
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    He will become a hero by killing a legend. 
 
    He will become a legend by defying a king. 
 
    Once a young man so full of promise, Wisag now wanders the country under an assumed name, desperate to stay one step ahead of those he’s slighted.  
 
    One night, while sharing a drink with an old friend in a tavern, a battle-scarred soldier mocks Wisag. Brooking no insults, Wisag challenges the other to a fight.  
 
    But the man he faces isn’t just some old soldier. He’s a legend. And this old man, when challenged, only fights to the death.  
 
    For the prize is Wyetgerd's Ax. 
 
    When Wisag wakes the next morning, everything has changed. Now greatness is expected of him. And soon he becomes involved in a much-larger conflict that reaches west to the dark sorcery in the Thultic Mountains, all the way to the south where the King sits his throne uneasily.  
 
    Now Wisag must walk a new path, the path of a hero ... 
 
    Wyetgerd’s Ax is epic heroic fantasy at its best. From Brian O’Rourke, author of The Bastard’s Refuge.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sign up for Brian O’Rourke’s mailing list here. 
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 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    There hangs Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    I have not seen it for many years, more years than I care to count. But there it hangs, above the mantel. Underneath the hearth burns bright, sending a warm ripple of air through the tavern. 
 
    The warmth is welcome. My old bones grow brittle by the day and cannot resist the cold in autumn, never mind winter, and winter is now full upon us. The door groans as I push it shut against the slashing bitter wind. I have traveled far and need a place to sit. 
 
    Mercifully, there is an empty table and a chair with a back. Before anyone else can claim it, I limp my way over, ankles cracking and knees creaking the whole way. A few seasoned men give me a polite berth. Not only do they respect my age, they respect the black cloak I am wearing. 
 
    The cloak is older than many of the boys frequenting this tavern. They know what it symbolizes, but it holds no depth of meaning for them. What few look over do not give me a second glance. Not that I mind. Old age has not humbled me, but it has made me enjoy solitude. 
 
    Carefully, I lower myself into the chair and press fully against it to undo the knots in my back. I have not ridden this much, or in this cold of weather, for many years, and my body is no longer accustomed to the travel. My aching feet wish to be bootless, but there is a draft about the tavern. 
 
    I sit and admire Wyetgerd’s Ax. Nostalgia is so powerful a magic that for a moment the double-headed weapon appears not to have aged a day. But after a more careful appraisal, I see the dents in the blades. Though it still has its gleam, Wyetgerd’s Ax has aged too—better than me, I must admit. Its haft still appears sturdy. 
 
    A serving girl comes over. She reminds me of someone, but then again, when you get to be my age, they all remind you of someone. She has long, strawberry-colored hair that is wild and curly and wears an apron that is a touch immodest. Things change. In my day, a father would never have let a girl this beautiful and alluring wear such a dress, especially if she worked in a tavern where soldiers and ruffians and itinerants and merchants congregated. It would only invite trouble. 
 
    She smiles at me. “Fetch you a drink, Warrior?” 
 
    She has noticed my black cloak and paid me a respect that makes me blush. Were I not so old, I would have asked if I could share my drink with her. 
 
    “Thank you, dearie,” I say. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Alaina,” she says, curtseying. She has the broad accent shared by the laborers. It is music to my ears. “And yourself?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’ve made too enemies. Forgive my rudeness for not wanting to share it.” 
 
    Her smile never slips. “You must have fought in the Great War, then?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “My father was not yet born,” she says. “But my grandfar was just old enough to take up a sword. Any man wearing the black gets his first drink free.” 
 
    So I am older than her grandfar. The thought is sobering. 
 
    I dip my head, grateful for the kindness. Once I had more coin than I knew what to do with. Nowadays, though, I must count everything out before I leave home. If I live much longer, I’ll have to go back to warring to earn coin. Though, if any noble were to hire me, it would only be for my name. Middle age robbed me of my once-blistering speed; old age robbed me of my strength. If I do not die soon, the gods will see fit to plunder my wits too. 
 
    All I have left. 
 
    “Thank you, Alaina.” I look around. “Is your father here?” 
 
    “He’s in the back,” she says. 
 
    “I would very much like to meet him.” 
 
    She hesitates. When someone asks to speak to the owner of a business, it is usually not a good thing. 
 
    “He’s very busy, good sir, with the cooking.” 
 
    “I see.” I smile at her, and honestly say, “If he has a moment, I would like to thank him for the drink. That is all.” 
 
    She curtseys again. “I will tell him.” 
 
    Off she goes.  
 
    And my eyes wander once more to Wyetgerd’s Ax. I have not seen this weapon wielded for so long. As beautifully crafted as it is, it should not be hanging on a tavern’s wall. It was never meant to be displayed. 
 
    It was meant to be carried. 
 
    It was meant to be used. 
 
    It was meant to inspire men to greatness, to make them into better men. 
 
    Alaina returns a moment later with a wooden mug and pours me ale. The drink is golden amber. Even though the first is on the tavern, I press a copper into Alaina’s palm. 
 
    “For you, dearie.” I look her in the eye and for just a moment I see another young woman in the glorious past. “You remind me of someone.” 
 
    “She must have been very pretty,” Alaina teases. 
 
    “Pretty does not do her justice,” I say. “And she was, as I suspect you are, so much more than a pretty girl.” 
 
    Alaina’s cheeks redden. “I let my father know you’re here. If he has a moment to spare, he’ll find you.” 
 
    “Much gratitude.” 
 
    Carrying her jug of ale, Alaina heads to another rowdy table. The young men there are leering at her, and one gropes her rump. I want to draw my short sword and ram it through the boy’s belly, but then again, such an action would make me a hypocrite. Many, many winters ago, I behaved just like these boys. Only now, after learning how to see actions through others’ eyes, have I come to understand so much more. 
 
    Alaina, for her part, does not let the leering or fondling bother her. She bats the offending hand away, then smacks the boy. His face grows red at the slight, and his friends burst into laughter at Alaina’s rebuff. She refills all drinks at the table, save but the boy’s, and this double-insult makes him storm out of the tavern. He might have groped her, but Alaina has won the day. His friends all press extra copper coins into her hands and are staying for more drinks. 
 
    The woman can take care of herself. She has no need of an arthritic old man to stumble to her aid. 
 
    I sip the ale. This is no weak water. It is beer that has been brewed over many months by a craftsman. I taste apples and pears at the edges of it. Though I don’t drink much anymore, I appreciate the work that went into making it. For my free ale, Alaina did not give me the tavern’s worst offering.  
 
    She gave me its best. The kindness brings a tear to my eye. I am getting so sentimental in my old age. 
 
    I put the mug down and my eyes drift once more to Wyetgerd’s Ax. And the memories—both wondrous and terrible—wash over me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Wisag drew his tattered, grey cloak more tightly about him. It was too broad in the shoulders and too wide in the waist and it hung all the way down to his ankles, which would have made riding difficult had he a horse, but it was warm and it kept the slashing rain at bay. 
 
    Wisag walked on, through the night, thinking about the man he had taken this cloak from. He should not have insulted me. 
 
    The wagon road was muddy from the hard rain. His boots squelched with each step. Overhead, the moon fought to come out from behind the storm clouds. An icy wind cut into him like an ax.  
 
    Thank the gods he only had another league to go. Wisag looked over his shoulder, once more checking to see if he was being followed. He had been careless earlier in the day, accidentally coming across that trio of men with hard faces and dark eyes. They had pretended to be crofters, but Wisag had seen through the lie. 
 
    “Where are you going?” asked the leader, a tall, balding man with big shoulders. He had stood a head higher than Wisag. 
 
    “Elsewhere.” Wisag had pointed, not bothering to elaborate. “Why is it your business?” 
 
    “This is our road,” the man had said. “That makes it our business. Now then, boy, I can tell that’s your first beard. So where’s your father?” 
 
    “I’m no boy,” Wisag had said, hand reaching for his sword. “Now get out of my way, you oaf.” 
 
    The man had laughed. He and his brethren were still in the midst of deciding whether to rob him or not. That much was plain. 
 
    “A boy your age shouldn’t be wandering without his daddy.” 
 
    At the thought of his father, whatever had been holding his anger in check suddenly broke. 
 
    “Tell me, boy, where is your daddy?” 
 
    “He’s in Vastagi.” 
 
    Instead of paying his respects, the highwayman threw his head back for a mocking laugh. “So says every bastard whelped by some whore!” 
 
    Wisag’s knuckles turned white as he nearly crushed the hilt. He knew he should not draw the sword. He could hear his father now, telling him to move on. 
 
    The bald highwayman, an easy smile still on his face, reached for his own sword. “Next you’ll be telling me your father hefted Wyetgerd’s Ax too!” 
 
    The man’s friends laughed heartily at the joke. Wisag tried to control his rage. But he knew, already, he had lost his wits. All he could see was red, the color of this man’s blood which he would surely spill if the oaf were foolish to say just one more thing. 
 
    “Oh, did I hurt your feelings, boy?” the man had said. “Fine. If you want to believe your father was a hero deserving a place in the halls of Vastagi with the other great warriors, go ahead. But you and I both know it’s not really true. Is it?” 
 
    Wisag knew the man was goading him. The highwayman wanted Wisag to draw his weapon first. That way, they could kill him legally and rob him with impunity. This moment of life and death was just a game to these men. 
 
    They insulted you. 
 
    Wisag shook his head at the thought of what had happened next. The oaf was strong but slow and clumsy, and Wisag’s sword had cut him down inside of five heartbeats. The man’s death weighed surprisingly heavily upon him. 
 
    And they insulted your father.  
 
    After the fighting, Wisag had threatened to kill the others. Having seen how good he was with a blade, though, they backed away with palms outstretched, swearing on the gods the whole way out of sight they had intended him no harm.  
 
    But Wisag knew better.  
 
    They would come for him. And if they did not, surely the man he’d killed had family. A brother, a son. Other, braver friends. The men he’d let live would tell a tale in which Wisag was the villain, in which he had launched an unprovoked attack, in which the highwaymen had been mere innocents, only offering him a drink and food to aid him on his travels. Their tale would leave out the threats made by their eyes and gestures and words and deeds. Their account would be a fiction.  
 
    And someone would come looking for Wisag. 
 
    That was the way people were. 
 
    So Wisag had taken the dead man’s cloak and hurried off, cursing his perpetual bad luck. 
 
    Seeing no one behind him, Wisag turned back around and pushed on. He had been traveling for months, really. Venturing from one village to the next, looking for work and coin. In one place, a miller had taken him on, recognizing his strength. But the monotony of the job had bored him to tears. In another town, a tavern owner had hired him to stand sword during the later hours when the men grew drunk and rowdy. It had been his job to prevent fights, but instead, Wisag had always ended up getting into fights there. The owner had sacked him, claiming his hostility had actually hurt the man’s business as opposed to keeping his customers safe and drinking freely. 
 
    Wisag could not stay away from the gambling tables either.  
 
    He found it both boring and difficult to earn a pittance. As soon as Wisag had gotten any coin in pocket, immediately he had tried to win more at cards or dice. He had no plans for what he would do with his hypothetical fortune. All he knew was that he needed a vast sum, for unknown reasons. 
 
    No sooner had he earned it than he’d lost it, as if the gods were punishing him. 
 
    This time it would be different. 
 
    He would make a new start in this village. 
 
    For a while, he had even considered joining the King’s Army but then thought better of it. As talented as he was with a sword, a soldier’s life was not for him. Once you joined, you were required to give no less than ten years of your life to the King. He could send you anywhere he pleased, and if he asked you to die, that was what you did for him. Even if Wisag were lucky enough to avoid any deadly battles, he could never have dealt with all the discipline and silly rules, like keeping your uniform clean and spotless, and saluting the nobles as they strutted past, the same bastards who never had to lift a sword and instead could send hundreds if not thousands of “lesser” men to die for them. Wisag had never much cared for those in authority. The only man he’d ever listened to at all—and even then sparingly—was his father. 
 
    Father. 
 
    Are you in Vastagi? 
 
    Wisag could see the town ahead. Several lanterns hung outside of inns and taverns. This place was called Yrlot. But he’d been to so many different places in the last year that they had all started to blend together. For a moment he even worried he’d already been here, as the exterior of one of the inns reminded him of someplace else. 
 
    He pushed on, determined to get out of this storm for the night. As he walked the narrow mud lane that snaked through the settlement, he counted several taverns, many inns, stables, a tannery, a smithery, and he noted several other shops shuttered for the evening. It was a big enough place for merchants to certainly come through. The richer ones were these days often looking for a swordsman. Perhaps he could find one and offer his arm in exchange for copper, food, and a warm bed whenever they came to a village. The idea held much appeal for him, for more and more merchants were crossing the sea to foreign lands. The thought of leaving his country, Braedhait, was a welcome one. This storm he walked through might be winter’s last stab, and soon those same merchants would sail in the spring. 
 
    A smile touched his lips for the first time in a long time. 
 
    Wisag poked his head into one tavern and found it almost empty. Only a trio of older men were bellied up to the bar, not even bothering to turn at the sound of the door. The bartender toweled an empty mug, giving him a hard stare. 
 
    “We don’t serve bandits in here.” 
 
    Wisag could feel his blood begin to boil. “I am no bandit.” 
 
    “The blood on those clothes says otherwise.” 
 
    Wisag looked down, embarrassed by his own carelessness. Of course the man’s cloak would bear some marks of the violence of only a day ago. The rain had not washed it completely off. 
 
    “Get out of here, or I’ll call the Captain of the G—” 
 
    Wisag slammed the door shut and walked on. The rain slashed at him mercilessly. Gusts of wind created thick tapestries of rainwater that broadsided him. Wisag drew the grey cloak more tightly about him, feeling it press against the hilt of his father’s sword. 
 
    He passed several shuttered shops. Though the tannery was not operating this late, the stink of it hit his nose like a fist. Wisag pushed on, picking up his pace for the next tavern was just ahead. Outside the door, Wisag removed the cloak. He knew he should have thrown it away, but it was the only heavy garment he had, having lost the last cloak in another bet. Instead, he rolled the cloak into a ball and carried it inside. 
 
    This tavern was so crowded, he hit the back of a chair when he pushed the door open. The man sitting in it got up angrily, but Wisag shot him a steely look. The man grumbled about ignorant travelers and sat back down. 
 
    Wisag weaved through the crowd. As careful as he was, it was impossible not to bump into people as he made his way to the last spot on the bench in front of the bar. Wisag forced himself to smile and apologize as he went. It was difficult. 
 
    Finally sitting on the bench, he threw his arms down and leaned heavily against the bar. He was bone-weary, soaked, and simmering. All he needed was one drink to relax, then he’d find somewhere dry to sleep. Probably the stable. He was down to two coppers. He couldn’t afford a bed for the evening. A fire blazed in the hearth on the far wall. The warmth felt so good. 
 
    The bartender, a man with grey, thinning hair, limped over to him. “We have ale and mead.” 
 
    “Ale.” Wisag threw a copper onto the bar. 
 
    The bartender shook his head. “That all you got? Around here, the King’s copper ain’t worth much.” 
 
    The man sitting to his left laughed, finding the humor in Wisag’s situation. 
 
    Wisag only had one more copper. He should have turned down the drink and left, but pride rooted him to the bench. He could not walk out of here, shame-faced, while the man sitting to his left laughed at him. 
 
    “A little short?” the man said, his voice heavy with drink. Then he erupted into laughter that was picked up by the man next to him, and the man next to him. 
 
    They were all laughing at him. 
 
    Wisag reached into his pocket for his last copper. But before he could pull his hand out, an arm swooped in over his shoulder and laid a Rek on the bar. 
 
    “Get this man your finest ale,” came a familiar voice, “not that bottom swill you give everybody else.” 
 
    The bartender shrugged, as if not surprised by this kind gesture. The laughter coming from the men sitting next to Wisag died down and they went back to their private conversation. Wisag turned on the bench and a feeling of joy surged through him. 
 
    He had not seen a friendly face in a long time. 
 
    “Callotrox!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “Wisag, my friend!” Callotrox clamped a hand on his shoulder. “How long has it been?” 
 
    “Four years?” Wisag had never been so happy to see anyone else in his entire life. “NO! FIVE!” 
 
    “It is a joy to see you, horse.” 
 
    The two embraced and slapped each other’s backs. The bartender returned with two ales and Callotrox left another Rek, tipping the man generously.  
 
    Wisag grabbed his mug and held it out. The words were out before he thought better of it: “The next drink is on me!” 
 
    Callotrox smiled and grabbed his own mug. “Friends don’t keep count, horse.” 
 
    They touched mugs and drank. Wisag savored the ale. It was dark but not bitter. The initial shock of seeing such an old friend was beginning to wear off now, and Wisag noticed the other young man’s clothes. He wore tailored pants, a fitted vest, and a leather jacket. His hair had recently been cut and his beard—which was new—was perfectly square. 
 
    “My gods, you look rich!” Wisag said, before thinking. 
 
    “Not quite.” Callotrox just laughed and shook his head. “Come. Sit with me.” 
 
    Wisag followed the other young man through the crowd. Smoke coiled to the ceiling from many different pipes. Callotrox had managed to get a small table near the hearth. They sat opposite each other. Wisag realized Callotrox had been sitting alone. 
 
    “Are you meeting someone?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “No. My old man only just left,” Callotrox said, then looked almost regretful for bringing up his father. “I was sorry to hear about your dad.” 
 
    Wisag gulped the ale. He looked away, not wanting to meet his friend’s eye. 
 
    Callotrox leaned forward. “We were in Lanaria. I wish we had been closer. I would have come home.” 
 
    “People die.” Wisag waved a hand. “It is nothing.” 
 
    “Your father was a great man, Wisag. I was deeply saddened to hear of his passing. Though I’m certain he walks in Vastagi now with the other warriors, where one day, you will join him.” 
 
    Callotrox had always known just what to say to lift another man’s spirits. Wisag envied his friend’s gift with words. 
 
