus the leprechaun fixed him with a look of disdain. “And just what is it you think I could be doing to escape, boyo?”

“I don’t know,” Revan said. “Something besides telling ghost stories. Here, can you climb on —”

“Hold on,” Brinhold said. “What’s going on with the guards? They’ve fallen asleep on the job!”

Revan craned his head over his right shoulder in an effort to look before his slow rotation brought him back around. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the three guards. Instead of playing their game, the Sylvad warriors were slumped over, either asleep or unconscious.

“Huh,” Revan said. In the next instant, a loud thump sounded from behind him where Shamus was hanging. “What in the stars —”

Before Revan could finish the sentence, he too crashed to the platform, followed closely by Brinhold. A small groan escaped Revan’s lips when he lowered his arms to his sides and they began to tingle and burn. A series of soft thuds followed. When he craned his head over, he found their packs and weapons lying nearby. 

“Who’s there?” Revan rolled onto his back and looked up into the limbs of the giant tree. He whispered as loud as he dared, but there was no reply, nor did anything or anyone move to make themselves known.

“Quit talking to the tree and grab your gear!” Shamus hissed. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Chapter 72

Harlan Longmire — The Withered Redlands

Harlan Longmire couldn’t sleep. The late spring night chilled him to the bone, making his joints ache, and the empty socket where his right eye used to be throbbed. On top of that, the ground was hard and bumpy — nothing that bothered the old ranger of its own accord, but when combined with an empty stomach and no campfire, it made for a miserable way to pass the time. Of course, he reckoned, it was about the best a prisoner could expect.

Harlan’s group of Lorish woodsmen and the leprechaun scouts under the command of Angus O’Cooley were a hard-looking bunch. After weeks of wandering the Fates-forsaken Withered Redlands searching for Arund, the White Knight, they’d been captured by a group of Periwaneth, who led them right to General Arund.

To Harlan’s surprise, however, Arund hadn’t wanted to kill them. He’d tried a different approach to get what he wanted: doing his best to persuade Harlan to join his cause and become the commander of his rough Jotun and Periwaneth army. Although the old woodsman didn’t trust the White Knight farther than he could spit, the offer itself sounded mighty tempting, until Arund revealed his price.

The Valkyrie named Regg had been a pain in Harlan’s backside ever since they’d found her running across the Redlands, in search of Arund and his Zurel. She’d almost gotten them captured more than once and didn’t get along well with anyone when her strange moods set in and her eye glowed with a golden light. Somehow, she’d managed to give the Periwaneth the slip when the rest of them had been captured. Superstitious as they were, the Periwaneth hadn’t been inclined to go looking for her.

But as odd and unsettling as the Valkyrie was, Harlan wasn’t the kind to betray a friend. So here he sat, dozing in a prison pit, plagued by strange dreams of falling stars, Regg and golden pools. Dreams that didn’t go away when he opened his eye.

Harlan looked up. The sky to the east was alight with bands of waving gold. The strings of light bent and flowed through the night sky over and around the stars and swirled around the Hangman’s Noose, a constellation most visible in eastern Peldrin.

Trying to decide if he was awake or still dreaming, Harlan watched the captivating display. The stars in the Noose continued to grow bright and brighter until the Redlands were lit up the same as if a full moon shone down from above. Beside him, Harlan heard Angus stir.

“Mother Mabb, what in the blazes is that?” the leprechaun chief said when his eyes opened and he looked to the heavens. “Sure I’ve never seen anything like it in all of my days!”

Roused by Angus’ exclamation, all of the prisoners were soon standing in the middle of the pit, staring at the flaming stars and the dancing golden lights in the east. Harlan saw the guards on the rim of the ravine, illuminated by the glow of the golden bands. The pair of Jotun stared dumbstruck while the Periwaneth warriors muttered amongst themselves and made the star-sign across their faces.

The stars of the noose and the waving bands of gold continued to grow brighter and brighter until the land was lit the same as if a new day was dawning. Harlan tried to look past the glow to see any trace of the sunrise, but either the hour was too early or the golden lights and the stars masked any presence of the fledgling sun. Behind them to the west, he heard the sound of horses approaching.

With effort, Harlan pulled his eye away from the eastern sky and turned around to see the Zurel lining the edge of the pit. Behind them, still on horseback, was Arund. He was clad in sackcloth with a deep hood that covered his face. Beneath the hood, Harlan could see the general wore a mask that looked to have been carved from some sort of white wood. Its features were similar to those Harlan had seen worked into the Periwaneth totems.

When the White Knight approached, the Periwaneth warriors looked away from the golden lights and sank into bows until their foreheads touched the ground. Together, they began to mutter a strange, rolling chant in their native tongue. The Jotun surrounding the pit stood unmoving, more interested in the lights than the White Knight.

Next to Harlan, Angus cursed. “In the name of all the Fates, I never thought I’d lay eyes on that bastard again,” the leprechaun chieftain said. 

“So the White Knight is the mighty shaman of the Periwaneth too,” Harlan said, half to himself. “Look at those poor buggers groveling to him. I’ll bet he can’t get enough of it.”

Further conversation was interrupted by the Zurel, who tossed lengths of rope down the side of the ravine. “You’re in luck, woodsman,” the Zurel leader said. “We won’t be chopping any of your men into pieces tonight. We’re going to need you and the leprechaun chieftain to come with us, however.”

By now, the leprechauns and foresters were gathered around their leader and were unwilling to part with either Harlan or Angus. “And why would they be doing that now?” Cowen, one of Angus’ scouts asked. “Sure, why don’t you come down here and get them, eh boyos?”

“If we do, you’ll be the first to die, leprechaun,” the Zurel leader said. For the first time, Harlan noticed several of the creatures had bows on their backs.

“Easy now, Cowen,” Angus said in a low voice so the Zurel couldn’t hear him. “If they wanted us dead, they wouldn’t go to the trouble of pulling us out of this pit. You boys just mind your manners and keep looking for an escape until we return.”

“Boss?” Pewter Pete and the rest of the Lorish foresters looked at Harlan.

“Just like Angus said,” Harlan said. “Give it a couple days, and if you haven’t seen or heard from us, raise some hell.”

Harlan and Angus nodded at one another and headed from the ropes. Once they were hauled from the pit, Angus dusted himself off and looked around expectantly. “Well then, where is it we’re heading on this little jaunt?”

“Never you mind, leprechaun,” one of the Zurel said and struck Angus across the back with an armored forearm. The leprechaun leader fell to his knees, and as Harlan moved to help him up, he heard shouts of outrage from their men in the pit.

“Zarak, you fool,” the Zurel leader said. “They are not to be harmed unless they cause problems. Bind their hands and get them on the spare horse. The general is growing impatient.”

If Arund was indeed restless and ready to travel, he made no sign. Through the Periwaneth’s bowing and the Zurel pulling Harlan and Angus from the pit, the White Knight sat unmoving on his horse. Once the two prisoners were bound, he looked down at them when the Zurel led them past his horse without a word. Arund nudged his horse into a walk to the east, where the Hangman’s Noose and the golden lights still shone in full strength. Harlan and Angus were placed on a horse together and, with the Zurel surrounding them, picked their way through the bowing Periwaneth. 

The White Knight didn’t stop until they were out of the valley and well beyond the sight and hearing of any of the lookouts posted along the edge of the camp. When they were alone, he held up a hand to halt and then turned his horse to face the two prisoners and the Zurel. Illuminated by the golden lights behind and above him, Arund lowered his hood and removed the mask from his face, then pulled the dirty sackcloth off to reveal the white robes Harlan had seen him in when they’d spoke in the general’s tent.

“Some costume, eh?” he said.

“Where are we going?” Harlan asked, ignoring the question.

“East,” Arund said. “Tell me, Harlan, when was the last time you visited Hubress?”

Chapter 73

Revan Teutevar — The Sylvad Tree Town

As quietly as they could manage, the three friends buckled on their weapons and grabbed their packs. Dirk and tomahawk drawn, Revan edged toward the guards. Each had a small, green-feathered dart stuck in his or her neck, but their chests still rose in shallow breaths. Revan looked from the guards and then back to the tree. Barely visible in the darkness, he half-imagined he saw the glint of yellow eyes peering down on them through the budding flowers of the massive tree. Before Revan could be sure, Shamus grabbed him to follow. When Revan glanced over shoulder at the same spot in the tree, he found only darkness.

Shamus led the way with his keen leprechaun eyes. They crossed a rope bridge and two more platforms before the leprechaun found a ladder. All of the Sylvad dwellings, it seemed, were far overhead — the farthest they could get from the ground. Accompanied only by the sound of crickets and the hoot of a distant owl, the companions descended to the forest floor.

As soon as their feet hit the earth, Revan, Shamus and Brinhold sprinted into the darkness. In spite of his short legs, Shamus moved fast and without sound. In the starless gloom of the forest, Revan second-guessed his every step and struggled to keep pace. Afraid of being left behind, Brin trailed Revan so close that they both went down when the skard tripped in his haste. Were it not for Shamus’ keen hearing, they would have been left behind.

The leprechaun led them deeper and deeper into the forest, through fern and bush and over fallen timber. It seemed they darted through the forest for hours, but when Revan glanced overhead, the pale blue lights of the Ursa Stones proved the companions weren’t out of Sylvad territory yet.

When the pulsating light faded at last, the three friends stopped. Revan’s hands clutched his knees, and he gasped for air. His throat was dry and his shoulders still ached from the hours spent hanging from the branch of the white oak. Around him, he could see the outlines of Shamus and Brinhold bent over in similar postures. 

“Let’s go,” Revan said between ragged breaths. “We can’t stop yet.”

“And what’s your plan when the sun comes up?” Brinhold managed to ask in between gasps for air.

“We’ll hide during the day and travel by night until we reach the valley,” Revan replied. “Shamus, can you lead us out of this cursed forest?”

Instead answering, Shamus’ shadowed outline held up a hand. Revan froze. Without them noticing, the forest had grown silent. The chirp of cricket and the songs of the night birds were gone. Revan’s hand drifted toward his weapons. The companions’ mysterious savior had returned everything but his bow, and in the moment, Revan would’ve traded everything he had for it. Aside from their collection of long knives and Revan’s tomahawk, the only other weapons amongst them was a small bundle of javelins Brinhold had stolen from the sleeping guards.

Before Revan could dwell on their misfortune, an ear-splitting roar tore a rift in the still darkness. Something crashed through the undergrowth, grunting and wheezing with deep, heaving snorts. The companions fell back into a small circle, and Brinhold pressed something into Revan’s hand.

“You’re going to need this.”

It was one of the javelins. Revan twisted the shaft of the weapon in his palm and pointed one end out into the darkness. The ruckus was much closer now. Over his pounding heart, Revan heard the beast crashing through the undergrowth. In the pitch black, he couldn’t even see the end of his javelin, let alone the animal circling them. 

“I can see it,” Shamus said, his keen sight coming to their aid again. “It looks like some kind of bearcat. To your left, Revan.”

Revan twisted to align the point of the javelin with the noises in the brush at Shamus’ warning. His legs quaked, and a cold sweat ran down his chest and arms.

“What do we do now?” Brinhold asked through clenched teeth. “Have you ever fought a bearcat before?”

“No,” Revan said as they continued their circle to match the beast. “Don’t have them in the Gimbadors. As far as bears go, the best thing is to stay out of their way and give them what they want.”

“Grand advice,” Shamus whispered. “Except that this bugger wants to eat us!”

The bearcat roared again and, although they couldn’t see anything, it sounded as if the beast stood only feet away. Revan struggled to hold his javelin. His hands felt cold and lifeless. With every stomp and grunt he braced himself for the bearcat’s charge.

“Back up slowly,” Revan said. “We can’t fight this thing in the dark. Make for the tree to my right and pray this thing can’t climb.”

Together, the three friends inched toward the trunk of the tree. Judging by the sounds, the bearcat followed — what held it from attacking, Revan didn’t know. Instinct screamed at him to run with every step, but he knew there was nowhere to go. Their only chance of survival would be to make the tree. It seemed forever before Brinhold tapped him on the shoulder, signaling they had reached the tree. He heard Shamus climb onto the skard’s shoulder and swing into one of the lowest branches. Revan heard the unmistakable stomping approach of the beast, and an awful stench of rotten meat and swamp mud filled the air.

“He’s getting closer.”

Shamus’s words filled Revan with dread. His ears failed to hear the sound of Brinhold’s boots scraping on the tree trunk. He never felt the kick in the back of his head when Brin joined Shamus on the branch.

“Revan, grab my hand!” Brinhold hissed at his oblivious friend.

 Even before Shamus shouted his warning, Revan knew the beast was charging. With a shout, he threw the javelin and leapt to the side. A gust of reeking air enveloped him and a monstrous paw knocked him to the ground. A sharp pain ripped across his shoulder. Through the hurt and terror, Revan rolled and drew his dirk with his left hand before the bearcat sank its fangs into his right shoulder. 

Revan screamed in throat-tearing agony and plunged the blade into the neck of the monster, but its jaws refused to release. Surrounded by a world of matted, stinking fur, the beast lifted Revan in a bone-crushing embrace and hurled him into the ferns yards away. 

Landing face first in the undergrowth, Revan rolled over as quickly as the angry waves of pain would allow, expecting the bearcat to leap upon him and end the hunt. Instead, he was greeted by the sky-blue aura of an Ursa Stone lying on the ground between him and the beast. 

The bearcat was even more fearsome in the light than the shapeless horror it’d been in the darkness. Its head, chest and shoulders resembled that of the silver-backed bears of the Gimbadors, but its torso narrowed into the lithe hind end of an enormous mountain lion. With each roar, its bloody muzzle curled over fangs the size of hunting knives. Maddened by the scent of Revan’s bloody shoulder, it snarled and clawed at the air but wouldn’t advance past the glow of the stone. 

Even so, the bearcat refused to retreat into the night. It reared up on its hind legs and shook its ugly head in challenge. Dropping down again, the beast advanced around the Ursa Stone, seeking the wounded Revan. Shamus and Brinhold leapt from the tree, shouting and brandishing their weapons. Each cast their javelin — Shamus’ struck the beast in its lion haunch and Brinhold’s glanced from the bearcat’s muscled shoulder. Even so, the beast would not be deterred. Revan pulled himself to his feet, drawing his tomahawk with his good hand, and prepared for death. 

The bearcat reared once more and let lose a rumbling growl that Revan answered with a scream of his own. But before the beast could charge, two arrows sank into its chest in quick succession. It wasn’t until a third, then a fourth, that the beast finally sank on its haunches. Blood ran from its fearsome mouth and each breath it drew was ragged and slobbery. Minutes later, the bearcat finally keeled over, dead.

Shamus and Brinhold ran to Revan’s side and lifted him to his feet, careful to avoid the ragged, bleeding mess that was his shoulder. Revan grimaced and turned to look behind him for the owner of the Ursa Stone and the arrows. 

“Did either of you see?” he asked Shamus and Brinhold. His voice sounded distant and muffled.

In answer, another small blue light blossomed in the distance. A cloaked outline raised a hand and beckoned them to follow. Shamus grabbed the stone at their feet with one last shuddering look at the dead bearcat. With Brinhold supporting the injured Revan, the friends followed the figure a slow pace. 

Blue light bobbed in the distance between trees and through ferns and bushes. In the light of the Ursa Stone, Revan could tell they were on some sort of game trail, but even so, it was not easy to keep up with the personage. Whenever they fell behind, the light returned and its bearer waved the light over its head, impatient at their slow pace. Each time, Revan struggled to discern the identity of the cloaked figure, but the distance and the darkness shrouded any defining feature.

“Shamus,” Revan said in a low voice, “Can you make out who it is?”

“I can’t see a thing, boyo” Shamus replied. “Maybe I can sneak up on them, though, eh?”

Revan nodded, the motion making his vision lurch. Shamus set off in the dark and up ahead, the blue light continued on its meandering path through the forest.

“Maybe it’s best not to look a gift horse in the mouth?” Brinhold said. Just as he finished speaking, the carrier of the Ursa Stone stopped, and the light winked out. In front of them, there was nothing but darkness.

“Shamus, wait!” Revan shouted. He was answered by silence and the black of night.

“Shamus, come back!” Brinhold yelled and waved their Ursa stone above the undergrowth. Shamus popped out of the ferns without warning, causing both Revan and Brinhold to start in fright.

“Don’t do that!” Brinhold said. “I was this close to stabbing you with my javelin!”

“I could have been able to find you without the light,” Shamus said. “The two of you are louder than a pair of Vhaleons alley cats making love!”

“Did you see anything?” Revan asked. He’d lost too much blood to match wits with the sarcastic leprechaun.

Shamus shook his head. “Somehow, they knew I was sneaking them. By the time I was close enough to be getting a good look, they heard me and covered the stone.”

A wave of nausea and dizziness overcame Revan, and he lurched forward. When Brin and Shamus reached out to steady him, he stifled a cry of pain. The wounds on his shoulder and back throbbed and pulsated with every breath and step.

“Whoever it is, we’ll just have to trust them and thank the Fates they came along,” Revan said. “My guess is it’s the same person who freed us in the village. Either way, we need to find a safe place to hide.”

“And to fix up that shoulder,” Shamus added.

In the distance, the figure waved the Ursa Stone overhead with a greater sense of urgency. “Come on,” Revan said, ignoring both the pain and Shamus’ mention of his wound. “We’ve stood around for long enough.”

Guided by the mysterious stranger, they traveled early into the morning. When the first rays of the sun rose somewhere outside of the dense forest, the cloaked figure stopped at the foot of a mighty aspen surrounded by moss-covered boulders and brush. A small spring bubbled up in the rocks. Even in the light of the infant dawn, the mottled cloak and deep hood hid any distinguishable feature of the person. Their savior pointed to a narrow space between the tree and two boulders.

“Please,” Brinhold said, “Tell us who you are and how we can settle our debt?” 

The mysterious figure shook its head in answer. In one graceful move, it leapt atop the nearest boulder without a backward glance. By the time the three companions reached the spot where the person had gestured, the stranger was gone.

Chapter 74

Captain Nikoma — Somewhere on the Southern Banks of the Avenflow

Morning dawned, and still the river carried death on its current. Warriors from both sides floated past, pale and stiff. Cheytan stood, swinging his arms and stomped his feet to warm himself while Nikoma continued to watch the ghastly parade.

Just one night before, the river’s macabre procession of corpses had been living beings: men, women and horses. But that all changed when the Imperium League ambushed them midstream on the Avenflow. After weeks of endless raiding on the League army, King Garrid finally agreed to take his Simarru warriors across the river, where they could help defend the Lorish city of Fordstown against the siege. 

Little did they know, it was exactly what General Innsbruck, the League’s commander, had wanted them to do. When the Simarru forces were split between on the river and each of its banks, the League’s fleet of Gunnling longboats had struck. Surrounded on the river and south bank, the Simarru and Lorish ferrymen were helpless under the onslaught. Nikoma suppressed a shudder recalling the chaos of churning water, screaming horses and arrow fire.

Somehow, though, Nikoma and Cheytan had survived — their barge staying afloat just long enough to see King Garrid and his right-hand man Minghan Temur killed. When the vessel went down, they hitched a ride on a passing log and made it to the riverbank miles downstream — freezing, hungry and weaponless.

“Our concern is with the living right now,” Cheytan said, pulling Nikoma from her trance as she watched enemies and comrades alike float by. “One day, we will sit around the fire and sing of their brave deaths and deeds, but today is not it.”

Nikoma nodded and began to rub her arms and shift from foot to foot to warm up. Simarru warriors born and bred, neither of them was a stranger to death, but the scale of loss and the shock of the defeat still struck deep.

The pair remained where they were until the sun was high in the mid-morning sky. Once the chill was gone from their bones, they wandered up the riverbank through the willows and ferns clinging to the water’s edge. With nothing to eat, they satisfied themselves with drinks from the river, the cold water only making their aching stomachs hurt all the more.

Around noon, they decided to leave the undergrowth and travel in the open. “I do not think the League will bother searching for survivors,” Nikoma said when Cheytan questioned the decision. “We are likely too few to threaten them, even if we gathered together.”

“Let’s hope not,” Cheytan replied. The only weapons they’d managed to find were a long knife and a tomahawk, taken from the saddle of a dead horse floating in a clutch of willows.

“Besides, we’re heading east,” Nikoma said. “Roadsmeet and Delgur are the only towns within miles that way, and the League won’t bother them until Fordstown is secured.”

 The summer sun did its job, and soon their clothing was dry. When they stopped for a rest, Nikoma cut up her remaining boot into four strips. They tied the stiff leather to their feet like rough sandals, using rawhide cords each Simarru kept to tie back their hair in battle. The job done and the heat of the day beating down on the pair, neither made a move to rise when sleep tugged at them.

 

“Well, I’ll be!”

Nikoma’s eyes snapped open, and she whipped around and to find a giant of a man standing over them, hands on his hips. It was Jon, the captain of the barge they’d been on during the ambush.

“I didn’t expect to see you again, captain.” Jon said, pulling Nikoma and Cheytan to their feet. 

The Simarru captains grinned for the first time since the attack and smacked the big man on his shoulders. “Nor we you,” Nikoma said. “I thought captains were supposed to go down with their ship?”

“And so I did,” Jon said. “My poor Lily Queen is wrecked for good this time, I’m afraid. Still, it’s amazing what can float downriver, ain’t it?”

“We were hoping a live horse would,” Cheytan said joked. “Or maybe something to eat? You don’t look like you could carry us both on your back, or make a good meal!”

“Sorry,” Jon said, laughing. “Afraid I can’t help you on either account.”

“Even so, you are more than welcome to travel with us,” Nikoma said. “We’re headed for Delgur. Hopefully we’ll run into more of our riders long before then though.”

Jon nodded. “I hope so too. It’s long old haul on foot all the way to Delgur. Well over a week.” When he says Nikoma and Cheytan’s faces drop, he clapped them both on the backs. “But cheer up! You’ve got good company and the sun is shining. There’s worse things a person could be stuck with.”

 

They traveled until the sun was about to set and stopped to make a meager camp. Nikoma and Cheytan started a fire with their steel weapons, and Jon surprised them both when he borrowed Nikoma’s knife and whittled a long, limber spear from a willow shoot. The riverboat captain waded into the shallow and, once the insects began to skitter over the calm evening water, speared them a pair of trout for dinner.

They roasted the fish on green limbs over the fire and ate with their fingers and Nikoma’s knife. It was a messy meal, the trout blackened on the outside and undercooked within, but when nothing but the bones remained, all three wished for more. Jon licked the last of the flavor from his fingers and leaned back against a rock, smacking his lips.

“The river always provides, friends,” he said with a wink.

“You are in high spirits for a man who just lost his crew and his living,” Nikoma remarked.

Jon’s expression darkened a little, and he stared into the fire. “True enough,” he said. “But I try not to think on it. There’s nothing I can do to change what happened to my boys or my Queen. Don’t make the hurt any less, but all a man can do is thank his lucky stars he ain’t at the bottom of the river. The Fates must have more in store for me yet, and I don’t want to be moping around and let the chance pass me by.”

“What will you do now?” Cheytan asked Jon.

The riverboat captain shrugged. “Can’t say, really. I did some favors for the Red Stag while I was on the river, but now I’m out of business, not sure what to do. My whole life was on that poor old barge.”

The group fell silent, avoiding each other’s gaze as tears welled when they considered all they’d lost. Nikoma and Cheytan thought of the wasted Simarru life and what the League’s controls of Fordstown meant for the growing war. Without further conversation, they lay down to sleep without bothering to set a guard. Nikoma dreamed of a dark river choked with dead men and rotting animal carcasses and wondered, not for the first time, whether she wouldn’t have been better off to stay at the Khanhorn.

 

Jon speared another brace of trout at first light. After the two Simarru warriors and the river captain downed the fish, they set off to the east again, following the Avenflow. Around mid-morning, Cheytan spotted another horse floating amongst the willows on their side of the river. He waded into the shallows, cut the saddle and dragged it to shore. Fortunately, the river was still cold from the mountain snows and the horse hadn’t begun to stink.

The three travelers found a half-empty quiver of arrows and another tomahawk tied to the saddle. Unfortunately, the traveling rations within the saddle bags were ruined from the water. After Nikoma dumped the contents in the sand and untied the bags from the saddle, Cheytan fashioned a sling and carried the bags over his shoulder. In the back of her mind, Nikoma wondered about the horse’s rider. Had he survived or journeyed with his mount into the stars?

The day grew hotter, and the three were grateful for the cool water of the river, although Nikoma tried not to think of all the dead men and horses floating in it. The two Simarru’s feet, once hardened from a childhood of running barefoot on the plains, were sore and aching. Whenever they stopped for a drink, the two soaked them in the cold river before carrying on.

It was late afternoon when they heard the horses from behind and turned to see a faint wisp of dust rising into the air to the west. Covered by a series of low hills, the three ran to the edge of the river where the bank dropped off and waited for the riders to approach. Soon, the horsemen cantered into sight and Nikoma whooped in joy — eleven Simarru cavalry with two spare horses in tow.

When Nikoma, Cheytan and Jon jumped out of cover from the bank, the riders raised their motley collection of weapons in alarm. Against all odds, four of the riders were from Cheytan and Nikoma’s command and recognized their captains. With shouts of joy, they leapt from their horses to embrace the pair.

“It is good to see you, friends,” Nikoma said. “We Simarru were not made to swim and walking has made my feet sore! But tell me, where have you come from and where are you bound?”

“East, away from the League!” a warrior named Ontas said. Although she wasn’t one of hers or Cheytan’s riders, Nikoma was familiar with her. “It is all bad back there, captain. Those without horses were captured or slain. The king and minghan were killed as well, they say.”

Nikoma nodded. “We saw them fall,” she said and related their story When she was done, she cast an eye over the ragged war party. “Are there not more of you?”

“A few hundreds,” Ontas said. “It is hard to know for certain. The majority of those from the southern banks who survived have ridden south to spread word of the defeat. Of those riders who were on the river or the northern banks during the attack, who can say how many live? We will know more when meet at Delgur.”

“Who is in command?” Cheytan asked.

“Chief Talwats was slain on the southern bank,” Ontas said. “We are told Chief Maltok leads the riders on the northern bank and is making for Delgur to fortify his city. We’ve been riding the river looking for more survivors on our way there, but it looks like you three are probably the last.”

“What about Fordstown?” Jon asked.

Ontas cursed and spat. “Fordstown has fallen to the League. However, the last word that came to us was that General Bramstoke still holds the eastern side of the river. Once Innsbruck had the town, he wasn’t interested in pursuit, at least for now.”

“Now that the League has the river, they will wait for more armies,” Nikoma said. “Maybe turn their attention on us next. The first thing will be to return to the Khanhorn to honor our dead and replace the fallen chiefs.”

Ontas nodded. “I have a feeling our new queen is going to have her hands full keeping hold of the throne.”

Chapter 75

Revan Teutevar — The forests of Athel

A large haversack awaited them, hidden in a shallow tunnel big enough for the tree of them to fit within. Although a powerful odor of wild animal hung over the den, it was clear from the old leaves and bleached bones that nothing had called the place home for many seasons.

“Well now, what have we got here?” Shamus said, sifting through the contents of the bag. “All sorts of goodies.” 

He handed them strips of dried meat and shoved a handful of berries in his mouth. Brinhold was quick to wolf them down, but Revan shook his pale face when they offered him the food. He sat on the ground, slumped against one of the boulders, breath coming in ragged gasps.

“We’ve got to take cover before the tree people catch up,” Revan said. His voice sounded muted and foreign, even to his own ears.

“First things first, boyo, we’ve got to be taking care of those nasty wounds,” Shamus said. 

The leprechaun searched through his gear until he found his herb pouches. He handed them to Brinhold, who went to the spring and drank long and deep before returning with the dampened strips of cloth and a filled water skin for Shamus and Revan. Shamus drank it down in huge gulps and then held it up to Revan’s lips.

 He took several shallow drinks before waving it away, coughing. As carefully as he could manage, Shamus used his dagger to cut away the remains of Revan’s shredded tunic. When the task was done, the leprechaun washed and dabbed away the dried blood with the water skin and the cloth until the wounds were clean enough to examine in the growing light. 

Shamus let out a low whistle. “It’s quite the sight you make this morning, boyo,” he said.

“Well, I was halfway to being bearcat dinner last night,” Revan said. He lifted his right arm and grimaced when he rotated it to test the damage. It hurt like the blazes, but Revan didn’t think he’d suffer any permanent damage.