    Wisag gulped more of his ale. Slyly, he put the mug down, not wanting Callotrox to see he had finished it. Wisag did not have the coin to buy them both a drink and now, despite his elation at seeing his friend, Wisag was deeply embarrassed and almost wished he had not run into Callotrox here. 
 
    The other young man looked well. Tall, broad, healthy, well-clothed, a smile never far from his face. Judging by his dress, Callotrox and his father had prospered as spice merchants. 
 
    Wisag, on the other hand, had nothing to show for himself. While it was true he was yet a young man, he had no prospects. He would be lucky to find work in this village, and that was assuming the trouble with the highwaymen did not follow him here. 
 
    Or that one of his creditors found him. 
 
    “It is good to see you, horse,” Callotrox said, then drained the rest of his drink. “Would you mind it terribly if I bought the next round? I’m thirsty tonight and can’t wait for you to finish your ale.” 
 
    Wisag saw right through Callotrox. His face reddening, embarrassment forced him to look away. 
 
    “Much gratitude.” 
 
    “Good man.” Callotrox clapped his shoulder again. “Always excusing my bad manners.” 
 
    His friend got up, taking both mugs with him back to the bar. Wisag placed the balled-up cloak on the floor under their table and glanced around the tavern. The clientele was divided among laborers, merchants, and some guards. The lord of this domain, the Earl of Hartley, was said to be absent most of the year, spending his time near the capital. 
 
    Ever so gradually, Wisag became aware of someone watching him. At first he could not locate the man in the raucous crowd, as he turned one way and then the other. But then, almost by accident, his eyes met those cold blue orbs of the aged soldier. 
 
    The old man was sitting on the other side of the hearth, at a table by himself. He wore a long black cloak. His steel grey hair was tied back at the nape of his neck. Scars ran in jagged lines down both sides of his lean, fierce face. A double-handed broadsword leaned against the table next to the old man’s knee, and with a smile on his face, he raised his mug at Wisag as if toasting him. 
 
    Wisag looked behind himself, thinking the gesture intended for another. But there was no other man meeting the old soldier’s eyes. Wisag, with no mug of his own to raise, sat there uneasily. The old man held the mug up, waiting for Wisag to return the gesture.  
 
    I don’t have a drink, you old— 
 
    “Here we are.” Callotrox returned with the mugs and a wooden pitcher filled to the brim with ale. “I thought I’d save us a few trips to the bar, horse.” 
 
    Callotrox poured him another ale, and Wisag thanked him. He scooped up the mug and looked past his friend, across the hearth, but the old man had already brought his own mug to his lips and drank it down in one gulp. His cold blue eyes did not meet Wisag’s again. 
 
    “Is something the matter, horse?” Callotrox asked. 
 
    “No.” Wisag shook it off. The old man was probably drunk and perhaps demented. Maybe he had thought Wisag an old friend and realized the mistake. 
 
    Callotrox shrugged and raised his mug. “To your health.” 
 
    “And to yours.”  
 
    They touched mugs again and drank. Wisag was beginning to feel bad. Callotrox’s generosity needed to be acknowledged, or his old friend would think him ungrateful. Wisag had never been good at thanking people, for it made him feel weak. But he took a deep breath and swallowed his pride.  
 
    “My friend, I must thank you. I’m afraid I am out of—” 
 
    “Say no more, Wisag,” Callotrox interrupted. “You—” 
 
    Wisag lowered his voice. “Can you refer to me as Jadisag? I have gotten on the wrong side of some bad men.” 
 
    Callotrox frowned for a moment. Then he comprehended the full import behind what Wisag was asking. 
 
    “My apologies, horse. I had you mixed up with someone else.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. 
 
    Callotrox continued, seemingly undisturbed by the fact that Wisag was traveling under an assumed name. “You are my guest here tonight. As host, the drinks are on me.” 
 
    Wisag smiled gratefully. And, to his shame, he was tempted to ask Callotrox for another favor—someplace to sleep. And if Callotrox and his father, Vertitrox, were prospering as merchants, perhaps they needed a swordsman’s protection. Wisag was even willing to work just for food and forego coin for the first month or so to prove his worth. 
 
    He was absolutely desperate. 
 
    But pride stopped his mouth. 
 
    Callotrox smiled at him. “The ale is good, but the company is better. So tell me, horse, how you have been.” 
 
    Wisag drank more. He felt the eyes of the old man on him once more, but when he glanced over, the soldier was studying the blade by his knee. 
 
    “I’ve been … better,” he said, carefully, wondering how much Callotrox already knew. “I’ve been looking for work.” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “You were always the best swordsman I ever knew. I’m certain you’ll find someone who needs your talents.” 
 
    Wisag cursed inwardly. So Callotrox and his father had no need of a swordsman. He leaned back in his chair. He wanted to ask his friend for help but could not bring himself to do it. If Callotrox knew Wisag was down to a mere two coppers and had men looking for him … 
 
    “I’m surprised you did not stay in Belsta,” Callotrox said. “You always liked it there.” 
 
    Surely his old friend had heard. But Callotrox was nothing if not polite. He always had been, almost to a fault. Others had seen his gentle manner as a weakness and tried to exploit it. Wisag, though, had never abided seeing anyone bully Callotrox in their village, Belsta. When he got between Callotrox and some older children once, their friendship had started. 
 
    “My mother came back,” Wisag said, the words painful. “My father never …” 
 
    He shook his head as tears filled his eyes. Callotrox’s face had turned bright red. 
 
    “I’m sorry, horse. I didn’t mean to bring up—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize,” Wisag said, a bit harshly. “My father was the smartest man I knew, but he was stupid when it came to her. He loved that woman beyond all reason, Callotrox. He never sought a divorce from the Baron. As such …” 
 
    Callotrox understood. “As such, the property became hers by law.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head bitterly. “She left when I was three years old. For fifteen years she stayed away, wanting nothing to do with him and nothing to do with me. She returned within three days of my father’s death to claim her property, the bitch.” 
 
    Callotrox lowered his voice. “Did she …?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Wisag shook his head. “She didn’t give me anything.” 
 
    Callotrox drank more of his ale. “I am sorry, horse.” 
 
    Wisag had never been good at accepting sympathy. “So now, the woman who never loved him, the woman who never cared for me, she sits in that house … she’s probably spent all the money already, all the money he saved up over a lifetime of hard work and soldiering.” 
 
    “Life is rarely fair.” Callotrox shook his head. “It is a pity the law does not even try to be.” 
 
    “Anyway.” Wisag looked away, both sad and angry. He hated feeling so helpless. “I left. I couldn’t stay.” 
 
    “Understandable, horse,” Callotrox said. He took a big gulp of his ale. “What have you done since?” 
 
    Wisag had planned on making up a story because he was embarrassed at what he had become since his mother had turned him out of his birth home. Without his father, he was lost. It pained him now to think of all the times he’d treated his father poorly. The old man had always taken care of him and taught him everything he knew. 
 
    But he had no energy for so bald a lie. And, besides, Callotrox likely knew anyway. Merchants kept themselves well-informed. 
 
    “It has been difficult, I’ll admit,” Wisag said, then shared a brief account of his travels since leaving Belsta. At first south, then doubling back north, then making his way west, hurrying to outrun the law and his creditors. He had killed a man in a drunken brawl and, while Wisag believed himself in the right, he had wisely left that town before anyone pushed to bring charges against him. In several places he had gambled, and on a few occasions he had done so with money he did not have, desperate to climb out of his hell. 
 
    “And that is my sorry excuse for a tale,” Wisag concluded. He poured himself another ale and noted that Callotrox had not touched his own drink the whole time he had shared his story. “So here I am, in Yrlot, where the Earl of Hartley is lord of the domain, and I have nowhere to sleep and two coppers to my name.” 
 
    Wisag had not wanted to say as much. Callotrox opened his mouth to speak, but Wisag quickly added— 
 
    “But enough about me, old friend. You look well. Tell me about your business and your travels.” 
 
    Callotrox hesitated a long moment. He appeared not to want to change the subject and take the focus away from Wisag. But, sensing Wisag’s discomfort, he smiled and perked up. 
 
    “We have been all over a great portion of the world, Wisag. You would not believe it!”  
 
    And Callotrox launched into his much more interesting story. His family had always been laborers in Belsta, but Vertitrox had bravely approached the Baron and bought his freedom from their lord. In exchange, Vertitrox had promised the Baron twenty percent of their profits for the next five years. So they had taken what little coin they had saved and began working as spice merchants. At first, it looked like they were doomed to failure, for they had spent all their money on travel and buying their goods. It had been an enormous risk, but it had proven out. At the conclusion of their second season of trading, they were earning more coin than Vertitrox had in ten years of laboring for the Baron. 
 
    Wisag was happy for his friend, but also envious. He remembered that day by the river when Callotrox had told him about the deal Vertitrox had struck with the Baron.  
 
    The door to the tavern was thrown open suddenly. Wisag reached for his sword instinctively and whipped around, expecting to find the two highwaymen from earlier in the doorway. 
 
    But it was not them. A short, pudgy man with a bad, bleeding wound on his head stumbled inside. For a moment, conversation stopped as everyone watched him. One of the man’s legs was shorter than the other, and he tottered into the tavern. Wisag noted that many of the patrons nodded at him amiably, and some sympathetically. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    Callotrox shook his head. “Gordrig. I heard a man took his daughter.” 
 
    “What?” Wisag frowned. “And no one does anything?” 
 
    “The man who took her claimed they had married in secret last week and had only come to collect his bride. He presented a marriage seal, so there was nothing the Guards could do.” 
 
    “So he forged a marriage seal,” Wisag said, incredulous. He had heard of it being done many a time. “Someone could have stepped in, the Guards could have taken the seal to a notary, by the gods, someone could have demanded to see the girl and ask her.” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “Of course you are right, horse. But no one did.” 
 
    Wisag looked at his friend and realized his own eyes were full of judgment. He smiled. “Forgive me, Callotrox. Here you are buying me drinks and I put my foot in my mouth. I did not mean to say you—” 
 
    Callotrox smiled back. “I should have done something. But then again, I am no swordsman like you and—” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that,” Wisag said. “You’re a merchant now. This is not your town. You have to think about things differently.” 
 
    Callotrox tipped his mug at Wisag. “Exactly what my father said. But we have no plans to trade with that man’s village.” 
 
    “Wait.” Wisag frowned. “The man was from another village?” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “It is almost two days’ ride from here. Ulham.” 
 
    “If it is only two days’ ride, why do you not trade there? Surely they must enjoy spices also.” 
 
    Callotrox arched his eyebrows. Instead of answering, he offered Wisag a non-committal shrug. “Excuse me, horse, but my bladder is full.” 
 
    His friend got up once more and cut through the crowd. Wisag noted, with envy, how many men smiled at Callotrox as he went by. The people here respected him. Perhaps they were friends. That said a lot about him, considering he was a merchant. Most laborers loathed the merchant class, blaming the so-called upstarts for upsetting the delicate feudal order. 
 
    Wisag’s attention was drawn back to the old soldier on the other side of the hearth. Gordrig, the pudgy farmer with legs of differing lengths, had sat down at the table with the old man. In very animated fashion, Gordrig spoke. The old soldier listened without moving. His ale remained untouched. Gordrig was still speaking when Callotrox returned. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Two pitchers of ale later, most of it ingested by Wisag, the old friends shared stories from their childhood. Despite his bitter feelings, Wisag found himself missing their village, Belsta, where both had grown up. There they had learned to labor, there they had learned the sword from Wisag’s own father, there they had stood against ten older boys on midsummer’s eve one year. Word had spread quickly that Callotrox and his father were no longer laborers and would enter the ranks of the merchant class. 
 
    Most of the other laborers serving under the Baron had taken great offense at this. The boys had come to challenge Callotrox. 
 
    “Think you’re better than the rest of us?” they had all said, in their own way. 
 
    Though Callotrox had always been well-liked and friendly with everyone, none but Wisag had stood shoulder-to-shoulder with him when these ten angry young men came to beat him senseless. Despite being severely outnumbered, Wisag and Callotrox had given almost as good as they got. Thankfully, Wisag’s father had happened upon them and broken up the fight before anyone got killed. It had been close. For several days after the fight, Callotrox had laid in his bed, half-dazed. 
 
    Oddly enough, Wisag smiled at the memory of the horrendous beating they had taken. It reminded him of how good friends he and Callotrox were, and what they had endured together. Wisag stood. He had had little to eat in the last week, traveling by the roadside by day and sleeping only a few paces off it by night. All this ale on an empty stomach had made him very drunk, very quickly. The world wobbled a little, and he stumbled into a man seated at the next table. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going!” the man roared, getting up. He got one look at Wisag’s shabby appearance. “You drunken wretch!” 
 
    Wisag’s good humor vanished. He reached for his sword, but Callotrox jumped up and gripped Wisag’s wrist. 
 
    “It’s my fault, Derlot,” Callotrox said. “You see, we are old friends and I’ve poured the ale down his throat all night.” Callotrox put one arm around Wisag’s shoulders. “When ten older boys came after me, this man stood with me. Oh gods, did we take a monstrous beating! But Jadisag here, he fought right alongside me, when the fight wasn’t even his.”  
 
    The man Wisag had bumped into grew calm and nodded his admiration. “They say the best things in life cannot be bought. I believe it true. Friends cannot be purchased, and they are worth more than copper, more than Reks, and more than gold.” 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Callotrox agreed. 
 
    Derlot reached into a pocket of his expensive coat. “And I know what it is like to see an old friend. Here. The next round is on me.” 
 
    Wisag was shocked when the other man, whom he assumed was also a merchant, tried to pass a Rek to Callotrox. His friend went through the motions of refusing the gesture, but Derlot insisted, and around and around they went. Wisag had never witnessed such generosity of spirit before, nor had he seen coin given away so freely. These men might not have been lords, but to Wisag, they were as rich as the bloody King.  
 
    Wisag stumbled outside and relieved himself against a tree. The rain had let up a little, but the wind was still bitter and fierce. He had to steady himself with one hand. Then he took several deep breaths, willing the world to stop wobbling, before he ambled back inside. 
 
    The tavern was still loud and busy, though now the place was only half-full. Callotrox was returning with yet another pitcher of ale, doing his best not to spill any of the liquor on his shaky way. Wisag, with so much ale flowing through his veins, swallowed his pride. It was time to admit he needed help. That was no sin. It was no mark against his character. The gods had seen fit to place him and Callotrox in this tavern tonight. 
 
    But before Callotrox returned to the table, Wisag heard another voice. It was as hard as iron and as cold as the bitter wind outside. 
 
    “What kind of man are you? You need your friend to make your apologies?” 
 
    Wisag, gravely insulted, turned in his seat to find the old soldier there. The man had moved from the other table to the one next to Wisag and Callotrox’s. He had both feet propped up on a chair, and he wore a mocking smile. 
 
    Wisag realized he was gripping his sword hilt.  
 
    The old soldier shook his head slowly. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 
 
    Wisag almost flew into a rage. A minute ago, Wisag had nearly drawn his blade and killed another man. And now here he was, about to stab a soldier who, upon closer glance, appeared sixty winters old. Callotrox had many friends here. Wisag did not want to impact his old friend’s trade in this town. He owed that much to Callotrox, at the least. 
 
    So he removed his hand from the sword hilt. The old soldier’s smile deepened, and he grabbed his mug and toasted Wisag again. 
 
    Wisag turned away from him. “You’re lucky you’re old.” 
 
    He heard the old man slam his mug down on the table. “I didn’t get old by being lucky, boy. I got old by being the best.” 
 
    Wisag wanted to ignore him but he was in no mood to listen to the boasts of an old man, all of which would be exaggerations. He turned back around.  
 
    The old soldier’s mocking smile had returned. 
 
    “Right.” Wisag eyed him. “I find it funny. Every tavern I enter, I run into someone else claiming to be the best. But I thought there could be only one.” 
 
    “There can.” The old man sipped his ale carefully, keeping his blue eyes on Wisag. 
 
    Callotrox returned to the table. Wisag did not look over at his friend, instead refusing to take his eyes off the old soldier. Callotrox leaned across the table. 
 
    “Would you care for some ale?” Callotrox held out the pitcher. 
 
    “Thank you, son,” the old soldier said. “But I’ve had my fill.” He turned his dangerous eyes to Wisag. “A man should know when he’s had enough.” 
 
    Wisag took a deep breath. Why was the old man baiting him?  
 
    “Jadisag,” Callotrox said loudly, “tell me of Fertan. I heard he ran off with the baker’s niece in the dead of night.” 
 
    Before Wisag could answer, the old soldier spoke. 
 
    “What happened to your woman, boy? Did she leave you?” 
 
    The question was like an arrow in Wisag’s heart. The words brought back the sad memory of his last conversation with Ravenna. She had been almost apologetic in her spurning of him. 
 
    I think you could someday become a good man, Wisag. 
 
    The memory was still fresh and hurt just as much as the experience itself. In his mind’s eye, he saw Ravenna turn and walk quickly away. She had made him look a fool, leaving him to stand in the road alone. 
 
    Wisag brought his eyes back to the old man. “What are you talking about? You don’t know me from Wyetgerd.” 
 
    The soldier clapped. “But I do know you, boy. And her name too. Ravenna, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Wisag shivered, like someone had walked over his grave. How could this old man possibly know about that? Wisag’s face burned hotter than a smithery. 
 
    Callotrox’s eyes had gone wide. 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “Our engagement was ended, old man. But how you know that, or what business it is of yours—” 
 
    The old man’s laughter boomed. “She had half a brain, so she left you.” 
 
    Wisag whirled, jumping to his feet. “I ended it, you old son of a bitch! She agreed it was for the best.” 
 
    “She agreed?” the old soldier asked. “Then you did not really end it, did you?” 
 
    Wisag felt hot tears fill his eyes. He had loved Ravenna fiercely. She had raven hair and warm green eyes the color of the meadow in high spring. But once his father had died— 
 
    Callotrox stood. “Come on, horse. Let’s to the inn.”  
 
    But Wisag could not move. The old soldier had insulted him several times. And now many of the other patrons were watching to see how he’d respond. If he backed down now, they would all think him weak.  
 
    And he was not weak! 
 
    He was not afraid of anyone! 
 
    Especially not this old bastard. 
 
    Wisag balled his fists. “Old age makes you brave, doesn’t it? Because of your grey hair and wrinkled skin, you say what you want, knowing no one will raise a sword against an old bastard with one foot in the grave!” 
 
    The old man laughed mockingly.  
 
    “I’ll bet when you were a young man like me you ran from every fight. You did not have old age to protect you!” 
 
    The old man’s smile slowly disappeared. “Do you have any idea who I am, boy?” 
 
    “Horse.” Callotrox grabbed his arm. “Let us to the inn!” 
 
    Wisag shrugged out of his friend’s grip. “Do you know who I am, you old fool?” 
 
    The soldier unbuttoned the top of his black cloak and, with great ceremony, removed the garment and laid it over the back of a chair. Under his cloak, he wore a polished breastplate and leather pants, as if he’d been expecting a fight. 
 
    Wisag had already realized the man was tall and broad, but now, seeing him without his cloak, he was doubly impressed by the old soldier’s size. His arms were massive, his legs were like trunks. He was all muscle and bone. 
 
    “Horse,” Callotrox urged.  
 
    Wisag had that vague feeling that all eyes in the tavern were on him, but he could not tear his own from the giant of a man standing before him. A sickening feeling of dread filled his stomach.  
 
    He realized he had insulted the wrong man. 
 
    “Your hand is on your sword, boy,” the old soldier said. “Remove it now. Despite your rudeness of manner, I have no wish to kill you.” 
 
    Wisag knew he should have backed down. In his ear, he could dimly hear Callotrox pleading with him and once more offering the old soldier a drink of their ale. Wisag knew he should have sat down and shared a drink with the old man. But foolish pride rooted him to the spot, and in the background of the quieting tavern, he heard men laughing. 
 
    Laughing at him. 
 
    “You think you can kill me?” Wisag asked, his voice trembling. 
 
    The old soldier nodded. “Don’t do anything foolish, boy.” 
 
    Wisag drew his sword six inches out of its sheath. Nearly everyone in the tavern gasped at this provocation. Now the old man could not back down. 
 
    “Wisag …” Callotrox’s eyes were sad. “This is—” 
 
    “Skodan,” the old soldier interrupted. 
 
    Wisag was too shocked to respond. 
 
    And the old soldier, who was known across the length and breadth of Braedhait, reached over one shoulder with a massive hand. Wisag both knew what was about to happen but also could not believe it. Surely this was all a bad dream. 
 
    But Skodan, the aged hero, drew Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    “He who lives claims the ax,” Skodan said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Outside, the rain had picked up again. It drove in a jagged line. Lightning forked the sky in the far distance, the thunder rumbling some moments later. Lanterns provided the only other illumination. 
 
    Wisag stood in the midst of the storm, hardly feeling the rain or the bitter wind, while Callotrox, himself soaked to the bone, remained at his side. His friend offered words of encouragement, but Wisag did not hear them. They had filed out of the tavern and rounded to the other side of the building and now stood in the muddy alley.  
 
    This is how I am to die. In some back alley, surrounded by strangers who care not a whit. At least Callotrox will mourn me. 
 
    Wisag should have been loosening his muscles and limbering his body up for the fight to the death. But he was still too stunned by what had just happened. 
 
    He was about to stand against Skodan. The Skodan. Wisag had been weaned on the man’s legend by his own father. Skodan the Great. Skodan the Impossible. Skodan the Brave. 
 
    Though he did not look it, this aged warrior had to be almost seventy winters. And yet he moved like a man twenty winters younger than that. On the other side of the makeshift battleground, which the tavern owner and patrons were forming a ring around, Skodan drew his sword and swung it in long, lazy loops. 
 
    Skodan! 
 
    And it was true. The man carried Wyetgerd’s Ax. The legendary double-bladed weapon that could only be claimed by killing the bearer. Wyetgerd’s Ax was the mark of a true hero. Not only did it offer proof of a man’s skill and fighting prowess, it also carried with it obligations. There was a reason it weighed so much. The weapon was a heavy burden. 
 
    And Wisag did not want it. He was no hero. 
 
    You don’t have to worry about that. Skodan will kill you. 
 
    Wisag drew his sword and went through the motions of limbering up. He shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet and rocked back and forth as he swung his arm, feeling the shoulder loosen and the muscles of his body grow warm, despite the cold. But he did all this mechanically, more out of habit than anything else. He could not defeat Skodan. The man was a legend. 
 
    Normally father did not speak of other men, but often he had brought up Skodan. He had encountered the warrior only three times in his life, but each meeting had left a lasting impression. Once, father had even joined Skodan and a band of other men on a dangerous mission to capture a group of slavers. Wisag had heard, from the earliest of ages, how good a fighter, how noble a man, how generous a spirit Skodan was. 
 
    Why did the old whoreson bait me then? 
 
    The aged warrior’s earlier behavior hardly seemed in keeping with the almost mythic man that populated his father’s stories. It seemed to Wisag that Skodan had sought out an opportunity to insult him. And, somehow, the man had known about Ravenna. 
 
    But how? 
 
    Perhaps father knew Skodan better than he let on. Maybe the two had been closer friends, bonded together by battle and hardship. Had father been in contact with this old man over the years, bragging about his boy as Wisag grew up and learned the sword? 
 
    It seemed unlikely. Wisag’s father had loved him deeply, but he was not a boastful man. Nor could Wisag envision his father drafting a letter to Skodan, sending word periodically about his boy. 
 
    The answer, once it came to him, was obvious. Wisag wanted to palm his forehead. Of course Skodan must have recently journeyed to Belsta. Sitting in the The Three Owls Tavern back home, a place much like the one they had just drank in, Skodan would have enjoyed the company of the townsfolk and heard the local news. Having known Wisag’s father, he might have inquired after the man, learned of his untimely and unexpected demise, and heard stories of the man’s son. Wisag had not left Belsta in good standing. Ravenna’s father, the dour Parreus, might have bent Skodan’s ear … 
 
    Yes. It was all so obvious now. The old man had figured out who he was and baited him. And Wisag had walked right into his trap. 
 
    But why had Skodan baited him? Why go out of his way to kill a young man he did not know? Had Wisag done something that had inadvertently offended the aged warrior?  
 
    “Wisag, my friend,” Callotrox said. “Listen to me. You do not have to do this.” 
 
    “How can I not?” Wisag eyed his friend. “I drew my sword.” 
 
    Callotrox shook his head. “You are both drunk, and I have never seen Skodan like this. Put your sword away and apologize. Cooler heads will prevail tomorrow. No face will be lost! I can have a private conversation with the man, explaining you did not know who he was. Allow me to fix this for you.” 
 
    Wisag was so tempted. But he pictured his father, looking down at him sternly. And his voice echoed his father’s words. 
 
    “No man asks another to fight for him,” Wisag said. “I got myself into this.” 
 
    Callotrox shook his head. “Do not do this, horse. He is Skodan!” 
 
    Wisag looked away. He did not have the stomach to put on a brave face. Every muscle in his body quivered. His sword hand shook comically. Wisag was grateful for the darkness, hoping none of the villagers could see him so nervous. 
 
    “I have no choice now, Callotrox,” he said. 
 
    “He’ll …”  
 
    But Callotrox did not complete the thought. His friend’s eyes drifted across the alley to where Skodan was still loosening up. Wisag knew the fight to the death would begin any moment now. And for a man who had been so careless with his life of late, for a man who thought he no longer really cared to live, now that he was so close to death, he felt an intense, burning desire to survive this encounter. 
 
    But he faced Skodan! The man was a legend. He had never been beaten in battle. He had once fought thirteen armed men alone and lived to tell the tale! 
 
    As good as Wisag was with a blade, he was simply outclassed.  
 
    There was a commotion, and Wisag turned, hoping something had happened that would possibly delay—or cancel—the fight to the death. A young man, about Wisag’s age, had come onto the scene. He had long blonde hair and rushed to Skodan’s side. Wisag wondered what was going on. The blonde youth began speaking with Skodan, but Wisag could not hear their conversation. The young man was gesturing wildly, as if imploring Skodan to do—or not to do—something, while the aged warrior listened calmly, waiting his turn to speak. 
 
    “Who is that?” Wisag asked, hating how his voice squeaked. “What is happening?” 
 
    Callotrox kept his eyes on the other two men as well. “That is Skodan’s squire, Darren.” 
 
    “He retains a squire?” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “Darren has been with him for a few winters now.” 
 
    Darren was still gesturing wildly. It looked like he was arguing with Skodan, but the aged warrior did not engage the younger man. Skodan just listened calmly without responding. 
 
    “Why is he angry?” Wisag asked. 
 
    Callotrox shook his head, losing his temper for the first time of the evening. “Why do you think, Wisag?” 
 
    Wisag did not follow. “He fears his master will die?” 
 
    Callotrox looked at him like he was a fool. “No, Wisag. What do you think the squire of Skodan wants more than anything in the world?” 
 
    Then it dawned on him. “He wants Wyetgerd’s Ax.” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “If the gods favor you, and you wake up with the Ax tomorrow, you can bet Darren will challenge you for it.” 
 
    Wisag’s stomach did a somersault. He did not think he could defeat the old man in a fight to the death. And even if he did, people would be lined up tomorrow to challenge him for the gods-be-damned Ax!  
 
    There was no winning here. There was only a short path to death. And Wisag feared death more than anything now. He was young and had done little of merit in his life. The hall of Vastagi would not open for him. 
 
    He would never see his father again. 
 
    All the ale in Wisag’s stomach started to come back up. The last thing he wanted to do was retch in plain sight of the man he was about to fight, or in full view of the tavern workers and their patrons, but he doubled over and vomited. Over the din of the storm, all the men watching howled in laughter. 
 
    With tears stinging his eyes from retching, he looked back up and saw Darren stalk off. It was odd for the squire not to watch his master fight, but it was time for Wisag to put his mind to the task at hand.  
 
    Skodan pointed at him with his sword. “Let’s get this over with, boy!” 
 
    Lightning flashed again and this time the thunder followed much more swiftly. Wisag raised his sword and glanced once more at his boyhood friend, Callotrox.  
 
    Callotrox cupped his mouth and shouted: “You are your father’s son, Wisag!” 
 
    Wisag wished that were true. 
 
    For his father was a great swordsman. He had taught Wisag everything. The last time they had sparred, Wisag had bested him with their wooden practice weapons. His father, at first surprised, then proud, had leapt back to his feet and hugged his boy. It was Wisag’s last good memory of his father. A few days later, the man had gone for his regular walk to the creek. Carrying a bucket. There was no explaining it, and Wisag had feared a dark sorcery. The two witnesses had reported that his father had dropped the bucket and suddenly gripped his arm, as if he had been stabbed there by an invisible sword. Then he had simply fallen over. By the time they reached his side, Wisag’s father was blue in the face and unable to speak. A few moments later, he was dead. 
 
    Just like that. 
 
    Rage filled Wisag at the unfairness of it. Though not young, his father hadn’t been old either. The man had been a hero at several major battles. The other men in the village of Belsta respected him. Many admired him. Whenever the Baron raised the fyrd, there was never a question about who would lead the men-at-arms, laborers, and farmers. Wisag’s father: Erwyn.  
 
    The man had deserved a better death than that.  
 
    Wisag stepped forward, determined now to take out his anger on Skodan. He brought his sword up and dug his boots into the muddy ground, feeling how slippery the terrain was.  
 
    Skodan strode forward, sword in hand. He reached behind his back once more and drew Wyetgerd’s Ax. For a moment, Wisag feared the warrior would utilize both weapons in his attack, which would put Wisag at a severe disadvantage. But Skodan’s eyes flicked back and forth between the two weapons, finally coming to rest on the Ax. 
 
    Almost carelessly, he tossed the sword behind him. It completed a full flip and the blade stuck its landing in the mud. Braedhait’s sheath. 
 
    Wisag gripped his sword with both hands and felt the muscles of his legs strain while he held his fighting stance. He had walked a long road for many months. He was not as strong as he should have been. His belly had never been full. 
 
    And yet you found ways to drink ale. 
 
    Wisag shook his head, vowing to take better care of himself if he survived this ordeal. 
 
    “Well, boy?” Skodan asked.  
 
    Wisag opened his mouth to speak, but his throat had locked up. The men watching laughed viciously. Wisag strained and forced himself to speak as loudly as he could. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, old man!” 
 
    Skodan nodded once, then moved in swiftly. He swung the monstrous Ax as if it were lighter than a copper in deadly arcs that put Wisag on the defensive. He was too busy blocking and sidestepping that Wisag had no time to counter.  
 
    To make matters worse, Wisag had imbibed so much ale that not even the fear of imminent death had completely sobered him. Skodan came at him with the strength, agility, and energy of a man half his age. Wyetgerd’s Ax sang as it weaved through the cutting rain. Falling back, Wisag felt the Ax bite into his arm. He bore down against the pain, like his father had shown him, expecting to find the arm lopped off. But the ax head had only struck a glancing blow. 
 
    Wisag blocked as Skodan continued his merciless attack. The old warrior was backing him up to the rear wall of the tavern. If he ran out of room, he knew he would be dead. Wisag tried sidestepping once more, but his boot slipped in the mud. An untrained man would have fallen to the ground, but Wisag’s father had drilled him endlessly as a youth, teaching him footwork. Wisag managed to land on one knee and keep his other foot under him. If he hadn’t, the next blow would have killed him. 
 
    Skodan raised the Ax above his head and brought it down with all his might. Wisag kept one hand on the hilt of his sword and used his other hand to grip the underside of the steel. He tensed his legs and belly, waiting for the killing blow. Lightning flashed at the last instant. And in the light, Wisag was able to see Skodan’s face. He looked into the old man’s eyes and saw— 
 
    Sorrow? 
 
    Wyetgerd’s Ax crashed into Wisag’s sword. The old man began to force the Ax down as he had leverage and strength on his side. Wisag angled his sword and drove the Ax to his left and dove right. It missed his foot by an inch. 
 
    Wisag rolled several times in the mud to gain distance from the old warrior. When he climbed to his feet, his stomach heaved as if he were about to retch again. He bit back the bile rising in his throat, hoping for a moment to breathe. Skodan had just launched a blitzing attack, surely the old man needed to regain his wind. 
 
    But when Wisag looked up, he saw Skodan coming. The Ax gleamed in the lantern light and then looked blue in the momentary glare of another lightning strike. This time the thunder followed instantly. The worst of the storm was upon them.  
 
    Skodan was undeterred. The legendary warrior resumed his untiring attack. Wisag dodged and blocked and rolled, feeling himself grow weary even though they had been fighting for less than a minute. Instead of allowing himself to be backed up, Wisag moved sideways now by keeping the weight on the balls of his feet. Skodan slashed and Wisag saw a brief opening. For the first time in their fight, Wisag launched an attack. 
 
    It had been a feint, however. Skodan had left the opening intentionally to lure Wisag into a risky lunge. At the last moment, Wisag realized his mistake and tried to get out of the way of Wyetgerd’s Ax. He jumped to the side, making sure to hold onto his sword, but lost his footing on the landing. This time he fell into the mud.  
 
    Scrambling to get up, he saw Skodan coming again. The Ax came down, aimed for the middle of Wisag’s back. He rolled out of the way, fearing he’d moved too slowly. Fortunately, the Ax missed his back. 
 
    But then Wisag felt a searing hot pain in his left hand. As he wrenched his arm away from the warrior’s weapon, he saw Wyetgerd’s Ax buried in the mud. At first confused by the pain, Wisag brought his left hand up to his face. 
 
    With the last blow, Skodan had cleaved two of Wisag’s fingers. 
 
    The blood pumped and flowed freely from the nubs that used to be digits. Wisag’s stomach turned over again at the sight of the wound. 
 
    I’VE LOST FINGERS! 
 
    Panic began to set in. Wisag barely blocked the next vicious swing of the Ax. The force of the blow knocked him sideways. Before he could react, Skodan brained him with the end of the Ax’s wooden handle. Dazed, Wisag fell backward. Rain water fell into his eyes, and he struggled to make sense of what he was seeing. He heard men shouting what sounded like encouragement, but their cries came to him as if from a great distance, so he could make no sense of them. His whole left hand throbbed.  
 
    Skodan towered above him, more a vague humanoid shape in Wisag’s fuzzy vision. He blinked rapidly, trying to clear his eyes, but the hit on the head had jarred him. He knew he was dazed but could not bring himself out of it. 
 
    Do not think. Just move. 
 
    His father’s words echoed in his mind, and Wisag rolled toward the old warrior. Skodan brought the Ax down again, missing wildly. Wisag got tangled up in the soldier’s legs and squirmed. The old warrior came crashing down, the bulk of his weight landing on Wisag’s back.  
 
    It gave Wisag time to collect his wits. His vision came back into focus and his hearing cleared up. He realized he was half-under Skodan, who was scrambling to get up. Wisag elbowed the old warrior in the head and heard Callotrox’s triumphant cheer. 
 
    He managed to get his feet out from under Skodan. Before getting up, the old soldier swung his Ax. The blade sliced through the side of Wisag’s calf. It was not a deep cut or a bad wound, but it stung and threw Wisag off balance. Now Skodan was up again and bringing the Ax around— 
 
    Wisag blocked it— 
 
    Skodan reversed the blade— 
 
    Wisag ducked under it— 
 
    Skodan kicked Wisag square in the chest— 
 
    Wisag fell backward, but managed to somersault to his feet— 
 
    Skodan stepped forward and swung his Ax— 
 
    And in that instant, Wisag decided to forego defense. From now on, he would counter with an attack. He stepped out of the way and executed a perfect backhand strike. His blade sliced through Skodan’s stomach, sending the old man backward. 
 