“You might not be feeling so right now, but it’s one lucky bugger you are, Revan Teutevar,” Shamus said, handing him a wad of herbs. “Here, take a chew on this. It’ll dull the pain while I stitch you back together.” 

Revan took them without argument. After a night traveling through the thick undergrowth of the forest, over and under deadfall and through brush, he welcomed reprieve from the seething wounds.

“Let’s get it over with then. It’s going to rain again,” Revan said, looking at the pale clouds through the treetops. He searched around until he spied a nearby stick. “Hand me that, Brin?”

Shamus set to work on Revan’s shoulder first, where the bearcat’s fangs had sunk into him. While his friend worked, Revan bit down hard on the stick wrapped in the remains of his shirt. He made no sound other than the occasional grunt and grimace while Shamus continued to clean and pack the wounds.

“A shame it is we can’t boil any water,” Shamus said. “But this should stop the wound from going bad until I can treat you proper, boyo. I don’t know about bearcats, but I’ve been told regular bears carry the rot in their bite.”

Revan spat out the stick as Shamus finished working on his shoulder. “That’d about be my luck.”

“You’d best be leaving that stick in your mouth,” Shamus said. “I’ll be sewing your back up now, and it’s going to hurt like the dickens.”

Brinhold helped Revan lie down on his chest while Shamus produced a small bone needle and some waxed string from one of his pouches. Now that the dried blood was gone, three pale gashes stood out across the middle of Revan’s back. The longest stretched from Revan’s left ribs almost to his right. 

With a delicate touch, Shamus peeled back the flap of skin from the biggest slash and dabbed it with a damp rag. Beneath his friend’s hands, Revan fought not to arch his back in agony. A muffled groan escaped past the stick clenched in his teeth. 

Shamus took a handful of dried herb and crushed it in his hands, rubbing them together until he had a fine powder. He sprinkled the powder in the wound and then took the needle from between his teeth and set the thread to it. Each time the needle and thread passed through his torn skin, Revan jerked against his will. Halfway through, Brinhold was forced to hold him down by his good shoulder while Shamus finished the job. Face against the ground, Revan was grateful neither the skald nor the leprechaun could see the tears of pain pouring down the wrinkled lines of his grimace.

When at last the job was done, Shamus and Brinhold helped Revan to his knees and the leprechaun wrapped the last of his bandages around his friend’s midriff. They found an extra shirt in Revan’s pack and helped him pull it over his head. Revan was grateful the tree people hadn’t gone through their supplies.

“Thanks,” Revan said after a long pull from the water skin. His face was paler than before, and his damp hair was plastered to his brow from perspiring. With Shamus and Brinhold’s help, Revan settled in the back of the musty den on his good side. Overcome by exhaustion, he fell asleep almost at once. After covering their tracks outside the den, Shamus and Brinhold joined him, as far back from the entrance as they could manage. Without the strength to discuss posting a watch, both joined Revan in exhausted slumber.

The remainder of the day passed with the companions in deep sleep. Late in the afternoon, Shamus woke to the sound of rain — and distant Sylvad voices. Careful to not make a sound, he nudged Brinhold awake while holding a finger to his bearded lips. When the skard was alert, he pointed out of the den where the sounds of the tree people were growing louder.

“Should we wake him?” Brinhold mouthed to Shamus. The leprechaun shook his head and then froze when Borgan’s voice, undecipherable in the Sylvad tongue sounded from the other side of the boulder. 

Shamus and Brinhold listened close, but were unable to discern anything aside from Borgan’s angry tone and several other voices sounding their agreement. In the midst of another rant, they recognized Chanuk Nuktal’s voice when the elder cut off the Sylvad warrior. His reply was sharp, and when he finished, none of the other Sylvads spoke up.

Revan groaned in his sleep, causing Shamus and Brin’s blood to freeze in their veins. But either the den muffled the noise or the sound of the rain and Borgan’s argument covered it, because none of the Sylvad came to investigate. Revan’s eyes blinked, and his mouth opened to form a question before Shamus’ frantic waving deterred him. The leprechaun cupped a hand to his ear and pointed toward the mouth of the den where Borgan’s raised voice could be heard louder than before.

“— foolishness. We should have killed them.”

“Where will they go, even if they survive the forest?” Chanuk Nuktal asked. “To the valley! Teutevar will wish to see home. We continue the search through forest then wait for them in Valley of Athelon.”

“That is cursed land,” Borgan said. 

“That is where the Pale Wraith lives,” the elder said. “Perhaps the two problems will take care of themselves. Now let us continue.”

The three friends listened in silence for over an hour before they deemed it safe to talk. Shamus let out a loud sigh and fished through the haversack until he found a strip of dried meat to gnaw on.

“Sure, we’re in quite the bind now,” the leprechaun said between chews. “Whoever our friend was, they’ve gone and left us on our own. And now what will we do with a forest full of savages and wild beasts and who knows what else between us and Athelon?”

Revan propped himself up and winced. He was stiff as a board from his restless sleep. “We’d better go now, while the rain covers our trail.”

“You’re not well enough to go anywhere!” Brinhold said, but Revan waved a hand to silence him. 

“I won’t get any better in the time we have to wait here,” he said. “Plus the smell is awful! Shamus, how long will the supplies last?”

Shamus dug through the sack and counted off on his fingers. “Three days at the most,” he said with a long face. “And that’s if we miss a meal our two…”

“We’d better move on by nightfall,” Revan said. “In the meantime, we’ll have to keep watch.”

“Rest easy, boyo,” Shamus said. “We’ve got it covered!”

Revan took another drink and then dozed off, leaving Shamus and Brinhold to their own devices. Bored and unable to speak in case the searchers crossed by them again, the pair whittled away the time sharpening their weapons and repacking their gear. Shamus removed the last of the supplies from the stranger’s haversack. Rummaging around the bottom of the sack his hand crossed another item and he seized it, excited.

“Aha!” the leprechaun whispered. But his face fell when he drew the object to light — it was only a piece of hide.

“Let me see that,” Brinhold said and snatched it away before Shamus could answer. He unfolded the skin and saw a crude drawing in the dim light of the cave.

“Sure, it look like the den we’re in,” Shamus said pointing to the charcoal-drawn trees and boulders. On the drawing, there was an x marked across the cave. “Huh, as if that hooded loon didn’t think we could find the cave!” 

Brinhold nodded and tossed the skin back in the haversack. He glanced over the den again and sighed. “How about a game of dice?”

 Shamus produced a pair and they set to rolling, using bits of bone and rocks as bets. Soon, it grew dark enough that the dice were hard to see, and the two friends began to quarrel over each roll.

“You’re cheating!” Brinhold exclaimed in an angry whisper.

Shamus gathered up the collection of odds and ends they’d wagered with as if they were real winnings. “No such thing! My roll was fair!”

“It was not,” Brinhold said. “You turned it over when you picked it up! It was a two and you showed me a five.”

“I did no such thing,” Shamus replied in a hurt voice. “I won that round fair and square! Sure, and I’m a leprechaun of impeccable honor and character to. How dare you accuse me of being a cheat?!”

Brinhold continued his accusing stare until Shamus quailed under the gaze “Alright, alright!” Shamus said, “It’s not as if it matters — what’re you arguing over a bit of bone and stone for? Who knows the next time we’ll have good coin in our hands.”

“It’s the principle of the thing,” Brinhold said. The skard reached forward to retrieve his wager, but Shamus snatched his hand. When he turned it over, a pair of dice could be seen. Shamus grabbed them and rolled them on the cave floor. Each time, when they showed the same numbers, his brow creased.

“You’re the one playing with loaded dice!” Shamus said and jabbed Brinhold in the chest. “Where did mine go? When did you switch them, you rotten cheat?”

“I didn’t know they were loaded,” Brinhold replied. “I swiped them from one of the gambling halls in Vhaleons.”

“My granny’s whiskers you didn’t,” Shamus said. He grabbed the skard’s dice and tossed them past Revan into the back of the den.

“Hey now!” Brinhold said and scurried back to find them. He began poking through the dead leaves, bits of old hide and bones. As he disturbed the waste, the musty stench of bearcat and decay rose in greater force.

Revan woke and covered his face with a hand. “What’re you doing? That smells awful!”

“Sorry,” Brinhold said over his shoulder and shot a glare at Shamus. “That rotten leprechaun threw my dice back here when I beat him.

“Because your dice were loaded!” Shamus countered.

“I’m sure you were both cheating,” Revan said. “Let’s get out of here. My back’s tightened up and that smell is —”

He was cut off by a hollow thumping sound. “What have we here?” Brinhold said. In the dim light, the skard could be seen digging through a pile of half-composted leaves and the ribcage of some unfortunate animal. “It’s a trapdoor!”

Shamus grabbed the Ursa Stone from his pack, and he and Revan scooted back to investigate. Sure enough, in the pale light of the stone, they could just make out the round outline of a trapdoor about three feet wide with a rusty iron ring in the middle. The slimy wooden surface was riddled with missing chunks and trails from hungry bugs.

Brinhold scuttled over and retrieved the hide drawing from the sack. “Look,” he said and pointed from the drawing to the door, “it’s a map!”

“It was in the bottom of the bag,” Shamus explained when Revan looked at him with a puzzled expressions. “But we thought it was just to mark the cave.”

Revan gave them both a dry look. “Well, don’t sit here staring at it! Let’s see if we can get it open and find out where it goes.”

The three of them took opposite sides of the round door and stuck their daggers in the frame to loosen the dirt around the edges. While Brinhold and Revan pried on the corners, Shamus took the handle in both hands and yanked with all his might. During a particularly strong heave, the iron ring came loose from the rotting wood and the unfortunate leprechaun slammed against the dirt wall of the den with a thud.

“Oy,” Shamus said and shook his head. He slumped on the ground, the iron ring still in one hand. “I didn’t see that coming. By Saint Ymir, my head has an awful ache.”

Revan and Brinhold laughed as Shamus crawled back toward the door. 

“I’ll fix you!” 

The leprechaun jerked open the top of his pack and produced a small hatchet the companions used to chop kindling for their cook fires. Growling, he attacked the door in a flurry of orange hair and rotten wood. When he was finished, the leprechaun sat back on his ankles and examined his work. Damp splinters littered a set of stone steps that descended out of sight into a hole below.

Revan walked on his knees to his gear and buckled on his weapons. He slung his pack onto his good shoulder and edged his way down the stairs until he was out of sight.

“Hurry up, you two!” said his voice came from the darkness. “I’ve had enough of that stinking bear pit.”

Chapter 76

Harlan Longmire — The Withered Redlands

It wasn’t long before Harlan realized they weren’t far from Hubress at all. Soon after leaving the camp, the Zurel found the eastern spur of the Great Trade Road, and they’d made good time. In the glow of the golden lights, Harlan could hardly believe how rutted and broken the road had become in just two decades. Still, the cracked stone was easier to traverse than the broken, weed-covered hills, and soon the remains of the Republic’s capital came into view.

Overhead, the Hangman’s Noose shone with a fierce light, and the golden bands danced across the broken shells of walls, towers and buildings. In some spots, it looked like Arund had attempted to rebuild the outer defenses. Harlan tried to picture the capital the last time he’d seen it, back when it still stood as a pristine bastion of power and wealth for the Republic. It was hard to remember the miles of sprawling ruin before him had ever represented anything more than destruction. 

Arund reined in his horse and waited for Harlan to catch up and then swept his hand in a grandiose gesture across the graveyard of Hubress. 

“Home sweet home,” Arund said. While he spoke, a rumble shook the ground and the earth shivered. In the distance, Harlan saw the top of a tower wobble and collapse in on itself.

“Those confounded earthquakes are the real cause for the Redlands,” Arund said. “They cut off the springs from ever reaching the surface. The closer one draws the Hubress, the more frequent and powerful they become. Not to mention how hard it is to build anything around here these days.”

“Sounds like a right lovely place to be hanging your hat then,” Angus said, joining them. 

“I make do with what I have,” the White Knight said and shrugged. His broken voice set a tingling in Harlan’s neck whenever he spoke. “And I don’t believe we’ve met. Angus O’Cooley, is it? I’ve been told I need no introduction, but you may address me as General or the White Knight.”

“What happened to High King?” Harlan asked. A brief grimace crossed Arund’s face before he masked it with a cold smile.

“You’ll call me whatever I say before my Zurel finish with you, Harlan,” Arund said. He kicked his horse into a trot and left the two prisoners with the Zurel.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” their leader said. “He’s developed quite the temper these past years.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” Harlan said. “What did you bring us here for in the first place?”

The Zurel all ignored him and soon, Harlan was too taken by the ruins of Hubress to wonder at the purpose of their visit. In the last couple hundred yards before the gates, broken columns lined the road, like so many arthritic, skeletal fingers. Through the coarse grass and blankets of weeds, Harlan saw scattered bones of men and horses intermixed with notched, rusted weapons and shattered shields

“Looks like you’ve got a bit of yard work to do around here,” Angus said.

When they drew closer to the gates, Harlan saw that one of the gatehouse towers was leaning against the other. Somehow, the tower hadn’t crumbled into a pile of rubble, and a narrow passage through the gate was still possible. Arund dismounted and led his horse through the gap while the Zurel pulled Harlan and Angus from their saddles to follow.

Despite the reflection of the golden light on the white stone outside, the inside of the tunnel was dark once they’d traveled a few yards from the entrance. Without a torch, the Zurel guided the two prisoners using their keen senses. The air was close, and Harlan felt the might of stone pressing in on them from both sides. A part of him wished the tunnel would collapse and take them all to their deaths. The life on an old worn-out woodsman was a small price to pay to make an end of the White Knight and his creatures.

In spite of Harlan’s wishes, the group passed unharmed through the narrow remnant of the causeway onto the city’s broken boulevard. In the distance, past rubble and ruin, Harlan saw the domed roof of the Council Forum like a caved-in skull sitting on its hill.

“Well, here we are,” Harlan said. “The old home place ain’t quite what she used to be. Now what, General?”

Before Arund could answer, another shudder surged beneath their feet them. Angus glanced around to see if any stone would be thrown down upon them from the broken buildings surrounding them. Overhead, the bands of gold danced with increased ferocity, and a shooting star sped across the sky, leaving a trail of flaming sparks in its wake. Harlan wondered when the dawn would come and wished for sunlight. 

“As you can tell, Harlan, it’s a special night out,” Arund said. “We’re going to take a stroll down memory lane — I have a feeling your Valkyrie friend will join us before we’re done.”

They picked their way down the street, past hollow storefronts and empty apartment towers, their gaping black windows staring down at them with malice. Underfoot, the ground continued its protest, and every few minutes a blast of lightning and a boom of thunder crossed the sky, although no clouds were in sight. Thistles forced their way through the cracks in the cobblestones and grey, foul-smelling vines crept out to swallow Hubress whole.

All around, the cracked and bleached bones of soldiers littered their path. When they reached the foot of the forum’s steps, Harlan’s eyes caught on a broken statute lying on its side in the weeds. It was a soldier atop a rearing horse, but the man’s stone head had been hewn from the rest of the statue. At the base of the statue, a collection of weather worn letters could still be seen. Although most were faded, Harlan knew what the inscription had once read.

“Well I’ll be,” Harlan said. “Isn’t this you, White Knight? You should take better care of the memorials you have — I doubt they’ll even bother carving you a headstone when you die this time around.”

Arund stopped and turned around, his white robes and hair whipping in the growing wind. Unable to shout over the wind, the White Knight came within inches of Harlan’s face to be heard. “I assure you, you won’t be around for that day, Harlan.”

Harlan glanced over Arund’s spotless robes, perfect teeth, white hair and pale complexion. “I never understood how someone with such a black heart and all that blood on his hands could stay so clean.”

Arund struck Harlan in the stomach with a blurring blow, and the forester crumpled to the ground almost before he knew what hit him. In the following motion, the White Knight drew the sword at his hip, ready to part the old woodsman’s head from his shoulders.

“Arund!” 

The White Knight turned, sword raised, and saw the Valkyrie standing above them on the forum stair, a wild golden light dancing in her eyes. 

Chapter 77

Revan Teutevar — A tunnel beneath the forests of Athel

Guided by the light of the Ursa stone, the friends traveled through most of the night. The tunnel, for it was a tunnel and not a hidden cache, wound and curved through the bone and marrow of the earth. At times, it opened into large, spacious caverns filled with brimming teeth of stalactites and stalagmites, but there was always only one exit and entrance. Revan guessed it was probably morning in the forest above when Shamus and Brinhold convinced him to stop.

“You need a rest, boyo,” Shamus said.

Revan leaned against the rock wall of the tunnel with his hands on his knees, breathing heavy and shook his head. “I’m good for a bit more.” 

In a few hundred yards, the tunnel narrowed and each of the friends had to remove their packs to fit through the crevasse. The rock walls scraped against Revan’s shoulder and back, cracking open his fresh scabs and pulling at Shamus’ stitches. The crevasse continued for fifty yards before opening into an expansive cavern with several puddles that glowed with an eerie array of orange, lavender and turquoise mosses. Revan made no argument when Shamus and Brinhold made camp.

“I wish we would have brought some wood for a fire,” Shamus said while he unwound Revan’s blood-stained bandages to redress the wounds.

“I think before it’s all said and done we’ll wish we had more water…and food.” Brinhold twisted one of the water skins until the last drops fell on his tongue. Revan saw him eying the glowing pools and licking his lips.

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” Revan said.

“Wishful thinking,” Brin replied. “Where do you think this tunnel leads?”

Revan shrugged and then grimaced from the movement. “Ouch — no idea. But whoever our person was, I don’t think they would’ve gone to all the trouble of saving us only to lead us on a wild goose chase to starve underground.”

“Oh no,” Shamus said, ruddy face going pale. “What if it was the old feller again?”

Brinhold shuddered and rubbed his arms. Ever since they’d told him he’d been brought back from the cusp of death, the skard had been keen to avoid any conversation about the old man. 

Revan glanced at Brin’s wide eyes and shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Whoever that was, they didn’t act like him, didn’t…feel like him.”

“I know what you mean,” Brin said. “My stomach knots up just thinking about the old geezer — it never felt that way when we were following our rescuer through the forest.”

“Well whoever our friend was, I wish they would’ve been giving us a little more advice on how much food and water we needed to bring,” Shamus said, “And where it is this tunnel leads to.”

While Brinhold kept watch — grumbling, after he came up with the short straw — Shamus and Revan tried to make themselves comfortable on the cold, hard cavern floor and rest. Revan’s shoulder throbbed and it was impossible to lie down without aggravating his wounds. Even so, exhaustion took hold, and he drifted into a restless slumber.

 

Amidst the chaos of battle, a regal man knelt before another in a darkened hall. The standing man was garbed in white armor glowing pale like moonlight and his right hand held a bloodied sword. His eyes were blood-shot and fevered, haunted and manic. He opened his mouth and spoke to the kneeling man in a hoarse and broken voice.

“Mathyew, old friend, how have we found ourselves on opposite sides in this war? We share the same heart — men seeking the same ideals. Not long ago we were brothers in all but blood. Yet, even now, you choose to oppose me. 

“Look around. Everything from the Eastern Ocean to Athel is burning. Isaac and everyone else who betrayed me are dead. The war is over, Mathyew.”

The White Knight stopped in the middle of his address and surveyed the ruined hall and bloodstained floor. The screams of dying men and terrified women and children mixed with the triumphant shouts of his soldiers. Outside, the mountain was covered in dozens of fires and smoke hung low over the surrounding lake.

 “But even now, I would extend an offer of brotherhood once more. I will end the killing. This does not have to be an end to the Athelings but rather a grand rebirth. Join with me, and together we can right the wrongs done by the Council. I will rule as High King and you as my strong right hand. We can restore peace and freedom to this land. What say you, Mathyew, brother?”

Mathyew raised his head and met the White Knight with a cold gaze. “Tell me, Arund, what happened to the honorable man I once knew? You were the best of us, the Republic’s brightest star. That brother held no notions of power and riches. The man you were would loathe the monster you’ve become. May your black heart rot and the Fates curse you. I choose death!”

Howling in rage, Arund raised his sword and beheaded the kneeling man with one blow. Retching and gasping for air, he screamed at the corpse and then sank to the ground, sobbing. Lightning smote the mountain peak and thunder drowned Arund’s wails.

 

Revan came awake, fevered and drenched in sweat. If he’d shown any indication of his nightmares while he’d slept, neither Shamus nor Brin mentioned it. When they tried to get him to rest longer, he cut off their protests with a look as stiff as he felt and they continued across the chamber. 

On the other side of the cavern, the tunnel was wide enough for the three of them to walk side by side. They traveled in silence for the most part, accompanied by the drip-drop of far-off water and the echoes their boots made against the loose shale on the rock floor. 

It was impossible to keep track of time in the dark tunnels, but Revan guessed they’d been underground almost two days when they came to a narrow underground canyon formed by a fault in the rock. A natural stone arch bridged the split, which was about a stone’s throw wide. When they crossed, Shamus tossed a rock over the edge into the darkness of the chasm. The darkness swallowed it, and they never heard it hit the bottom.

The tunnel shrank again and the companions were forced to travel in single file. Shamus led the way with the Ursa stone in hand. About a quarter mile from the chasm, the path made an abrupt turn. The light and the leprechaun, disappeared, leaving Revan and Brinhold in the pitch black.

“Hey, Shamus!” Brinhold shouted. “Get back here!”

“You won’t be believing this,” Shamus said. His voice sounded muffled and distant, although he couldn’t have been more than a few yards ahead of the pair. He returned a moment later, an expression of awe lit up in the pale blue light. Revan and Brinhold followed close behind as the tunnel took a series of sharps turns. When they came around the last bend, all of them stopped in their tracks. Before them, the tunnel blossomed into an enormous cavern filled with an underground lake. 

The lake — big enough the Louisa could have docked on the sandy grey shores — stretched ahead of them beyond where water and darkness met. To the right of the three friends, a steep set of steps carved into the rock descended from the precipice they stood on to the beach where the luminous lichen and moss gave off a faint glow.

“Now what do you suppose those lumps are?” Shamus asked, pointing towards dozens of dark mounds lined in rows on the upper part of the beach where the sand met the bedrock.

“They look like…” Brinhold trailed off.

“Graves.” Revan finished.

They descended the stone steps with trepidation. Revan passed ahead of Brinhold and Shamus to investigate the closest mound. The pile was about six feet long and a shoulder’s width across. In the middle of the grave, a bit of blue showed through the light grey sand. Revan swallowed hard and nudged it with his boot. The sand spilled away to reveal a skeletal hand and the rotten sleeve of a faded blue tunic. Before Shamus and Brinhold could join him, Revan returned to the rocky edge of the cavern. The look on his face was answer enough for the leprechaun and the skard.

“They must have fled here after Athelon fell,” Revan said. “I bet these were the wounded who couldn’t make the journey through the tunnel and the ones who made it through were captured and killed by the Sylvads.”

For a while, they stood in silence overlooking the rows of graves. All told, there were close to a hundred of varying size — the last remnants a fallen land, watching over the still, dark lake in eternal vigil. The quiet of the cavern pressed down upon them. Without a word to his friends, Revan walked down the beach and knelt in the middle of the mounds to offer his memoriam. He drew the dirk from his belt and, still kneeling, plunged it between two of the mounds.

“I swear,” Revan’s voice echoed throughout the chamber and into the gloom. “I swear on the memory of my father, Mathyew Teutevar and the graves of my people, that these lives were not lost in vain. Arund, the White Knight, will be brought to justice. And when he is, I will return, and I will rebuild what he has destroyed.”

The hair on the backs of Shamus and Brinhold’s necks stood on end, and a shiver ran through them. Revan stood and sheathed his weapon, a cold look in his eyes. When he reached his two friends, Revan clapped a hand on each of their shoulders.

“Thanks for sticking with me,” he said. “Let’s go.”

With one last look across the graves, Revan led them around the bottom tip of the lake. On the other side, a door frame was carved into a granite outcropping. Etched into the stone, a phoenix carved within an outline of Athelon peered through the roots and cobwebs. Once they passed beneath it, the tunnel ran straight and true with flawless symmetry. 

The companions continued until the faintest hint of light appeared ahead. Revan moved faster and faster until his stride turned into a quick jog that morphed into a sprint. Brighter and brighter the light grew until the glow of the Ursa Stone faded. Shrouded in vines, the end of the tunnel rose up before them.

 

Halfway up the southern cliffs of the Valley of Athelon, three figures stood on a ledge, awestruck by the scene. The sun had just made its ascent over the canyon to the east, and its golden rays revealed the fallen country of the Athelings. 

A giant wall of raw, impassable rock separated the caldera from the forests and mountain peaks above. Below, the scars of war still marred the valley floor. Leaning frames of siege machines rose from the wild undergrowth. Tall grass and saplings shot up through the blackened husks of fallen buildings. Ivy, vines and bushes spread hungry fingers over broken stone and rubble. 

Near the mouth of the canyon to the east, a far-off elk herd grazed on the edge of an infant wood. Deer and antelope bounded through the grasslands and creeks. To the west, a cascade of waterfalls fed the deep and dark blue waters of lake so vast, the companions could only see the faintest hint of the far shore through the morning mist. And then there was the mountain itself.

Carved from the bones of an extinct volcano, the city-fortress of Athelon still commanded awe, even in its ruined state. The mountain presided over the entire valley from its island throne in the middle of the lake.

Foundations of tall, narrow towers pitched over the precipices were once they’d stood constant vigil. Cracked highways and drooping walls wrapped around the base of the mountain and continued up the slopes themselves, until the mountain had grown too steep for the builders of old to continue upward. Just below the jagged peak, a spur of rock jutted out from the mountain: the Phoenix Nest, where the Lords and Ladies of Athelon would survey the entire valley and, on the clearest of days, the mountains and forests far beyond.

On the eastern side of the island, the skeletal remains of a white bridge jutted in broken columns over the water. Two ruined fortifications still stood watch over road. The bridge itself ran almost halfway to the valley shore before ending in a stop like an amputated limb.

A brisk spring wind whipping down the eastern canyon and through the basin was the only sound. Revan’s throat tightened, and a line of tears ran down his face. Shamus let out a low whistle. Next to the leprechaun, Brinhold scribbled down lyrics and lines of poetry with the nub of a charcoal pencil and a rough sheet of parchment. Revan spread his hands wide and shouted until his lungs burned. He was home.

Chapter 78

Revan Teutevar — The Valley of Athelon

A long, narrow stair cut into the side of the cliff face allowed the companions to make a long and dangerous descent to the valley floor. Wind howled over the caldera rim, threatening to pluck them from the ledges while summoning violent storm clouds above the lake. The going was slow and perilous. At times, the three friends pressed themselves against the cliff while the tempest surged and brewed. 

“We need to get to cover!” Brinhold shouted when they were almost to the bottom. A heavy scent of rain filled the air, and dark clouds boiled and rolled in every direction

Hard, pelting rain and hail greeted them as soon as the friends reached the valley floor. Although it was only a few hours after noon, the downpour was so thick, it was all Revan, Shamus and Brinhold could do to find meager relief from the storm under a small copse of pines.

“Welcome home,” Shamus said with a grin. He pulled off the hood of his cloak and shook his curly orange hair.

“Wonderful,” Brinhold said, frowning. “If I’d known wet leprechauns smelled and acted like wet dogs, I would’ve left you in Vhaldais.”

Revan slumped against a blackened stump, his face pale and eyes sunken. Days of travel with little food and rest had finally exacted their price. Edging down the cliff face, only the sight of the valley had kept him going. Now, he crawled out of his pack and rested his head on it like a pillow. While Shamus and Brinhold argued over who would gather wood and which one of them was best at starting a fire with damp kindling, Revan slipped into a troubled sleep.

 

In his dream, Revan walked along the broken bridge and passed beneath the shadows of the two towers on Athelon’s shore. When he looked down, the cracked, dirt-filled cobblestones oozed blood with each step he took. The sky was still dark, but no rain came down — even the howling winds had ceased and he walked in complete silence. 

Stopping, Revan craned his head see the point of the Phoenix Nest above. The mountain loomed over him, filling him with an irrational fear of being crushed beneath the weight of Athelon. 

Revan shut his eyes and looked away, unable to bear the scene. When he opened them again, he was surrounded by hundreds of pale, silver spirits. They stood silent as far as the eye could see, lining the bloody road that ran from the bridge to the broken doors of the Athelon itself. 