    Skodan stopped to check the wound, and when he looked back up at Wisag, there was a strange smile on his face. Lightning struck again, the thunder a deafening roar. Skodan came at him once more, and Wisag knew, somehow, the fight was coming to its end. He could not hold this man off any longer. 
 
    Skodan swung the Ax one-handed this time. Wisag blocked and prepared to slash his sword across the old man’s chest, but Skodan drove his other fist into Wisag’s temple. Already dazed once, this blow knocked all the sense out of Wisag. His feet slipped. He fell hard to one knee, the other leg straight out to the side. Everything in his vision swam. Off to the side, standing near one of the lanterns, Callotrox was just a blur in his vision. 
 
    Wisag knew he was going to die. And he knew the gods would not admit him into Vastagi. He would never see his father again. 
 
    Skodan stepped forward, bringing the Ax above his shoulder for the killing blow.  
 
    You will fight to the end … 
 
    Wyetgerd’s Ax came for him then, the blade dripping wet in the hard-slashing rain. Wisag did the only thing he could.  
 
    He brought his sword up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The girl screamed. Despite her youth, she struggled with the ferocity of three grown men. Murrghad knew that because three warriors required all their immense strength to pin her to the blood-stained altar. 
 
    His warriors did not need further instruction. They had performed this grisly task many times over now. One man, who must have outweighed the young woman by many stone, pressed his warrior’s bulk against her torso, while the other two went about tying her flailing limbs in place. 
 
    Murrghad ignored her pleas. She knew what was about to happen, for she had heard the screams of the other women forced against their will to undergo the arcane ritual. She struggled mightily, but his deathless warriors were too strong and in moments had her secured to the altar. 
 
    “Please, please, please, please,” she went on and on. 
 
    Murrghad ignored her. 
 
    She wore only the ragged tunic that had probably been her sole piece of clothing for many years. Murrghad had been born a noble but throughout his many travels in Braedhait and across the sea to many other lands, he had studied the peasants. This girl had been the daughter of a poor trapper in the northlands, a man who could barely put enough food on his table for himself, never mind the fourteen-year-old daughter who was growing quickly. 
 
    “Please, please … please … don’t kill me, please don’t. Please stop, please stop, please stop.” 
 
    Murrghad drew his onyx blade and cut through her coarse tunic, exposing her. She was more woman than girl. She strained against the bonds holding her to the altar, which was still slick with the blood of the last innocent. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Murrghad motioned for his men to move away from the altar. The deathless warriors obeyed, retreating quietly into the obscurity of the immense cavern within the Thultic. Only when the strange purple fire throbbed in the veins of the mountain could Murrghad see his men now. 
 
    He lowered the knife and raised his free hand, balling a fist. He could feel his mind slipping through the seams of this plane, as he chanted the ancient words that were nonsense to the quivering girl and his knights. 
 
    His mind found the other plane, having passed through the thin veil separating this world and the next. 
 
    “Life for life,” he intoned in the ancient tongue, while the girl’s pleas turned to ear-splitting screams. “And death for death.” 
 
    Tears ran down both sides of the girl’s face, but Murrghad was unmoved. When he saw beyond the veil, beyond the reality of life, such fickle things as emotions no longer affected him. 
 
    “Life for death,” he intoned. 
 
    The dark power began to build, rising from the abyss of death. He strained his mind against it. If he returned to the world too soon, the ritual would not work. And even though he cared not for the life of this girl tensed and quivering on the altar in front of him, at the same time he did not care to sacrifice her for nothing. None should die in vain. 
 
    “And death for life.” 
 
    The power built and built, and he let it flood over him. Normally he allowed its supernatural tide to carry him back into the world, but on this night he stayed under it, for he raised the mightiest of warriors. This man would lead the King’s army. 
 
    No. 
 
    This man would lead his army.  
 
    Murrghad opened his eyes but could hardly see the girl on the altar right in front of him. Her mouth was open, veins pressing against her neck as she screamed, but his ears were deaf. Barely could he feel the knife in his hand.  
 
    Murrghad could no longer fight the tide. The purple fire of the Thultic Mountains glowed within the ancient granite, throbbing in time to the tide of energy he was drawing on and pulling from the other world. 
 
    “I raise him!” he yelled. 
 
    As the last bit of dark power lifted him back to life, so too did his hand gripping the knife fall. He plunged the black dagger into the girl’s chest. Murrghad slumped on top of her as the dark power surged through him, lighting a fire in his blood. Each time the ritual brought him more vitality. 
 
    “Please …” the girl said one more time, but the knife had found her heart. Not even Murrghad, with his incredible powers, could have stopped that wound and revived her now. 
 
    “Easy, girl,” Murrghad said, gently stroking her cheek. “You have given your life for Braedhait. Now your family will be safe.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes slowly stopped moving as her last breath left her. Murrghad wiped a tear of his own away, for the young woman was beautiful. And it was a terrible thing to see youth and beauty wiped out. 
 
    On unsteady legs, he pushed himself away from the dead girl, stumbling away from the altar. His knights rushed in to prop him up. Murrghad waved them away dismissively.  
 
    “My Lord,” said one of the men backing away. “Can I hav—” 
 
    “NO!” Murrghad roared. “You may not touch her! And if I find you have, or if I find out you have defiled any of these women, your soul will wander forever!” 
 
    The man retreated into the darkness once more. The purple fire that veined the granite of the mountains was dying. Murrghad feared, for a moment, he had somehow failed in the ritual. 
 
    But then his eyes made out the form emerging from the dark heart of the Thultic. 
 
    “Torches!” he snapped.  
 
    Several of his knights, who had not been within the chamber proper during the ritual, came running with sticks of fire. 
 
    “Help him!” Murrghad ordered. 
 
    The knights hurried to aid their new comrade, the one just raised from the hall of heroes in Vastagi. 
 
    “I need no aid,” came the voice of his finest raised warrior yet. 
 
    Murrghad smiled at the man’s bravado. 
 
    The torchlight finally hit Hetakor’s naked body as the man stopped short of the altar. He gazed around him, uncomprehending at first. But then a slow, cruel smile lit his features. Though he had died many winters ago, he was a young man again with broad shoulders and narrow waist. 
 
    “Murrghad,” Hetakor said, nodding. 
 
    Murrghad stepped around the altar, looking down on the man. “Kneel.” 
 
    Hetakor frowned, glanced to the knights ringing him, then back to Murrghad. 
 
    “It was I that raised you from Vastagi,” Murrghad said. “Now you serve me. Or your soul will wander forever.” 
 
    Hetakor’s smile disappeared. Locking his jaw, he bent the knee and dipped his head respectfully. 
 
    “My Lord.” 
 
    Murrghad hesitated a moment longer, forcing Hetakor to hold that pose of obeisance. Then he stepped forward and put a hand on Hetakor’s brawny shoulder. 
 
    “Rise, warrior.” 
 
    Hetakor came up to his full height, the smile returning as his brother knights surrounded him once more. 
 
    “Bring this man his clothes and his armor,” Murrghad ordered. Then he turned his eyes once more to Hetakor. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Young. Strong.” Hetakor beamed. “As if I am twenty-five winters again.” 
 
    “And your mind?” 
 
    Hetakor had to ponder this for a moment. “Though my body is young once more, my mind is filled with all my life’s experiences.” 
 
    Murrghad nodded. “As I promised. You would have the strength of your youth and the wisdom of your winters.” 
 
    One knight stepped forward and presented Hetakor with his clothes. They knew who he was. All of them had been warriors in life and had gripped a sword in death, earning their place in Vastagi. They had wined in the hall of heroes in death. 
 
    But now they lived again. 
 
    “Hetakor,” Murrghad called out. He stepped to the side so Hetakor could see the bloody altar. “This is the girl who gave her life, that you might live. You will pay her your respects now.” 
 
    Hetakor approached the altar with reverence, his eyes taking in the corpse. “What was her name?” 
 
    “I do not know,” Murrghad said. Then he turned and left the cavern, leaving the men to clean up the mess. He had done it. He had raised the mightiest warrior of Braedhait. Hetakor would be his general. 
 
    On this night, he had earned his name. He was no longer the Earl of Lomney’s brother. He was now the god of the Thultic. He was Murrghad. 
 
    “You will ride soon, Hetakor,” he called out over his shoulder. “Be ready.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Everything hurt. 
 
    Wisag lifted his head, but it throbbed mercilessly. He let his head fall back onto the pillow. When he took a deep breath, a wave of nausea rocked him. There was no time to even get out of bed. He just turned his head to retch. 
 
    So this is death. Pain and vomiting. 
 
    He opened his eyes, but the light pouring in through the windows made his headache worse. A gigantic, double-headed ax was propped against a table next to the bed. His eyes squeezed shut again as he groaned. 
 
    “Next time, young man, vomit into the bucket.” 
 
    He did not recognize the woman’s voice. It was old and more irritating than sand in his breeches.  
 
    “Where am I?” he asked, for his memory was playing tricks on him. The last thing he remembered was running into his childhood friend, Callotrox, at some tavern. But even that seemed part of a dream— 
 
    “For now?” the woman said. “Under my care.” 
 
    “Care?” 
 
    He slivered one eye open. A robed, hooded woman with a back more crooked than a walking stick, sat next to the bed. She was holding his wrist as if to examine his left hand. He could not see her face. One wispy tendril of white hair stood out from behind the hood she wore. 
 
    “Do you not know what the word means?” the woman asked. 
 
    “I know what it—” She did something to his left hand and pain ran like fire through his wrist. “—means. Who are you?” 
 
    “Isani,” she said. 
 
    The light was too intense. Wisag had to shut his eye again. “Are you a healer?” 
 
    “Take a deep breath.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because this is going to hurt.” 
 
    “Wait—” 
 
    She wrenched his wrist and Wisag’s whole hand was in agony. He screamed and squirmed in the bed. He broke out into a cold sweat. 
 
    But then the pain was gone. 
 
    “Your wrist was disjointed,” she said. 
 
    He squinted again. The light coming in through the window was a little less bright and tolerable. Isani had moved away from the bed and now stood with her back to him. She was bent over something on the far side of the room. Wisag shifted on the bed—yes, he was on a bed—in a room somewhere! He had not died and— 
 
    And then the memory of last night hit him like a wave. 
 
    Some old man had insulted him … Skodan! And they had fought in the muddy alley behind the tavern. 
 
    But Wisag could not remember anything of the fight itself, or how he had come to be in this bed. For him, last night stopped before Skodan swung Wyetgerd’s Ax for the first time. 
 
    The Ax! 
 
    Slowly, Wisag turned his head to the left and saw the double-headed weapon propped against the bedside table. The dull grey blades gleamed in the light. 
 
    But if Wisag was alive, and Wyetgerd’s Ax was beside him … 
 
    “Is he dead?” Wisag asked. 
 
    Isani did not respond for a moment. Her back still to him, she continued to work with something he could not see. 
 
    “I said, is Skod—” 
 
    “Quiet, boy,” she said. “I heard you! I’m old. Not deaf.” 
 
    Her loud, raspy voice made his head pound again. Wisag closed his eyes and took deep breaths to dampen the pain. 
 
    “I can’t remember what happened,” he said weakly. 
 
    Isani slowly turned. His vision still cloudy, the old woman appeared double before his eyes. It was a moment before she came into focus. 
 
    She had only one eye. 
 
    Isani wore no patch to cover the empty socket. The skin had somehow come together and shriveled up like a prune. Isani regarded him with almost disinterest as he made the ancient gesture to ward off ill luck. She shuffled on what seemed to be painful legs bedside and stooped. With her one milky eye, she gazed down at him for a long moment. 
 
    “You killed Skodan,” she said. 
 
    Wisag could not believe it. “How?” 
 
    “Mostly luck.” 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    He should have been thrilled to be alive, but he had killed a legendary warrior and a good man. The thought saddened him. What would Erwyn, his father, have thought?  
 
    Skodan, dead in some muddy alley behind a pitiful tavern, in some forgettable village in the west of Braedhait, felled by a lucky swing of a sword by a drunken man more than half his age. 
 
    The gods were cruel. 
 
    With her one eye, Isani stared at him like she was examining a jewel for impurities.  
 
    “Then the Ax is truly mine?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “It’s yours,” Isani said. “Now shut up.” 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    The old woman brought her crooked hands over his face. They were bony and knobby and bent with arthritis. Her hands shook as she began muttering in the ancient tongue. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Quiet,” she said. 
 
    A small shaft of green light shot from one of her palms to the other. Slowly, and with great effort, she pulled her shaking hands farther apart, inch-by-inch. She struggled to do so, as if the light were pulling her hands together. Isani then reached so that both hands were by the sides of Wisag’s head.  
 
    He had never seen magic before. Had only heard incredulous tales of it. But he had no doubt he saw something miraculous and inexplicable, as the green light penetrated his head. He expected it to hurt, but it did not. Instead it had the power of the most soothing balm he’d ever experienced. The roaring ache in his head began to dissipate. He closed his eyes, basking in the warm and powerful glow of the magic flowing through him now. It felt so good. The head ache was gone, and the rest of the aches in his body were retreating as well. When he opened his eyes again, he realized Isani had been doing this to him for some minutes. Her arms shook with the effort. 
 
    The green light disappeared. The old woman slumped into a chair by the side of the bed, exhausted. Her back remained crooked, bent like a long bow. Wisag had never seen anyone so old before. 
 
    “What did you do?” he asked. 
 
    She was breathing heavily, her one eye shut. “I healed you, Wisag. What do you think I did?” 
 
    He felt so good that he opened both eyes fully. “Why?” 
 
    “For coin!” She laughed. “What else?” 
 
    “Coin?” he asked, hoping she was making a joke. His hand went to his pocket, but came back out empty. The two coppers—all the money he had to his name—were gone. They must have fallen out during the fight with Skodan. 
 
    “Yes!” She opened her eye again. “For coin. Everyone must make a living somehow. This is how I make mine.” 
 
    Wisag sat up in the bed, his eyes drifting over to Wyetgerd’s Ax. He turned so he was sitting and put his feet on the floor. 
 
    “I have no coin.” 
 
    “I know that. Do you think I’m a fool, boy?” She pointed a crooked, bony finger at him. “You’ll have to get some. Twenty-five Reks.” 
 
    “Twenty-five …?” He had no idea where he would get that much. He’d have to find work somewhere and even then it would take him weeks, more probably months, to work off that debt. In that moment, he was sorely tempted to get out of bed and simply leave town. The old woman would not be able to pursue him. He hated that he was even tempted. She had saved his life. 
 
    “Two significant blows to the head. You were bleeding inside your skull,” she croned. “You would have died under anyone else’s care. And you dare to question how much I charge you for my skill! Health is wealth, boy! Health is wealth!” 
 
    “Much gratitu—” 
 
    “I don’t want your gratitude, boy!” she screeched. “I want twenty-five Reks.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “I don’t have it, old woman.” 
 
    “You lost two fingers. The infection has already seeped its way in. I will cease my work here and you will lose yourself, piece-by-piece, until the infection reaches your heart, boy. Do you know what happens then?” 
 
    He got a chill. He’d seen this happen to one of his friends as a young boy. The other youth had wasted away, his body burning with fever for weeks. Lucan had died horribly. 
 
    Wisag picked up his bandaged hand and looked at it. 
 
    “Well?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll pay.” 
 
    “How?” she demanded. 
 
    “Somehow.” Wisag felt the headache returning. He looked at his bandaged hand. “Will I be able to hold anything with this?” 
 
    “It won’t be easy.” 
 
    Wisag cursed. “Were you not able to help Skodan?” 
 
    Isani’s one good eye narrowed. “It was his time, boy.” 
 
    “But not mine?” He shook his head. “Do you commune with the gods also?” 
 
    “Perhaps I do.” 
 
    He shivered at the sound of her words. The power to heal, the ability to commune, the long life … she had several marks of a witch. 
 
    “So it was Skodan’s time, but not mine?” 
 
    She shrugged. “If you expect me to provide you with a philosophical answer that will slake the brooding in your soul, you will be waiting a very long time, boy.” 
 
    Wisag looked down at the Ax. “So what do I do?” 
 
    “What is not important.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “How is important, Wisag. You can be a farmer, you can be a laborer, you can be a merchant, you can be a priest, and you can be a warrior. You can be a husband, you can be a father, and you can be a friend. These are all whats. Many men sire children, but make for poor fathers. Many men lust for a woman and marry in haste, and inevitably make for poor husbands. Many men are a pleasure to drink with, but once the bill comes they turn into perfect strangers.” 
 
    Her last example of friendship reminded him of Callotrox. But Wisag was in no mood for a lecture.  
 
    “Your point?” 
 
    “Husband, father, friend, warrior, farmer … these are all whats. How a man does these things is all that matters.” 
 
    Wisag just wanted to move on. He held up his bandaged hand. 
 
    “Can you destroy the infection?” he asked. 
 
    “I have taken the first steps,” she said. “But I think I will refrain from doing anything further until you can pay me.” 
 
    “But it will spread!” Wisag said. “You would let me die, after you have nursed me back to near-health?” 
 
    “No,” she said gravely. “I would not let you die, for that is not who I am. But even I have limits. I have used all my considerable energies on healing the internal wounds to your head. I must rest now, if I am to continue helping you.” 
 
    “How quickly will the infection spread?” 
 
    “Quickly enough.” She smiled. “Better find some coin fast. Or I’ll lay a curse on you. Your muscles will wither, your testes will shrivel, and you’ll look eighty winters before you even turn twenty-five. Your eyesight will fail, your teeth will rot instantly and fall out overnight, and, not being able to keep down what you eat or eat at all, you’ll die a slow, cruel death by starvation.” 
 
    “I’ll pay.” He made the protective sign of the shield, and this made him think of something. “It will be easy. I’ll sell the Ax. Some Earl or Baron would love to hang this on their hall, so they can show off the latest piece in their collection.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No one will buy this weapon from you, Wisag, least of all a noble. The weapon invites challengers. No lord will hang it proudly on their wall, for it will give anyone—even a commoner—the right to fight them to the death. No highborn, blue-blooded man would put his life in jeopardy. The peasants would line up for leagues for an opportunity to challenge their lord with impunity.” 
 
    Wisag had not thought of that. He merely wanted to get his hands on some Reks to pay this woman off. The thought of dying from a horrid infection terrified him.  
 
    She went on. “And to own this Ax is to live by a code. No Earl or Baron would dare take up this arm, for they would then be compelled to walk a virtuous path even when it was not politically expedient. So-called great men are rarely heroes. There is no profit in it.” 
 
    Wisag’s mind was beginning to spin. All this talk was above his head. He just wanted to be rid of the damned Ax and pay off this debt, with enough coin left in his pocket to start over. 
 
    “Wyetgerd’s Ax is yours,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t want it,” he said. “I’ll leave it here. Whoever wants it can come take it.” 
 
    “I grow weary of telling you not to be a fool. Whoever wants the Ax must take it from you. You can leave it here, but still they’ll challenge you to a fight.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “I didn’t ask for this.” 
 
    “No?” She stood. “Are you one of these dimwits who thinks everything happens to him and that he is not the cause of any of it?” 
 
    Wisag’s head had begun to pound again. He laid back down and turned from her. “Leave me be, old woman.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you be,” she said. “But they won’t.” 
 
    “They?” He turned just his head. “Who do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Wisag walked through the small home. He left the bedroom and passed through a larger area where he saw a cauldron, many pots, food, spices, herbs, liquors, and potions. With each step, his head cleared some more. An old, oversized wooden chair sat in the corner, looking frailer than the witch.  
 
    There was a man curled up under two blankets on that chair. 
 
    “Callotrox?” 
 
    His friend’s eyes popped open, and Callotrox threw the blankets off his body and stood. 
 
    “Wisag!” 
 
    The two embraced. Callotrox gently patted Wisag’s back, careful not to aggravate any injuries from last night’s duel. 
 
    “I feel horse-trampled,” Wisag said. 
 
    Callotrox stepped back and smiled. “Thank the gods you’re alive. Even though you fought magnificently, I feared you might die so I carried you here.” 
 
    Good Callotrox. The best friend Wisag had ever had. The two couldn’t have been more different. Callotrox, the respectful son who always worked hard at his lessons, never complaining about the tedious labor in the lord’s fields. Wisag, the impetuous brawler, who could not go a few days without fighting, who begrudgingly learned his letters and numbers. 
 
    “Magnificently?” Wisag asked. “Skodan had me from the jump.” 
 
    Callotrox regarded him like he’d been moon-touched. “Horse, you should have seen your footwork and swordplay! You were drunker than Tyrg on his wedding night and yet Skodan, the best fighting man to ever wield sword or ax, could not penetrate your defenses!” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. Callotrox always saw things differently. If it rained for days, he’d remind everyone it was good for the crops. If he got a fever, he’d be thankful for the good health he usually enjoyed. Normally Wisag shrugged off his friend’s harmless optimism, but this morning Callotrox was deluded. 
 
    “That old man had me the whole time,” Wisag said. “I got lucky.” 
 
    “Wisag.” Callotrox looked at him seriously. “Did you see all the scars on Skodan?” 
 
    Wisag nodded. 
 
    “All those injuries were from hard-fought battles, including the wars in Sarac and Adelfic. He sustained those in the shield walls, where many of the enemy battled him at once.” 
 
    “What is your point?” Wisag asked, not comprehending. 
 
    “Wisag.” Callotrox took a deep breath. “In single combat, no man has ever scored a hit against Skodan.” 
 
    Wisag looked away, uncomfortable with his friend’s implied praise. “That is impossible. Someone must ha—” 
 
    “No one has!” Callotrox said. “Ever since Skodan claimed Wyetgerd’s Ax, no man has ever even nicked him in a duel.” 
 
    Wisag still did not believe it. As incredible a fighter as Skodan was, as legendary as he had grown in Braedhait, no man was that good. Warriors encouraged rumors like this to strike fear in potential opponents. 
 
    “And that last attack.” Callotrox shook his head. “It was marvelous.” 
 
    Wisag could not remember the end of the fight. But rather than argue with his friend, he decided to accept the compliment. “Thank you.” 
 
    Wisag looked past his friend at the door. Outside the witch’s home, he could hear the people loitering now. How many were out there? 
 
    “You should rest, horse.” Callotrox looked nervously at the door. “Really.” 
 
    “How many are out there?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Many,” Callotrox said in an ominous tone. “It is absurd how quickly word travels. My father and I have been here for several days, long enough to have met everyone, and already there are people out there I have never seen before.” 
 
    “Challengers?” Wisag asked. He was in no condition to duel with anyone right now. The ache in his head was tolerable, but the rest of his body was sore. And he could barely grip anything with his left hand right now. 
 
    “Yes,” Callotrox said uneasily. 
 
    So it went. Most considered it a great honor to carry the weapon belonging to the mythic hero Wyetgerd, a lowborn man who refused to serve any lord. If you believed the legend, he had found the ax in a cave of all places and, once he picked it up, he walked the virtuous path of the hero, always fighting on the side of justice, without concern for self. If called upon to give aid, the man bearing the Ax was expected to provide it unless he was already aiding another. Any man who wished to claim it could challenge the bearer to single combat.  
 
    So the legend had been built up over the years, the weapon passing from one great man to another. Skodan had carried Wyetgerd’s Ax for nearly half a century, claiming it as a young man. 
 
    And now the weapon had found its way into Wisag’s hands. 
 
    “How many challengers?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Four, maybe five. Darren among them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember, horse?” Callotrox gave him a look. “Skodan’s squire?” 
 
    Wisag did not recall. “Ah, yes.” 
 
    Callotrox smiled. “You don’t remember, do you?” 
 
    “Of course I do. A tall man with dark hair?” 
 
    Callotrox shook his head. “A man of regular height with blonde hair.” 
 
    “That is what I meant.” Wisag stepped around his friend, headed for the door. 
 
    “Don’t go out there,” Callotrox warned. 
 
    “I must,” Wisag said, almost adding, I need to find coin to pay the witch. But he knew Callotrox would simply step in and pay Isani. He could not rely upon his old friend for everything. Callotrox had already shown him such generosity. 
 
    “Why?” Callotrox asked. 
 
    Wisag did not answer. He opened the door, the morning sunlight making him squint. 
 
    “There he is!” someone shouted. 
 
    A great clamor arose. A knot of young boys swarmed him, like he was some great hero. Unmarried maidens gasped and covered their mouths. Men ranging from his own age to fifty winters eyed him, some with admiration, some with a challenge. He spotted Darren quickly, the squire stood apart from the crowd with head held high, shoulders back, and blonde hair pinned behind his head. He was armored, his sword hanging by his side, hand resting on the hilt. Wisag expected the inevitable challenge from the man. If you were squire to the great Skodan, it was because you longed for the day when it would be your turn to wield Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    But no challenge came. Darren simply watched him from afar with cool eyes that gave away nothing.  
 
    A tall, sinewy man, only a few years older than Wisag, stepped forward. “I am Jorun and I come to challenge you for the Ax!” 
 
    He spoke the words before three others could make the same claim. The crowd whipped itself into a frenzy, the tumult nearly drowning everything else out. Wisag ignored the challengers and scanned the faces. He saw a short, pudgy man being jostled in the midst of the mob. 
 
    “You!” Wisag pointed. “You there!” 
 
    He could not remember the man’s name from the tavern. Callotrox had shared the man’s troubles with Wisag, however, he could not recall the details. His head was still muddled from drink. 
 
    The pudgy man was having great difficulty pushing his way through the crowd. He wobbled as he walked, and Wisag remembered one of the man’s legs was shorter than the other. This morning, he wore a bandage on his forehead, a long strip of fabric wrapped around his head holding it in place.  
 
    “MAKE A HOLE!” Wisag shouted, making his own ears ring and head pound. 
 
    Hearing the man who bore Wyetgerd’s Ax give an order, the crowd parted and grew quiet. The man limped his way forward, stopping a few feet from him. 
 
    “You spoke with Skodan last night,” Wisag said. 
 
    The man nodded. “I am Gordrig. And last night, Skodan took on a burden for me.” 
 
    Wisag had thought as much, watching the man speak in animated fashion to the old warrior in the tavern.  
 
    “Hold!” shouted Jorun, the first man to challenge him.  
 
    Jorun stepped forward, forcing himself between the much shorter Gordrig and Wisag. His breath stank. His eyes were bloodshot, belying lack of sleep and probably a night of drinking, but the man looked formidable enough. He was a head taller than Wisag and had a noticeably longer reach. A long sword hung at his side and he kept his weight on the balls of his feet.  
 
    A fighter. 
 
    Wisag had pushed his luck last night with Skodan. With head pounding, body hurting, and only one hand working, he knew dueling with this dangerous-looking man would be risky. In the background of the crowd, Darren watched Wisag with curious eyes. The squire wanted to see who would win in a fight between the two men. 
 
    “I challenged you for the Ax,” Jorun said, eyes narrowing, “before this man came forward.” 
 
    Wisag shrugged. “Good for you.” 
 
    “You must accept the challenge,” Jorun said. “Before you can take on this man’s burden.” 
 
    Before Wisag could speak, Callotrox stepped beside him. He had not heard his friend come out of the house. 
 
    “When a man steps onto Wyetgerd’s path,” Callotrox cut in, “he does not start at the beginning of the road. Rather, he resumes the walk of the last man to carry the Ax.” He raised his voice. “Isn’t that true?” 
 
    The crowd shouted its agreement. 
 
    Callotrox continued. “This man here, Gordrig, requested aid from Skodan last night. You said so yourself.” Callotrox turned to the short man. “You said, Skodan accepted your burden.” 
 
    Gordrig nodded. “That he did. It’s my dau—” 
 
    Callotrox cut him off and faced Jorun. “As we all know, Wyetgerd’s Ax comes with both benefits and liabilities, with both credits and debits. When this man here—” Callotrox poked Wisag in the chest. “—claimed the Ax, he also assumed responsibility for the burden accepted by Skodan.” 
 
    Jorun scowled at Callotrox. “Sodding merchants. Your lot is worse than the lawyers!” 
 
    Callotrox ignored the insult. “Therefore, Wi—Jadisag here must attend to Gordrig before he can accept any challenges.” 
 
    Wisag smiled, grateful for his friend’s intervention. Without Callotrox, he might have been forced into single combat with this man, who looked dangerous. He was in no state for that. 
 
    Jorun shook his head and looked pointedly at Wisag. “Fine. But you heard me, boy. I challenged you first. When you are done helping this pig farmer here, I will find you.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” Wisag felt his own anger rising. “Though to accept a challenge from the likes of you is beneath me, by the gods.” 
 
    “You lying, cowardly, murderous wretch!” Jorun poked him in the chest. “I know who you are. You killed my cousin back on the road in cold blood. Several more came to our river home, in hot pursuit of you because you gamble away money you don’t have.” 
 
    Wisag’s anger rose. 
 
    Jorun hissed, “I will gut you and take the Ax. You don’t deserve it. A man like you disrespects everything Wyetgerd represents.” 
 
    Wisag balled his good fist. “Your cousin was a murdering highwayman who would have stabbed me in the back for one copper! What would Wyetgerd have thought of him?” 
 
    Jorun spat at his feet. “LIAR!” 
 
    Callotrox forced himself between the two men. “You must attend to Gordrig now.” 
 
    Wisag turned disrespectfully from Jorun. “Let us talk amongst ourselves, so not all thieving liars can know your business, sir.” 
 
    Gordrig smiled gratefully, but his eyes remained nervous. “To my home then.” 
 
    “We can speak inside,” Wisag said, turning to the witch’s home. 
 
    “Apologies, Warrior,” Gordrig said, the first man to bestow the honorific on Wisag for carrying Wyetgerd’s Ax. “But I do not wish to set foot in there.” 
 
    He made the protective sign of the ram, clawing and spreading two fingers. Wisag was about to argue, for he was already tired, but Callotrox intervened again. 
 
    “My room at the inn is much closer. Let us go there.” 
 
    Gordrig nodded quickly, and Callotrox led the way. The crowd began to grow loud again, following them down the slick road. After last night’s torrential storm, the ground was soft and muddy, but this morning there was not a cloud in the painfully blue sky. There was a chill in the air, winter’s dying grip, but the sun was bright and warm. 
 
    Before they reached the inn, the crowd had dispersed. But Jorun remained, along with two men whom Wisag now noticed. They were the same ones from the road yesterday. The trio watched silently while Wisag, Gordrig, and Callotrox entered the inn. 
 
    Inside, a fire blazed in the hearth where merchants were just sitting down to eat. It was lunchtime, but Wisag’s stomach turned over at the thought of food. He knew he needed to eat something, but he also knew whatever he forced down would only come right back up. 
 
    “Can I pay for your mead?” Gordrig asked. “While we talk?” 
 
    Wisag frowned. “Weak ale, if you don’t mind. The weakest they have.” 
 
    Gordrig nodded and went away to find a serving maid, while Wisag and Callotrox stood in the foyer of the inn. The keeper appeared a moment later, a middle-aged man with a long mustache. 
 
    “You Wisag?” he asked. 
 
    “Jadisag,” Wisag lied. 
 
    “Right.” The man smiled, seeing right through it. “Jadisag. Where’s the Ax?” 
 
    Wisag realized he had left it at the witch’s home. He would have to get used to carrying it with him wherever he went. 
 
    “In good hands, Hostler,” Callotrox said smoothly. “I will need to keep the room for another night, possibly two.” 
 
    “You will need,” the innkeeper said, then looked at Wisag. “Or he will need?” 
 
    “Both of us,” Callotrox said. 
 
    Hostler studied Wisag while he spoke to Callotrox. “Your father has already closed the account. And I have promised the room to another.” 
 
    “Where is my father?” Callotrox asked. 
 
    “Packing your cart, I believe,” Hostler said, then quickly added. “We have no other rooms available, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Wisag assumed he was part of the subtext here. Before he could say anything, Gordrig returned with a mug of ale. 
 
    “Here you are, Warrior,” Gordrig said.  
 
    Wisag gratefully accepted the drink, noting the man himself did not have one. “I hate to drink alone. Where is yours?” 
 
    Gordrig pulled a face. “The pigs have the fever. And my daughter needs help.” 
 
    Wisag was mid-sip when he heard this. He pulled the mug from his mouth and passed it back to the man. “Here. Let us find a quiet corner to speak.” 
 
    Callotrox turned to him. “I will return shortly.” 
 
    His friend walked past Hostler, through the foyer. Gordrig led him into the other room. The merchants dining there all turned to look at them. Gordrig, a mere pig farmer, did not seem welcome. The merchants shifted their eyes toward Wisag, appraising him with their businessmen’s eyes. 
 
    They sat at a small table in the corner of the room. Gordrig was about to take the corner seat facing the room, but Wisag nudged his shoulder. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” he said. “Many men are looking for me, and I’d prefer not to sit with my back to the room.” 
 
    The pig farmer smiled nervously. “Of course. Please.” 
 
    Both men sat. Gordrig seemed to have forgotten the mug of ale. He had placed the drink on the table and now fidgeted with his hands. 
 
    “It’s my girl, Eldria,” Gordrig said. “Last evening, three men came to our home and took her away.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. His head was beginning to throb again, and he wanted to get this over with so he could pay back the witch. 
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
    Gordrig looked down. “There was nothing I could do. You see I am a cripple.” 
 
    Wisag said nothing. 
 
    “Two men held me down while the third, claiming to be her husband, carried her out. She did not struggle or say anything. He knocked her unconscious and carried her away.” 
 
    Wisag sat back, allowing his eyes to look past the pig farmer. The merchants dining in the room were speaking quietly among themselves, though most were slyly watching. 
 
    “When I pressed the men, they presented me with a forged marriage seal.” 
 
    “So your lord would not do anything,” Wisag said. 
 
    “The Earl of Hartley is a … good man,” Gordrig said, very carefully. Wisag could tell he did not feel this way at all. “He spends most of his time in the south, but I went to his Captain of the Guard. The man would not pursue the matter once he heard about the marriage seal.” 
 
    A marriage seal carried with it the full weight and authority of the curia. Once a marriage was blessed by the gods, no man could remove a woman from her husband’s home. It was not only a sin, it was a crime that carried a severe punishment, even for a lord. 
 
    “The Captain of the Guard did nothing to check its authenticity?” 
 
    Gordrig opened his mouth to speak, but said nothing. He did not know how to answer without impugning the Earl’s men. 
 
    Wisag nodded. Another wave of nausea hit him. Once it passed, he grabbed the mug and took another swig. The ale was weak, thankfully, more water than liquor. 
 
    “And you knew nothing of a marriage?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “My Eldria is a sweet girl, just sixteen. She has never left this place and had no opportunity to ever meet this man who carried her away. She would have told me if she planned on marrying someone.” 
 
    Wisag kept his doubts to himself. Plenty of young women refrained from notifying their fathers in advance of their marriage plans. Especially if those plans involved a less-than-reputable man. Perhaps this was the case for Eldria. She had fallen in love with an older man who knew he would not gain her father’s approval. 
 
    “She intended to enter the Abbey,” Gordrig said. “All her life she has looked toward the heavens.” 
 
    That gave some credence to Gordrig’s beliefs. 
 
    The pig farmer’s face turned red. “They took her and … this is no marriage, Warrior. This is a …” 
 
    He could not bring himself to say it. Wisag assumed the girl would be kept as a mistress, or perhaps sold into servitude, either of labor or of the body. 
 
    “Please help me.” 
 
    “You knew the men that came?” Wisag asked. 
 
    Gordrig nodded. “Of them. They hail from Ulham. The groom’s name on the marriage seal is Farlogh.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “This is the burden which Skodan accepted?” 
 
    Gordrig nodded again. “Please. You see I am a cripple and no born warrior. After they left, I grabbed the first horse I could find and rode them down. They easily handled me, knocking me from the horse, and taking my girl away.” 
 