Many were soldiers, bearing the Phoenix of the Eedar on their shields and surcoats. They saluted with broken weapons, and Revan shuddered at the gruesome wounds they bore. Mixed in with the soldiers, women with wild hair and torn dresses clutched still, silent babes. The elderly held the hands of children, their eyes empty and expressions blank. All were wounded in some way, marred by hacks and stabs. The dead had come to great their lord.

In spite of their ghastly appearance, Revan didn’t fear the gruesome assembly. Instead, his heart broke with each step and passing glance at the specters. He wanted nothing more than to ease their pain, to hold them and relieve their agony. But with each step he took toward the mountain, the spirits of his people faded until, one by one, they began to vanish altogether.

“Come back!” Revan shouted, voice cracked with emotion. “Don’t leave me here alone!”

“Revan.”

He froze. Somehow, he knew the voice speaking to him, recalled it from a distant recess of his mind. When Revan turned away from the mountain, a lone ghost was watching him. He could not comprehend how, but he knew the man, knew him as surely as he knew his own reflection.

“Father.”

Mathyew Teutevar walked toward him at a slow stride, tall and proud. They were of equal height and could have passed for brothers. Mathyew’s face was somewhat broader and heavier than the high-cheeked features Revan inherited from his mother. Glowing in the same silver light as his fallen subjects, the last Lord of Athel was garbed in pitted and rent armor. There was a gaping wound in his side and a jagged line across his neck drew Revan’s eyes.

“Son.”

Revan was unsure how much time passed while the two studied one another. Without realizing it, words rose unbidden to Revan’s lips. “I have returned, father.”

Mathyew’s face was impassive as he nodded slowly. Before the son could speak again, however, the father began to fade into the distance. Revan ran after the disappearing ghost of his father as fast as he could, but Mathyew remained just out of reach.

“Don’t go!” Revan shouted. “I need you!”

“Find the Counselor.” Mathyew’s voice was faint, no more than a whisper on the wind. “Find the Counselor. He will lead you to the stone.”

 

Revan woke with a start. His shoulder and back ached and he was covered in a cold sweat. Looking around, he saw the glow of a small, smoking fire cutting through the dark of the woods. Shamus and Brinhold squatted around it, arguing over how to cook the hare the skard held over the flames on a spit.

“You’re going to burn it that way, man!” Shamus said.

“It’s not even close to being done,” Brinhold snapped back. “Are you sure you ran away from the Scout Corps, or did they kick you out because it was your turn to cook, eh?”

“Both of you, quiet,” Revan said, rubbing his head in concentration. “I just had the strangest dream.”

“I have a dream,” Shamus said. “A dream of eating my supper before it’s burned down to charcoal!”

“No, listen,” Revan insisted. “I saw my father.”

Shamus and Brinhold looked at Revan, and he was unable to tell from their expressions if they thought him mad or prophetic. He related the dream he’d just experienced as well as the one from the cavern and then waited for their reply.

“I’ve heard tales that Valkyries have the seersight,” Brinhold said. “Maybe you’ve inherited it from your mother?”

Revan dismissed him with a scoff. “If I can see into the future, it sure hasn’t helped us yet. And besides, this wasn’t the future, it was the past and present.”

“So your dead pap told us to find the chancellor?” Shamus said. “Wouldn’t he dead himself as well?”

“Counselor,” Revan corrected. “He said, ‘Find the Counselor. He will lead you to the stone.’”

“What counselor?” Brinhold wondered aloud. “What stone?”

“As for me, I could do with a warm mug of cider and a nice soft tavern bed,” Shamus said. “But I suppose on a night like this, a leprechaun should be happy with a bit of overcooked hare.”

The discussion curtailed by mention of food, Revan took his share of the meat (which Brinhold had cooked just right, despite Shamus’ complaints) and settled back down to listen to Brinhold and Shamus argue. In an attempt to end their bickering, he suggested they play a game of dice. Unfortunately, that only led to a greater argument when the matter of Brinhold’s loaded dice arose again. Despite a budding headache and temper, Revan finally managed to make peace by suggesting Brinhold sing to them.

“What do you think I am, your house minstrel?” Brinhold asked. But his indignation was only in jest. He took a long draught of water and then cleared his throat. “A shame I left my lyre on that blasted ship — waste of a good instrument. You’ll have to settle for just my voice tonight, partners. I’ve got just the song in mind: it’s a tune I learned from my mother’s folks.”

 

Oh, the summertime is coming

And the trees are sweetly blooming

And the wild mountain thyme

Grows around the blooming heather

Will ye go lassie, go?

And we’ll all go together

To pluck wild mountain thyme

All around the blooming heather

Will ye go lassie, go?

 

The skard sang two more verses, weaving a picture with each flawless note. In his mind, Revan pictured Athelon and his valley in high summer, grass waving in a sweet wind, banners of the phoenix floating high above the still blue waters of the lake below them. As Brinhold continued to sing, Revan wasn’t sure if he was recalling a forgotten fragment of memory or imagining the whole thing.

At last, the song ended, and a reverence settled over the cape when Brinhold’s final note faded into the night. Revan and Shamus looked at each other, stunned by the power of Brin’s song. By the look on the skard’s face, he was just as stunned as his two friends.

“By the stars, Brin,” Shamus said. “I never knew you had that in you!”

“Me neither,” Brinhold said, voice quavering. “I can’t explain it, but sometimes I feel different since Vhaleons, since that old man saved me. I’m still me, but sometimes, I’m more than me…if you know what I mean.”

Shamus shook his head, confused, and Revan lay down on his pack, lost in his own thoughts. Staring into the starless sky, he thought his father’s words and drifted into a deep and dreamless sleep.

 

Morning brought a thick and foreboding fog that clung to every tree, bush and ruin. The friends ate a cold and cheerless breakfast and set off into the unknown. Even with the light of the Ursa Stone and a pair of crude torches, they could only see a few feet in front of them. 

The fog swirled and broke under their feet, then oozed back behind them like mud. Where the grass grew through the scars of the siege, it was taller than Shamus’ head. The dew soon soaked them all, and they shivered from the damp. Aside from their quiet steps and low breaths, everything was still.

What little they could see through the fog was stark and grim like an endless mausoleum. As they continued deeper into the heart of the valley, faint remnants of towers, walls and storehouses sprang from the endless gray. Twice, they roused a herd of deer bedded down in the undergrowth. When the animals leapt in front of them, the companions reached for their weapons in alarm. Seeing the cause, they sighed and calmed their pounding hearts, grateful the roused animals weren’t wild boars…or something worse.

“So this is it,” Revan muttered. His voice fell flat in the gloom. “The land of my inheritance.”

“There’s not much left to inherit, if you ask me,” Shamus mumbled.

They continued to wander through the fog for most of the morning, hoping they were still head toward the mountain but unable to find anything more than burnt out, scavenged ruins. Even as the morning passed into afternoon, the fog held its grip. Revan guessed they’d traveled about a quarter of the way across the width of the valley when they decided to stop and eat. Although the friends had nothing to cook, they built a small fire anyway to try to cheer their spirits. The sad, flickering flames only made their surroundings more depressing.

“Well, I can’t say I thought it would be bigger,” Brinhold said. “We haven’t even made it to the lake yet!”

“Who knows if we’re even headed in the right direction?” Revan said. “This fog should have lifted long before now.”

Hours later, it seemed Revan was right — they weren’t headed toward the lake. With no respite in the fog, when the friends they came across the skeleton of an old corral and stable, they decided to make camp for the night and set about salvaging half burnt poles and slabs for kindling. As usual, Shamus and Brin started to argue over who was working the least.

“Oy Shamus! Is that what you call an armful?” the skard asked.

“An armful you say? If that’s what you call an armful then I’ve got two!” Shamus replied. “Me old granmum could carry more than that with —” 

Revan heard the leprechaun’s firewood drop to the ground.

When he turned, Shamus and Brin were frozen in place. Not ten feet away stood a figure robed in white. Its hood was drawn and shaded, but Revan knew in an instant it wasn’t their savior from the forest.

“Who are you?” Revan asked in the most commanding voice he could muster. The person didn’t respond and remained motionless, the fog gathering and swirling around the hem of its robes.

“I asked your name,” Revan said, his courage growing. Still, the figure in white was silent.

“Hey!” Brinhold yelled. “Answer him!” When the person continued to ignore them, the skard hurled a stick of firewood at the white figure with all his strength. The projectile passed through its chest and disappeared into the fog beyond. In the same instant, the robed figure vanished without a sound.

Chapter 79

Guinevere — The Khanhorn

Guinevere shifted on the wooden throne next to her husband’s in the Great Hall and watched the scouts approach. The men were covered in dust, their lips cracked from sun and wind. Both needed a long rest after their hard riding, but the new Queen of the Simarron needed their information first.

“Arise and report,” Guinevere said when they knelt before her.

Long Scar had been insistent that Guinevere allow him to handle the condotierri threat, but after much effort, she was involved in all war councils and made sure she was the first to hear any news. At the moment, the Simarron chief was leaning against a beam on the side of the hall, his already scarred and wrinkled face even more sour. However loyal and true her husband claimed Long Scar to be, Guinevere knew he didn’t enjoy taking orders from a woman, even one who was his queen.

“The numbers of the mercenaries are as we suspected, my queen,” the scout said. “The majority heavy infantry with armored horse mixed in as well. We have heard nothing back from our messengers sent to Vhaldais, but it is my guess the condotierri were not sent by Queen Chloe.”

“Either way, this is an act of war,” Guinevere said. “If she cannot control that rabble of bankers and merchants, we shouldn’t have to suffer the consequences. Clearly someone within the guilds is working with the Imperium League.”

“My queen, if I may?” Long Scar said, approaching the throne. Guinevere noted his lack of a bow or even a tilt of his head. 

“Proceed,” she said and narrowed her eyes.

“We do not yet know if these mercenaries are a threat,” Long Scar said. “Perhaps they march for our cause. We should not be so hasty as to —”

“As to what,” Guinevere interrupted. “As to let them march through our front door and into this very hall? They have come with only one purpose in mind —”

This time, it was Guinevere who was cut off. The doors to the hall burst open and a dusty Simarru warrior stumbled forward, supported by one of the household guard, what the Simarru called Keshik. Another guard supported the man on his opposite side and together they helped him forward to Guinevere’s feet.

“My queen,” the household guard said. “This man was spotted riding from the north. He insisted on seeing you immediately and without delay. We would have detained him, but he bears the king’s buffalo on his shield.”

At her feet, the warrior lay limp on his side, chest heaving. Guinevere could see the lines on his face where the sweat cut through the dirt. The other guard handed him a water skin and after a minute, the two soldiers helped the rider to his feet. Long Scar drew close, hand gripping the knife at his belt, face set in another deep scowl.

“My queen,” the rider said in a rough voice. “The king…is dead.”

A stunned silence filled the hall. Guinevere clutched the wooden arms of her throne, breathless. The old wound from Mathyew’s death ripped open anew, and her heart was torn asunder. It has to be a dream, she thought. Just one of the dreams. But this time, she didn’t wake up in a cold sweat. This time, she stared down the length of the hall and out the open doors, not knowing what to say, unable to cry or speak or scream. 

Long Scar climbed the platform to the throne and knelt beside her. The old chief took her hand and pressed his forehead to it. Guinevere glanced down, startled by the touch but unable to register a response.

“My queen,” he said. “I am as heartbroken as you at this ill news. The king was an old and true friend of mine.”

Guinevere nodded, mouth parted in a thin, shocked line. Faces appeared at the hall’s doors and the word passed quickly from the guards to the onlookers. Many gasped or let out long, wailing dirge calls. Long Scar squeezed her hand and then stood and turned to address the few people in the hall. 

“As one of King Garrid’s oldest friends and greatest allies, I feel it my personal responsibility to ensure the Simarron does not fall, to the League or any other foreign power.” 

The chief’s last words dragged Guinevere from her trance. Her head jerked up at Long Scar standing over her, and another, different coldness began to fill her, this time in her stomach rather than her heart.

The old chief paused in his speech and gave Guinevere a long look. “It is not right for a Valkyrie or an Atheling to rule the Simarru, and our king is without an heir to take his place. As such, in the absence of our other chiefs, I proclaim myself King of the Simarron. Furthermore, I charge Lady Guinevere with treason against our people and publicly accuse her of plotting to overthrow our country with the condotierri and the Imperium League!”

Several things happened at once. The Keshik Guard drew their sabers, and Long Scar’s warriors rushed in from the hall side doors and sprang upon them. At the entrance, people screamed, some running away in fright and others forced their way through to defend the queen and her guard.

Long Scar jerked the knife from his belt and leapt at Guinevere. Guinevere sprang from her throne and rolled into a crouched position, beyond Long Scar’s grasp. Although the Simarru chief was bigger and stronger by far, he was not prepared to fight a Valkyrie shieldmaiden. Guinevere ducked to the side with impossible speed and lashed out hard with the palm of her hand. The blow caught Long Scar on the ear, and he stumbled backward, reeling and clutching the side of his head.

Before Long Scar could attack her again, two of the Keshik came to her defense. One stepped in between her and the chief, saber at the ready, and the other grabbed her by the arm.

“My queen,” he said, voice urgent. “We must go! Long Scar’s men are taking over the Khanhorn.”

Chapter 80

General Arund, the White Knight — Ruins of Hubress

Arund lowered his weapon and wheezed out a chuckle.

“I knew you wouldn’t leave your friends to die,” he said. “Although I confess, my patience was at its end.”

 He signaled to the Zurel, who drew their weapons and began to climb the hill in an attempt to circle the Valkyrie. Their captors distracted, Angus worked with all haste to help Harlan back to his feet and into the shadows.

“We can’t leave her to fight them all!” Harlan whispered. 

“I’ve got a feeling that Valkyrie can handle things just fine on her own,” Angus said. “Either way, she’ll have to fend for herself long enough for us to cut these ropes and find a weapon. We’ll be no help if we’re getting ourselves killed.”

Angus and Harlan searched through the ruins for something to cut their bonds while the Zurel circled Regg, Arund watching from the steps below. Before they could surround her, the Valkyrie began to back up the hill, spear held at the ready. Three of the Zurel drew their bows when they saw the Valkyrie would not be taken without a fight.

“Put those away, you fools,” Arund hissed as loud as he could manage. “I must have her alive!”

Thunder smote the air and the golden lights danced in a furious pattern. Regg’s eyes glowed brighter and brighter, and she began to chant a strange language in a deep, monotone voice.

And then she struck.

 

Halfway up the hill, Arund leaned on his sword point and watched the Zurel trade blows with Regg. The Valkyrie’s speed was inhuman. Her complicated thrust and spin patterns with the spear would have overwhelmed a regular opponent, but the Zurel had unnatural speed and strength of their own. Although they couldn’t overtake Regg, they had no problem holding her at bay with their scimitars.

Lacking better weapons, Harlan and Angus snuck around the side of the giant rotunda hill and began to hurl rocks at the Zurel. Two of the creatures turned in anger and began to descend the hill to the unarmed pair, but Arund stopped them with a wave of his sword. When the White Knight walked toward them, sword drawn, Angus picked up a rusted bar and gestured for Harlan to run.

“Are you thick in the head?” Harlan shouted. “He’ll kill you in one stroke! I’m not leaving you.”

“Harlan, go!” Angus roared. “I won’t be holding him for long. Get to the Zurel’s horses and ride back for the camp. Maybe it’s not too late to save our boys.”

Harlan hesitated for a moment longer, but he knew there was no arguing with Angus. He turned and ran, stumbling through the ruins of the city as fast as his stiff knees would allow. The old forester didn’t go far, however, before he forced himself to turn and look at Angus. The leprechaun chieftain launched a series of blows at Arund, but the White Knight parried them all with ease. On Angus’ last strike, the rusted iron bar sheared in two. 

Before Angus had time to react, Arund carried the swing through and sank his blade deep in the leprechaun’s side. Angus fell to the ground. 

Yards away, Harlan shook with rage. It took all he had to keep his word to Angus and not return to avenge his fallen friend. Arund pulled his sword free and looked down the boulevard at Harlan. His face pulled back in a half-grin, half-grimace, and he raised the bloodied blade to Harlan in a mock salute.

 

Arund watched Harlan run away and turned back toward the rotunda. He was after the Valkyrie woman, not an old woodsman. While the Zurel struggled to close in beneath the reach of her spear, Arund watched, boot tapping with impatience. 

Next to his boot, the leprechaun chieftain managed a last faint, wheezing breath. The White Knight admired his bravery — not many would a challenge in sword an armor, let alone with a rusted metal bar. As short as the exchange had been, he had to hand it to the leprechaun for going down swinging.

Arund looked down at the blood spatters on his cloak and frowned. That was the cost of wearing white — you could never stay clean. Beneath the cloak, his white robes were spotless as always, however. A gift from long ago, the thread never wore thin or collected stains.

The assault continued on the steps above. Although the Zurel fought well enough to dodge or parry any spear thrusts from the Valkyrie, they were still unable to use their superior numbers to end the fight. Arund cleaned a speck of dirt from beneath his fingers and frowned. This strange woman had troubled him long enough.

There was a break between the sound of weapon strikes and grunts of exertion. Arund looked up and saw the Valkyrie’s eyes blazing with a golden light. The Zurel paused and stepped back, uncertain.

“Zathar!” Arund shouted as loud as he could manage. “Quit fooling around and capture her!” When the Zurel leader ignored him, Arund vented a sigh of frustration and drew his sword. He strode forward and pushed aside two of the Zurel, launching a series of quick, powerful blows, but the Valkyrie had yet to tire. Even the Zurel, aided by the unnatural speed and endurance of their kind, were flagging.

Arund loosed something between a growl and a cough and pressed his attack, anger welling within. The Valkyrie fended off his blows and continued to advance up the hill towards the fallen dome of the Council Forum. Arund refused to let her distance herself from him and advanced, the Zurel surrounding him. At last, the Valkyrie ran out of hillside. When she reached the top of the hill, the Zurel fanned out through the broken columns and surrounded the Valkyrie completely.

“Lay down your weapon,” Arund said. “I promise you, your life will be spared.”

The golden light faded from the Valkyrie’s eyes, but her brow remained creased in a glare. “What good is the promise of a traitor?”

“One way or another, you will cooperate,” Arund said. “There is something strange about you, but you are still no match for me, Valkyrie.”

Arund took his sword in both hands and swung a broad sideways cut at the Valkyrie. She parried the blow with the long, steel spearhead, but the force of the swing carried the weapon out of position. The White Knight pivoted the momentum of his swing around and cut through the spear shaft, leaving the Valkyrie with an arm’s length of wood in her hand.

The White Knight stepped back, a satisfied grimace crossing his face. If you want something done right… He signaled to the Zurel. 

“Take her.”

Chapter 81

Revan Teutevar — The Valley of Athelon

“Holy smokes, did you see that?” Shamus said, pointing toward where the specter had disappeared, his almond eyes round in terror. In spite of his fear, he continued to babble. “I’ve never seen the like, not in all my born days. By the stars and Fates! Did you see that? Vanished it did! Right before our eyes!”

Revan’s breath came in quick gasps. His heart thundered in his chest. He wanted to speak, to tell Shamus to calm down or ask Brin if he knew of any lore to explain the incident. Instead, he stared at the spot where the figure had stood, dumbfounded.

“Well partners,” Brinhold said after several long minutes passed by. His voice sounded strange in the silence of the fog. “I think we found the Pale Wraith.” 

He turned to look at Revan. “What now, Lord Teutevar?”

Revan felt a chill down his spine and another bout of terror grip is heart. “Don’t call me that, not here.”

“Well what are we going to do, boyo?” Shamus asked, still panicked. “If it’s tree huggers or ghosts we have to choose from, I’ll take my chances with the first!”

“We aren’t going to run away,” Revan said, although inside that was exactly what he wanted to do. He hoped his voice sounded braver than he felt. “We didn’t come all this way to be ran off by some ghost.”

“What if it’s him?” Shamus asked. Even without a name, Revan knew who his leprechaun friend was talking about.

“General Arund is as alive as you or me,” Revan said. “And I think this is the last place in all of Peldrin he’d want to be. Come on. The torches are burning low. Let’s fashion a few more and try to find the lake, unless you two want to sleep here tonight?”

Shamus and Brin shook their heads. “I don’t know if I’ll ever sleep again,” Shamus muttered.

The pair gathered their spilled firewood and followed Revan into the mist. If possible, the fog grew even murkier, evidence that, somewhere above, the sun had set.

The journey toward the lakeshore was unnerving. Every swirl of fog promised to materialize the Pale Wraith and every shrub in the gloam appeared as a hunched figure waiting in ambush. In few dozen yards, the thick grass gave way to pebbles and black sand. If possible, the fog hung heavier over the dark water — its brooding depths only visible a few feet from the shore. When they reached the water’s edge, Shamus picked up a stone and cast it out of sight. A second later, they heard the plop of it sinking into the water.

“What’d you do that for?” Revan said, sharper than he’d intended. “I have bad feeling about the lake. You shouldn’t have disturbed it.”

Hungry and irritated, Shamus opened his mouth to give Revan a piece of his mind when Brinhold cried out and pointed out into the lake. “Look, a light on the water!”

Shrouded by the fog, a faint, glowing sphere could be seen bobbing up and down above the water. As it grew closer, its beams cut through the fog until the outline of a boat, and a robed figure could be seen nearing the shore where the three friends stood.

Shamus shouted in fear, and all three of them drew their weapons. It was the same person who’d disappeared before their eyes hours before. When the grey canoe bumped into the shore, the companions drew back, unsure what to do. The figure raised an arm and from the depths of its sleeves a long, crooked finger pointed at Revan.

“Teutevar!” The voice hollow, distant and deep. Heart pounding in his throat, Revan struggled to find his voice.

“What do you want from me, wraith?” he asked at last. “I am heir to these lands. Who are you?”

The hooded figure stepped from the boat and onto the shore. The pebbles on the beach made no sound beneath his feet, but when he took another step, Revan saw the faint shape of a footprint in the sand.

“The last Teutevar you may be, but you are not the Lord of Athel yet,” the white robed figure said. “Come with me and I will show you your inheritance.” 

The bony hand stretched out again and beckoned Revan to the boat. Uncertain, he took a step forward.

“Wait!” Brinhold grabbed his shoulder. “Revan, I don’t think we should be getting in a boat with this feller.”

Before Revan could answer, the hooded figured shook its head. “Not you, Brinhold the Skard. Nor you, Shamus McCaffler. This journey your friend must make alone.”

“Well that does it,” Shamus said. “We must be dead. Maybe there was something funny in that rabbit and we’re all dreaming? Either way, it’s out of here I am! Come on, boyo.” The leprechaun grabbed Revan by the wrist, but he shook free of Shamus’ grip.

“No,” Revan’s voice was flat. “You are the Counselor, aren’t you?”

The phantom nodded once beneath its hood. “Then I must go,” Revan said.

Shamus and Brinhold made to grab their friend, but the figure held up a hand and all movement deserted them. 

“Fear not,” the white figure said. “He will return to you when he is ready.” 

Trying not to think about his decision, Revan climbed into the canoe and sat down. When the phantom stepped in behind him, the boat pushed off from the shore and into the water on its own. 

“Don’t worry about us!” Shamus shouted as they turned toward Athelon. “We’ll just be waiting here twiddling our thumbs!”

“I’ll be back!” Revan yelled at the fast-disappearing forms of his friends on the shore. “I promise!” 

In the next instant, the fog enveloped his friends, and Revan was alone in the middle of the lake with the hooded figure.

The phantom turned to face Revan. Age-spotted hands snaked from his white sleeves and withdrew the deep hood to reveal an old man. Old, however, fell short. The man was ancient. 

Aside from a large, brushy mustache, and thick, tangled eyebrows, the man was hairless. His age-spotted skin stretched across a thin, bony face, wrinkled and full of thin veins. A rag wrapped around his head and covered his eyes, held up by large, beak-like nose. Revan thought back to another blind man he’d met on the Simarron Plains. It can’t be.

“I was told to seek you, in a dream with —” Revan began.

“We will speak more of that later,” the old man said, cutting him off. His tone left no room for debate.

Revan nodded, still uneasy in the old man’s presence. After a few more minutes with nothing but fog to hold his attention, he spoke again. “Why are you dressed that way? Are you the Pale Wraith the Sylvads fear?”

“Enough!” The old man snapped. “I see patience is a virtue you have yet to learn. For now, be grateful you have arrived in one piece. A miracle, with all of the misadventures you and your friends seem to find yourselves in.”

Revan opened his mouth argue but thought better of it and sat with his arms folded. Nothing but fog loomed in any direction and Revan soon grew restless to reach the shore. His impatience manifested itself in the form of constant shuffling. After a few minutes passed, the old man turned to look back at him, his ancient brow wrinkled in a scowl.

“Azares’ eyes, boy! Must you keep fidgeting about?”

Revan sighed, his fear of the old man ebbing into annoyance. Even so, he sat as still as he could manage, not wishing the kindle the anger of the crotchety elder. He looked over the edge of the boat into the water, but the murky depths refused to yield any sign of fish or plant. The old man stood stoic and unmoving in the prow of the small boat, so still Revan wondered if he hadn’t died on his feet and contemplated splashing him with water just to be sure. Thinking back over his previous encounters with the mysterious figure, he thought better of it.

After what felt like hours, the broken bridge came into view on their right. Revan looked at the lichen and moss covered stones and wondered how such a structure could have been built over the water and how the pillars were placed on the lake bottom. He felt the silence had been long enough to voice his question to the old man. 

As soon as he opened his mouth, however, the old man raised a hand to silence him without even bothering to turn around. Revan sighed again and squinted into the gloom, hoping to catch sight of the shore

He didn’t have to wait long. In the distance, the black line of the beach materialized and grew. It was too dark to see the mountain, but he felt its presence looming over him, demanding homage. More than ever the sheer size of Athelon pressed down upon him. 

When the canoe bumped into the sand, the old man leapt to dry ground with surprising agility. Revan attempted to follow suit, but in his excitement, he tripped on the edge of the boat and splashed into the shallows. The old man shook his head in disgust and beckoned for Revan to follow. Frowning, Revan slogged through the water and follow, his boots squishing with every step.

The hour was late, and the only thing Revan could see was the white of the old man’s robes. The blind leading the blind, he thought. Just when he was about to ask his guide where they were going, a small campfire sprang from the fog, illuminating the shell of a tumbledown stone square that looked to have been a manor at one time.

Drawing closer, Revan could see another hooded figure sitting beside the flames and bit back his surprise. It was their savior from the forest. When they approached, the stranger stood and threw back her hood. Revan stopped in his tracks and in the next moment, reached for his weapons.

“You!”

“Happy to see me, Teutevar?” Ziona’s catlike face and yellow eyes leered at Revan through the smoke of the fire. 

“I regretted not killing you when I had the chance,” Revan said, drawing his dirk and tomahawk. “It looks like the Fates have given me a chance to fix that.”

“The Zurel is under my protection,” the old man said. His voice left no room for argument. “Sit down, boy! If your thick skull can hear them, there are words that would benefit you. Besides, the state you’re in, the Zurel would carve you to pieces.”

Revan glared at the old man but sat down across the fire from Ziona, weapons in hand. The cold and damp of the night didn’t seem to faze the old man, even though he wore nothing but the thin white robes and his feet were bare. He eased himself to the ground and sat cross-legged between Ziona and Revan.

“Tell me what she’s doing here, or I’m leaving,” Revan demanded.

The old man gave Ziona a sideways look. “I see what you meant.” 

He turned to Revan. “Leaving for where? The only way off the island is with my say-so, and you certainly won’t get it behaving like that. 

“You owe the Zurel your life,” he continued. “As you may have guessed, it was Ziona who freed you from the Sylvad village and led you through the forest to the tunnel that brought you here.”

Revan flexed his shoulder and back and winced. “Could have been a bit more help with the bearcat, couldn’t you?”

Ziona flashed a cold smile and her yellow eyes danced in the firelight. “You’ve got to learn to do some things on your own, Teutevar.”

“Regardless,” the old man interrupted before Revan could offer rebuttal. “You are in her debt.”

“She shouldn’t be here,” Revan said. “Not in this place. Why not crawl back to your master with the rest of your family, Zurel?

“I have my reasons,” Ziona said. “None of which concern you.”

 “It should be enough to know that Ziona is no longer in the service of General Arund,” the old man said, interrupting their argument, “nor was she ever of like-mind with her brothers and sisters.”