    “You were fortunate they did not kill you,” Wisag said. Damned fool. He was just a pig farmer, one leg shorter than the other. He’d probably taken flight without a weapon too. 
 
    “How far is Ulham?” 
 
    “Two days’ ride,” Gordrig said. “Skodan promised to set out this morning. He said he could not pursue riders in last night’s storm and …” 
 
    Gordrig’s voice faded. 
 
    Wisag noted the charged silence. “And what?” 
 
    “And he said he had prior business with you.” 
 
    Wisag hid his surprise. Not until Gordrig had already left the tavern did Skodan exchange any words with Wisag. What prior business did they have? 
 
    “I will find a horse and set out this afternoon,” Wisag said. 
 
    Gordrig smiled. “Oh, thank you, Warrior. Much gratitude.” 
 
    “As to the fee,” Wisag said gently. 
 
    “Yes.” Gordrig looked down, embarrassed. “As I said, the pigs have the fever so we had to—” 
 
    “Thirty-five Reks,” Wisag said. 
 
    All the color drained from Gordrig’s face. “Thirty-five … sir, we don’t have that kind of coin.” 
 
    “Your daughter’s life isn’t worth that much?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Skodan only requested the five Reks.” 
 
    Wisag wanted to curse. As Callotrox had said earlier, all benefits and liabilities carried with the Ax. He could not ask for more. 
 
    Though, the pig farmer seemed not to realize this. Wisag wanted to press this to his advantage, but then Callotrox entered the dining area. The sight of his friend reminded him of Callotrox’s own generosity of spirit. He would not have made this farmer into a pauper. Callotrox would have traded with him fairly. 
 
    Your father watches from Vastagi, he reminded himself. 
 
    Wisag sighed. “Five Reks it is then.” 
 
    “Much gratitude.” Gordrig pumped his hand. “If you don’t have your own horse, allow me to find you one, Warrior.” 
 
    “Kindly.” 
 
    Gordrig went off and Wisag leaned back against his chair. Callotrox took his seat and looked at Wisag, though he seemed preoccupied. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing, horse.” Callotrox forced a smile. “Has Gordrig asked you to journey to Ulham?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Callotrox looked away.  
 
    “Callotrox,” Wisag said, leaning forward. “What is wrong?” 
 
    “Ulham is a dangerous place.” He leveled his eyes on Wisag. “That is why we have foregone trading there this season.” 
 
    Wisag had heard of the hamlet before. It was said to be nestled along a brook. Ulham was part of Count Sustix’s domain, he thought. From what little he had heard of the place and the Count, it seemed like it would be no different than this town, comprised of laborers and peasants, with merchants occasionally passing through. The Count probably made his home elsewhere, so there could not be much of a martial presence there. 
 
    “Dangerous?” Wisag said.  
 
    Callotrox nodded. “You have heard of Murrghad?” 
 
    The name was familiar, but Wisag could not recall where he had heard it before. 
 
    “The Earl of Lomney’s brother?” Callotrox prompted. 
 
    Wisag shrugged. “Since father passed, I have been in my own world, Callotrox.” 
 
    His friend nodded. “Murrghad is—” 
 
    “There you are.” Callotrox’s father, Vertitrox, stepped into the dining room. He wore a long leather jacket over expensive silk garments. Since Wisag had last seen the man, his hair had turned completely grey. “My it is good to see you again! You look so much like your father.” 
 
    Wisag jutted his chin, proud to look like his father. He got up and shook Vertitrox’s hand. Callotrox’s father had never been warm toward him, and Wisag wondered at this new attitude. Perhaps the man felt some sympathy for him, having heard of his father’s passing. 
 
    “Cal,” Vertitrox said, “go check the cart for me.” 
 
    Callotrox glanced over at his father. “But you were just out there, Fa—” 
 
    “Go on now,” Vertitrox said. “Keep an eye on the spice. I’ll be out in a moment.” 
 
    Callotrox kept his eyes on his father for a long moment. Then, like the obedient son he had always been, he excused himself. Vertitrox waited till he was out of the room. A serving girl came over and poured mead for Vertitrox. The man waved a hand and she refilled Wisag’s mug of ale also. 
 
    When she was gone, Vertitrox raised his mug. Wisag lifted his own. 
 
    “It is good to see you, Wisag,” Vertitrox said. “I was sorry to hear about your father. Great man.” 
 
    “He was.” 
 
    “And now he resides in Vastagi,” Vertitrox said. “With all the other great warriors, as I’m sure you will be one day.” 
 
    “If I am so lucky,” Wisag said. 
 
    Vertitrox sipped his mead then put the mug down. “I hear you are going west.” 
 
    “If that is the direction of Ulham.” 
 
    “It is.” Vertitrox paused, then he folded his hands. “Wisag, my boy has always been your friend. When you were younger, just children, I saw no problem with this. You were one for mischief, but you had a good heart.” 
 
    Wisag said nothing. 
 
    “But you are not children anymore,” Vertitrox said. “Mischief when you are twelve winters is very different from mischief when you are twenty-two winters. As both you and Cal are now.” 
 
    Wisag still said nothing. 
 
    Vertitrox sighed. “My boy knows you are going to Ulham, alone, on a dangerous mission.” 
 
    “What is so dangerous about it?” Wisag asked. “Three men stole a woman. All I have to do is show them Wyetgerd’s Ax and two of them will probably drop their weapons and run off scared. I can handle one man, as I demonstrated last night.” 
 
    He had spoken with a confidence he did not feel. There was something about the way both Callotrox and his father had spoken of Ulham and the danger there. Merchants were calculated risk-takers. There was a reason they had decided not to trade their spices there, despite the coin they could probably fetch. 
 
    Vertitrox laughed. “You really have no idea?” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “Since my father passed, I—” 
 
    “Have run up debts and are rumored to have murdered several men in cold blood.” Vertitrox spoke harshly now, shaking his head. “I admired and respected your father. When you were a boy, despite my better judgment, I permitted Cal to befriend you. But now I cannot allow him to throw his life away for you. Our business will soon thrive and he will be set up for life. With coin he can marry into a good family, and his children will enjoy privileges the likes of which you and I will never see. I will not jeopardize that future.” 
 
    Now Wisag understood. “Say what you want.” 
 
    Vertitrox brought his eyes back around. “Cal will offer to join you on your quest. You must reject him.” 
 
    “I don’t need him.” 
 
    Vertitrox shook his head. “You need someone, damnit! Do you really have no idea what you’re riding into?” 
 
    Wisag put on a brave face. “The man who walks Wyetgerd’s path does not live in fear of—” 
 
    “Enough with this act!” Vertitrox slapped the table, rattling the mugs. “You and I both know what you are, boy. Your father was a hero. Now there, there, was a man. He lived by a code and he walked the path of virtue. And he suffered for it. Even when that whore of a mother left you, he remained a good man.” 
 
    Wisag fought back angry, bitter tears. 
 
    “He raised you as best he could. None could have done better. All those years, he protected you from yourself. He was your strength. He was your discipline. He was your map. But when he died, all that went away didn’t it?” 
 
    Wisag looked away in shame. For Vertitrox was right. 
 
    “He was gone less than a month when you killed that man over, what was it, a—” 
 
    “He insulted my father,” Wisag said, without emotion. 
 
    “That is not what I heard,” Vertitrox retorted. “But never mind that. You grasp my wider point.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Your father was a great man, Wisag. But you …” 
 
    Wisag wanted to strike the man. With murder in his heart, he spoke: “I said I understand your point.” 
 
    Vertitrox took a deep breath. “When Cal asks to join you, as I know he will, you will refuse him. That will not be enough, for Cal is a great man and loyal to a fault. So you will likely have to insult him. Even then, he will still turn his other ear if I know my boy. He will still argue to go with you. If you have to, you must end the friendship once and for all.” 
 
    “Simply order him not to go. You’re his father. He listens to you.” Wisag leaned in. “And by the by, he has never liked the nickname Cal. Thinks it a touch feminine. Call him Callotrox.” 
 
    Vertitrox ignored the last comment. “I can tell him not to, and he will listen to me, like he always does. But then he will resent me.” 
 
    Wisag wondered what was so bad about that. 
 
    “And we are business partners now. It would not be good for anything to come between us. Cal’s whole future is at stake here.” 
 
    “He is my friend, though. Why would I refuse his help, especially if, as you say, I need someone to go with me?” 
 
    “Because he is your friend. And because you know it is for the best. Cal is a good man—too good at times. He will ruin himself for you. And this quest you are about to go on … it is not just dangerous. It is deadly. There is no winning here. Even if you reunite the girl with her father, you will make many powerful enemies.” 
 
    “Why?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Do what your father would have done: seek knowledge to understand.”  
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “And do the right thing here, Wisag. Your father watches.” 
 
    Before he could respond, Vertitrox rose and left. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Your father watches. 
 
    Wisag, his head pounding terribly again, left the inn quickly before Callotrox returned. He did not yet know what he would do if Callotrox offered to ride with him. 
 
    No. 
 
    That was not true. 
 
    Wisag knew he would gladly accept Callotrox’s aid if it were offered. He didn’t plan on turning into a hero, or a warrior walking the path of Wyetgerd. But still, he would have liked to think of himself as a man, and a man did not lie to himself. He faced his inner truths head-on. 
 
    So, knowing himself, Wisag hurried back to the witch’s home. He was not yet in a condition to ride anywhere, but hopefully a few more hours of sleep would do the trick. As he approached her door, it opened. Isani peered out. 
 
    “I was exp—” 
 
    “Expecting me,” he cut in. “Of course you were.” 
 
    Isani’s smile turned cold. “Mind your manners with me, boy. You have two allies in the whole world, and I am one of them.” 
 
    Wisag slipped inside and eased the door shut. He smelled something pungent brewing in the cauldron. Strange smoke surged toward the hole in the pointed roof. 
 
    “I have taken a burden,” he explained, hoping this would gain him some favor with the witch. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” She sat in the old wooden chair where he had found Callotrox sleeping earlier. “It was a burden Skodan took on. You merely inherited it.” 
 
    “But,” he protested, “I did not have to inherit it. Like the sons of wealthy men who become priests, I could have refused my inheritance.” 
 
    She leaned back against the chair. Each bone in her spine cracked as she tried to straighten herself out. Her one eye blinked. 
 
    “I suppose that is true, but we both know why you took on the burden,” she said. “So you could pay me.” 
 
    He waved a hand, tired of her carping, and, without asking, stepped into the bedroom. Wyetgerd’s Ax was still propped against the table. Wisag all but fell into the bed, not bothering to remove his boots or clothes. 
 
    Your father watches. 
 
    “Is that true?” he muttered. “Do you see me?” 
 
    I do. 
 
    Wisag pushed himself up off the bed. He was certain he had just heard a voice. It was not his own echoing inside his mind, but clearly a distinct voice. 
 
    “What did you say?” he called out to the witch. 
 
    She did not respond. 
 
    Wisag got up and walked to the bedroom door. He poked his head out. Isani’s head had fallen back against the chair, her mouth hanging open and her one eye shut. As she drew breath, she snored softly. 
 
    Wisag shook his head. He was still dazed from the ale and the injuries to the head. His mind was playing tricks. Gently he closed the door to the bedroom. It was difficult to remove his boots with just one hand, but he managed. Then he climbed back into bed and fell asleep immediately. 
 
    In his dreams, he walked through a strange hall filled with bright, shining mirrors. At first, he thought he had entered Vastagi. A terrible cold fear gripped him. If he was in Vastagi, that meant he had died in the fight with Skodan, and what had just happened to him—claiming the Ax, meeting the witch, taking on Gordrig’s burden—was all a dream. And that would have made sense, for he had fought Skodan. What chance did he ever have— 
 
    Better than you thought. 
 
    The strange voice in his dreams jolted him awake. The bed sheets were dampened with his sweat. Wisag forced himself to his feet, making the mistake of pushing down with his left hand. Burning pain shot into his wrist and he bit back a shriek. 
 
    Though his hand throbbed, his head ache was gone and overall he felt much better. A jug of water sat on the table by his bed, just behind the Ax. He picked it up and, rather than pour it into the mug provided, he drank straight from the jug itself, gulping down big mouthfuls. It was cold and tasteless and refreshing. He wondered if she had collected it from the mountain streams that flowed nearby. 
 
    Wisag pulled his boots back on. The sunlight entering through the window was hitting the room at a noticeably different angle. He had been asleep for at least two hours, possibly longer. 
 
    The bedroom door was already open. Wisag stepped into the larger room, where he found Isani bent over the cauldron. 
 
    “He’s waiting for you,” she said. 
 
    Wisag hung his head. He still did not know how he would refuse Callotrox’s offer to help. He could not find it in his heart to insult the only man who had shown him true kindness over the years. Nor could he terminate their friendship. 
 
    “Is Callotrox outside?” he asked, dreading the conversation he was about to have. 
 
    She pulled her head out of the steam rising from the cauldron. “Not Callotrox.” 
 
    “Gordrig then?” Wisag could have done with another hour or two of sleep before setting off, though before he sat a horse, he needed to know more about Ulham and this Murrghad. 
 
    Isani shook her head no. “Did you not hear him?” 
 
    He has “heard me.” 
 
    Wisag spun around and came face-to-face with Skodan. The aged warrior filled the doorway with his broad shoulders and massive legs. 
 
    “Warrior!” Wisag shouted. It was not every day a man returned from the dead … unless this were all some terrible trick. 
 
    Skodan smiled and laughed. Wisag breathed a sigh of relief. If Skodan were still alive, then that meant the Ax still belonged to him. Wisag could be rid of the damned thing. He would still have to find a way to pay off the witch, but that he would find a way to do. Better to be free of Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    Isani said, “I will give you a moment.” 
 
    The witch stepped outside. Wisag, for his part, did not remove his eyes from Skodan. 
 
    “Have you never seen a spirit before?” Skodan bellowed. 
 
    Wisag shuddered. Studying the man standing before him more closely, he realized that he could see through Skodan to the other room. His form had very little substance. Wisag made the protective sign and backed away from the warrior-shade. 
 
    “You yet live,” Wisag said. “The Ax is still yours.” 
 
    Skodan laughed. “I have passed, boy. I am deader than Wyetgerd.” 
 
    Wisag had a depressing thought. “Then there is no Vastagi?” 
 
    “That I cannot say.” Skodan’s smile faded. “I believe the gods invite me, but I have business here.” 
 
    If there was no Vastagi, Wisag wondered where his father was. If he was anywhere at all. 
 
    “Wherever he walks, your father will find happiness,” Skodan said, reading Wisag’s mind like a tome. 
 
    Wisag had gone from shock at seeing the shade of Skodan, to grief over his father’s afterlife, to somehow accepting the reality of speaking to a dead man, all in the span of a few moments. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “What do you know of me, boy?” 
 
    Wisag was in no mood for answering questions. He would have preferred another hour of sleep, but now that he was awake, he was prepared to set out on his journey.  
 
    “I know that there are no great men,” Wisag said. “The things said about you defy belief.” 
 
    Skodan pointed toward the Ax. “There is no shame in running, you know.” 
 
    “What?” Wisag frowned. “Of course there is! Had I known who you are, I would not have …” 
 
    “Insulted me?” 
 
    “You insulted me first!” Wisag thundered, though he could not recall the details from the night before. He remembered the old warrior raising his mug at Wisag, then later exchanging words. But what they had said to one another, he had no idea. 
 
    “Did I?” Skodan asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Wisag said. “I remember it clearly.” 
 
    “And what did I say?” 
 
    Wisag turned. “I do not recall the exact words. But even if they were harmless, it was your tone and manner that gave offense.” 
 
    “You allowed an old man to bait you,” Skodan said. “And then you paid the price for it.” 
 
    Wisag shot him a look. “I think it was you who paid the price, old man.” 
 
    Skodan’s serious face softened and he burst into laughter. “You think so?” 
 
    “I killed you,” Wisag said. “I yet draw breath while you …” 
 
    “If you think death is the worst that can happen to a man, you are less mature than I thought,” Skodan said. 
 
    Wisag walked around the dead warrior. In the bedroom, he picked up Wyetgerd’s Ax. It was monstrously heavy. He needed both hands to carry it and was amazed at how deftly Skodan had wielded it in their fight. 
 
    “I am here to help you,” Skodan said. 
 
    Wisag ignored this last comment. “You were waiting for me last night. Weren’t you?” 
 
    “I was waiting for the possibility of you,” Skodan said. 
 
    “That clears matters up.” Wisag had nothing to strap the Ax to. He would just have to carry the clumsy weapon around. Perhaps he could rig a strap or tether to the saddle of the horse Gordrig had gotten him. He could not carry this thing around all the time. He would barely be able to pick up a sword to fight. 
 
    “Boy,” Skodan said. “We must speak before you leave.” 
 
    “About what?” Wisag asked. “I don’t want your help. You can go back to, uh, wherever it is you came from.” 
 
    Skodan put his hands on his hips, looking very much the warrior still. He stood tall and proud in the larger room of the witch’s home. Despite his tenebrous frame, he still exuded an undeniable power. 
 
    “You have heard the saying: no good deed goes unpunished?” 
 
    “I have not only heard it, I have experienced it,” Wisag said. 
 
    “Oh have you?” 
 
    Anger ripped through Wisag. Ever since his father had died, he had behaved poorly. But he was not an evil or uncaring person. He had done good in his life. The last year had been difficult.  
 
    “I stood by Callotrox’s side when the other boys came to beat him senseless. I paid for that. I would have died were it not for my father interceding. From that day on, I had made enemies out of most of the other boys in the village.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “Then you know that good deeds have far-reaching consequences. You must remember that in your quest to bring this girl home.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Murrghad,” Skodan said. “He is at the heart of this. I want you to go into this burden with eyes wide open.” 
 
    “Why? What do you care?” 
 
    “Because you made a mistake in challenging me without knowing who I was. If you’re going to survive, and if you’re going to live up to Wyetgerd, you need to be smarter. A hero risks everything it is true, but he is also not careless with his life.” 
 