“And why should I believe that?” Revan asked. “Why should I listen either of you? I’m asking again: Who are you, old man?”

“Very well,” the old man said. “I shall indulge your childish behavior just this once. Over the course of my life I have been many things: a diplomat, a seeker, a warrior, a founder and a brother. As you have guessed, I am also known by some as the Pale Wraith of the Valley and the Counselor. We knew each other years ago, Revan Teutevar, although you were too young to remember my name. You may call me Rok.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Revan said, his suspicions growing.

“I was your father’s counselor while he reigned as Lord of Athel,” the old man said. “I was present at your birth and your naming ceremony, and it was I who helped your mother and her handmaiden escape into exile. Since then, we have crossed paths on occasion. I have watched over you and guided you here, to the land of your fathers.”

Rok passed a hand over his face and Revan gasped. In the place of the Counselor was the scruffy old mountain man and his pointed hat that Revan and Shamus had met in the Gimbadors — a completely different person 

Revan jerked away in fright and fell backward off the stone he was sitting on.

Ziona laughed and the old man waved a hand across his face again and his features reverted to that of Rok. “I told you, I have been aiding you on your journeys. Sometimes against my will.” Rok changed again, but this time, when the mustache faded and his skin darkened, the rags wrapped around his head remained and his white clothes stained into dirty tatters.

“You stole my horses last autumn in the Simarron.”

A thousand fears raced through Revan’s mind, and all courage abandoned him. He crawled backward, away from the fire and the phantom before him. The old herder stood and his garb changed again, this time to the tattered beggar who’d saved Brinhold in Vhaleons. In the blink of an eye, he transformed back to Rok and strode after Revan, who scurried away through the grass and rubble.

“I’ve had my eye on you, Revan Teutevar,” Rok’s voice rumbled like thunder. A golden light pierced through the tattered rags covering his eyes and cut through the darkness. Even Ziona cowered in the old man’s terrible presence. With each step he took, the Counselor grew until he stood as tall as a giant. 

“And I have not been pleased with all that I have seen! From now on, you will conduct yourself in a manner fitting the high blood that runs through your veins. Of more importance, YOU WILL DO AS YOU ARE TOLD!”

Rok’s voiced boomed out the last words and pale lightning smote the sky overhead. Revan cried out in fear and covered his face, sobbing into the earth. A bony hand fell on his shoulder, and Revan winced.

“Get up” Rok said in a kinder tone and lifted him to his feet. “Come, sit by the fire and eat.”

Revan wiped the tears from his face, ashamed and angry that Ziona saw him that way. For once, the Zurel held her tongue and stared with great interest at the steaming bowl in her lap. She looked almost as shaken as he. Revan shivered and rubbed his arms in the cold. When Rok sat down by the fire, Revan contemplated running into the fog. Even as the thought crossed his mind, the voice like thunder echoed in his head, and he sat down as instructed.

Rok reached over and handed Revan a wooden bowl. Revan took it in both hands and greedily drank the rich stew within. The old man refilled it two more times from a pot hung over the fire before Revan was full. Rok neither ate nor drank. 

“I thank you for your hospitality,” Revan said. Warm and well-fed, Revan remembered his hungry friends on the other shore and fought to ignore a pang of guilt. 

“Think nothing of it, my boy,” Rok replied. It was almost as if Revan spoke to a different person than the terror who’d just confronted him. “There is time for a few more questions before we retire for the evening.”

Revan attempted to sort through the barrage of answers he sought, but the more he tried to concentrate, the heavier his eyelids became. “I…” he started to speak and heard his voice trail off, as if it were coming from another person. He was only half aware of Ziona lowering him to the ground and covering him in his cloak before a deep, dreamless sleep overtook him.

Chapter 82

Revan Teutevar — Athelon

When Revan awoke the next morning, the sun was shining bright overhead and all traces of the fog were gone. He groaned and opened his eyes a crack, uncertain where he was. Overhead, the sky was a clear blue and air already warm. His wounds ached and his stomach rumbled. When he sat up and spotted the ashes of the fire and saw the ruins of Athelon looming to the east, memories of the previous night flooded back. He wondered if it had all been a dream — Rok and Ziona were nowhere to be seen — but when he stood and his cloak fell from him, he realized someone had removed his shirt and wrapped his wounds in fresh bandages.

“Good morning, Revan.” Revan turned to see Rok standing behind him, still barefoot and clad in the same spotless white robes. In the light of the day, his sinister air was diminished. If Revan hadn’t seen the old man’s display of anger the night before, he would have thought him harmless.

“Just the two of us?” Revan asked.

Rok nodded. “Ziona has other business to attend to. And although she is no longer your enemy, I would not feel it right for a former servant of General Arund to accompany us on your first look at your inheritance. Would you like breakfast?”

Rok pointed to a satchel on the ground near the place where Ziona had sat the previous night. Within, Revan found oatcakes, a handful of dried berries and apples and strips of cured meat. He ate while Rok studied him. Keen to avoid the awkward gaze, Revan ate as fast as he could and took a long drink before pulling on his tunic.

“Very well,” Rok said when he was done. “Follow me. 

As they stepped out of the ruins, Revan saw that it wasn’t the base of a manor like he’d first guessed, but the remains of a tower. They were less than half a mile from the water, and the tower ruins were connected to the tumbledown fortifications that stood on either side of the broken bridge. 

Rok led Revan around the tower wall and onto the highway. The road ran straight and true from the bridge to the Athelon itself but had grown rough and patchy over the last two decades. Grass and dirt sprouted between the paving stones — nature beginning to reclaim the island for itself.

“I trust the Lady Guinevere has educated you on the history of your people?” Rok asked. “How we, the Eedari, sailed from the west and arrived to find a promised land awaiting us? Of how our ancestors banded together the various races living in the valley and founded Athel?”

“Yes, but most of it came from Regg,” Revan said. “When Mother talked about Athel, it was mostly about the future.”

“A proud woman and very stubborn at times,” Rok said. “I am glad Reginleif went with her when she fled.”

“Regg’s dead,” Revan said in a low voice. “But you probably already knew that.”

“Oh?” Rok cocked a wiry eyebrow. “I did not know.”

Revan grew quiet, but Rok continued to point of the remains of various buildings, explaining to Revan their significance and retelling the events of the Siege of Athelon. About a mile from the city, they passed through a broken gatehouse and what Rok called the Lake Wall. Towers ran a bowshot apart along its length.

“It runs all the way around the mountain,” Rok said. “The back side of the island is much narrower — where the docks are, the mountain and the Lake Wall are only a few hundred yards apart.

Speaking of the city put Rok in the closest thing to a pleasant mood Revan had seen so far. He itched with a hundred different questions and was unsure where or how to begin.

“How do you travel around so quickly?”

“It is none of your concern.”

Revan paused for a moment, but was undeterred.

“How did you vanish when Brin threw that stick at you?”

“It was merely a trick of the mind.”

“Right…but how did you find us in all that fog?”

“You were making enough racket even a blind old fellow like myself could have heard you.”

“But you aren’t truly blind?” Revan asked. “You can see, even with your eyes covered. How did you know we were living in the Gimbadors? Why didn’t you help us against the Zurel?”

“Azares’ eyes, enough!” Rok shouted and waved his hands in the air in exasperation before rapping Revan on the head with his bony knuckles.

Revan yelped in pain and rubbed his head. “What was that for?”

“For asking questions to which you don’t need the answers!” Rok said. “Suffice to say, there is more to this old man than meets the eye. I have other dealings aside from you to attend to Revan Teutevar. Leave it at that!”

They walked in silence for awhile, and Revan contented himself with taking in the surroundings. In spite of the destruction, life was thriving through the ruins. Budding wildflowers grew in a scattered field of stone blocks from a fallen wall. On the steep cliffs of the mountainside, flowering bushes and a scattering of young saplings grew without care in every crack and fissure. Osprey wheeled above the steep slopes of the mountain, their harsh calls breaking the morning silence. But as he looked around, Revan noticed something was missing.

“What happened to all of the bodies?” Revan asked.

“I laid them to rest,” Rok said.

Revan’s eyes widened in disbelief. “All of them? By yourself?”

Rok nodded. “The fallen Athelings were laid to rest in the lake, and Arund’s soldiers who fell on the island and in the city I burned. The enemy in the valley were left for wild animals to defile and scatter.” He looked at Revan with a strange expression. “It was about this time of the season when the stench began. It lasted for months.”

Revan looked away, eyes wider than before. His next question was out before he realized he probably didn’t want to know the answer. “Why do the Sylvads call you the Pale Wraith?”

Rok scowled and spat on the ground. “Savages. They have plagued our country since the Eedari first landed here. Were it not for the filthy Sylvads, Athelon would have never fallen.”

Revan’s brow creased in confusion. This wasn’t a story he’d heard from Regg. “Why is that?”

Rok turned to face him and lifted a wrinkled hand to his forehead. “Do you know nothing? The giants, boy! The giants! Four generations ago, the Sylvads broke their centuries-long peace treaty with us — a treaty that had been in place since Athel was founded, established by the star prophets of the giants of old. The giants, however, did not see it that way. They believed the Athelings were at fault for the broken peace and as such, they left Athel forever, taking many of the other Nibelungen with them. You can be sure the siege would’ve ended much differently had we still had the giant legions to defend us when Arund’s host arrived. Stars curse them both.”

He cleared his throat and spat on the ground before continuing. 

“Rather than aid us, the Sylvads watched while the mountain burned. When our people tried to flee into the forests, the Sylvads cut them down. When the siege ended, they scavenged the bodies of Atheling and enemy alike without respect, but I’ve made them pay.” Rok looked at Revan with the same wild gleam in his eyes. Revan took a step back, feeling increasingly uneasy in the old man’s presence. “I hunt ‘em. In the darkness, no matter how they try to hide. I take them in their sleep, catch them unawares and feed their bodies to the lake — weregild for the Eedari and Atheling blood spilled by their hands.”

“That’s terrible!” Revan said, aghast. There was no doubt in his mind Rok was insane. “Murdering innocents isn’t war! I may hate them, but it’s one thing to kill a warrior in battle and another to steal innocent victims in the night.”

To his surprise, Rok did not anger, but dismissed Revan’s outrage with a wave of his hands, as if he were a child who couldn’t comprehend what he was saying. “Tell that to our innocent, boy! Tell that to our women and children and elders who were slaughtered at their hands. Do you not understand, Revan Teutevar? We are the last, you and I. The remnant of a glorious, ancient race who overcame impossible odds to reach Athelon. The last! The end! Arund betrayed your father’s trust and destroyed our country, but it was the tree people who brought us to extinction.”

Rok walked away, leaving Revan speechless and wondering how mad the old man he’d taken up with truly was.

 They were now almost directly beneath the mountain. Although crumbling walls wrapped around the mountainside farther up, here at the base only two enormous stone doors protected the city from attack. The Silver Gate, as Rok named it, looked to be twenty yards tall and just as wide. The White Phoenix of the Eedari was carved in the middle of the doors, inlaid in silver and gold. From farther away, the entrance looked shut, but when they drew closer, Revan saw the doors were open enough for one person to squeeze through sideways.

Rok halted and allowed Revan to approach alone. When he reached the opening, the heir of Athel stopped and ran a hand across the stone. It was smooth and cool to the touch. A faint, stale breeze blew over Revan’s face, bringing with it the scent of water on rock. Pale golden sunlight lit the way ahead.

Revan looked back at Rok and the old man waved a hand. “From here on, Revan Teutevar, you must go alone.”

Revan hesitated and then stepped through the massive stone doors, closing his eyes. He stood inside, almost afraid to open them and what end what could have only been a dream. 

Revan… 

In the distance, too clear to be a trick of the wind, his name passed over him on a whisper. Holding his breath, Revan took a step forward and opened his eyes.

Chapter 83

General Arund, the White Knight — Ruins of Hubress

Once the Valkyrie was subdued and bound in rawhide strips and lengths of rusted chains, Arund retreated to his cavern within the forum hillside. Two of the Zurel guarded the prisoner while the rest went for the horses, but Zathar was summoned by the White Knight.

Inside the cavern, Arund sat cross-legged on the floor. In the flickering light of a single torch, he looked more ghost than person, more ethereal than physical. Behind him, the waving reflections of the golden pool added to the effect. If Zathar had a tail, it would’ve been tucked between his legs. Still, he thanked the stars the cavern’s walls were dark and there was no sign of the shadow. 

Nothing was the same since Zathar had entered the cave upon his return from the failed missions to capture the Valkyrie and find the golden pool. Both Arund and the cave itself were transformed — how exactly, Zathar didn’t know but he knew the change wasn’t in his favor.

The Zurel couldn’t explain why, but when the symbols on the walls glowed like the Valkyrie’s eyes, it made his skin crawl. Worse yet, with the lights came a…presence, something strange and unseen that struck a fear in Zathar in a way he believed nothing could have.

Arund didn’t open his eyes until Zathar was standing in front of him. Even then, the White Knight made no move to stand. “Ah, Zathar, welcome.”

The Zurel felt anything but welcome. The White Knight’s voice was just above a whisper, but to Zathar it sounded like a dagger blade dragged down the wall of the cavern. 

“I was just thinking, Zathar, how strange fate can be at times, how our stars can align and cross with others in ways we could never imagine,” Arund said. “Take for instance the Valkyrie woman. I find it absolutely remarkable that the same person I saw in my visions and you told me died in the Gimbadors is here in Hubress, alive and well.”

Zathar forgot all about shadows and glowing letters. Arund was very real and present and commanded all of the Zurel’s attention.

“General… I can —”

Arund held up a hand to silence the Zurel leader. “Please, do not speak. If I thought you’d lied to me, you would have been punished long before now. There is something strange about that one, something even I do not understand. Still, I cannot ignore the fact that, by whatever powers, you have failed me.”

The White Knight uncrossed his legs and stood. Zathar fought the urge to take a step backward.

“Were you Zurel not in such a limited number, I would gladly dispose of you, Zathar,” Arund said. “As it is, I will have to make do.”

“Y-yes general,” Zathar said. Arund placed his hands behind his back and began to pace in circles around the Zurel before he spoke again.

“Before you entertain any foolish notions of replacing me as I have no doubt you managed with Zaraliss, remember this: whatever strength you believe you have, mine is greater by far. I’m faster, stronger, smarter and more cunning than you,” Arund said. “Are we clear with one another?”

“Y-y-yes, general!” Zathar managed to bluster.

“Good,” Arund said. He clapped the Zurel on the back, and Zathar flinched beneath the blow. “The time will soon come when I will be in need of you and your kin more than ever. The stakes we are playing at will be much higher than they were all those years ago. Now get out.”

Zathar hesitated, and Arund grabbed him by the collar of his breastplate and threw him toward the tunnel. “Get out!”

Arund waited until the sound of Zathar’s hasty retreat faded from the cavern before he knelt at the edge of the pool. Using a dagger, Arund nicked his hand and squeezed a few droplets of blood into the pool. Rather than mixing with the golden liquid, the blood sank to the bottom of the pool and passed within the loop of the Noose outline in the bottom.

At first, the feeling was faint, like an unseen pinpoint of pressure that tingled up the White Knight’s neck. It soon grew and enveloped Arund in a weight that made him feel as if he were submerged underwater in armor. He took a deep breath and allowed the presence to flood through him.

The Valkyrie is here. Good. It is just as we have foreseen.

Yes. We have captured her, Arund replied. He wasn’t sure if it was in his head or out loud.

Most excellent. Bring her before us, we cannot wait any longer.

She won’t cooperate easily. There is something strange about her. The same gold of the pool runs within her.

The Valkyrie will submit to our will. Bring her forth. We will break her.

 

Outside, the Zurel were huddled around a small fire, sharing the meager rations given to them by the Periwaneth. The Valkyrie was close by, seated beneath the fallen statue of a long dead senator with a Zurel on either side of her, weapons drawn. When Arund approached, the two guarding the Valkyrie jumped to their feet.

“Where are the horses?” Arund said. He looked from Zurel to Zurel. In turn, the creatures shifted their gazes to the ground.

“That old woodsman must have taken them,” Zathar said in a low voice. “They were nowhere to be found.”

Were it not for more pressing matters, Arund would’ve lost his temper. As it was, he knew the fault was his for allowing Harlan to escape. He cursed himself for letting the capture of the Valkyrie distract him and promised to make Harlan pay for the theft of his courser.

The surprise on Zathar’s face was plain when Arund dismissed the issue. “Zynar, Zillska,” the White Knight pointed at the pair. “Set out for the Periwaneth camp. We’ll need mounts.”

The twins stood and gathered their gear with haste before Arund’s mood worsened. The White Knight crossed past the fire and nodded to Zevan and Zolcan, the two guarding the Valkyrie. They pulled the captive to her feet, weapons at the ready.

The Valkyrie glared at Arund, who was just relieved to see her eyes were a normal green, instead of golden. He repressed a shudder at the thought. Her hands were bound behind her back and her feet shackled in rusty chain, but she made no move to resist when the White Knight grabbed her by the arm and walked toward the cavern entrance in the side of the hill.

“Do not disturb us,” Arund said. 

Together, the White Knight and his prisoner disappeared into the night.

Chapter 84

Guinevere — The Khanhorn

As the guard pulled her toward the hall’s doors, two of Long Scar’s warriors attacked the other Keshik, and he fell under their tomahawk blows. All around them, King Garrid’s men were dying, unable to hold off Long Scar’s riders, who continued to pour into the lodge.

At the door, three more Keshik and a handful of Khanhorn residents joined them. They pushed through the panicked crowd and saw over a dozen of Long Scar’s warriors, faces painted black and gray, rushing up the stone stair toward them. 

“Go!” one of the onlookers shouted. Several of the citizens joined him, armed only with a scattered collection of hunting knives. While the poorly equipped defenders ran at the attackers, the four Keshik surrounded Guinevere and rushed her down the stone steps set into the side of the hill.

As they rounded the edge of the hill to the western-facing cliffs at the back of the city, one of the guards groaned in pain. Turning, Guinevere saw him fall to the ground, an arrow protruding from his back. Behind them, the narrow stair was filled with over a score of Long Scar’s warriors in close pursuit.

Two more Keshik stopped, sabers drawn and turned to hold of the attackers. Guinevere fought to stay with them, but the last remaining guard pulled her onward. “We must continue on, my queen! Those men are sacrificing their lives so that you may live, let us honor them by escaping.”

With the Keshik leading the way, Guinevere ran on. The screams and war cries sounded behind them, but she forced herself not to turn and look. The stairs had dissolved into a winding, gravel-strewn pathway with a sheer drop down the cliff face on her right

Without warning, the Keshik stopped and pointed off the edge of the path at a weather-beaten cedar tree that grew out from the rocks. “There is a hidden path that runs down the cliffs to the ground. It is hard to see from up here, but the way down reveals itself once you begin the descent.” He glanced above, but the cliffs hid the views of the two guards and their assailants from sight. From the sounds echoing down, Guinevere guessed at least one was still alive — for the moment.

“You must go first, my queen,” the Keshik guard said. “I will follow. The beginning of the path is hard to find for those who do not know it. The traitors will not be able to follow. Still, we must make it down to the plains before Long Scar sends riders around. There is a small stable within a cave at the bottom. Only the Keshik know of this. If we reach it, we will escape”

Guinevere nodded, though in her shocked state she only understood half of what the guard told her. The descent was rough — her feet soon ached from the sharp rocks and cuts littered her hands and arms. Loose rock tumbled down the slope, reminding the queen of the jagged rocks awaiting her below if she fell. But just as the Keshik promised, the climb down became easier and soon something resembling a trail allowed them to stand, backs pressed against the rock.

Moments later the angry shouts of Long Scar’s warriors echoed down the cliffs and Guinevere knew they’d been discovered. A rock the size of her head flew past them, thundering with every bounce it took off the cliff. A shower of gravel and dirt followed until Guinevere and her guard were forced to stop and shield their heads from the small rock slide flowing over them.

In a break between the falling debris, the Keshik glanced upward, shielding his head with his arm. “They are looking for a way down now but have not yet found it,” he said. Somewhere above, a crashing noise could be heard. “They will be too late! The path levels up ahead and we will soon descend to the stables.”

Emboldened, Guinevere scooted faster along the ledge and thanked her stars she’d worn her white doe-skin dress instead of a cloth one that would have been shredded by the rock, brush and cactus. A crashing noise from above caused her to pause and look up. A huge rock dislodged by Long Scar’s warriors bounced off the side of the cliff, gaining speed with every foot and carrying a wave of debris in its wake.

The Keshik waved her on. A moment later the boulder found him, and he flew from the narrow pathway with a sickening crunch. She watched in horror as the body tumbled down the rocks and winced when it struck the ground dozens of yards below. Then she was alone, surrounded by choking dust and rock flowing around her through the cliff side.

She inched sideways faster, dreading the sound of another boulder. A few yards later, she turned and hugged the wall, searching for any handhold to keep her from falling off the shrinking ledge.

When she took her next step, the rocks crumbled beneath her foot and her stomach dropped. Sliding, her chin smacked against the rock and Guinevere felt the blood running down her neck. With nothing to grab onto, she started to slide down the steep slope.

Tumbling faster and faster, she was unable to grab anything to slow her down. Cactus, rock and brush tore and her body and her knee struck a protruding rock. Then, instead of sliding she bounced, the unforgiving hillside battering her every time she struck.

But luck was on the side of the twice-widowed queen. Only a couple of yards below, she landed on a ledge, her right arm smashed beneath her body. Guinevere tasted blood and fell back, stunned by the pain.

She came to minutes later when strong hands lifted her from the ground. She heard concerned voices talking in a low tone and opened her eyes with groan. She was being carried by two Keshiks and spied another behind them, walking down a much wider path than the one she’d fallen from.

“Rest for a moment, my queen,” one of the guards said. “It is still a little way to the stables. You have taken a bad fall, but nothing is broken. Can you ride, majesty?”

Her entire body felt as though it had been beaten with a stick, and she knew from the stings in her hands, back and legs that she was full of cactus stickers as well. Despite the pain, she nodded and gritted her teeth, trying to slow the spinning in her pounding head. “I can ride.”

“Good,” the Keshik said. “We must make all haste. Already the riders of Long Scar are riding around the Khanhorn toward us. We will ride south, where the tall grass can hide us from the traitors’ eyes.”

Guinevere waved a hand to stop them and, against the will of her protesting body, insisted the Keshik help her to her feet. With one of the men supporting her around her waist, the queen limped her way down the rest of the hidden path. On the ground, they waded through the long grass and came to a low-hanging cave. The cavern was tall enough for a man on a horse to pass through with a hand’s length to spare overhead.

Inside, a score of fine horses and a dozen Keshik were waiting for them. When they saw Guinevere, the guards bowed their heads then continued to check the cinches on the horses and the saddle bags. One of the men handed her a water skin and she drank it in great gulps, using the remaining the water to wash the cuts on her hands and arms.

“How were you ready so quickly?” Guinevere asked, although she was too worn out to be suspicious.

“If I may, my queen.” It was Batu, the only guard to survive the descent. “One of my warriors shot a signal arrow out the back of the lodge. We always rotate a token of the Keshik down here for such emergencies. Although I must say, Long Scar’s betrayal was unexpected.”

“Indeed,” Guinevere said. “And he will pay. But now is not the time for talk. Are there any clothes I can change into before we ride?”

The guards managed to find a spare pair of trousers and a supple leather tunic. Guinevere ducked down in one of the stalls to change. Taking care not to cry out, she removed the cactus spears wherever she could reach them and pulled on the new clothes. 

“I would like a weapon, if there are any to be spared,” she said when she returned.

A couple of the Keshik looked at one another in surprise, but Batu nodded. The head of the guard was one of the few who knew Guinevere trained with sword, spear and axe each morning since she’d become queen. A moment later, he presented her with a tomahawk and a spear.

“It is all we have for now, my queen,” he apologized.

“They will serve.” Before the guard could help her, Guinevere gritted her teeth and leapt into the saddle, unable to hide a grimace of pain. Without further question, the Keshik followed suit. Altogether, there were almost a score of them. It is a start, she thought.

“What is your plan?” she asked Batu.

“We will ride west and then swing south and back around the east of the Khanhorn,” the head of guard said. “From there, we go north to see you safely returned to your people, my queen.”

“My people?” Guinevere’s sharp voice rang in the cavern. “I am the Queen of the Simarron. My people are here, not in the far north. Until the traitors are defeated and another chief and his wife take my place, I will remain and fight!”

Batu bowed his head in. “As you say, my queen. Please forgive me.”

“It is forgotten,” Guinevere said and sat up in the saddle. “Now, let us ride.”

Chapter 85

Revan Teutevar — Athelon

A long and wide hall cut to the center of the mountain. Pillars of white marble lined either side of the hall. Faded and rotten banners hung between each column bearing his father’s sigil: a sky-blue phoenix on a field of red.

Revan’s slow pace led him down the avenue. Far above, something fluttered in the shadows and the sound of rustling wings echoed throughout the mountain. Revan’s hand drifted to the tomahawk at his side, but he continued on, undeterred.

Unlike the cobblestone road outside, the avenue was smooth, solid stone scarred from hundreds of years of wagon wheels. The road continued for a good bow shot with nothing on either side except for occasional iron doors in the sides of the rock that Revan guessed were some kind of guard stations. Up ahead, the spring sun illuminated the heart of Athelon through the cone of the extinct volcano. Drawing closer, Revan could see the faint outlines of broken white buildings on circling terraces that climbed out of sight.

Each of Revan’s steps echoed like a lonesome herald’s cadence, the only trumpet call to mark the return of Athelon’s heir. When he was about halfway down the avenue, he averted his eyes to the ground, wanting to see the city revealed all at once in the remainder of its splendor. He stopped on the edge of the hallway, unwilling to step from the shadows. Taking a deep breath, he stretched out a hand into the light and felt its warmth. Exhaling, he stepped into the sunshine and looked upon remains of his home.

Even in ruined state, the interior of Athelon sent a wave of awe through him. Carved, from the living, white rock, the entire city appeared as a seamless part of the mountain. In the light of the late morning, the citadel shone like a precious gem, bathing everything in glorious white light — a wonder of Peldrin molded beneath the hands of a thousand giant stone-speakers over untold centuries.

Revan struggled to recall memories from his two-year-old self. Lying in bed in the Gimbadors, they had always eluded him, something out of lore or legend rather than a part of his past. But here, within the heart of Athelon, the memories seeped and then rushed back like melting snows, trickling into a stream that fed a raging river. 

Before him, charred remains of marketplace stalls, shops and stables, begged remembrance. Revan closed his eyes once more and could almost hear the peal of horns ringing throughout the city above the everyday bustle of people, carts and animals moving about their business. He could smell fresh bread from the bakeries playing through the scent of long-gone trees and flowers in bloom, planted along walkways and outside storefronts and manors.

Revan turned to his right and a new flood of memories filled him: the clang of hammers rising from the bowels of the mountain and the acrid smoke of the underground smithies. Shouts of soldiers drilling in formation and the clash of swords and armor sprang from an abandoned barracks. Revan’s blood coursed through his body, and his breath came quick with excitement. Opening his eyes, the scenes painted in his mind unfolded before him. On either side of the city circle, the long winding roads to the terraces were packed with traffic. From the apartments and manors high above, residents hung out bright clothing to dry and called greetings to friends and neighbors passing by. 

Revan followed their ascent up one, two and three tiers until his head craned backward and he stared out of the hollowed mountain at the patch of blue sky above. He could have wandered the city for days on end, through each deserted alleyway and across the many terraces strewn with wild gardens on the mountainside. But all of that could wait. At the moment, there were other matters to attend to.

Across from the entry hall, two colossal statues of armored Eedari warriors, equipped with long spears, shields and winged and beaked phoenix helmets, guarded Throne Hall. The doors were a smaller scale of the ones on the outside of the city, except each was inlaid with a phoenix.

Revan began a slow walk across the open ground. Almost without realizing it, his strides widened and his steps morphed from a jog to an all-out run. Faster and faster he went, dodging fallen columns and all manner of debris. When at last he stood panting in front of the twin doors, the weight of the massive stone sunk into his mind, and Revan realized he had no way of entering the Throne Hall.

Revan reached up to touch the cool stone and ran a hand over the one of the carvings. When he leaned into the doors, they swung open without effort, perfectly balanced. Inside, pale shafts of light cut through doorway and shone through the swirls of dust rising from Revan’s steps. Walking forward, a wave of stale, musty air engulfed him. 

The hairs on Revan’s neck stood up and an icy tingling ran up and down his back. On either side of him, effigies of Athelon’s past rulers were cast on the ground. Each broken statue he passed felt like a fallen comrade. The air was still — no sound of the birds fluttering about from their nests or the drip of water through broken fountains permeated the hall. Revan recalled his dream of the dead spirits. Perhaps the recollection played tricks on him, but he could have sworn somewhere in the distance, they were calling his name. It came from everywhere and nowhere, a hundred different voices cascading over his ears. Revan, Revan, Revan…

Reaching under his shirt, Revan’s fingers brushed against the two tokens hanging on a leather cord around his neck: a carving of a howling wolf head and his father’s ring, taken from the merchant Sylas Milleux. The metal ring band was hot to the touch and seemed to pulsate against his fingertips. When was the last time it was in this room? Revan wondered.

Steeling his resolve, Revan forced himself to continue to the throne itself. Here at least, the bite of Arund’s hordes had been turned aside by the heart-rock of Athelon. The stone throne with its outstretched wings remained defiant atop the dais. Shattered blades littered the floor around it, but the throne and seats of honor descending either side of it were unmarred. Revan could imagine the fury of the invaders when they realized here, within the heart of the conquered city, was something that could not be broken. 

Revan climbed each step until he was standing on the highest platform where the thrones of the Lord and Lady of Athel presided over the rest of the hall. Revan knelt before them and bowed his head, imagining Mathyew and Guinevere on the thrones. In his mind, the hall filled with guards in polished armor and great men and women of renown.

“Do you remember?” A voice came from the doors at the entrance of the hall. It was Rok. Revan opened his eyes and looked at the stone floor. Through the dust and grime, the stone spotted in a dark stain.

“A few things,” Revan answered without standing or turning around. “It’s all so familiar, but… I’m unsure if I am waking from a dream or fading into one.”

“Both, perhaps,” Rok said. Revan heard him approach and watched as the old man sat down in a stone seat below and to the right of where Mathyew would have sat. Revan was beginning to suspect the old man wasn’t blind at all and could see through the rags covering his eyes. Rok leaned back his head and stretched out his bony hands around the corners of the armrests.

“Ahh,” he said. “I had almost forgotten how uncomfortable this seat is. I remember well the last time I sat here. It was the day before Arund’s forces entered the valley. The remains of our vanguard returned and reported his numbers were greater than we had imagined and that no aid was coming. Everything was chaos, but your father was never a man to desert reason. Under his command, the city was already fortified and stocked for siege. We had hoards of food and an endless supply of water from the catacombs below. The White Knight should have broken on the mountainside like the rains.”

“What happened?” Revan asked, breathless. Guinevere had never spoken of the siege itself and hadn’t permitted Regg to either.

“I told you, boy — we were too few and Athelon too large to defend against such numbers,” Rok said. “At first, we lost the valley, and so we retreated to the causeway knowing Arund would have to take it to reach the island. Instead, he destroyed the bridge with his siege machines and assaulted us by water with rafts and longships hauled here by mule train. Next, we lost the Lake Wall, trapped inside the mountain. In all its history, Athelon has never been filled anywhere close to capacity. During the siege, with all of Athel gathered together and refugees from across Peldrin within, we were close, but too many were the old, young or infirmed. We were doomed as soon as the White Knight set foot in the valley.”

“How did my father die?” Revan asked, thinking back to his nightmare.

“He was murdered in cold blood under a flag of truce,” Rok said. “When Arund’s soldiers broke through the outer defenses, Mathyew called for a parley. He knew our warriors would not be spared, but he hoped to save the lives of the innocent. They met here. Arund cut your father’s head from his shoulders in the place where you now stand. I never saw what they did with the body and never found it afterward.”

Revan took a step back and the dark stains on the rock floor took on a new meaning. He stared at the spot where his father had died, overcome with grief and anger while Rok continued.

“You were gone days before then,” the old man said. “Hidden away in the cliffs with Lady Guinevere and Reginleif. By the time I came to meet you, the three of you had fled. I am sure your mother and her handmaiden believed all had perished. Other than me, they did.

“Some of your father’s warriors won back the docks after his death and several boats escaped. Of those, three made the shore and the cliffs, but none escaped the forests. Of that I am certain. After the giants left and the treaty ended, they grew stronger than we could have imagined. When your father became Lord, only the highways running to the sea and to the hill lands of Vhaldais were safe to travel and then only in great numbers.”

Revan stood and dusted off his knees. “The task before me seems impossible. There is nothing left but the empty shell of city surrounded on all sides by bloodthirsty savages.”

Rok stared at Revan down the long slope of his beaked nose. He sniffed, and his bushy mustache twitched. “While an heir with Eedari blood walks Peldrin, Athel will endure.” 

The old man rose from his stone seat, looking older than Revan had ever seen him, and beckoned him to follow around the backside of the thrones.

The entire rear wall was carved with a scene of three large ships landing on a shore where giants awaited to greet them beneath a great tower. Rok ran his hands over the strange runes below the mural and mumbled under his breath. The sound of scraping stone filled the chamber, and a section of the wall slid aside to reveal a narrow opening leading down a dark passageway. 

Revan followed as Rok made his way into the pitch black. Soon, the light from the Throne Hall faded and they were in complete darkness. With each step he took, Revan felt the air growing colder and colder until goosebumps covered his arms. At last, when he was sure his breath was fogging in the blackness in front of him, Rok’s voice called a halt. He heard the old man shuffling ahead, and a few seconds later a torch flamed to life.

The Counselor lifted it from a sconce and walked around the edge of the circular room, lighting the remaining torches that circled the antechamber. In the dim light, Revan saw a large block of ebony stone sitting atop a dais with four levels — a miniature representation of Athelon. Rok stood on the far side of the ebony block and beckoned for Revan to step forward. Head bowed, Revan approached. The same invisible presence that weighed down upon him in the Throne Hall returned with greater force. His heart raced and felt as it was trying to leap from his mouth.

When he got closer, Revan saw the stone was square and about an arm’s length wide and long. A white phoenix, the sacred symbol of the ancient Eedari, was carved deep into the top.

“Do you know what this is?” Rok asked.

Revan’s mind raced too quickly to comprehend Rok’s question. Without realizing it, he shook his head, eyes wide and mouth agape.

“This is the Choosing Stone, the Stone of Eedar carried across the ocean from the destruction of the Eedar,” Rok said. “The Stone has chosen every ruler of Athel since the five houses were founded.” The old man pointed to yet another door in the back of the room. “The Tomb of the Eedari is beyond here. Only the true ruler of Athelon, as proclaimed by the stone to have the heart of a true Eedari may enter there. Go on, young Teutevar. If you would be Lord of Athel, step upon the Stone.”

Revan swallowed. Years of heartache, dreaming and longing all hinged on the singular action he was about to undertake. He had never been more scared of a single step. Revan closed his eyes. He felt the tip of his boot touch the Stone then eased the rest of his foot onto its surface like he was testing the water in an icy pool before a morning bath. One foot securely in place, Revan stepped took a deep breath and stepped up, placing the other beside it. He opened his eyes.

Rok was staring back at him. Nothing happened.

Revan look around the room, at the ceiling and at the Stone of Eedar beneath his feet. He looked at Rok for assistance, but the old man was focused on the Stone, frowning and mumbling to himself. Devoid of any other ideas, Revan tapped the top with the toe of his boot. When that elicited no response, he jumped and landed lightly on the carved block.

“Did I miss something?” Revan asked. “Is that it? How long do I have to stay up here?

After a moment, Rok shook his head. “The Stone has spoken. You were not chosen.”

A wave of seething, white-hot anger erupted inside Revan as he realized what the old man was telling him. 

“How can that be possible?” He kicked the side of the ebony block and cursed at the pain blossoming in his toes. “Is it broken? I am the last of the Eedari, the last surviving Atheling. You said that as long as our line carried on, Athel would not die. How then can the stone not select me?”

“The Choosing Stone is not a respecter of bloodlines, Revan Teutevar,” Rok said. “Although the lordship can be passed from parent to child, often times, a member of another of the five houses was selected.”

“How can that be?” Revan shouted. “They are all dead — Tenvar, Taelevar, Tynar and Tashlar — only the House of Teutevar remains, me!”

“Just because the Stone did not recognize your claim doesn’t mean you aren’t the heir,” Rok said. He ran a hand over his bushy mustache in thought. “In all likelihood, it doesn’t believe you are ready.”

The anger raged. “What do you mean not ready?” Revan shouted. “I’ve traveled halfway across Peldrin, fighting Zurel, Jotun, spavaldos and Sylvads to get here! I’ve nearly lost my life a dozen times, including being crushed by a minotaur and eaten by a bearcat! How can I not be ready?”

“It is not for me to say,” Rok said.

“I’ve had enough,” Revan shouted at the old man. He turned around and cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted into the empty antechamber. “I’m done! I don’t want to be the heir anymore anyway! What more will you ask of me? What more can I give?” Without another word, Revan stormed from the room, leaving Rok behind in the echoes of his curses.

“What can this mean?” Rok asked the air. “He is young, and more headstrong, yes, but I sense greatness in him. Am I wrong?” 

Whoever the old man was speaking to, they didn’t reply.

Chapter 86

Revan Teutevar — Athelon’s shore

Evening fell and found Revan sitting alone, tending a small fire on the beach. After he had left the city in anger, he searched across the island for Rok’s boat, wishing only to leave the mountain, the old man and the Choosing Stone behind him. When his search yielded no results, he settled down on the northern side of Athelon and drowned himself in his thoughts.

His entire life had been predicated on the assumption that one day he would be Lord of Athel and rebuild what Arund had destroyed. He thought back on every memorable moment of his young life and second-guessed every significant choice he’d made, every path he’d taken that led here. What could I have done different?

Returning to Shamus and Brinhold wasn’t an option — he couldn’t face his friends in his shame. How could he tell them that, after all of their trials throughout Vhaleons and the forest, it had all been for naught? That he wasn’t worthy to take his father’s place, that he wasn’t man enough to claim lordship of a ruin. I am exiled now more than I ever have been before.

The thought of returning to Guinevere hurt even worse. For nigh on twenty years, his mother had clung and survived on the belief of Revan becoming the next Lord of Athel. Were it not for Garrid, it would have consumed her.

Footsteps drew Revan back to the present. He turned around expecting Rok and instead saw Ziona approaching. Her hood was thrown back, and her sable hair played about the sharp feline features of her wintergreen face. Revan searched for something cruel to say, but nothing surfaced through the pain. Ziona sat down on the opposite side of the fire and tossed him a pouch.

“Rok sent me,” she said. “I’ve been looking all over the island for you, Teutevar. There’s food in there if you want it.”

Revan set it aside, too numb, angry and lost to eat. “Did he tell you about today?”

Ziona nodded. “He told me that it doesn’t mean anything, that perhaps it is not the time for Athel to rise.”

Revan forced a bitter laugh. “It’s a stupid rock, an ancient, superstitious tradition...”

Ziona’s yellow cat eyes narrowed. “There are powers in this world that should not be mocked, Teutevar.”

Revan nodded without listening, unwilling to argue. When he didn’t reply, Ziona changed the subject. “You should have camped on the western side. The sunset is quite beautiful.”

“What?” Revan looked at her in disbelief. “You’re one of Arund’s most feared subjects and you want to discuss the sunset? What’re you playing at?”

Ziona stood and dusted the sand from her knees. “Nothing!” she snapped. “You are a proud and selfish boy. Even I see that, Teutevar.” The Zurel pulled her hood over her face and stalked off into the gloam.

 

Revan awoke sometime in the night, stomach rumbling. He sat up, face covered in sand, unsure when he’d fallen asleep. The fire was nothing but a smoking wisp. In the distance, the tide lapped against the shore, the sound of the waves the only noise in the night. Overheard, the moon hid behind a blanket of clouds to the east, but the stars of the Crown shone down, illuminating the mountainside and the island. 

Revan reached over to Ziona’s bag and found dried fruit and a few slices of meat within. He bolted them down and drank from his canteen. Hunger and thirst somewhat abated, he was again faced with the same sense of dread and hopelessness. What now?

But before Revan could dwell on his problems any longer, a beam of golden light erupted through the sky, shining out over the water to the cliffs across the valley. Revan whipped around and saw its source protruding from halfway up the mountain. His mind flashed back to the golden pool behind the waterfall in the Gimbadors.

Revan threw on his pack and ran toward the mountain as fast as he could. Mind bent on reaching the light, he began climbing up the side sheer rock face, heedless of the danger. Hand over hand, he moved as fast as he dared, sometimes with only the smallest of foot and handholds keeping him from plummeting to his death. Overhead, the beam of horizontal light continued to shine. Revan ignored the burning in his muscles and the aches from the wounds on his shoulder and back and climbed faster. 

Revan had lost track of how long he’d climbed when he collapsed on a ledge, soaked in sweat and panting. The source of the light beam was close now — only a hundred yards or so above him. While he caught his breath, he looked around. He was about a third of the way up the mountain, directly over the tunnel gates. Here, the mountainside was almost completely vertical. One slip and he’d plummet to his death.

Recovered, Revan stretched his protesting muscles and began the final ascent. When he was a couple of feet below the ledge the golden light protruded from, he paused, listening. The ledge above was silent and still, an unnatural accompaniment for such a vibrant display. Now that Revan was closer, he could see the golden light was waving back and forth. Rather than one solid beam, swirls of smaller waves pulsating in gentle swaying motions made up the larger light. 

Revan’s hands gripped the ledge and hauled himself up until he could see over the rock. The golden beam grew from a small, natural-looking cave — deep enough Revan couldn’t see the source. A hooded figure — Ziona, it looked like —crouched at the mouth of the cave and peered inside. When Revan pulled himself onto the ledge, her head turned to meet the source of the noise. When she saw it was Revan, the Zurel sheathed her dagger and held a finger to her lips. Careful to avoid touching the light, Revan crept forward and knelt besides her.

A glance between the Atheling and the Zurel confirmed to one another that they were on the same page. “The light, is it the same as the pool in the Gimbadors?” Ziona whispered.

“It seems so,” Revan said. “Although it never did anything like this.”

“I watched the old man climb up here,” Ziona said. “Just like a spider, I would never have believed it had I not witnessed it with my own eyes. He’s inside.”

Revan stared at the golden light for a few minutes and then stood. “What are you doing, fool?” Ziona hissed.

Instead of responding, Revan took a deep breath and stepped into the mouth of the cave. Half expecting the flesh to melt from his bones, he stood bathed in the gold light, watching Ziona. He took a few steps into the tunnel and then returned and beckoned to the Zurel. “Come on, there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

Ziona took a timid step forward and reached a gloved hand toward the light. The moment her fingertips met the light, the smell of burning leather filled the air and the Zurel stumbled backwards and fell to the ground. Revan ran to her side as she writhed back and forth, clutching her hand. When Revan grabbed Ziona’s wrist, he saw the fingers of her glove had burned away and the tips of her fingers were blackened and smoking. Unwilling tears ran from her eyes. 

Revan was taken aback by Ziona’s pain. “Why did that happen?”

Ziona cursed between clenched teeth and continued to rock back and forth. “Ahh! Do you think I know, Teutevar? Apparently I am not allowed to enter.”

With some trepidation, Revan reached out and touched the edge of the light with his little finger. As before, nothing happened. Glancing back, he saw Ziona wave him on with her good hand, and he submerged himself in the light once more.

In the golden light, it was hard to tell when the rock transformed from the Athelon’s darkened volcanic color to the pure white Revan recalled from the cavern behind the waterfall in the Gimbadors. Continuing toward the source, Revan ran a hand along the side of the passage and felt more than saw veins of gold coursing through the smooth white rock. Soon, he recognized the crude, yet seemingly natural swirls of birds, animals, fish, trees, plants and several figures that looked like humans bowing to extraordinarily tall, stick-looking figures with oblong heads and long limbs.

Revan was so caught up in the patterns along the walls that he almost failed to notice the tunnel end in a small, round cavern. On the ground, sitting cross-legged with his back to Revan was Rok, his bald head illuminated by the golden light spilling from the shimmering pool before him. Although Revan was silent, the old man sensed his approach and turned to face him.

A scream tore from Revan’s throat. The head wrap gone, two bottomless, golden orbs shone where the old man’s eyes should have been. Devoid of any other color or marking, they bulged from underneath the old man’s bushy eyebrows like a bug’s.

“How did you come here?” Rok asked in a sharp voice. He stood and approached Revan, who backed away to one of the gold-figured walls. 

“The light was shining out across the whole valley!” Revan said, trying to look at anything but those empty, golden eyes. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know I wasn’t supposed to be here!”

“Perhaps it is the Valkyrie in him?” Rok mumbled to himself. 

With surprising agility, he grabbed Revan by the arm and dragged him to the edge of the pool. Arms many times stronger than they should have been in an old man pinned Revan’s arms behind his back, forced him to his knees and pushed his head close to the golden pool. “Tell me what you see!”

Revan’s eyes scanned the golden pool in dismay, but unlike the pool in the Gimbadors, there was no harp waiting in its depth. After a few moments of staring, he shook his head and Rok began to pull him up. Then he saw it.

“Wait,” Revan shouted. “A crown! There’s a crown! I see a crown.”

Rok yanked him back by his neck and paced back and forth at the mouth of the small cavern, an incoherent string of phrases flowing from beneath his wild, twitching mustache. Revan stared at the old counselor, not daring to interrupt but unable to look away from his eyes. After a minute or two, however, he managed to tear his sight away from the bottomless orbs, he looked back at the pool and the crown laying on its bottom.

Perhaps this is my test? Revan thought. Maybe the Choosing Stone was wrong. He reached for the pool but remembered the pool in the Gimbadors and his hand recoiled. Don’t be afraid, he told himself. Taking a deep breath, Revan stretched out a hand toward the golden pool and the crown lying in its depths.	

“STOP!” Rok’s voice rang like thunder. Somehow, the old man made it to Revan’s side before he could touch the surface of the pool and grabbed his hand. Even so, it was as if the golden light sensed Revan’s approaching touch. The beam shining out of the cavern winked out, and the only light came from the pool’s soft glow.

Rok pulled Revan to his feet and herded him to the mouth of the cave with another word. Outside, Ziona was sitting against the mountainside, a strip of cloth wrapped around her damaged left hand. When the Zurel saw Revan and Rok, she leapt to her feet.

“You as well, eh, Zurel?” Rok said. “I told you it was forbidden to follow me to this place.”

“It was the only way to learn anything,” Ziona countered. “I have done everything you asked and received nothing in return.”

Before Rok could reply, Revan stepped between them with his hands held out. “Hold on, what are you two talking about?”

Ziona folded her arms in a show of stubbornness and turned her fine-boned feline face away from the two. Rok withdrew his head wrap from within his white robes and wrapped it in place until he looked like an ordinary old man.

“What’s wrong with your eyes?” Revan asked, abandoning all tact.

“That is none of your concern,” Rok said. “And as for you, Zurel, if you would rather return to General Arund and see if he treats you better, you are more than welcome.”

Ziona harrumphed at Rok and continued to stare out over the lake, cradling her hand. 

“Much like you, she has proved to be impatient at best,” Rok said to Revan. 

“What is all of this?” Revan asked. “I’m no fool, I’ve seen golden waters just like these in the Gimbadors. What are they?”

Rok threw back his head and released a mad laugh. “If you only knew what you ask, boy. For now, think of them as fortune-telling pools. Tonight, I scried into the depths of the golden waters to look at your stars, Revan Teutevar.

“My stars have run their course,” Revan said in a small voice. He thought back to the Stone of Eedar and its silence. 

Rok rapped him hard on the head with his protruding knuckles, yanking him from his self-pity. “Azares’ eyes! Pull yourself together, boy! If you ever outlive your usefulness, I’ll let you know.

“Ow!” Revan said, rubbing his head. “What else can I do? The Stone rejected me.”

“Quiet,” Rok said, waving a dismissive hand at Revan. “Are you ever silent? Let me think...”

Revan scoffed, growing angrier and more frustrated with each word the Counselor spoke. “I’m tired of your games, old man.”

“For once, I agree with Teutevar.” It was the first time Ziona had spoken. She joined Revan at his side. “We are both tired of your games.”

The lines on Rok’s forehead crinkled into a scowl. “So that is the way of it then?” As he spoke, the wind began to blow and he seemed to loom over them. Revan fought the mounting fear growing in him and nodded.

“That is the way of it, old man.”

“Spare me, ignorant fools!” Rok’s voice boomed and echoed all around them, and Revan feared a rockslide would wipe them from the mountain. “You would turn on me? Bah! Then do it. We shall see how the outcast Zurel and the Atheling exile fare without my ‘games’ to guide them!”

Thunder cracked overheard, and a wave of golden light exploded around the old man. Revan threw his hands over his face to shield the blinding aura. When the light faded and he looked again, Rok was gone. 

Neither Revan nor Ziona moved. When Revan turned to look at the cave, he was greeted by mountainside. The opening to the golden pool was gone. Ziona cursed again and kicked at the spot where the cave mouth was moments before. Shaking her head, she turned and smirked at Revan.

“Let it never be said that you don’t have a way with people, Teutevar.”

Chapter 87

Harlan Longmire — Ruins of Hubress

By the time Harlan returned to the camp with the Zurel’s horses in tow, morning dawned blood red, erasing all sign of the shimmering Hangman’s Noose and the golden bands waving over Hubress. The old forester picketed the horses about half a mile from the valley and the camp’s and snuck toward the pit, unsure of how he was going to free the men and leprechauns trapped within when he himself was alone and weaponless.

I’m too old for this, he thought for the dozenth time. The going over the broken ground was tough — briars and brambles tore at his body, and endless swarms of gnats and mosquitoes buzzed around him. When Harlan reached a ledge a bowshot’s distance from the valley, he stopped for a break, drenched in sweat and thirsty enough to take a drink from a Zurel. Lack of sleep and weariness from the unrelenting Redlands overcame him. Almost without realizing it, Harlan drifted off to sleep.

The old forester woke sometime in the afternoon. He peeked out from under the ledge and cursed, seeing the sun high in the sky. After checking the horses, Harlan sat down, trying to think with a clear head through a fog of hunger, weariness and thirst. Knowing full well a rescue in broad daylight would be a death sentence, he decided to search for a pool to water the horses and quench his burning thirst.

Harlan crept from cover and scanned the surrounding area before slinking out into the open. He moved between brush patches and boulders in a northwestern pattern, searching for any sign of a watering hole to no avail. Just when he was about to give up and return to the horses, Harlan heard a splash not twenty yards away, around the corner of a jagged, narrow gulch.

Armed with a round stone in his right hand, Harlan snuck through the slender canyon to investigate the source. When the gulch made a sharp turn, he peered around the corner and saw a shallow pool formed from spring runoff in a basin worn in the rock. At the pool’s edge, a Periwaneth boy, not more than twelve years old, knelt with his back to the Harlan, drinking and washing his face.

Harlan scanned the area with his good eye — it looked like the boy was alone. He gripped the rock in his hand and thought fast, knowing the opportunity would soon pass. Aside from a small stone knife hanging around his neck and a short spear on the ground nearby, the boy appeared unarmed. The weapons were a long ways from a good steel blade, but Harlan figured he’d have to make do with what he had.

The Periwaneth boy sat up from drinking and began to draw in the mud with the stone tip of his spear, his back to Harlan. While the boy was distracted, Harlan crept forward on all fours with as much stealth and silence as his old bones could muster.

He was still a yard away when his luck ran out. The Periwaneth boy froze in his place, and Harlan knew he’d been discovered. Pretending he hadn’t sensed someone approaching, the boy tried to pivot the short spear into a readied position. Before he got the chance, Harlan struck.

The old scout launched himself across the last few feet of sand and tackled the boy full on. Although he was scrawny, the Periwaneth kid fought with a madness that surprised Harlan and almost allowed the boy to escape. They rolled and splashed in the mud until, soaked and splattered with pool slime, Harlan managed to pin the boy to the ground.

The Periwaneth boy flailed his head about, making strange protesting grunts and then finally dropped his head back onto the sand, defeated. Under his weight, Harlan could feel the boy shaking in fear.

The boy’s wrists were skinny enough that Harlan could grip them both in one hand and take the stone knife with his other. He held the edge of the blade to the boy’s throat and pressed down hard enough to show he meant business but not enough to cut the boy’s skin.

“Make a sound and I’ll kill you, kid,” he said.

The child nodded, eyes wide with fear.

“What’re you doing out here?” Harlan asked. When he received no response, the old scout bent forward until his nose almost touched the boy’s. “Answer me and be honest about it. I’ve half made up my mind to kill you anyway.”

Which was partly true. Although the statement was made to scare the child, Harlan knew in the back of his mind that leaving his captive alive endangered any chance he had of saving his and Angus’ men. If the boy escaped and alerted the camp, all was lost.

When silent tears began to slide down the sides of the boy’s face, Harlan’s soft side relented. He pulled the boy to his feet and pivoted his wrists behind his back with one hand while he held the child at knife point with the other. Using a length of braided leather he’d brought from one of the Zurel’s horses, Harlan bound the boy’s arms. 

Inside, Harlan thanked his stars it was a boy and not a full grown Periwaneth warrior he’d come across — that struggle would’ve been a fight to the death, and Harlan wasn’t getting any younger. The less hand-to-hand combat he faced in his old age, the better.

Once the boy’s hands were tied, Harlan did the same with his ankles. After double-checking the knots, he picked the boy up and sat him on a flat rock nearby. Harlan was surprised by how light the child was and felt the boy’s bones poking through his back when he lifted him into his arms. To be safe, he cut off a strip of his shirt and tied it in the boy’s mouth as a gag.

“Alright, kid,” Harlan said and pointed at the child with the small stone knife. “I’ll be back just after dark, understood?”

The boy’s head dipped in a series of furious nods, but he made no sounds of protest under the gag. Harlan stepped back and studied the child.

“Don’t you speak?” Harlan said. The boy shook his head.

“Don’t know how?” Harlan asked. “Are you a mute, kid?”

The boy nodded that he knew how to speak, then shook his head that he wasn’t dumb.

Harlan scowled. “Well, remember what I said when I get back, then.”

 

Harlan hugged the shadows of the broken landscape and, at sunset, reached the gulch where he’d tied the twelve horses. He smirked when he ran a hand down Arund’s white courser, imagining Arund’s anger when he realized he’d stolen his horse. The stallion had strong Emoran bloodlines. He thought of Angus and Regg and spat. I hope the star-cursed bastard breaks a leg on his walk back from Hubress.

The last blaze of red faded from the horizon and the surrounding rock when Harlan set out, the line of horses behind him. Much like his predicament with the Periwaneth boy, the old scout wasn’t sure what to do with the animals. He’d had no choice but to take them all for fear of the Zurel hunting him down, yet there weren’t enough of the creatures for the prisoners to ride. If he turned them lose now, they’d wander back to the camp and raise questions…and suspicions. On the other hand, if he kept them, Harlan knew his chances of being discovered would be multiplied many times over.

In the end, the pressing time and Harlan’s pity for the once-fine animals won out. The old scout couldn’t bear to leave them tied up to starve or be eaten by predators, so he led them toward the gulch where he hoped his prisoner was still tied.

Harlan came upon a trail through the broken ground he’d missed on the first trip and was soon back to the little canyon. He was a little surprised when he rounded the bend and saw the Periwaneth boy sitting on the flat rock, right where he’d left him. Harlan had thought the child would have tried to walk out despite his bindings, but it looked like he hadn’t even moved off the rock.

“Now then,” Harlan said while the horses watered from the small pool. “What’re you doing out here boy? Were you supposed to be on guard duty?”

The Periwaneth boy shook his head. He nudged himself in the chest with his chin and then jerked his head backward, in the direction opposite the valley camp. For the first time, Harlan noticed a collection of bruises and welts across the boy’s body.

“A runaway, eh?” Harlan said. The boy nodded quickly. Although Harlan had removed his gag, the child remained silent. “Well, I’m not sure I believe you, kid. Might be you’re telling me that so I’ll set you loose.”

The Periwaneth boy sighed and his shoulders slumped. Harlan felt a surge of sympathy go out for the child — in all likelihood it was the truth. Harlan knew from brutal tales of the Periwaneth that children deemed to be weak or sick were often abandoned or put to death — extra mouths who couldn’t contribute were no use to the rest of the village.