    “I don’t see how both things can be true at once.” Nor did he wish to be a hero for that matter. There was no such thing as great men. The bards sang only their praises and cleansed their histories. Wisag wondered what terrible things Skodan had done throughout his life, all of which had been buried or forgotten about. 
 
    “So close-minded for a young man!” Skodan said, his voice rising. 
 
    “What does Murrghad have to do with anything?” Wisag asked, ignoring the rebuke. “What is so terrible about Ulham?” 
 
    “Murrghad is a dark sorcerer, practicing arcane wizardry. The King looks the other way because Murrghad’s brother is a powerful noble and the King needs his soldiers for the coming war.” 
 
    This was all above Wisag’s head. He just wanted to bring the girl home so he could start to pay the witch back for her care. 
 
    “What coming war?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “It behooves a man to pay attention,” Skodan said. “Especially to larger events. The Guerondot look to our shores.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “So the Guerondot invade, and so Braedhait goes to war. That is hardly a surprise. We have been involved in some war or another for as long as I’ve lived. Father told me that was the way of the world.” 
 
    Skodan said, “And I am saying this coming war will have consequences for you.” 
 
    “Because this girl has something to do with Murrghad?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “I believe she was taken by these men so they could give her to Murrghad.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “Blood sacrifice.” 
 
    “No.” Wisag’s skin crawled. “That is not done anymore.” 
 
    “A great many terrible things are done every day,” Skodan said. “Evil spreads like an infection. It must be faced or it will spread.” 
 
    A chill passed through Wisag at the mention of infection. “I still do not believe it.” 
 
    “If it was done before, then men are capable of it now.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “But the King would never allow it, nor would the Earl of this domain. No lord would permit a dark wizard to take his vassals and murder them.” 
 
    “Are you really that naïve?” Skodan asked. 
 
    “Wonderful! So now I am to risk my life rescuing a girl in a way that will offend a dark wizard whom the King does nothing about. What a fine mess you have gotten me into!” 
 
    “Boy, do you really blame me for this?” 
 
    “Yes! You took on Gordrig’s burden and then you baited me. I could not back down without losing face. Now this foolish obligation you accepted has transferred to me because of this silly fairy tale about an Ax that was probably crafted one hundred years ago, not a thousand. I would bet all the coin to my name that there was no Wyetgerd, that he is yet another fabrication and now, because of all these stupid children’s tales and because foolish people believe in these childish lies, I am supposed to risk my life for someone I don’t even know!” 
 
    “Yes.” Skodan nodded. “I see how this is all everyone’s fault but yours.” 
 
    “You are not my father! I don’t have to listen to this!” Wisag shouted. He pointed the Ax at Skodan. “I will bring the girl home, then I will ride hard for the south. Murrghad can find some other virgin for all I care.” 
 
    “No good deed goes unpunished, Wisag,” Skodan said. “You will need to remember that so long as you carry the Ax.” 
 
    “It should be you riding off.” Wisag shook his head. “Not me. I should be dead. I should be dead. How did I beat you?” 
 
    “With skill and luck.” 
 
    “How much luck?” 
 
    “Enough,” Skodan said. 
 
    “For a man who has never tasted defeat,” Wisag said, “you don’t seem much devastated by your bad luck in our single combat.” 
 
    Skodan smiled. His body began to shimmer, and his eyes got a faraway look. “I have had much good luck in life. Many times I should have died. Many battles I should not have walked away from.” 
 
    Wisag said nothing. 
 
    Skodan glanced back at him. “Most people go through life cursing their ill fortune, failing to realize they get as much good luck as bad. I would be a poor, poor man if I did not acknowledge the many things that went right in my life. Thirty years ago, an arrow could have been loosed a half-second earlier that would have taken me in the head. Twenty-five years ago, the plague that ravaged Irrayia could have touched me but I walked the streets unscathed. Fifteen years ago, your father might have chosen to give aid to someone else in the shield wall, but he stood shoulder-to-shoulder with me.” 
 
    Wisag was suddenly speechless. 
 
    “I could have cursed the gods for my bad luck last night but that would be an affront to truth. I have been the recipient of much good fortune. Focus on what you have, not what you lack. Then you will find a true, lasting happiness, one that no man can take from you. You will find you need less coin, less wine, and less women than you thought.” 
 
    Wisag wanted to hear more about his father. But Skodan was vanishing quickly. Wisag could barely see him. 
 
    “For evil to triumph, good men must do nothing,” Skodan said, then faded away to nothing. 
 
    “Let it triumph,” Wisag said. “I just want to pay off my debts.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Callotrox awaited him outside the stable where Gordrig had arranged for his horse. Wisag grimaced, hating what he was about to do. 
 
    Callotrox pushed away from the wooden wall and met him in the road. He had changed his clothes and now wore expensive riding gear. Wisag still wore his same blood-spattered garb from the night prior. He did not know where the grey cloak was, though, and could not remember where he had last seen it. The tavern, probably. 
 
    Wisag forced a smile. “It was great to see you, old friend. Now I must hasten.” 
 
    Callotrox stepped in his path. “I am coming with you. And I won’t slow you down.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “You have business to attend to. You and your father have made a good life for yourselves and your family will prosper. I cannot ask you to go on this mission with me.” 
 
    “You do not have to ask,” Callotrox said. “Nor do I need to be asked.” 
 
    Wisag put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. He had thought of all the horrible things he could say to Callotrox, he had imagined ways of insulting and slighting the other man so Callotrox would turn away. But he could not bring himself to say them. Callotrox was too good a friend. 
 
    “I forbid it,” Wisag said. “This is my burden alone. Your father needs your wits and he needs your sword. You are a complete man, Callotrox.” 
 
    His friend’s face reddened at the compliments. “You do not need to carry this—” 
 
    “Only one man carries the Ax.” 
 
    Callotrox continued speaking, as if not hearing him. “I could have warned you last night. I could have stopped you.” 
 
    “You tried to warn me that I insulted Skodan.” Wisag smiled. “But I did not listen. And no, Callotrox, you could not have stopped me. We both know what I am like. So go now. Be with your father. You have worked hard for this and deserve success.” 
 
    Callotrox stubbornly shook his head. “I’m going with you, horse.” 
 
    If Callotrox were killed, or even injured, on this quest, he would never forgive himself. Skodan was right—Wisag found himself in this situation not because of others or bad luck, but because of all the decisions he’d made, both little and small, in the months leading up to this day. The sooner he took responsibility for himself, the better. And that started with not allowing Callotrox to endanger himself.  
 
    An idea came to him. 
 
    He looked down the road and tried to appear panicked. “Who is that coming for us?” 
 
    Callotrox frowned and flicked a glance in that direction. “What are you—” 
 
    Wisag threw the punch as hard as he could, hoping to connect with Callotrox’s head and knock him unconscious. He had always been a good boxer. 
 
    But Callotrox had always been just as good when it came to fists. He saw the blow coming and deftly slipped it. Bringing his own fists up, he fell immediately into his fighter’s stance, with his weak hand leading. 
 
    For a moment the two circled each other, with fists raised. Then Wisag lowered his arms and stopped. 
 
    Callotrox’s eyes bulged. “Did you really just try to knock me out and sneak away?!”  
 
    Wisag held out his palms. He looked a damned fool. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “YOU’RE SORRY!” Callotrox yelled. 
 
    Wisag nodded vigorously. A few laborers passed, bemused grins on their faces. 
 
    “You’re sorry! You’re sorry …” Callotrox shook his head. For a moment, Wisag thought his attempted blow would be enough to put his friend off. 
 
    But then Callotrox started laughing. 
 
    “What?” Wisag asked, still uncomfortable. 
 
    “You really are an ass sometimes, horse,” Callotrox said, lowering his hands and doubling over. Wisag soon found the absurd humor in the situation too, and he began to laugh. 
 
    “I’m … sorry …” he said again. 
 
    Callotrox bopped him playfully on the shoulder. “It is a good thing you fought Skodan with a sword and not your fists. I saw that punch coming a league away!” 
 
    They began laughing hysterically, and Wisag realized he would never talk Callotrox out of his sense of loyalty. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They set off a quarter hour later on horseback, taking the long main road out of town. Gordrig had arranged for a grey mare for Wisag. He had learned to ride as a young man, like all children in their home village of Belsta, and sat the horse comfortably. Once out of town, Callotrox led them first north over a series of long, sloping hills, and after what felt like hours, turned west and rode down into a bowl-shaped meadow. 
 
    Wisag had grown accustomed to traveling. All the constant moving since his father’s passing had made this the norm for him. But always he rode with one eye forward and one eye behind him. A lone man, especially one that went on foot, invited trouble. Today, though, he rode with a man he trusted his life with and found himself not only relaxing, but enjoying the travel. 
 
    Once they crossed the meadow, they came to an old stone road laid down by the Tarani hundreds of years ago. They were gone now from Braedhait, but most of their stone monuments remained, including this road. Callotrox and Wisag rode for another hour, then stopped to rest and water their horses at a brook along the road. The sun was low along the horizon, turning the green plains almost golden. In the far distance, Wisag could just make out the peak of the Thultic Mountains.  
 
    “We have made good time,” Callotrox said. “With the gods we’ll make Ulham tomorrow night.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “What did you tell your father?” 
 
    Callotrox laid down in the grass, splaying his arms and legs, while his roan horse drank from the brook. “I told him I was coming with you.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    Callotrox lifted his head and shot Wisag a look. “I am of age, you know.” 
 
    Wisag smiled. “You have never defied your father before.” 
 
    “That is not true.” Callotrox lowered his head back to the ground and stared up at the purpling sky. “Once, when I was younger, I did not wish to go to bed till the ninth bell.” 
 
    Wisag looked at his friend sideways. “How old were you?” 
 
    Callotrox glanced over. “Seven or eight winters.” 
 
    Wisag threw his head back. “I would hardly call that defying your father.” 
 
    Callotrox smirked. “It was a joke, horse.” 
 
    They both fell into laughter while the horses drank. A few minutes later, Callotrox took out some dried fruit and gave half to Wisag. They ate in companionable silence as the night came on and a cold draft touched the breeze that seemed to be pushing them toward Ulham. Wisag finally broke the silence by telling Callotrox of his conversation with Skodan’s shade. His friend was incredulous at first, but then took it in stride, much like he did everything else. 
 
    “I have heard of spirits doing this,” Callotrox said.  
 
    “He warned me of a larger conflict,” Wisag said carefully, not wanting to terrify his friend. “He said Eldria was taken to be given to Murrghad. Do you know what he was talking about?” 
 
    Callotrox nodded and made the sign of the protective shield. In a quiet whisper, he said, “Blood sacrifice.” 
 
    “So you know about it too?” 
 
    “No one knows about it, Wisag. It is just a rumor. Though, any who are caught sharing this rumor are quickly silenced. Or worse.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that curiosity has gotten many into trouble.” Callotrox shot him a nervous look. “That is why my father and I decided not to trade in Ulham this season. It is too close to the Thultic Mountains. It is too close to Murrghad.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “You won’t trade spices there, but you’ll ride with me to rescue a girl? Are you mad!” 
 
    Callotrox just laughed off Wisag’s outburst. “I never pretended to make sense.” 
 
    His friend’s easy manner disarmed him. Wisag smiled. “Let us hope this is just a lecherous old man pining for a young virgin. At least he had the wherewithal to forge a marriage seal. I’ll give him that.” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “Let us hope.” 
 
    Wisag sensed his friend was beginning to grow nervous at the prospect of their quest. He tried to change the subject. 
 
    “And tell me why you have not married yet.” 
 
    Callotrox put the fruit away. “Fortune first. Then a wife.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “That’s what my father was always saying. But look how it turned out for him. He earned coin fighting in the wars. Then he married a woman who only loved him for his money.” 
 
    Callotrox shrugged. “The last few years have been filled with travel. We are always on the move. We don’t even own a home yet, if you can believe it.” 
 
    “You will soon, if those clothes you’re wearing are any indication.” Wisag eyed his friend’s riding gear. “You look nicer than a Count.” 
 
    Callotrox held his hands out and made a big show of his garments. “The man makes the clothes, horse.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” Wisag stood and stretched, feeling the aches and pains in his body still. At least the head ache was gone. He held up his bandaged hand, wondering if the infection was gone or if it had begun to spread. 
 
    “What’s the matter, horse?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Wisag lowered his hand and put on a brave smile. “Why don’t you return to Belsta and marry Teirney?” 
 
    Callotrox smiled. “Ah, Teirney. Now there was a woman a man could be happy with. I saw her, before the winter. We were back home, selling our spices.” 
 
    “You did not miss me by much then,” Wisag said, realizing that Callotrox probably knew everything that had gone wrong for him since his father’s passing. Embarrassment made him turn away. “Tell me, Callotrox, did you speak with Ravenna while you were there?” 
 
    His friend was silent for three heartbeats. “We happened across each other’s paths.” 
 
    Wisag nodded slowly, still not able to look at Callotrox as he asked him these questions. “And how is she?” 
 
    “Well,” Callotrox said, matter-of-factly. “I also ran into—” 
 
    “Has she married?” Wisag asked. 
 
    Callotrox said, “Horse, you c—” 
 
    “Has she married?” he repeated. 
 
    “Yes,” Callotrox said. “Ravenna is a beauty and has great spirit. There were many suitors, Wisag.” 
 
    “Didn’t take her long to get over me,” he said. 
 
    Callotrox said nothing. 
 
    Wisag turned back around and saw the look of pure horror on his friend’s face. He had made Callotrox uncomfortable. Wisag forced a smile. 
 
    “Good for her, then,” he said. “And good luck to the man who tries to tame her.” 
 
    Callotrox smiled, but the expression did not reach his eyes. “Yes, good luck to him.” 
 
    Wisag’s chest felt hollow. “You might as well tell me who it is then. I’ll find out anyway, eventually.” 
 
    “Staren.” 
 
    Wisag could not hide his surprise. “She married Staren?” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “I believe she was devastated after … anyway, she married Staren quickly.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. Staren was one of the bullies who had tried to kill Callotrox when he and his father had joined the ranks of the merchants. Ravenna was wild but had also been pure of heart, and she had never shown Staren favor. He wondered why she had knotted the rope with the likes of him. 
 
    “Tell me of your travels across the sea again,” Wisag said.  
 
    And Callotrox, grateful for the change of subject, weaved a tale of their initial journey into Lercia, where they purchased their first supplies for resale. Many of the details sounded familiar, and Wisag figured his friend had already told this story in the tavern, though Wisag had been too drunk to follow it completely. When Callotrox finished his story, they sat silently for a few minutes. The horses were finished drinking and Wisag got up to feed them oats before they set out again. While his grey ate from the bag, Wisag patted and rubbed its flank, feeling the energy and strength of the beast. It was a good horse. Gordrig had probably paid dearly for it. 
 
    “We paid our respects to your father while in Belsta,” Callotrox said suddenly. “He was a great man, Wisag.” 
 
    “Better than me, that’s for damned sure.” 
 
    “No,” Callotrox objected, actually meaning it. “No, not better. Just different is all.” 
 
    “You see the good in everybody, old friend.” 
 
    “That is not all I see, horse. I also see the potential.” 
 
    “Potential isn’t worth much if it never bears fruit.” 
 
    “No,” Callotrox admitted, “but better there is potential than none.” 
 
    They rode on. The sun fell lazily, burning the horizon for a long time. The wind grew bitter. Wisag was angry he had forgotten the grey cloak. He really needed it right now. 
 
    “Here, horse.”  
 
    Wisag looked over at his friend, who held out a green jacket. Without hesitating, Wisag snatched it out of Callotrox’s hands while they continued to ride. 
 
    “Much gratitude.” Wisag slipped it on, but barely. It was too small for him, obviously fitted to Callotrox. 
 
    “If only I had an artist to paint you in that jacket. The portrait would earn many laughs.” 
 
    The sleeves were comically short and the garment stretched tightly against his back. Wisag shook his head and laughed as they rode on. 
 
    They found a dried riverbed and made camp near the vertical slope. The cold wind still stabbed at them. They made a small fire, and Callotrox produced two blankets. Wisag wrapped himself up. The fire warmed them. He leaned back against the slope and looked up at the stars. Allar’s Bow was to the west, and, to the east, he could just make out Wyetgerd’s Ax. A long thick strand of stars formed its handle. 
 
    This Ax will get you killed. 
 
    He woke early the next morning, or rather, something woke him. Ears pricked, Wisag shrugged out of the blanket and grabbed his sword. The fire was just glowing embers, the air was oppressively cold. The sun had not risen yet and Wisag could see no stars. It would be a grey, cloudy day. 
 
    Gathering his wits, he realized he had heard a noise. A sound had woken him. Wisag peered left and right but saw nothing.  
 
    “Callotrox,” he said. 
 
    His friend’s eyes opened, but then closed quickly. 
 
    “Callotrox,” he said again. “I heard something.” 
 
    This time Callotrox’s eyes stayed open. “What is it?” 
 
    Wisag slowly hiked up the slope of the dried riverbed and stuck his head up over the edge. He looked left, saw nothing, then turned right— 
 
    There. 
 
    “We are being followed,” Wisag said. 
 
    “Who is it?” Callotrox joined him on top of the slope, just their heads above the edge.  
 
    Wisag shook his head. “Jorun.” 
 
    He watched the tall, sinewy man who had challenged him yesterday morning for Wyetgerd’s Ax. Jorun had made camp with four—no, five—other men, not more than four hundred paces away. It was a miracle they had not taken notice of Wisag and Callotrox’s fire last night. 
 
    “We were downwind,” Callotrox said, having the same thought as Wisag.  
 
    “We were lucky,” Wisag said, reminded of Skodan’s words from yesterday.  
 
    I would be a poor, poor man if I did not acknowledge the many things that went right in my life.  
 
     Wisag nodded to himself. It was a knowledge to remember. 
 
    “Come,” Wisag said. “Jorun doesn’t plan on waiting for us to rescue Eldria before challenging me for the Ax. If he is anything like his cousin, if it even was his cousin I killed, he will try to take our lives out here where there are no witnesses. Then he can return to his village and tell any story he wants.” 
 