“Tell you what, kid,” Harlan said and squatted down until he was at eye level with the boy. “You sit here and watch over my horses and when I get back from my business, I’ll set you free. Deal?”

The boy nodded. In spite of his weariness, the loss of his friend and the daunting prospect before him, Harlan had to conceal the traces of a smile. “Don’t thank me yet.”

Chapter 88

Revan Teutevar — Athelon

Rather than risk descent in the dark, Revan and Ziona spent a cold night atop the ledge. When morning dawned, they made the long tortuous climb down on stiff limbs and empty stomachs. Once safe and sound on the island, they returned to Revan’s camp and had a cold meal with the remains of Ziona’s supplies while discussing the events of the previous night.

“Nobody’s told me yet,” Revan said, still wary of the Zurel. “Why did you come here?”

“When I escaped the Khanhorn, it was my intention to return to the Gimbadors and look upon the pool we sought,” Ziona said. “Although Arund saw it in a vision, the closer we came to your vale, the more my kin and I were drawn to it. Even without the help of the trapper Zaraliss killed, we would have found you eventually. It was the same when I escaped the Simarron, except this time, I was drawn west. I can’t help but think that the old man had something to do with it.”

“I still don’t understand,” Revan said, shaking his head. “Why was Arund seeking the pool? What is its significance?”

“I do not think even he fully understands,” Ziona said. “But I warn you, Teutevar, he has powers that you cannot comprehend. If you face him, you will die.

“Tell me where he is,” Revan said. In light of the Choosing Stone’s dismissal, revenge was the only thing he had to live for.

“I cannot,” Ziona said. “Trickster though he may be, Rok is wise beyond our understanding. If he says you are not yet ready, then it would be wise to listen.”

Revan turned a stone over in his hands, face warping into a scowl. “My life is meaningless now,” he said. “Are you going to deny me the chance of vengeance too?”

Before she could answer, Revan snatched up his long knife and tomahawk. Ziona’s feline eyes narrowed and she leapt to her feet, drawing a pair of curved knives from her belt. The two circled one another, each waiting for the other to strike. Revan’s teeth were gritted and madness filled his eyes.

“You are not in your right mind,” Ziona cautioned. “Put down your weapons, Teutevar. You are no match for me.”

“You dare walk my lands?” Revan asked, ignoring her warning. “The lands that ran red with the blood of my people at your master’s hand?” He sliced the air in front of Ziona’s face with his knife.

“I do not serve the White Knight any longer,” Ziona said, dodging the strike.

“Then tell me where he is!” Revan shouted. 

Ziona braced herself for the attack. “I cannot,” she said again.

Howling, Revan leapt at her, blades flashing. The Zurel was too quick. With inhuman speed, she slid to the side of the onslaught and tripped Revan. As he passed, Ziona struck him between the shoulder blades with the pommel of her dagger, leaving Revan stunned and face first on the ground.

Before he could rise, Ziona kicked the weapons from Revan’s hands and pinned him to the ground. The Zurel gripped Revan’s neck, forcing his face into the dirt and digging her knee into the wounds on Revan’s back in the process. He let out a muffled moan and lay still.

“I warned you,” Ziona hissed in Revan’s ear. “I’m leaving. Don’t forget, you owe me a life-debt for saving you in the forest, Teutevar.”

Ziona’s grip tightened on the back of Revan’s neck. He fought to free himself from her grasp as his head burned, and his vision darkened. Seconds later, he was unconscious on the ground. 

Ziona rolled Revan over and placed an ear on his chest to ensure he was still breathing. Satisfied, the Zurel sheathed her weapons and dusted off her mottled clothing. “When will you ever learn, Teutevar?” she said to Revan’s still form. Without another look back, Ziona gathered the rest of her belongings and was gone.

 

Revan was roused by the sounds of someone calling his name. He groaned and clutched his throbbing head, unsure if he was awake or dreaming. A familiar voice sounded again, followed by splashing water.

“Dammit all, Revan Teutevar!” Brinhold’s voice came. “If you can hear us, you’d better answer!”

Revan rolled onto his side and attempted to rise but was overcome by a wave of dizziness. “I’m over here,” he yelled as loud as he could muster.

“Did you hear that?” It was Shamus. “Sounded like he was up the beach, thataways.”

After a few deep breaths, Revan managed to sit up and look around for his friends. After a few more minutes of shouting back and forth, he spotted them, climbing up the banks of the beach from the water’s edge. When the leprechaun and skard drew closer, Revan saw they were both soaked. Brinhold’s curly hair hung like seaweed from his head and Shamus’ regular spiky orange mop was plastered down flat.

“Did you swim?” Revan was surprised to find a hint of sarcasm on his voice after the prior two days’ events.

“Oh, ha-ha,” Brinhold said without a hint of laughter. “I didn’t know we had a court jester amongst us. If only Shamus would learn to juggle, our trio would be the rage of any royal party!”

“Did we swim, he asks,” Shamus said. “After waiting for you to show your tail for two days, we built a raft to come find you! And I’ll be — didn’t the cursed thing go and sink on us? So yes, Revan Teutevar, we swam, swam the last hundred yards to shore!”

“What happened to you?” Brinhold asked, noting Revan’s pale face and his weapons strewn across the ground.

Embarrassed, Revan explained his fight with Ziona while the companions gathered enough kindling to make a small, fitful fire. It was fortunate that neither of the pair lost their packs — Ziona hadn’t left anything behind to eat. After they’d devoured the scant meal, Revan explained the goings of the previous two days. When he got to the part about the Throne Room, his voice fell and he cast his eyes on the ground. Trying to hide his shame and emotions he told Shamus and Brinhold about the incident with the Stone of Eedar.

“All for nothing,” Revan said, his voice husky with emotion. “All the times we almost died to get here was for nothing. I’m sorry, you two.” He stood and turned away, not wanting them to see his tears.

“Hey now, boyo, it’s nothing to fret about,” Shamus said. “I’m sure the cursed thing has broken in its old age — I wouldn’t put any stock in it.”

“He’s right, Rev,” Brinhold said. “Besides, who care what an old rock thinks? What does it know anyway?”

In spite of himself, Revan laughed and wiped the tears from his face. With a deep breath, he turned and faced his friends again. “Whatever else happens, I’m glad my stars crossed with you two troublemakers,” he said. “You two didn’t see anything unusual on the mountainside last night, did you?” 

Revan hadn’t mentioned the golden beam of light or the cavern and wondered why neither of his friends has questioned him about it. Either way, it was time to change the subject from the Stone of Eedar. “Any lights?”

Brinhold shook his head. “We’ve kept a close eye on the mountain since you left. There was nothing out of the ordinary last night.”

Revan tried to hide he surprise on his face and wondered to himself why neither of his friends had witnessed the golden display. “I must have been dreaming,” he said. “I could have sworn there was a large golden light shining from the eastern slopes.

Both Shamus and Brinhold looked at him with strange expressions. “Not that we saw, boyo,” Shamus said. “If it was as bright as your saying, I’m thinking we couldn’t have missed it. We didn’t even have a fire.”

“It’s the Sylvads,” Brinhold said in answer to Revan’s questioning look. “They’ve been in the valley for the past day and a half, searching for us. We were lucky to lead them away from the raft today and then return to it when night fell.”

“We’ll have to make another one,” Revan said. “It’s time to leave Athelon.”

“Leave already?” Shamus asked incredulous. “Without even a look around? And where is it that we’re bound next?”

Revan stared to the south for a long time. Somewhere, over the mountains, forests and oceans, the Isle of Thought and Memory and its shadows still tugged at him. As much as he wanted to return east to the war, his stars shone down a different path.

Even so, Revan shook his head at Shamus’ question.

“I don’t know.”

Chapter 89

Captain Nikoma — North of the Khanhorn

Far off in the distance, Nikoma saw the tip of the Khanhorn over the rolling plains and tall grass of the Simarron. Within, she was set by a mixture of emotions: relief to be home, sadness at the circumstances of their return and full of anxiety at the thought of facing her father. Unlike when they’d left, horses and faces painted for battle, accompanied by war chants and cheers, the last of the Simarru army returned defeated. Their horses’ heads hung low, their weapons were notched and many a saddle was empty.

Worse still was the absence of the king or the minghan’s body. When they met at the bridge south of Roadsmeet, Chief Maltok told them his men had scoured the banks to no avail in search of King Garrid and General Temur’s body. The inability to bury their leaders drove the pain of defeat even deeper.

Nikoma rode with her head down like her horse’s. Both hers and Cheytan’s war parties were haggard. Together, they had less than forty riders left — the majority of their warriors lost in the river crossing. 

Cheytan leaned over in his saddle and nudged her in the shoulder. Nikoma raised her head and met his forced smile with saddened eyes. Ignoring her look, Cheytan pointed in the distance at the Khanhorn. 

“It is good to be back, eh?” he said, voice full of strained happiness.

Nikoma’s stare remained on her horse’s mane. “Yes,” was all she said.

 

By late evening, the remnants of the army were only a few a miles away from the Khanhorn, its rocky slopes painted red in the fading sunset. Nikoma was playing the inevitable conversation she’d have to have with her father over in her head when the outriders thundered toward them.

Nikoma glanced at Cheytan, and the two pulled away from their war parties and trotted to the head of the riders, where Maltok and his arbans were deep in conversation with the frantic outriders.

“The condotierri have made camp outside of the city!” Nikoma heard one of the outriders say as they rode up. “There has been a great battle — the rest of our army must have returned and fought to reach the gates. It looks as if they were all slain.”

“This cannot be,” Chief Maltok said. “If the numbers of the survivors were true, Queen Guinevere should have had time to call the Shanaw and Tachee tribes from the south. Where are Long Scar and Kibba?”

The outriders looked at one another and fell silent. “That is not all, great chief,” one said. “We drew close enough to the Khanhorn to see the lodge. King Garrid’s red buffalo is no longer flown. Long Scar’s white antelope is in its place.”

All of the riders within hearing distance mumbled amongst themselves and the word spread like a prairie fire down the length of the column. A sharp pang struck Nikoma’s chest and buried its way down to her stomach. Her father couldn’t be a traitor, but it was the only answer that made sense. Even so, she refused to believe it.

 “What treachery is this?” Maltok said. “A new king should not have been named until all of the tribes could meet! When the Vhaldisii mercenaries are cleared from our lands, I will teach him a lesson in manners.”

Several of Maltok’s arbans looked at her, scowling and Nikoma realized she was in a very precarious position.

“You, girl!” Maltok said, pointing at her. “You are Longscar’s daughter, no? I have half a mind to take you captive until your father apologizes for his star-cursed pride.”

“How dare you sully the honor of my tribe, Maltok,” Nikoma snapped back. “We have always been faithful to the king.”

Even as she said the words, however, Nikoma had a hard time believing them. A small voice in the back of her mind wondered why she was defending her father at all.

Maltok cursed and drew his saber, but Cheytan nudged his horse between them and held up his hands.

“Wait, chief,” he said. “Now is no time for the Simarru to turn on one another. There must be some explanation. We have yet to speak with anyone in the Khanhorn. Let us withhold judgment until we know more.”

“Then go,” Maltok said, waving his hand. “Take your party and scout ahead. I will be waiting.”

Cheytan nodded and motioned to Nikoma. She turned her horse and followed him, glad to be away from the chief and his hostile captains.

 

When they were within a half of a mile of the condotierri camp, Nikoma and Cheytan ordered their warriors from the saddle and onto their bellies. They slithered forward up over the top of a hill and, under the cover of the knee-high grass, watched the goings on of the mercenary camp. 

The tipis and horse herds were gone around the Khanhorn, leaving the open plains with a forlorn and lonely look. Nikoma could see the gleam of the armored pikemen patrolling the camp perimeter. More disturbing, however, were the riders that circled the camp, Simarru men and women painted for war, bearing Long Scar’s marking on their hide shields and on the flanks of their horses. The sight turned Nikoma’s stomach, and she longed to scrub her tribe’s war markings from her face and horse. In the distance to the southeast, carrion birds were circling.

“The remains of our army,” Cheytan said, voice thick with emotion. “Killed like dogs when they returned home after defending our lands.”

Several warriors spat on the ground and muttered curses against Long Scar and his riders. Nikoma’s riders could only stare, just as shocked as she. Her hands clawed at the dark prairie soil and she squeezed a handful of dirt until her fist shook and her fingers went numb. How could he do this?

“Come,” Cheytan said in a quiet voice, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Let’s get back to Maltok.”

Nikoma made to rise, but Cheytan hissed and jerked her back to the ground. Without speaking, he pointed to the north, where Chief Maltok and the army waited. Through squinted eyes, Nikoma saw several war parties approaching Maltok and the remnants of the army. Chief Kibba and her father were in the lead. 

Without warning, Nikoma shot up and ran for her horse.

“Nikoma, wait!” Cheytan scrambled to his feet and ran after her, but he wasn’t fast enough. Swinging into the saddle, Nikoma kicked her pony it a gallop. Cursing, Cheytan leapt onto his own horse and raced after her.

 

Kibba, Maltok and her father turned in the saddles at her approach. They were conversing on horseback, each side with several riders with them, hands resting on their sabers, lances and tomahawks. Recognizing his daughter, Longscar’s eyes went wide for the slightest moment before his face settled into a deep scowl.

“What is going on here?” Nikoma said, reining in her winded pony between the two groups. She heard Cheytan approaching from behind but didn’t take her eyes from the Simarru chiefs.

“What’s going on here is your father has named himself King of the Simarron and become bedmates with these mercenary scum!” Maltok’s face was purple and spittle flew from his mouth with each word. “I ask you again, Longscar, where is the queen?”

Longscar gave the briefest nod to Nikoma and Cheytan, who pulled up beside her. “Captain Cheytan, it is good to see you. I apologize that you have had to watch out for my daughter. She was to have returned weeks ago.”

Nikoma’s jaw tightened. “Answer the question, Father. What is happening here?”

Ignoring his daughter’s query, Longscar beckoned for Nikoma to join him and gathered his reins. “The Valkyrie usurper plagues the Simarru no longer. Come, Nikoma. I can see that discussion with these fools is pointless. If you will not listen to reason, Maltok, then I will give you the spear.”

Nikoma didn’t move.

“You are insane, Longscar!” Maltok shouted. “I will not reason with madness.”

Longscar shrugged. “Call it what you will. Whether you are with me or against me, it matters little.” He looked at Nikoma and gave her an impatient frown. “Nikoma, we are leaving.”

Nikoma shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere with you, Father. You have betrayed your king and shamed our tribe.”

Her father’s face reddened and he clenched his teeth, veins bulging on his forehead in a rare loss of composure. “I have had enough of your insolence, girl.”

Just as Longscar waved a hand at two of his riders to take Nikoma, she dug her heels into her pony, Cheytan close behind. In the next instant, Maltok and his warriors spurred their horses at the traitors, drawing their weapons.

“Yavaa hey, Simarru!”

Chief Maltok’s war cry and the clash of weapons sounded in her ears, but Nikoma didn’t dare turn around to see what was happening. Lashing her faithful pony with the reins and shouting encouragement, Nikoma flew over the plains with only one thought in mind: to escape her father.

Leaning forward, Nikoma urged her pony faster, until the wind pulled tears from the corners of her eyes and the tall plains grass whipped at her knees. Horse hooves pounded behind her. She wanted desperately to look back, to make sure Cheytan was with her, but it was impossible. 

A shout from behind sent a jolt of fear through her. From the sound of it, one of the riders had pulled even with Cheytan and was right on her horse’s tail. Even with the wind howling at her ears, she heard them struggling until a horse screamed and then a rider. Unable to bear it any longer, Nikoma twisted her head around and saw Cheytan, alive and well just as a hand stretched out from her right and grabbed her pony’s bridle

“Slow your horse!” the man yelled. “I mean you no ha —”

An arrow sped from out of nowhere and buried itself in the throat of her father’s rider. Still clutching the bridle on Nikoma’s pony, the man tumbled from his saddle, pulling her horse’s head to the ground with him. 

Twisting from the weight of the dead man, Nikoma’s pony stumbled. Kicking her feet free of the stirrups, Nikoma flew through the air and hit the ground on her shoulder, the hard prairie earth knocking the wind from her body.

Red and white spots flickered across her vision and Nikoma moaned with the last breath of air in her body, rolling onto her back.

“Nikoma!”

Cheytan yanked his horse to a halt and ran to her side. A couple of yards away, however, he slid a stop, hands in the air.

Unable to twist her head to see the new arrivals, Nikoma fought to stay conscious as footsteps approached. A woman leaned over her, shading Nikoma’s face from the sun.

I must be dying, she thought.

It was Queen Guinevere.

Chapter 90

Revan Teutevar — Athelon

The following morning, the three companions set about finding enough wood to build another raft. Soon afterward, they realized it wasn’t going to be easy. The saplings that had grown up since the siege were too small — the only other trees still standing grew almost perpendicular out of the mountainside in places even Shamus dared not climb. Around noon, Revan suggested they search through the shipyard on the western slope of the mountain. When they reached the docks, however, the only logs were rotten and black, floating half-submerged in the shallows.

“Arund be damned!” Shamus shouted and shook his fist at a sunken barge jutting out of the water a stone’s throw from the shore. “There’s not a stick of wood on this island fit to float.”

“What did you expect?” Revan asked. “When the siege ended, Arund and his troops were trapped by the snows. They burned everything they could just to survive.”

When Revan finished, Brinhold started chuckling. Incredulous, Revan and Shamus stared at the skard.

“What’s the joke?” Revan asked.

Still laughing, Brinhold cast a hand in the distance at the pine-covered mountains above the valley. “All those trees and not a thing we can do about it.”

Discouraged, the friends made their way around the southern side of the mountain, searching for anything large and sturdy enough to float across the lake on. By evening, they’d almost made a complete circle around the mountain. After much persuasion, Brinhold and Shamus convinced Revan to enter the citadel once more to scavenge for supplies

When they reached the end of the tunnel, the leprechaun and the skard’s mouths opened in awe. They both started toward the Throne Hall, but Revan stopped them with a wordless shake of his head. After much deliberation, they decided to climb to the city’s highest ring and search their way down. Along the way, they passed the hollowed shells of shops, homes and countless other buildings, each as empty as the last. Most of the entrances were vandalized with a crude five-pointed star gouged in the rock. Revan guessed they were marks left by Arund’s soldiers as they searched each for valuables and survivors. 

Soon, the three puffed for air, legs burning from the climb. The slope of the ramp was enough that, as they grew weary, they had to lean forward with each step. When they crested the second ring of the city, Revan called a halt. They sun had passed over the mountain’s opening and its last rays reflected off the white stone of Athelon’s eastern interior, illuminating the entire city in orange fire.

“It’s stripped to the bone,” Revan said in between breaths. Indeed, the buildings, passages and roads carved into the stark white stone made Revan feel like they were walking through a giant skeleton.

Brinhold took a large gulp from his water skin and pulled his roll of notes — crinkled and faded from his swim — out his pack and jotted down a few observations with a charcoal nub. When he was done, he looked at his work and muttered a couple of lines to see how they sounded out loud.

“What do you plan on doing with those?” Revan asked.

Brinhold grinned and shoved the parchment and charcoal stub back into his pack. “To be fully initiated into the Assembly of Skalds, I have to complete an epic poem called an edda. If it’s all right with you, I’d like mine to be about our journey here.”

“Why ask me?” Revan said.

“Well, I just thought with it being such a personal thing and with everything that’s happened in the last few days…” Brinhold’s voice trailed off, and Revan let the conversation die.

“We’re almost to the top,” Shamus said. “Come on, you two laggards, we can make the Phoenix Nest before sunset if we hurry.”

Onward and upward, Revan, Shamus and Brinhold continued past countless more ruins. The flaming light of the sunset began to fade, leaving the lower levels of the city in a pale, cold hue. At the end of the street on the highest terrace, a steep, winding staircase was cut into the side of the rock. Together, the friends struggled to the top, sweating and gasping for air. The stair was narrow and they stopped often to catch their breath. When they did, Revan peaked over the edge and his heart leapt. In the fading light, he could barely make out the city center far, far below.

Once they reached the top of the staircase, the friends stopped again, hands sinking to their knees. No one spoke while they sucked at their canteens and wiped their dripping faces. When the three of them were recovered, they stepped into the last light on the slab of protruding rock that formed the Phoenix Nest. 

Athelon’s summit commanded an impressive view of the eastern, northern and southern sides of the valley. Across the caldera, the final rays of sun bathed the tops of the cliffs in golden fire. No one spoke. 

Revan stared at the valley entrance in the distance until the last bit of light winked out and the fallen golden hour gave way to cool twilight. In the distance, he thought he could make out a ring of blue light and wondered if it was the Sylvad camp. At the height the friends were at, a cold breeze coursed about, chilling their clothes that were damp from perspiration.

“I’ll wager this is quite the view in the day time,” Brinhold said. Revan nodded, breathless from the climb and the elevation. He peeked over the edge of the giant rock slab, but the base of the mountain was already shrouded in darkness. 

After a few more minutes of silent appreciation, the three companions returned to the inside of the city. Away from the bite of the cold spring wind, they built a small fire with the small splinters and chunks of wood they’d scavenged during the day and ate the last of the meat along with wild roots Shamus gathered during the day. 

When their meal was finished, Brinhold quietly hummed the words to a slow silent poem. As the words drifted over him, Revan was seized by a fierce homesickness, but for where, he didn’t know. 

His mind wandered to the rugged peaks and the pine-filled valleys of the Gimbadors and again to the endless plains surrounding the Khanhorn, but he didn’t miss either of those places either. I have no home. Consumed by the thought, he drifted to sleep.

 

In his dream, Revan was back on the Louisa, except this time, the ship was abandoned. It passed on the edge of the Ocean Mysts and turned on its own into their depths. Revan paced the decks, surrounded by the grey murk. He shouted, but the sound was deadened by the Myst, and his heart welled in fear

When Revan’s voice faltered, the terrible, guttural voices began to chant, and the fear blossomed into outright terror. Undeterred, the ship sailed farther into their resounding chants. Consumed by the voices, Revan sank to the deck and curled into a ball, eyes shut and hands over his ears. Even so, the voices penetrated his mind, tearing apart his last reserve of courage.

In the darkness, Revan felt a terrible presence looming overhead. He pressed his face as hard as he could against the deck of the ship and squeezed his eyes shut until his face burned. The rest of his body quaked.

Face hidden, he felt a hand descend upon his shoulder — it’s fingers bony and cold, they wrapped all the way around his shoulder. In its grip, Revan’s heart stopped, and he was too terrified even to tremble.

“Come to us,” the voice growled in the same guttural tone. “Your fate runs through the Isle.”

Chapter 91

Revan Teutevar — Athelon, The Phoenix Nest

When Revan, Brinhold and Shamus awoke the next morning, the air was frigid and a thin layer of frost clung to their blankets and the tips of Shamus’ orange beard. The faint glow of the sunrise peaked through the cone leading to the Phoenix Nest, and all three of them walked outside, breath steaming, to watch the birth of morning. Revan shivered, remembering the events of his dream the night before. But in the pale light, it was easy to banish his dark thoughts.

Shamus yawned and stretched. “Now if only we had a pan and some bacon to be frying in it, we’d be happier than a minotaur in a mud hole!”

They sat on the cold stone of the Phoenix Nest and watched the sunrise creep across the top of the cliffs and inch its way over the valley floor. When it summited the horizon at last, Revan stood, his desire to leave the mountain growing with the day. After downing the last of their supplies, the friends shouldered their packs with stomachs still growling and began the descent.

Searching through each shop, manor, nook and crevasse was slow work and yielded nothing aside from the ashes of long dead fires, bits of broken pottery and abandoned bird nests. In one dark tunnel, the three disturbed a group of bats and were quick to leave before the creatures spooked. By noon, they were coming to the end of the second ring and had yet to find anything to even begin assembling a raft.

“I’ll bet we could swim to the shore,” Brinhold said after squeezing the last of the water from his. “If we walked out to the end of the causeway, the distance is probably only a half a mile or so.”

“We’d have to leave our packs and weapons behind,” Revan said, “And I didn’t want to mention it after your swim, but I’ve seen some pretty large…things jumping in the water. I think swimming is a last resort when we don’t have another choice.”

“Oh, we have another choice, alrighty,” Shamus said. “We can live on this island like hermits until the trees grow tall enough for us to make a raft and float back to the valley.”

 

The search continued down through the first ring leaving the companions hungry, dusty and short-tempered. One by one, they climbed through the rubble and ruin and still couldn’t find two sticks to hit together. When a large storehouse yielded nothing but more bats and broken urns, the friends slumped down outside its carved stone front, defeated. 

“Sure, we’re going to die here,” Shamus said, after digging through his pack only to reaffirm he was out of food.

“We couldn’t have searched everything,” Brinhold said. “There’s got to be somewhere left to look — got to be!”

Revan shook his head. He gazed out across the city, searching for any hint of timber that might have survived Arund’s hordes. His eyes settled on a pair of toppled pillars across from them and above the Throne Hall. Through the rubble of broken columns, he could see the dark remains of rotted doors peeking through piles of stone and dirt. It was clear someone had made an effort to bury the entrance.

“Let’s take a look over there,” Revan said.

When the companions reached the huge rubble pile, the sun was once again crossing into the west, bathing the city in a glow of orange and red. They fashioned crude torches from rags and rusted bars they’d found throughout the day and scaled to the top of the mound where the rotting wooden doors peaked from beneath fallen pillars and statues.

“It’s ten years too late we are,” Shamus said. He latched onto a chunk of the door and came away with a handful of rotten splinters that crumbled in his grip. 

“Let’s see what’s on the other side anyway,” Revan said. His desire to put the city behind them gave way to an intense curiosity. He pulled the Simarru tomahawk from its loop on his belt and hacked away at the doors. Shamus and Brinhold joined him, stabbing the wood with their knives. Although the doors were falling apart with age and rot, they’d been built thick and their blades bounced off the spongy wood. After a quarter of an hour of chopping and stabbing, Revan though they were almost through when his tomahawk head rebounded from the doors with a clang.

“What is it?” Brinhold asked. Scraping away the last of the wood, the friends found their answer.

“So that’s that, then.” Shamus said. Behind the wood was a solid iron plate. “No wonder nobody’s been in there — the doors would have been solid wood plated in metal back in the day.

Too tired to even sigh, Shamus and Brinhold stood and wiped the splinters from their clothes. Revan, on the other hand, stayed hunched over the opening they’d chopped and ran a hand over the rusted iron.

“Hold up!” he said, causing the leprechaun and the skard to turn. Picking up his tomahawk, he took another swing at the door. The ax head rebounded as before, but this time, a wave of rust followed the blow. “I think it’s rusted enough we can still get through!

Sheathing their weapons, the three friends took turns pounding away at the doors with rocks and chunks of broken marble. As night fell, they managed to break through the metal plating and were greeted with another layer of rotten wood. Soon, they had a hole large enough to fit in. Each stood around the entrance with sputtering torches, waiting for someone to move.

“You first, boyo” Shamus said to Revan. “It’s only right, it is.”

“I don’t have any more right here than either of you two,” Revan said. Nevertheless, he stuck his torch through the hole in the door and peered inside.

Revan guessed the doors were about sixty feet tall, and the hole they’d made was about a third of the way up. In the flickering light of his torch, he saw it was a straight drop to the floor below and was grateful he hadn’t jumped through without looking. He dropped the torch, and it clattered to the white stone floor below but remained lit.

“It’s a ways to the ground,” Revan said. “Do we have any rope?”

Shamus shook his head. “What little we had we used to lash the raft together,” the leprechaun said.

Revan thought a moment and came up with an alternative plan. “I think I can climb down,” he said. “You two stay out here, if I get trapped inside you’re going to have to figure out how to get me out.”

Revan drew his dirk and a hunting knife, then stuck one leg through the hole in the door. Supporting himself with his right hand, he swung his torso through and jammed the dirk in his left hand into wood on the inside of the door. Once the dirk was securely fastened, he reached through with his right hand and plunged the knife into the wood. Hoping he wouldn’t plunge to the unforgiving stone below, Revan swung his leg through and dangled by his two daggers.

Shamus’ orange head popped through the hold. He eyed Revan hanging from the doorframe. “Good luck, boyo!”

Guided by the light from his torch below and Shamus’ above, Revan worked his way down the door. Hanging from one dagger at a time, he stabbed the other blade in the wood just below the first, inching his way down. He was about halfway to the ground, both daggers in the door, when he felt the dirk in his left hand begin to give way. Uh oh.

Before he could secure a firmer hold Revan slid down the door in jolting drops. He kicked with the toes of his boots, desperate to gain any sort of foothold he could to stop sliding. 

“Hold on, boyo!” Shamus shouted. 

Revan’s last hold in the door gave way, and he plummeted to the ground…four feet below. Surprised by the short distance, Revan stumbled and fell on his behind next to the torch. Above, he heard Shamus chuckling.

Revan stood and rubbed his tailbone, scowling at the leprechaun. He picked up his torch and a nearby clod of dirt and threw it at Shamus. The leprechaun ducked out of sight as the chunk of dirt exploded next to the hole

“It’s nice to me you’d better be,” Shamus said. “I’m the one who’s going to be pulling you out of there!”

Revan hid a grin and turned to look inside the chamber. It was a long, wide hallway with white columns on either side. Revan’s footsteps echoed against the vaulted ceiling with each step. From the dim light his sputtering torch gave off, the corridor appeared as empty as the rest of the city.

“It’s another hall,” Revan shouted back up to Shamus and Brinhold. “So far, I can’t see anything, though. I’ll walk to the end and then come back.”

His friends shouted their acknowledgment, and Revan continued his search. The next time he turned around, the glow of Shamus’ torch was small flicker. From the dim glow of his torch, Revan couldn’t see anything but white and grey stone. He turned and walked toward one of the walls behind the columns. To his surprise, rows were carved into the rock, from the floor as far as he could see up the side. He stepped closer and peered down the length of one at shoulder height. Underneath the layers of dust was a single page from a book. When Revan reached to pick it up, it crumbled under his touch. At that moment, recollection dawned on him and he knew where he was: the Archive Hall of the Great Library.

Why go to all the trouble of sealing the entrance if it’s empty? Mid-thought, he felt the tip of his boot scuff against something as he continued to walk down the hall and heard the small object skitter across the floor. Searching the ground in the light of the torch, he soon found it — a small, golden coin, just like the ones the Sylvad elder had paid Captain Rodrigo with.

Revan picked the coin up and rubbed it with his thumb. Behind him, he thought he heard the faint echo of Shamus’ voice. Shrugging off the sound, he turned to look ahead, driven by curiosity. From the way the hallway curved, Revan guessed he was at some sort on intersection. Up ahead, there was a large dark mound where the hall split to the left and right.

Revan began jogging toward it, all caution abandoned. After a couple of strides, his boots kicked up a few more coins and the mysterious dark mound grew. Soon, Revan’s feet scattered coins with every stride forward, and a pale, golden glimmer reflected his torchlight. At the foot of the mound, Revan stopped, his mouth hanging open.

It was a treasure hoard, a hill of gold and silver coins, chalices, plates, precious stone and much more — a fortune in pillaged goods. So that’s what Arund tried to hide, Revan thought. In the spring after the siege, the White Knight would have wanted to leave the valley as fast as possible with the remainder of his army. Since they’d eaten all of their pack animals and burned the wagons during the winter, the spoils of war must have been sealed away until the army could return

Revan waded into the pile, awestruck. He bent over and buried his hands in coins before letting them trickle through his fingers. Grinning, he ran to the top of the pile, slipping under the cascading waves of treasure until he was at the top. Shouting, he turned and slid to the bottom a blanket of silver and gold beneath him. 

A walk around the other side of the mound revealed a cache of weapons — swords, shields axes, spears and unstrung bows — next to piles of chain mail and stands of plate armor. Next to the arms and armor he discovered a bundle of torches. Lighting two of them, Revan found the greatest prize next: a small stack of heartwood, cut into long planks. At last, a bit of luck. 

Looking down the hall, he saw a pair of torches growing closer. “I hope you two have a way for us to get out!” Revan shouted at the lights. “Good news! I’ve found some lumber…and a few other things!”

Revan laughed to himself, thinking of the looks on Shamus and Brinhold’s faces when they saw the treasure. While he waited for his friends, Revan rummaged through the stacks of weapons and found a grime-covered sword. The cross tree was fashioned to look like outstretched wings and the hilt and pommel formed the rest of the phoenix. He held the blade with reverence and gave it a few experimental swings. Hearing footsteps, he turned to show his find to Shamus and Brin.

“About time —” 

A cold dread grabbed Revan’s chest. The bearers of the torches were indeed Shamus and Brinhold…accompanied by Chanuk Nuktal, Borgan and several more Sylvad warriors.

Chapter 92

Harlan Longmire — The Withered Redlands

The waxing moon cast a pale, morbid light upon the bodies of Rufio’s Emorans and the Lorish and leprechaun scouts hanging from twisted, weathered poles. Harlan’s body shook with grief and anger at the sight, but he was unable to tear his eye away from it. The dead men before him — Lorish foresters he’d led for years and leprechauns scouts he’d grown to love like brothers from life on the trail — cut him as deep as the execution of his family years ago had

Harlan felt no remorse for the Periwaneth lookout he’d killed in cold blood approaching the valley. After discovering the murdered men, he’d tried to relieve his pain by killing two more lookouts, but the vengeance failed to quench the boundless agony. The deaths were more than executions — they were brutal sacrifices. By the look of things, Harlan wagered the prisoners were slaughtered as soon as they’d left camp the night before. 

Superstitious bastards got spooked by some dancing lights in the sky and murdered innocent men, Harlan thought bitterly.

In the end, only his sense of duty held Harlan back from throwing his life away in a last, berserk rush into the camp. Through the pain and the anger, he knew he had to report back to Tirien. The west had to know what Arund was up to, what they would be up against when Corr and Julkar fell.

 

Consumed in grief, Harlan forgot about his small prisoner until he returned to the gulch. The boy was still on the flat rock, shivering in the cold night wasteland air. Seeing the Periwaneth child rekindled his rage. In one move, Harlan grabbed the boy by the shoulders and lifted him off the ground.

“Did you know?” he shouted in a hoarse voice. “Did you know what they did to them?”

The boy quaked in terror and nodded through his quivering and tears. Harlan threw him to the ground. Drawing his dagger, he stood over the boy, face twisted with madness.

“Can you talk now, boy?” Harlan hissed. He booted the Periwaneth child in the side and knelt down, pulling the boy’s head back to expose his scrawny neck.

“The child is innocent, Harlan,” a voice said behind him. “His blood will be on your hands.”

Harlan twisted his head around to see an old man in weathered buckskin standing at the bend in the gulch. His hair and beard were untamed and matted, and he leaned on a crooked staff.

The sight brought Harlan back to his senses, quenching the raging fury inside him. A sob tore through the old woodman’s throat, and he threw the knife aside, horrified at what he’d almost done. Overcome by the trauma of the past two days, Harlan collapsed in the sand, sobbing before he passed into darkness.

 

A little hand grabbed Harlan’s shoulder and shook him awake when the first beams of dawn began to grow in the east. Harlan opened his dry, swollen eye and saw the Periwaneth boy crouching in front of him. When the child saw he was awake, the kid stumbled back in fright.

Harlan groaned and sat up. The old man in the tattered leathers was nowhere to be seen. Sometime while he slept, the Periwaneth boy had cut his bonds and untied the horses to water them again. Why the child hadn’t killed him or run, Harlan couldn’t figure.

Harlan stood and brushed the crusted mud and sand off. His stomach churned, and, for the first time, he realized how hungry he was —he hadn’t eaten in two days. The boy edged toward him and held a timid hand out, tiny fingers wrapped a handful of roots. Harlan took the scant meal from the child and forced them down, starvation and grief overcoming any suspicions of poison. 

When he’d swallowed the last of the coarse roots, Harlan knelt down and took a long drink. Finished, he stood and wiped the water away from his whiskers and scanned the area. By now, the sun was high enough in the sky that the little slot canyon was uncovered from the shadows. He had to get moving — the Periwaneth would’ve found the dead lookouts hours ago. It was time to go home, or the closest thing left to home.

Once the horses were gathered and tied in a line, Harland nodded to the Periwaneth boy, still ashamed of his actions the night before. “Well, uh…thanks, kid,” he said and paused. “I’m…real sorry about last night. Wasn’t myself.” He concealed a shudder when his mind wondered at what might have happened if the old man — whoever in the stars he was — hadn’t intervened. 

Harlan’s gaze fell from the child to the floor of the gulch. He coughed, nodded goodbye and gathered the reins of the lead horse, Arund’s white courser. Without another look back, he began to lead the animals out of the narrow slot canyon.

At the end of the gulch, Harlan stopped to search the open ground for signs of the Periwaneth. A sound of rock falling behind him caused Harlan to turn around. He loosened the rusted sword he’d taken from a dead Periwaneth watchman from it sheath and then relaxed. It was the boy. 

“Look, kid,” Harlan said. “You’re free to go.” He waved his arms to shoo the boy away, but the youngster refused to budge, a blank expression on his face.

Harlan shook his head and continued on, horses in tow. Behind him, he knew the boy was following. 

 

By afternoon, he’d swung a wide path to the northeast to avoid the camp and was looking for a place to water the horses. The Periwaneth boy walked up to his side and pointed to an outcrop of rocks and twisted cedars a bowshot away.

Harlan scowled but turned and led the horses to the location. He wasn’t surprised when he found a small creek bubbling through the rocks. While the horses watered, the boy scurried around and gathered two more handfuls of roots, which he shared with Harlan.

“Alright, kid,” Harlan said after the horses were watered. He stood and brushed the dirt from his hands on his tattered leather pants. “I appreciate the help, but you’re on your own now. I’ve got to ride hard and fast. You won’t be able to keep up.”

The boy pointed to himself and then one of the spare horses. Harlan let out a barking chuckle and shook his head.

“Why in the stars do you want to come with me? Anyhow, I can’t have a youngster slowing me down.”

Harlan swung on to Arund’s horse and kicked it into a trot. The ground was open enough for the horses to canter without fear of breaking their legs over the treacherous ground. A quarter of a mile away, however, Harlan pulled the horse to a stop and sighed. He turned around and saw the tiny outline of the kid, standing on the hill where he’d left him. Cursing himself for a fool, Harlan turned his horse around and headed back.

Chapter 93

Revan Teutevar — Athelon, The Great Library

“You dare set foot on this island?” Revan said. 

Shamus sported a black eye and Brinhold had a gash across his forehead. Both were bound and gagged. Borgan grinned, his face paint illuminated in the torchlight, but before he or Revan could reach one another, Chanuk Nuktal stepped between them. 

“Long before your people came with ax and fire, this island belonged to Sylvad,” he said, voice calm.

“You have no interest in the mountain,” Revan said. “What brought you here now?”

“Vengeance!” Borgan hissed. He stepped forward and waved the heartwood spear in his hand “We come to end the line of Eedari Lords. Of course, this treasure is much welcome too.”

Revan settled into a fighting stance, the pile of wealth at his back. He held the phoenix sword aloft, prepared to strike. “You’ll have to kill me first!”

Borgan leveled his spear, but Chanuk stopped him with a stern look.

“Drop your weapon, Teutevar, or we kill friends,” the elder said.

“You’ll kill us anyway!” Revan shouted. “If this is the last stand of my people, then it will be in blood.”

“Let me fight him, Chanuk,” Borgan said. “I am not afraid of this boy. His shadow-allies have deserted him!

Revan sank lower in his stance and tightened his grip on the phoenix sword as Borgan advanced, twirling his spear in a slow circle between hands. Revan yelled a war cry and lunged at the Sylvad warrior, but before their weapons could meet, a blast of golden light split the hall and both fighters fell backward, shielding their eyes. 

“There is one shadow remaining in Athelon!”

Revan blinked away the temporary blindness and saw Rok walking toward them from another hallway. He was clad in white again and although his eyes were wrapped, a faint golden glow enveloped him. When the Sylvads saw the old man approach, they backed away, glancing at one another and muttering. Except for Chaunk Nuktal.

“It is you,” the Sylvad elder said. “I should have known the Pale Wraith was your tricks. If there was one who could survive the siege, it would be you.”

Rok gave a slight nod of his head. “Chanuk Nuktal, Elder of the Tree People. It is indeed I, alive and in the flesh, old enemy.”

“You again!” Shamus exclaimed, working the gag from his mouth. “Now what in the name of Mabb is going on around here, eh?”

Rok ignored Shamus’ question and continued to walk toward the Sylvad elder. “I had not thought you such a fool, Chanuk Nuktal,” he said. “Trading with the Emorans? What they give in one hand, they take twice with the other. They promise you gold and weapons and fine things, but soon, those same ships will bring lumbermen, then colonists and soldiers. They will cut down your trees and slaughter your people.”

“How is that different than Athelings?” Chaunk asked. “You say these things because you do not want Sylvad to grow strong. If they bring axes, we drive them back to their ships in the ocean. The time of Athel has passed. The Eedari line ends tonight. You are ghost people with no hope.”

Before Rok could speak, Revan interrupted. “Rok’s right. Even if Rodrigo doesn’t betray you like he did us, it’s only the start. Settlers from Vhaldais are on their way as we speak as well. All of Peldrin seeks Athel’s riches.” He didn’t mention that they’d been ordered by the queen to return to Vhaldais, nor that no more would come. Let Chanuk think all of Peldrin is coming to Athel.

“You are liar,” Chanuk said. “I do not believe you.”

Revan raised the phoenix sword again to bring life back into his arms and prepared for a fight to the death. Although the Sylvads kept a fearful eye on Rok, they drew their weapons too. In the midst of the tree people warriors, Revan could see the sheen of sweat on Shamus and Brin’s foreheads.

“Now just hold on a minute,” Brin said, having worked his gag free as well. “Let’s be reasonable about this. I’m a skard, trained in law and justice. I’m sure we can all come to some sort of agreement that doesn’t leave us…”

“Dead,” Shamus finished. Two Sylvad warriors stepped forward and brandished their weapons at the pair, who closed their mouths right away.

“Why not let the Fates decide?” Rok asked, waving a hand at Borgan. “My champion against yours, Chanuk. A fight to the death between Revan and that fellow, Atheling against Sylvad.”

“Bah!” Chanuk spat. “Why should I agree to this when we will kill you either way?”

Rok took a step closer to the Sylvad elder. A golden light flared beneath the wrappings over his eyes, but Chanuk stood his ground. The rest of the two groups held their breaths, staring at the silent battle of wills between the old men.

“Indeed,” Rok said stepping closer to the Sylvad elder. “But if I die, the last thing I do in this life will be to bring you with me.”

“I do not fear you, old ghost,” Chaunk said. Their faces were almost touching, especially when Rok’s protruding mustache was taken into account. “I will trust our stars. Name your conditions.”

“A fight to the death,” Rok said. “If your man wins, our lives are in your hands and the gold is yours.”

“And if the Teutevar wins?” Chanuk asked.

Rok nodded at Revan. “If my champion wins, you will leave us unharmed and swear never to return to Athelon. You will also swear to grant safe passage through the forests to anyone who travels through them with our leave.” The air in the room was tense, and the malice between the two old men was almost palpable.

Chanuk thought for a moment and then nodded. “Agreed.”

Borgan swished his spear through the air as he and Revan moved away from the treasure mound into the center of the hall. Rok, Shamus, Brinhold and the Sylvads formed a large circle around them. Meanwhile, Revan swung his sword in slow patterns and tried to look braver and more confident than he felt. Borgan circled him like a hawk, feeding on his nervousness. The Sylvad warrior laughed with his friends, all the while spinning his spear around his torso and over his head faster and faster, until it was a blur.

“Your time is up!” he shouted, snapping the weapon forward to point at Revan. “Let us fight!”

Revan nodded, mouth too dry to speak. He dropped into his stance and braced his shaking legs. Borgan settled the heartwood spear in an overhead grip and stalked toward him as if Revan was a deer he was stalking in the forest. Revan looked at the length of the spear and was suddenly aware of the increased reach Borgan had over his sword.

“Wait!” Revan shouted. He backed away to the edge of the dueling circle and raised his sword. Around him, Borgan and the other Sylvads laughed and jeered.

“It is too late, Atheling coward!” Borgan said. “Come and face your death.”

“If I fight you, Borgan,” Revan replied in what he hoped was a strong voice, “it will be on my terms.”

Rok and Chanuk scowled at Revan, both annoyed their agreement was being tampered with.

“I’m not your pawn, Rok,” Revan said and pointed at the Counselor with his sword. “If I’m the one risking my life, I’ll be the one to make the terms.”

“What do you want, boy?” Chanuk asked. He folded his arms across his chest and frowned.

Revan let out a deep breath. “If I win, you will agree to restore peace with Athel and ally yourself with my cause.”

Rok’s eyes bugged out of his head in anger and the Sylvads laughed. Even Shamus and Brin looked at Revan like he was crazy and he felt his face burn in embarrassment.”

Chaunk scoffed and rolled his eyes. “What cause? You are one man. And a crazy one too, I think.”

“Do you agree or not?” Revan demanded. 

“Borgan will kill you and it will not matter, so I agree,” Chanuk said and spat, as if the words left a bad taste in his mouth.

Revan nodded and turned just in time to see Borgan leaping toward him, spear poised in an overhead thrust. Revan threw his sword up in a wild swing and just managed to drive the point of the Sylvad spear away from his chest. Before he could counter, Borgan danced away, grinning.

“That was a cheap trick!” Brinhold shouted. Despite the severity of the moment, the question crossed Revan’s mind if Rok could heal him the way the old man had the skard if he lost. Better not count on it.

The two combatants circled one another, Borgan’s spear tip snaking out to test Revan’s defenses. Each time Revan batted the strike away and looked for an opening. He knew they Sylvad was testing him, waiting for him to lose his patience and charge.

“Is this all, coward?” Borgan goaded. He lunged forward, and Revan pivoted just in time for the spear point to pass by his side in a blur. Around them, the Sylvads cheered and leapt up and down, throwing insults at Revan. The two resumed their circling, and Borgan launched a steady stream of jabs and thrusts at Revan, who swatted them away like they were angry wasps. Inside himself, Revan fought a second duel to maintain control of his mounting anger and remain patient.

In the midst of Borgan’s latest remark, Revan launched himself at the Sylvad, swinging his sword toward his enemy’s ribs. Borgan spun the blade around the spear shaft and flung the strike aside. But the parry left an opening. Revan rebounded with a spin and brought the phoenix sword down with all his strength on the shaft of the spear. Regular wood would have splintered, but the heartwood shaft withstood the blow, and both weapons rang and vibrated in their owner’s hands.

The blow carried Revan’s cut aside and Borgan twisted his spear, striking Revan on the side of the head with the shaft. Revan regained his guard and parried the jab that followed. Backing away, he warded off the Sylvad’s blows with heavy swings while trying to clear the ringing in his head.

“Your Atheling head must be a hard one,” Borgan grinned.

Revan grimaced and charged forward in an attempt to break his opponent’s guard and get inside the spear’s reach. Borgan sidestepped the attack and, as Revan lunged past, struck him across the shoulder blades with the spear shaft. Revan spun in time to catch the thrust before it could run him through, but this time, his parry wasn’t so lucky. The point of the spear grazed the outer part of his thigh and left a long cut in its wake.

The Sylvads jeered, and Revan grit his teeth to keep from yelling in pain. He advanced on Borgan again, with his weight on his left leg, blood running down the right. Borgan danced around him, jabbing close enough with the spear point that Revan was forced to parry the strike and move his guard, but not close enough to cause him harm. The reach of the heartwood spear was taking its toll. Although Revan continued to stave off the incoming attacks, he could not come within striking distance with the phoenix sword.

“Get him, boyo!” Shamus said. “He’s nothing but a tree lizard!”

Each swing grew heavier in Revan’s hands, and he struggled to maintain his stance. He hadn’t practiced swordplay since leaving the Simarron, and his lack of condition was taking its toll. As Borgan danced, Revan managed to land for more cuts on the spear shaft but the heartwood held strong. At last, Revan’s grip failed and Borgan knocked the phoenix sword from his grasp then kicked the weapon out of the circle. Revan backed away and drew his tomahawk and dirk. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a stack of bucklers and wished he’d thought to grab one of the shields. 

“Are you enjoying this?” Borgan asked. “You will scream like wounded boar before I finish you.”

Revan shouted and flung his tomahawk at the Sylvad warrior, but Borgan knocked the thrown axe aside and charged. Revan tore the cloak from his back and caught the spear point with the hilt of his dirk. Borgan yanked back and the dirk flew from Revan’s hands. When he thrust again, Revan dodged to the side, the spear point tangled in his cloak. Before the Sylvad could recover, Revan tackled him to the stone and they locked in a wrestle to the death. 

Despite his small build, the Sylvad was lean and powerfully built. Revan fought to hold him in his grip while his enemy twisted this way and that, kicking and punching, fighting to free an arm to draw one of his knives. Around them, the circle was chaos as both sides screamed for their champions.

Borgan pried a leg loose and kicked Revan in his wounded leg. Revan shouted in pain and within him, the anger and frustration of the past weeks boiled to the surface. Howling like a mad beast, he overwhelmed the Sylvad warrior. Rather than fend Borgan’s blows, Revan lashed out with his own, punching and punching. Borgan shoved his open palm in Revan’s face, who bit down on the edge of the Sylvad’s hand with all his might. 

Borgan recoiled, and Revan latched onto his enemy’s throat. Ignoring the frantic blows to his body, he rolled over, pinning the Sylvad to the ground. Bellowing in Borgan’s face, he gripped harder and harder, heedless of the Sylvad’s counter punches. He continued to scream until Borgan’s blows faded, and his eyes filled with fear. When the Sylvad collapsed, Revan punched the Sylvad until his hands ached and his enemy’s face was a mess of blood.

Gasping for air, Revan stood, his arms hanging dead at his sides. Around him, the circle was silent. The Sylvad’s looked on in terror and disbelief at their fallen champion. Even Shamus and Brin’s eyes widened when Revan walked over to them. In between heaving breaths, he realized his fists were still clenched. With effort, his hands relaxed and he turned to gather his weapons. On the ground, Borgan moaned and writhed in agony.

Revan untangled the heartwood spear from his cloak and slid his dirk and tomahawk back into this belt. Walking back to Shamus and Brin, he drew the dirk and cut their bonds. None of the Sylvads made a move to stop him. 

“By the bard…” Brinhold said, voice trailing off as he looked over Revan’s shoulder at the defeated Borgan. “Remind me to never get in a saloon fight with you!”

Revan couldn’t say anything. Instead, he looked at his bloody hands, horrified at the rage he’d succumbed to.

“What are you doing?” Rok’s voice said, cutting through his shock. “The duel is finished. Kill him!”

“No,” Revan said. The madness had abandoned him, leaving only a cold, hollow feeling when he thought about the fight. “It’s over.”

Before Rok could argue, Chanuk walked forward and bowed before Revan. “I admit defeat to you, Revan Teutevar.”

“Then we have an agreement?” Revan asked.

Chanuk nodded. “We do, but I cannot speak for other Sylvad tribes.”

Revan’s eyes narrowed. “You’re trying to cheat me,” he said. “There must be peace with all the Sylvad tribes.”

Chanuk Nuktal grinned and spread his hands. “Should have thought of that before.”

Rok advanced on the Sylvad elder, pointing an accusing, arthritic finger that shook with anger. “You trickster! I will kill you for this.”

Revan thought the two old men would come to blows, until Brinhold leapt between them, waving his arms. “Whoa, hold up there, old fellers,” he said. “I’ve got a proposition, if you two care to hear it.”

Rok folded his arms, face warped by frowning wrinkles. “Speak, minstrel, and be quick. Don’t make me regret saving you.” 

A flash of gold pulsed behind Rok’s head wrap and Brinhold gulped, clutching his side where the spavaldo’s rapier had pierced him in Vhaleons.

“Right,” the skard said, motioning toward the pile of treasure. “Well, this is the way I see it: the Sylvad want trade with the outside world, but neither side wants to let foreigners into Athel. So why not kill two birds with one stone? Chanuk will see to it that the other tribes agree to the alliance, and in return, you’ll pay them to make sure no one you don’t want in Athel is allowed past the borders.”

“What nonsense is this?” Rok asked, elbowing Brinhold aside.

“Wait!” It was Revan. He walked up to Chanuk until the two were face to face. “Will you agree to that?”

Chanuk pursed his lips, making calculations in his head. After a long moment, he nodded, eying the gold and silver behind Rok. “Yes, I give you my oath it will be done.”

Revan extended a hand. “Then you’ve got yourself a deal.”

“He does not!” Rok’s voice sounded like thunder throughout the vaulted ceilings of the hall. “You do not have the authority to make such agreements, boy!”

But Revan wasn’t deterred by Rok’s anger. “Until another comes along that the stone will recognize, I have the only authority, old man. It is time you stop skulking in the shadows of the past. If there is any future for Athel, it is through peace with the Sylvads.”

Everyone looked at Rok. The Counselor continued to frown. To Revan, the power and majesty he’d commanded in their previous encounters was diminished. Now, he seemed nothing more than the shell of a tired and weary old man.

Revan looked at Rok. “Is it agreed?” 

The Counselor’s shoulders slumped and his lip curled in a snarl. “It is done.”

Before anyone else could speak, Rok brought his hands together and a thunderclap blasted throughout the hall. In a flash of golden light and a second bang, the old man was gone.

Chapter 94

Captain Nikoma — North of the Khanhorn

“Why, Captain Nikoma,” a woman’s voice said a few yards away. “I did not expect to find you out here.”

Nikoma groaned again and rubbed her eyes. Two more people appeared over her — warriors wearing the golden lacquered leather armor of the Keshik Guard. The queen had a spear in her hand and wore a sword on her hip over her own leather armor.

“Are you hurt?” Guinevere asked. “That was quite the fall you took. I apologize — I ordered Batu to shoot the man. I didn’t think he’d pull you down with him.”

Nikoma took a deep breath. Nothing felt broken, although her head and shoulder pounded. With help from the two Keshik, she was able to sit up, vision still spinning.

“My queen,” Cheytan fell to one knee. “We feared you were dead!”

“Ah, Captain Cheytan,” Guinevere said. “I am glad to see you survived the attack on the river.”

While Nikoma’s world steadied and she sipped at a water skin, the queen related everything that had happened over the past days. Filled with shame and anger at her father’s betrayal, Nikoma stared at the ground, wishing she were with anyone else but the queen. 

“Longscar and Kibba have had riders out searching for us,” Guinevere concluded. “We’ve managed to stay hidden and have been gathering together survivors from the attack on the Khanhorn and the returning army. The two of you should thank your stars — the only reason we dared get this close the traitors was to try and get word to Maltok…his loss will hurt our cause, but as long as there is a horse and warrior who remains loyal to my fallen husband, we will continue to fight.”

When Guinevere finished, Cheytan told of their journey from the river and their confrontation with Longscar.

“Is this true?” Guinevere asked. The queen knelt next to Nikoma and lifted the Simarru captain’s chin with her hand to meet her gaze. Guinevere’s sharp green eyes bored into Nikoma, but there was no anger, only sorrow.

Nikoma nodded. “Yes, my queen,” she said. “If you will have me, I will give my life to redeem the honor of my family and tribe.”

The queen searched her eyes for another long moment before flashing a warm smile. “You remind me of a shieldmaiden I once knew. I believe you, Nikoma. But I only ask for your service — a life is a precious thing to throw away, even in times like these.”

A flood of emotions overcame Nikoma, and between the events of the past weeks and her pounding head, the Simarru captain did her best to fight the tears welling in her eyes and the knot tightening in her throat.

Masking her from Cheytan and the Keshik, Guinevere helped Nikoma to her feet and wrapped her in a warm embrace.

“Hey now, we can’t let these men see us cry, can we?” The queen whispered, her voice cracking in Nikoma’s ear. Nikoma shook her head and pulled away, dry-eyed. Cheytan joined her side, adding a quiet strength just from his presence.

“We pledge ourselves and our horses to the true ruler of the Simarron,” Nikoma said, banishing the pain in her head and body. “What are your orders, Queen Guinevere?”

Chapter 95

General Arund, the White Knight — Ruins of Hubress

The Valkyrie was unsurprised when Arund led her inside the cavern to the edge of the golden pool and the drawings, patterns and script on the wall burst into a brilliant golden light. 

Out of the depths of the golden liquid, the tall shadow emerged. The Valkyrie gasped and took a step back. This time, Arund had no doubt that the shadow was speaking out loud.

It has been many ages since we have stood in the presence of your kind, Faeling.

Arund was confused by the name but knew better than to interrupt. 

“And it has been many ages since one of the Shadow Folk has plagued the surface world,” the Valkyrie replied. There was a sheen on her brow, and Arund knew she was fighting her mounting terror.

Indeed it has. Take comfort in knowing that you will have the honor of bringing to pass our return.

Before the Valkyrie could reply, the shadow spread and enveloped her shackled figure. She twisted back and forth in her chains and let out a soundless scream. Arund took a step back, uncertain of what to do as she fell, writhing on the floor. The Valkyrie’s eyes glow with a fierce golden light that ricocheted off the walls of the cave and forced Arund to shield his face.

In the next moment, a deep, wordless roar split the night, and the Valkyrie’s bindings burst and shot across the cavern in a hundred different pieces. Some struck Arund and sliced his unprotected hands and face with tiny cuts. Almost as soon as it had begun, the writhing stopped, and the Valkyrie stood, stiff and motionless.

She turned and looked at Arund with golden, featureless eyes. The Valkyrie’s mouth stretched open to an impossible amount, and although her lips didn’t move, a voice issued out.

Her Oond was stron,g but we broke her in the end.

Arund had no idea what the voice meant. The shadow walked the Valkyrie over to the wall in stiff, jerking motions. It raised a straightened arm and ran her fingers over the strange script carved in the rock.

“Can you read it?” Arund asked, unsure whether to be excited or mortified. The shadow ignored him and continued to study the flowing writing through the Valkyrie’s body. When it reached the end of the script, it stopped and opened its yawning mouth once more:

Ishkiri nagud. Tal abok sanku. Nal dosh tul. Dollom— 

In the middle of the chant, the shadows stopped and spun the Valkyrie around in an awkward motion, a hiss issuing from her mouth as she pivoted. Confused, Arund looked over his shoulder and was surprised to see an old, bald man standing beside the pool, clad in white, tattered robes.

We must finish reading. Deal with the intruder.

“You never cease to amaze me, Rok,” Arund said. He rested his hand on the pommel of his sword but made no move to draw it or advance toward the old man. “The robes — I should have realized. All those years you were keeping a secret from us, tutor. How did you sneak in here?”

Although his head was wrapped in cloth, Rok stood and stepped forward without hesitation, as if he could still see everything clear as day. “Some things are better left secret,” he said. “You always were a brighter student than Mathyew or Issac, but then again, what they lacked in guile, they made up for in honesty and decency.”

Arund struggled to be heard over the booming voice of the shadow, chanting out the Valkyrish script. The script gave off a fierce, pulsating glow and began to crack the cavern walls, sending bits of stone and dust down upon their heads. The White Knight wrapped his hand around the hilt of his sword and stepped closer to Rok.

“Do not lecture me on the character of weaklings,” Arund hissed. “They would have sat by and watched the Republic fall, just like the rest of you pompous bureaucrats. I did what had to be done — it was my fate and destiny rule.”

“If it had been written in the stars as you say, you would be High King now, not a petty commander of monsters and barbarians,” Rok replied.

“Oh, it is my destiny,” Arund said. “I have learned to be patient all these years, but now my time has come. And yours has ended.”

As he finished speaking, Arund threw back his cloak and pulled his sword free of its scabbard, aware of the deep fissures burrowing across the cavern floor. At the same time, Rok cast the rags from his head and his golden eyes bored into Arund, who staggered back in surprise.

“My day may have passed, but some strength remains with me still,” Rok said. “Count yourself lucky, White Knight. If it were my fate, I would destroy you now and end this folly. But that task is left for another. I am here only to claim my servant from the shadows.”

Arund struggled to rise and found himself unable to stand or swing his sword arm. He watched helpless as Rok advanced on the possessed Valkyrie. The old man raised his hands and muttered something in an indistinguishable tongue. The Valkyrie stood frozen in place, head cocked to the side at a sharp, unnatural angle, eyes rolled back in her head and mouth stretched in an unnerving gape.

“Return to the darkness, foul creature!” Rok shouted.

The Valkyrie fell to the floor, convulsing. As she jerked and kicked, a dark smoke rose from her mouth and hovered over the woman.

The ward has fallen, old man. This time, you will not stop us.

Ignoring the voice of the Shadows, Rok turned to face the White Knight, shaking his head. “Arund, Arund. You are dealing with powers and forces far beyond your understanding. Have your war if you must, but do it not in the shadows. Turn aside from this course before it destroys you.”

“You cannot stop them,” Arund said, sneering. “They are legion.”

Rok shook his head and knelt beside the fallen Valkyrie. When he approached, the Shadows hissed and drifted away. Placing a wrinkled hand on the Valkyrie’s brow, Rok muttered a few words, and the woman’s convulsing stopped. At the same time, Arund realized he could move. Drawing his sword, he advanced on the pair.

“I warn you for the last time, Arund,” Rok said. “Concern yourself with the affairs of men and leave this place alone. It will only lead to your destruction.”

“You are jealous of my strength, Rok” Arund said, bringing his sword into position. He pushed aside the thought that only minutes before, the old man had left him paralyzed on the ground. “You may have wrapped Mathyew and Issac in your spell, but I am beyond your guile now.”

“So be it,” Rok said.

An impenetrable golden light blasted through the cavern, followed by an ear-splitting roar. Blinded by the light and howling in rage, Arund swung his sword down on the old man with all his strength.

Finding empty air, Arund’s sword struck the cavern floor and rang in his hand. When the clanging echoes and light faded, Rok, the Valkyrie and the Shadows were nowhere to be seen. 

Chapter 96

Revan Teutevar — The western coast of Vhaldais

Revan stood on the beach, the ebbing tide shifting sand around his boots. In the water behind him, a coracle bobbed up and down on the gentle waves.

“You’re sure you want to be getting into the ocean in that, boyo?” Shamus asked and nodded an uncertain eye toward the small, round boat.

Revan laughed. “I’m not sure about anything anymore.”

After the duel, the three friends had overseen the Sylvads as they collected their newly obtained treasure. Days later, the word had been spread to all of the tribes, who sent delegates to valley to collect their portion of the treasure and to swear blood oaths to Revan to uphold their end of the bargain. Despite the longstanding malice between the Athelings and the Sylvads, he believed the tree people would keep their word, for the time being at least. If Athelon was ever repopulated again, well, that would be a different matter altogether.

Of Rok, nothing more was seen. Even so, Revan wasn’t foolish enough to believe he wasn’t watching the proceedings and knew Rok would protect the remaining relics and treasures left behind after the Sylvads took their portion. When or where, he wasn’t sure, but Revan knew he would cross paths with the Counselor again. Of Ziona, there was no sign.

Once they were rested and recovered, Chanuk Nuktal and his warriors escorted the three to the same beach where Revan, Shamus and Brinhold had first come ashore with the crew of the Louisa. Outfitted with a large canoe of dugout heartwood and the coracle, the friends made their way west along the coastline. In a few days, the rugged mountains and pines of Athel faded into the gentle hills and grassland of western Vhaldais. There, Revan could resist the call no longer. Somewhere, across the Ocean Mysts, the Island and the shadows called.

At first, Shamus and Brinhold argued vehemently against the journey. Against the strength of Revan’s resolve, however, the skard and the leprechaun soon realized their efforts were in vain. Now they stood above the rising tide with their friend to bid him farewell.

“And what is it we’re going to do while you’re off chasing imaginary islands?” Shamus asked.

“Stay out of trouble,” Revan said. “I’ll be coming back and you’d better be here when I return.”

“How long will that be, then?” Shamus asked, hands on his hips.

Revan shrugged. “If I don’t return by the summer solstice, then you can leave me,” he said. “Assuming I’m not dead, I’ll meet you back at the Khanhorn.”

“I’m sure somewhere down the road this will make a dandy song,” Brinhold said, “But right now it sounds downright insane.”

Revan didn’t argue with the skard. Instead he clapped a hand on Shamus’ and Brinhold’s shoulders. “You’re better friends than I deserve,” he said, smiling. “I wish we could make this journey together too. But this time, I’ve got to go alone. There was a reason the Stone didn’t choose me — I’ve got to find out why. I think the island has the answers I seek.”

Without another word, he walked into the tide and slung his pack and weapons into the little coracle. As an afterthought, he returned to his two friends and handed them the bow and quiver of arrows slung across his back. The weapon was a peace gift from the Sylvad to symbolize the treaty between the tree people and Revan. Crafted from heartwood, it was carved in intricate designs of vines and flowers.

“I’ve got a bad habit of losing bows lately,” Revan said, handing the weapon and his father’s ring to the skard. “Hold onto these for me, will you? And whatever, you do, don’t let Shamus get his gambling hands on that ring!”

As the leprechaun shouted with indignation, Brinhold took the items and laughed. Without another word, Revan jogged back into the tide and leapt into his boat.

“And what about the Mysts?” Shamus shouted after him. “This is madness, boyo!”

“Like Brin said,” Revan shouted back, grinning, “it’ll make a hell of a song!”

The current carried him from the shore and the little boat faded from view fast. Shamus and Brinhold heard and shout and saw their friend raise a hand in farewell. They continued to watch until the coracle disappeared on the horizon.

“Alrighty then,” Shamus said and sat down on the sand. “How much longer do you think he’ll be?”

Chapter 97

Shamus and Brinhold — Somewhere on the Vhaldais Coast

An old shepherd stood on a sandy dune overlooking the ocean. Behind him, his flock picked through the coarse grass growing on the edge of the grasslands of western Vhaldais. With the butt of his shepherd’s crook, the man drew lines in the sand: constellations and other strange patterns. The cry of a gull pulled him from his work, and the shepherd looked down to the shore at a pair of figures coming his way.

 

Shamus and Brinhold strolled along the beach, boots off and pants rolled up. The skard was singing a raucous drinking song and the leprechaun hummed along, occasionally skipping a stone into the surf. Brinhold was brown as a berry, but the leprechaun’s exposed skin was flaming red, almost matching his hair and beard. Just as Brinhold’s voice rose on the final notes, Shamus cut him off, pointing up into the hills above the beachfront.

“Hey! Do you hear that?”

Brinhold frowned at the leprechaun for ruining his finale. “Do you always have to —”

Moments later, the jingle of a tin bell and the cries of a sheep herd drifted over the noise of the surf. The two friends turned around and saw a herd of the animals and their apparent caretaker wandering through the scrub and coarse blue grass. As he walked, the shepherd belted out a song in a rough, husky voice.

 

I am a jolly good sheepherder, I love to sing and dance,

I wonder what the girls would say if they could see my pants.

They’re all ripped out the bottom, and all dubbed up with grease,

With buckskin lace around my waist a-holdin’ them above my knees.

We’re camped on old Black Mountain and the snow is almost gone,

March is just about over and April’s comin’ on.

We’re heading for the lambin’ grounds, the lambin’ grounds so dear,

And when we hit the lambin’ grounds, oh boy won’t we cheer.

We’ll drive ‘em in the docking corrals and cut off all their tails,

With only ninety-nine percent of dogs and weeps and wails.

I’ll be glad when good ole summer comes, summertime so fine,

Then we’ll ride from camp to camp and drink chokecherry wine!

 

When the song faded, the skard and the leprechaun looked at one another and burst into laughter.

“Sounds like my kind of feller!” Shamus said. “Maybe he’s seen Revan?”

“Hey, you!” Brinhold shouted. Several of the sheep bleated and raised their heads in alarm. When Brinhold and Shamus drew closer to their herder, they scurried away to watch the strangers from a safe distance. 

“You haven’t seen anyone around here, have you?” the skard asked.

“Can’t say that I have, young feller,” the shepherd said, scratching a thick beard as woolly as the sheep he watched over.

“Oh.” Both Brinhold and Shamus’ shoulders sagged.

“Haven’t seen nothing but a little boat on the beach the other day…a ways up thataway if I remember right,” the shepherd said, point east. “Weren’t nothing else there, though.”

“A boat, you say?” Shamus asked, grabbing the shepherd’s arm. “How far away?”

“Not far,” the shepherd said, smacking his lips and squinting his eyes in thought. “It was just yesterday morning if I recollect right…” But he was speaking to thin air — the pair were already gone, running up the coast.

The shepherd shook his head at the leprechaun and skard dashing toward the beach. “Run all you want,” he said to himself in a different, cultured voice. “He has gone beyond even my sight.”

 

After they’d crossed several hills, Shamus and Brinhold paused, catching their breath. A strange feeling overcame Brinhold, and he glanced over his shoulder. In the distance, the flock of sheep was nowhere to be seen, and in place of the shepherd, the skard swore he saw an old man, robed in white, his bald head wrapped in rags. When he rubbed his eyes, the old man was gone.

Chapter 98

General Arund, the White Knight  — Ruins of Hubress

Arund was studying the carvings on the wall, hands clasped behind his back, when the whispers of the shadow echoed throughout the chamber. The White Knight turned, surprised. A fortnight had passed since Rok had interrupted the shadow’s reading of the Valkyrish script and Arund was on the verge of accepting the old man had banished the shadow for good.

Fissures ran across the floor and up the walls, shattering the once flawless cavern. The only thing that remained intact from the battle between Rok and the shadow was the pool and bits of script, although the letters no longer glowed.

At first, the White Knight thought it was a breeze blowing through the rock and ruin. After a while, however, Arund began to discern a whisper on the wind. While the voice grew in strength, Arund sat by the edge of the pool and tried to clear his mind in meditation.

You have waited for us. This is good.

“I was beginning to think you wouldn’t return,” Arund said. “I am a busy man. I have a war to wage.”

The Shadow grew from the depths of the pool and rush through the White Knight, sending shivers down his spine.

In our absence you have grown impudent.

“The old man handled you easy enough,” Arund said in an offhand voice. “Your absence has given me time to think. All I have seen you do is make a Valkyrie read writing on a wall. Why do I need your help at all?”

The Shadow hissed and flew around the chamber until it was a whirlwind of darkness. Arund did his best to remain still and calm, though his heart pounded. Beneath the leather grip of his sword, his palm was slick with sweat.

Do you doubt us? Very well, we shall show you our power.

The Shadow screamed a high, pitched wailing tone and threw itself at the wall behind Arund. When it struck the writings and patterns, they glowed golden once more and began to melt from broken walls. The golden runoff puddled on the cavern floor and began to bubble and spit. A wave of reeking smoke filled the cave. Arund covered his nose and mouth with an arm and squinted through acrid smoke. 

The White Knight was consumed in a violent coughing fit. When the haze cleared and he could breath again, Arund looked through watering eyes at the space where the gold had cooled. It was a symbol he knew all too well — the same four-pointed star that decorated his banners.

You know this symbol, yes?

The Shadow stood in the space between the pool and the golden star, no longer a being of smoke. 

The being was black and grey, with scaled, horned skin and stood an arm’s length over Arund, who was taller than most. A crown of chipped, soot-colored bone grew from its head and almost scraped the ceiling of the cavern. The shadow’s face had features similar to a man, but stretched over an oblong head. It breathed through a huge mouth full of jagged teeth and studied Arund with purple eyes.

The White Knight couldn’t move, couldn’t think. As he stood frozen in place, two Shadows split from the body of the first and materialized into similar physical forms. The first raised a too-long arm — lean but muscled — at Arund. Its hand ended in curved claws, one of which pointed at Arund.

Answer us.

Arund nodded, wordless, and stepped toward the shape. When he looked closer he could see the star was somewhat skewed, with straight lines running north to south and east to west like a compass rose. Around and through the shape, tiny wires of gold had cooled to form a map of Peldrin.

The old man was too late. The map is ours. Soon, we shall walk the surface once more.

Arund looked up at the three shadow creatures standing before him, face masked in terrified awe.

What have I done?

Chapter 99

The Far North

Amidst chunk of ice and half-frozen seaweed, a battered and bedraggled body lay in a heap on the snow-crusted beach. There was nothing for miles in either direction to suggest who this person was or where they’d come from — no footprints in either direction and no craft to suggest they’d voyaged from the frozen sea. When the Valkyries rolled the body over, however, a faint breath misted from the young man’s mouth, so they bundled him in furs and made a litter to carry him to their camp.

Arriving at their camp, the Valkyries built up a large fire and, laying the young man beside it, began to strip him of his wet, frozen clothing. Examining the sword on his right hip, they paused, murmuring amongst one another. At last, one of them reached around the young man’s body and unbuckled the belt. When the weapon was free, the Valkyrie drew the blade from its grey leather scabbard. The sword was exceptionally light, the hilt inlaid with tarnished silver. The blade itself was of a strange shape — single-edged with a straight back, the cutting side was slightly curved. What it was made of, the Valkyries couldn’t say — the black metal rippled with faint, blood red layers whenever the sun peaked through the bleak cloud cover and soaked into its surface.

A groan from the young man turned the Valkyries’ attention from the strange weapon. By the heat of the fire, he was reviving.

The same Valkyrie that had unbuckled the sword knelt over the young man and reached for a small carving tied around his neck with a string of leather. It was a howling wolf’s head, the blue paint chipped and faded. Recognizing the totem, his eyes widened.

The young man groaned again and opened his eyes, starting when he saw the Valkyries standing over him. Too weak to move or sit up, he coughed and managed to choke out a whisper at last.

“Where am I?”

Where will you go from here?

THANK YOU!

By Saint Ymir, what an ending! You’ve made it all the way through Teutevar Saga: Return to Shadow. Whew. Take a deep breath and pat yourself on the back. It was no small feat to write and I know it also took a substantial amount of time to read — time you could’ve been doing other things, like reading books by other authors or…juggling flaming bowling pins while riding a unicycle (you know, the kind of things regular folks do with their spare time). My point is, thanks for choosing to spend your valuable time reading my books. I really am grateful and I only have one question: are you not entertained?! Fingers crossed you said yes.

 

This officially closes out Return to Shadow, but your journey has not yet ended! From here, you can:

 

A. Follow this strange and amazing link where you’ll encounter magnificent things beyond the comprehension of mere mortals (http://derekalansiddoway.com/thank-you-rts/)

OR

B. Send me an email, because cliffhangers are just about the worst thing a star-cursed author can do to his readers and you want to voice your complaints (d_sidd@undauntedauthors.com) Seriously, though, I’d love to hear from you!

OR

C. (Note: Don’t choose this option. It’s a really dumb option, but I’m all about free will and giving you folks choices!) Do nothing at all. You’ve had enough of my shenanigans and need to get back to juggling practice before your bowling pins burn out.

 

Regardless of the path you take from here, may your stars always shine bright. 

Thanks again, friends.

♠ DAS ♠

FREE EBOOK

Want to receive my award-winning short story plus two exclusive Teutevar Saga origin stories for free?

 

All you have to do is sign up for my monthly newsletter at http://derekalansiddoway.com/the-athelon-archives/ and I’ll email you a copy of Valiant, The Founding of Athel and The White Knight in the format of your choice. The newsletter is full of exclusive content, promotions and perks just for subscribers. Still not sure? Read more about Valiant  below.
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Valiant

Outside, a host of savages has laid siege. Inside, it’s every man against himself.

Langden Hawke’s bloody history has led him into some pretty tight scrapes, but none tighter than Fort Valiant. When the mercenary captain sells his sword to the fort’s desperate defenders, Langden believes he’s finally found an escape from his violent profession — if he can stay alive long enough to cash in the contract. Hopelessly outnumbered, it doesn’t take Langden long to realize it isn’t only the hordes of wildmen that have trapped him…it’s the demons from his past as well.
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Pronunciation, Character and World Guide

For more in-depth information and character castings, go here.

 

Maps of Peldrin and its various countries can be found at 

http://derekalansiddoway.com/maps/

 

Akhala (Ah-call-uh): The Simarru tribe Long Scar and Nikoma are part of.

Alphonso: A famous spavaldo in Vhaleons employed by Sylas Milleux.

Angus: A leprechaun chieftain and friend of Harlan Longmire.

Arban (Arr-bann): The Simarru military equivalent to a captain.

Arund: Former General of the Republic of Pel. Defeated the Highland Confederation before his disappearance. Returned to betray the Republic and start the Council Wars. Killed his friend Mathyew Teutevar in the Siege of Athel. Also know as The White Knight.

Athel (Ay-thel): Country in southwestern Peldrin. West of Vhaldais. Homeland of Revan Teutevar. 

Athelon (Ay-thel-on): The ruined capital of Athel. A mountain citadel located on an island and surrounded by a large lake.

Batu (Bah-too): Commander of King Garrid’s Keshik.

Baxter Holley: A wilderness guide famous for several expeditions into Athel.

Borgost (Boar-gawhst): Coastal country east of the Withered Redlands and Corr and north of Julkar. Part of the “Wild East.”

Brinhold: A close friend of traveling companion of Revan Teutevar. Although he’s a skald from Skaldain, he prefers to be called a skard (combination of skald and bard).

Buckaroos: Horsemen who fight for the Cattle Barons.

Capitani Bacco: Commander of the Fortunate Fellowship, a condotierri company.

Captain Rodrigo: A sometimes pirate, sometimes merchant who sails for the Emoran Trading Company.

Carlos: A famous spavaldo and traveling companion of Josephine.

Cattle Barons: Nobles who own large swathes of land in the Cattle Country of southern Skaldain.

Cheytan (Shay-tan): An arban in the Simarru army and a friend of Revan Teutevar. Member of the Kerghan tribe.

Condotierri: Professional soldiers (mercenaries) employed by various Vhaldisii factions. Notorious for their unreliable loyalties and ability to avoid open battle.

Corr: Mountainous country east of the Heimwall, north of the Withered Redlands and south of the Jotun Range. Part of the “Wild East.”

Danton: A famous spavaldo in Vhaleons employed by Sylas Milleux.

Dunrath: Imperium League country west of Skaldain and south of the Gimbador Mountains.

Durwyn (Dur-win): Leader of the Red Stag.

The Eddas: The highest-ranking skalds who hold court in the Hall of Skalds in Skaldain.

Eedari (Ee-dar-ee): An ancient race that shipwrecked on the coast of western Peldrin and founded Athel. Revan Teutevar is a descendant of the Eedari.

Emora: Desert country east of the Heimwall, south of the Withered Redlands and west of Julkar. Part of the “Wild East.” Ruled by various warlords.

Emoran Trading Companny: A trading company based in Emora. Rival to the Lucas Sevenday Trading Company.

Ferghan (Fur-gahn): The Simarru tribe of King Garrid, Temur and Cheytan.

Fordstown: A major Lorish trading city located in southwestern Loriad. Built on an island between two forks of the Avenflow river.

Fortuna’s: An inn in Vhaleons owned by Maurice and his daughter, Giselle. Name after the innkeeper’s deceased wife.

Fortunate Fellowship: A condotierri company commanded by Capitani Bacco

Free Countries: Any country west of the Heimwall that’s not part of the Imperium League. The Simarron, Loriad and Vhaldais.

Gimbador Mountains: An untamed mountain range north of Skaldain and Dunrath and west of Loriad.

Giselle: Daughter of Maurice and serving girl at Fortuna’s.

Glittnair (Glit-nair): Capital of Skaldain and location of the Hall of Skalds. The seat of power for Reynard Barrett and Rhyman the Edda.

Guinevere (Gwen-eh-veer): Former Lady of Athel. Mother of Revan Teutevar. A Valkyrie.

Gunnheim: Imperium League country in the northwestern Peldrin.

Harlan Longmire: An exiled Skaldain Cattle Baron and leader in the Red Stag.

Hubress: The ruined capital of the Republic of Pel. Located in center of the Withered Redlands.

Hugo: Captain Rodrigo’s bodyguard.

Imperator Harald the Cruel: Ruler of Gunnheim and Imperator of the Imperium League. Defeated Arund at Hubress and destroyed the capital.

Imperator Reynard Barrett: Ruler of Skaldain and Imperator of the Imperium League.

Imperium League: A coalition of countries (Skaldain, Dunrath, Gunnheim and Scythea) located in western Peldrin. Ruled by Imperators Reynard Barrett, Harald the Curel and Imperatrix Ylva.

Josephine: A famous spavalda and traveling companion of Carlos.

Jotun (Joe-ton): An outcast faction of the Nibelungen. Comprised of trolls, ogres, cyclops and minotaurs. 

Jotun Range: A rugged mountain range to the north of Corr and the Withered Redlands. Separates southern Peldrin from the Highland Countries to the north. Ancestral home of the Periwaneth and Jotun.

Julkar: Jungle country on the southeastern corner of Peldrin. East of Emora and south of Borgost. Part of the “Wild East.”

Keshik (Keh-shick): King Garrid’s private guard.

King Aedd: Ruler of Loriad.

King Garrid: Heirless ruler of the Simarron.

Loriad: Country east of Skaldain and north of the Simarron. Heavily forested. It’s eastern border lies along the Heimwall. One of the “Free Countries.”

Long Scar: Leader of the Akhala tribe. The Simarron’s second most powerful chief after King Garrid. Father of Nikoma.

Lucas Sevenday: Rumored owner of the Lucas Sevenday Trading Company. However, no confirmed sightings of him exist.

Lucas Sevenday Trading Company: Peldrin’s largest trading and banking company. Spans across the majority if southern Peldrin. 

Marshall Innsbruck: Veteran commander of the Imperium League’s southern army.

Maurice: Owner of Fortuna’s Inn and father of Giselle.

Minghan (Ming-ahn): The Simarru military equivalent to a general.

Nikoma (Nee-coh-ma): An arban in the Simarru army. Daughter of Long Scar.

Nibelungen (Nibble-un-gehn): The collective name for the races of giants, leprechauns, Jotun, etc.

Pearl Islands: A collection of islands located in the Pearl Sea — south of Emora and east of Vestrium.

Peldrin: The setting of Teutevar Saga. Roughly the size of North America. 

Periwaneth (Perry-wan-eth): A race of nomad tribes who inhabit the Jotun Range and often raid into Loriad, Corr and the Highland Countries.

Queen Chloe: Ruler of Vhaldais.

Raul: An Emoran warlord. Brother of Rufio.

Red Stag: A guerrilla organization who opposes the Imperium League’s expansion. 

Reginleif (Rej-in-layf): Guinevere’s handmaiden and Revan’s mentor. Revan accidentally killed her when the Zurel kidnapped his mother.

Revan (Reh-ven) Teutevar (Two-teh-var): Heir of Athel raised in the Gimbador Mountains. Son of Guinevere. Half Eedari, half Valkyrie.

Rufio:  An Emoran warlord. Brother of Raul.

Rhyman the Edda: Head skald. Highest-ranking Edda.

Santa Maria’s: A popular saloon located in the Canals on the Vhaleons waterfront.

Scythea (Sky-thee-ah): Imperium League country north of Loriad and the Gimbador Mountains and east of Gunnheim.

Scyths (Sky-ths): Inhabitants of Scythea. Known for their chariots and war dogs.

Shamus McCaffler: A rogue leprechaun scout and close friend and traveling companion of Revan Teutevar.

Shur: A Simarru spy.

The Simarron (Sim-ah-ron): Country southeast of Skaldain, south of Loriad and east of Vhaldais. Comprised of open plains. One of the “Free Countries.”

Simarru (Sim-ah-roo): A horse people who inhabit The Simarron Plains in various tribes.

Skaldain: Imperium League country south of the Gimbador mountains, north of Vhaldais, east of Dunrath and west of Loriad.

Spavaldos: Duelists who fight for fame and fortune with rapiers in Vhaldais. Most represent a trade guild or similar faction. Female version is spavalda.

Sylas Milleux (Meh-low): The Vhaleons guildmaster of the Lucas Sevenday Trading Company. A wealthy and prominent Vhaldisii merchant. 

Tachee (Tah-chee): A Simarru tribe.

Temur (Teh-mur): King Garrid’s highest-ranking minghan (general). Member of the Ferghan tribe.

Tirien: Exiled noble from Skaldain.

Vestrium: Peninsula country located west of Emora and southeast of the Heimwall.

Vhaldais (Val-daze): Country south of Skaldain, east of Athel and west of the Simarron. Known for its robust trade and large cities. One of the “Free Countries.”

Vhaleons (Val-lee-ohn): Capital of Vhaldais. One of Peldrin’s largest cities, located on the southern coast.

Withered Redlands: Formerly known as the Council Lands. Desolate hills and dales east of the Heimwall, south of Corr, north of Emora and west of Julkar and Borgost. Part of the Wild East.

Zathar: Leader of the Zurel.

Zurel: Mysterious, humanoid creatures in Arund’s service. Their skin has a green tint and their features are feline.
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