    Callotrox slid down the slope so he was out of sight and frowned. Wisag slithered down to join him. 
 
    “What is it?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Before you woke yesterday, I saw Jorun with the Aldermen.” Callotrox gave him a look. “I thought nothing of it. But you say he is a highwayman?” 
 
    “If I were a gambling man.” 
 
    “You are, Wisag.” 
 
    Wisag smiled. 
 
    Callotrox shook his head. “Then what is a highwayman doing, speaking with the Aldermen?” 
 
    Though it did seem strange that a thieving murderer would meet openly with members of the town’s council, Wisag did not follow. “You are speaking above my head, Callotrox.” 
 
    His friend pulled a face. “It is possible that Eldria was taken to appease Murrghad.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. 
 
    “Murrghad is brother to the Earl of Lomney,” Callotrox said, “a powerful noble who commands nearly half the King’s men-at-arms. Few would dare take position against the Earl.” 
 
    Wisag still did grasp his friend’s point. “Of course not. The man’s richer than the gods with his own army to boot.” 
 
    Callotrox looked at him. “Think about it, Wisag. If Eldria was taken to be given to Murrghad, the Earl of Lomney might look disfavorably on the town her rescuers hail from.” 
 
    Finally he got it. “You are saying Jorun might be in the Aldermen’s secret employ. They are being paid to stop us before we rescue Eldria?” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. 
 
    It had not occurred to him. Wisag had assumed Jorun followed merely to settle a blood feud. But Callotrox, whose mind had been sharpened through endless business dealings in the last few years, had pieced together this possibility. 
 
    “You are probably right,” Wisag said. “There are five of them.” 
 
    “Meaning what?” 
 
    “Meaning …” Wisag’s voice trailed off. He had been ready to propose an ambush, where he killed Jorun and anyone else who drew their weapons. But he saw the look of horror on his friend’s face and realized, with a shock, it would be murder. How easily the idea had come to him!  
 
    Wisag looked away, shame-faced. “Meaning, we should hurry along then.” 
 
    They got their things together quietly and then walked their horses for half a league so as to not make any noise. Then they rode hard for Ulham. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Ulham was larger than Wisag had been expecting. Watching from the tree line on a hilltop nearly a league away, he surveyed the town that seemed to lean against a small brook. The townsfolk were hastily erecting a palisade around the outermost buildings. Several fires burned within the town itself. A mill turned in the creek. 
 
    They had ridden hard all day, constantly checking behind them for signs of Jorun and his company. At one point, they had been forced to travel across a long, flat plain that stretched for nearly two leagues. In the distance, they had spotted Jorun and his men following. There was no mistaking their intention. Their pursuers picked up their pace once spotted. Wisag and Callotrox had veered away from the road and entered the woods to confuse Jorun. Riding hard through the woods, they had rejoined the road at a different point and, instead of resting their weary animals, they pushed on. 
 
    The horses’ flanks were covered in sweat and white foam lined their mouths. Had they gone any farther, Wisag feared his grey would have fallen over dead. But they had come to the hilltop and spotted Ulham. 
 
    Callotrox rubbed his beast’s flanks. The animal ate greedily from the bag of oats, its tail twitching.  
 
    “They can go no farther tonight,” Callotrox said. 
 
    “I know,” Wisag said, keeping his eyes on the village below. Women with skirts hiked stood in the creek to wash clothes. Several men were tilling the fields surrounding the town.  
 
    “They will be upon us soon,” Callotrox said. 
 
    “I know,” Wisag said, testily. There seemed to be no good option here. During their journey, he had fretted over how he would rescue Eldria. Surely he could not just strut into Ulham and demand to see the man who’d taken her, but Wisag had not conjured a plan. He needed time to think ...  
 
    And yet, if they waited outside of town, Jorun and his men would catch them up. Wisag and Callotrox would be forced to fight five killers. Wisag was good with a blade, and Callotrox knew how to handle himself, but Wisag didn’t want to risk his friend’s life with such odds.  
 
    “Well, horse?” Callotrox said. “How do we do this?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Wisag snapped. “I never wanted this bloody Ax, and I only took this burden to …” He didn’t complete the thought. If Callotrox knew— 
 
    “To pay off your debts,” Callotrox said. “You could have just asked me for coin, horse.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head, unable to look at his friend. Not wanting to ask Callotrox for money had been a product of his stubborn pride. And where had it gotten him? Now he and Callotrox skulked in the gathering darkness outside a dangerous town, while Jorun and four men tried to ride them down. 
 
    “I should have just asked you for the coin,” Wisag admitted. 
 
    “Chin up, horse,” Callotrox said, pleasant as ever, “things could be worse.” 
 
    Wisag chuckled. “You have a peculiar way of seeing things.” 
 
    “As strange as this sounds,” Callotrox said, “Ulham might be a protection of sorts for us. Jorun and his men cannot kill us in cold blood in the middle of the village. Once inside, we can claim to be merchants. At least I look the part for it. Then we can make discreet inquiries about Eldria.” 
 
    “Too long,” Wisag said. “What if Eldria is—” 
 
    “What is it?” Callotrox asked, his eyes darting back to the village below. 
 
    “Look.” Wisag pointed. “They are bringing more in.” 
 
    A cold realization filled Callotrox’s eyes. Wisag watched in horror as seven young women, all linked to the same long chain, were led into the village by several rough-looking men. 
 
    “Gods,” Callotrox said. “Skodan was right.” 
 
    Wisag cursed and tore his eyes away from the scene. “It is time you turned around, Callotrox.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “This will end badly,” Wisag said. “But it doesn’t have to end badly for you. This is my burden.” 
 
    “You know I’m not going to leave you here alone.” 
 
    Wisag said, “Don’t be a fool! You have everything! Ride hard to your father! Live your life!” 
 
    Callotrox shook his head. “Oh, shut up, Wisag. Now let’s figure out a way to rescue Eldria. We can’t just walk into Ulham and demand she be returned, so—” 
 
    Wisag slapped his friend’s shoulder. He had just had the same thought a moment ago, but now he was wondering if that were true. 
 
    “What?” Callotrox asked, glancing behind them. “What is it?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I’m going to do.” 
 
    Callotrox narrowed his eyes. “Have you gone mad?” 
 
    Wisag laughed. “Gone?” 
 
    He explained his plan to his friend. Expecting a rebuttal, Wisag was surprised when Callotrox merely shrugged and said it was the best idea among their many bad options. They sat their horses and rode them to the village gates, where those other men had led the long line of chained young women inside. A couple guards stepped out of the shadows and crossed swords. 
 
    “Town’s closed for the evening,” one said. 
 
    Wisag dismounted and tossed the reins of his grey to Callotrox. Then he undid the strap along the beast’s side and gripped Wyetgerd’s Ax. Stepping into the light of the lanterns hanging above the guards, Wisag held the monstrous weapon out in front of him. 
 
    “I am Warrior,” Wisag said. He described the man he was looking for. “I will see this Farlogh now. He has forged a marriage seal and kidnapped a young woman.” 
 
    The guards’ eyes had gone wide at the sight of the double-headed Ax. Seemingly without realizing it, they had lowered their swords. Though they had not cleared the way yet. 
 
    “Tell me where Farlogh is,” Wisag said. “Or consider yourselves in my way.” 
 
    “Is that …?” one of the guards asked, unable to voice the full question. 
 
    “Two nights ago, I killed Skodan,” Wisag said. “Now the Ax is mine.” 
 
    He let those words unsettle the guards. The two men, who were at least five winters older than him and who looked formidable enough, shared nervous looks, their eyes wide with fear. One of them had broken out into a sweat. 
 
    The Ax is more powerful than you think, Wisag had told Callotrox. It carries many meanings and is not just a weapon. With it, I can walk into that town and demand to see Farlogh! 
 
    “Forgive us, Warrior,” one of the guards said, sheathing his sword. “We did not see the Ax when you first approached.” 
 
    “There is nothing to forgive,” Wisag said, as formally as he could muster. He hoped he sounded older than his winters. He was trying, desperately, to command as much authority as Skodan. “You take your duties seriously and defend this town well. I salute you.” 
 
    To Wisag’s amazement, both guards smiled proudly and stood a little taller. 
 
    Gods, the powers this Ax brings! 
 
    “Now if one of you could lead us to Farlogh.” 
 
    “I will,” they both said at once, then exchanged a look. There followed an almost comical dialog, where both men fought for the privilege of leading the Warrior into Ulham to meet with Farlogh. Wisag slyly glanced back at Callotrox, whose face was showed both shock and amusement. 
 
    Finally Wisag spoke. “You, man. Lead me and my friend to Farlogh.” 
 
    “Yes, Warrior. With honor.” 
 
    The guards parted, and the one he’d selected stepped through the gates. He held his arm out in a welcoming gesture. Wisag led his horse through the gates, followed by Callotrox. The guard leading them had long dark hair and an unkempt beard, but he walked like a fighter, with hand resting on sword hilt. 
 
    As they entered the town, Wisag heard a commotion behind. He glanced back over his shoulder to find Jorun and company being halted at the gate by the remaining guard. Wisag met Jorun’s eyes and smiled mischievously as the other man started to argue with the guard about gaining entry into Ulham. 
 
    Then Wisag turned back around. Callotrox dismounted also and led his roan by the reins. The bearded guard led them through the main square of the village, then turned right down a wide dirt road. Wisag knew where they were headed. 
 
    Several lanterns hung near the door to the tavern house. The guard halted outside the building. Wisag peered inside, seeing a room full of men. Several patrons noticed him standing in the doorway and shot curious, but dismissive, looks in his direction. 
 
    They did not see the Ax he carried. They only saw his youth and dismissed him for it. 
 
    Wisag stepped out of the doorway. “Where is he?” 
 
    “In the corner,” the guard said. “Warrior, if you don’t mind my asking, what is this about?” 
 
    “I do mind your asking,” Wisag said. “Thank you for your aid.” 
 
    The guard lowered his eyes and backed away. Callotrox took his place, his eyes drifting over to the table in the corner where Farlogh sat with three other rough-looking men. 
 
    “Now what, horse?” Callotrox asked. “You were right about the Ax getting us past the gates. Where does it take us from here?” 
 
    “Let us find out.” 
 
    Wisag stepped into the tavern, standing in full view of the room. More eyes drifted over. Wisag glared at Farlogh. He still held the Ax, though it was low to the ground. 
 
    But it was not out of everyone’s sight. 
 
    An old man, wearing the garb of a blacksmith, pushed away from a nearby table and pointed at the double-headed weapon. 
 
    “The Ax,” he said.  
 
    The old smith had spoken to no one, and yet, many heard. Wisag watched while the most remarkable change came over the room. One-by-one, men stopped speaking and turned on their stools to look at the strange young man carrying Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    Wisag found himself enjoying the attention. It was not every day that one walked into a tavern and made the room fall silent. 
 
    But he kept his face grave, fighting the smile that wanted to break out. 
 
    “You.” He pointed Wyetgerd’s Ax. “Farlogh.” 
 
    Farlogh’s eyes flashed wide for but a moment. Then they narrowed again as he tried to hide his surprise. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fetch Eldria,” Wisag said. “Now.” 
 
    Farlogh stayed rooted to the spot. His eyes darted to the men seated around him. They looked highwaymen, all of them bearing visible, nasty scars on their faces.  
 
    And each was armed with a long sword.  
 
    Callotrox leaned in and whispered. “The man to Farlogh’s right looks like he has throwing knives tucked away.” 
 
    Wisag nodded like he had noticed the same thing. 
 
    “You’re not moving,” Wisag said. “I take it you mean to challenge me then?” 
 
    Farlogh did not move and he kept his hands out of sight. 
 
    “Knife,” Callotrox whispered. 
 
    Wisag kept his eyes on the man. “You recognize this Ax?” 
 
    Farlogh nodded. 
 
    “Then you know what it means.” 
 
    “Yes,” Farlogh finally spoke. He had a guttural voice, and he tried to sound fearless but he had wavered in speaking the one word. “It means you stole it from Skodan.” 
 
    “By the gods,” Callotrox spoke up, “I witnessed this man with my own eyes defeat Skodan.” 
 
    Several hushed conversations broke out in the tavern at once. The eyes watching Wisag grew even more incredulous and awed.  
 
    They were beginning to truly fear him.  
 
    “You insult me,” Wisag said. “It should not come as a surprise since you are a coward.” 
 
    “I am no coward!” Farlogh suddenly shot up, but it was a clumsy move. His thighs banged against the table and knocked two mugs of ale over, one spilling all over his friend, who cursed. This sight made several in the tavern laugh. 
 
    “Then you will meet me outside.” Wisag did not wait for an answer. He simply went out to the street. Moving into the middle of the road, Callotrox came up beside him. 
 
    “If he trades in women,” Callotrox said, “so do his friends. Or worse. Do you think they will observe the demands of honor?” 
 
    Wisag thought about it. “Under normal circumstances? No. But these are not normal circumstances, are they? The Ax has bred fear in them. In front of so large a crowd, I cannot see them—murderers or not—interfering in my single combat with Farlogh. It is this Ax, Callotrox. It is so much more than a weapon. It makes men behave differently.” 
 
    Callotrox smiled. “You are more right than you realize.” 
 
    Wisag clapped his friend’s shoulder. “What did you say only a few minutes ago? Chin up, I think?” 
 
    “You are about to kill a man. It is an odd time to experience joy.” 
 
    “I am about to kill a man who deserves to die.” 
 
    One-by-one, the patrons of the tavern filled the road. Farlogh had not appeared yet. One of the tavern’s patrons approached Wisag respectfully. 
 
    “Warrior, may I speak with you privately?” 
 
    He looked forty winters, with grey hair and a grey beard that was carefully trimmed. He wore clothes like Callotrox. A merchant then, or perhaps one of this town’s Aldermen. 
 
    “Quickly,” Wisag said. “I have business with Farlogh that cannot wait.” 
 
    “I am Nardic,” the man said. “I welcome you to Ulham.” 
 
    Farlogh finally stepped out of the tavern, his friends following closely behind. Now that Wisag could see him next to other men, he realized how tall Farlogh was. He would have a significantly longer reach. 
 
    Nardic continued. “I think I know why you are here. It is for a girl, yes?” 
 
    Wisag did not answer. He just stared into Nardic’s eyes. 
 
    “Yes.” Nardic nodded, a strange look, one of almost resignation, filling his face. “We have no choice, Warrior. None.” Nardic lowered his voice to a whisper. “Murrghad demands virgins.” 
 
    “It is no concern of mine.” 
 
    Nardic grabbed his arm. “Please, Warrior, maybe you can help us. We have needed a hero to come along, someone to inspire confidence in our own men, that we might stand against Murrghad—” 
 
    “Stand against him,” Wisag said, already tired of this man. “Or give him your own virgins. Do not steal young women from other villages.” 
 
    “We have no choice,” Nardic said. “We asked our lord for help, but he said it was a matter for the courts to settle as the Thultic Mountains were not part of his domain. We had to choose between the courts and begging relief from the King. But we had no time. Murrghad demanded the women in one week’s time.” 
 
    “Is that why you and all your citizens were in the tavern tonight?” Wisag asked, his anger rising. “To celebrate the fact you had found virgins from other domains to feed Murrghad with?” 
 
    He jabbed a finger in Nardic’s chest. 
 
    “For men who are so hard-pressed, you all look pretty joyous.” 
 
    Nardic shook his head. “We had only a week. I did not want this, believe me. My wife did not want this. We are not all evil here. We simply faced a difficult decision. Men thought of their wives and children, and they made a hard choice. But if we had someone like you, if we had Wyetgerd’s Ax to follow, then perhaps the people of this town would find their courage to stand against Murrghad.” 
 
    “You do not deserve my aid. I came for Eldria. I will take her back to Yrlot. The girl intended to enter the Abbey and live a life of service by the gods!” 
 
    Angrily, Wisag pushed Nardic away. Not expecting the sudden shove, Nardic flew backward and fell hard into the dirt. Several men laughed at his fall, but that laughter dried up when Wisag raised his Ax. 
 
    “Come on, coward!” Wisag roared. “Let us get this over with! I have better things to do.” 
 
    Farlogh separated from the crowd and stepped forward. Callotrox backed away from Wisag, taking up position next to the bearded guard who had shown them to the tavern. As his eyes ranged over the crowd, Wisag saw Jorun among the villagers. The tall, rangy man watched him with keen eyes. 
 
    Farlogh planted his feet and squared up to Wisag. 
 
    “You are required by the Ax to tell me what burden you carry,” Farlogh said. 
 
    Wisag pointed the Ax at him. “I have come for Eldria.” 
 
    “My wife?” Farlogh asked, his voice trembling a little. “It is illegal to remove a wife from her husband’s house.” 
 
    “You presented a forged marriage seal,” Wisag said. “And, before you claim the seal is authentic, you also did not seek Eldria’s father’s permission. By law in Yrlot you are required to do so.” 
 
    Farlogh frowned. Wisag had made this last part up, knowing that Farlogh would not be able to catch him in a lie. On the edge of his vision, Callotrox shifted nervously. 
 
    Farlogh turned to the crowd. “Are you all going to let this happen?” 
 
    Wisag looked around, feeling the fear in the air. He realized how dangerous this move had been now. If the village were depending upon Farlogh to deliver young women to Murrghad, if these people’s lives were hanging in the balance, they might ignore the demands of honor. 
 
    He held the Ax a little higher, hoping it would remind them to walk the path of virtue. As Wyetgerd had. As Skodan had.  
 
    It made him feel a hypocrite. 
 
    Farlogh spoke again. “You all know what will happen if we do not give Murrghad what he demands! If we are short just one woman …” 
 
    His voice drifted off as he turned. Wisag noticed a few heads nodding. 
 
    He stepped forward, raising the Ax high in the air. 
 
    “The gods watch us,” Wisag said. “You all have a choice. You can fight me, the man who walks the path of virtue, or you can fight with Murrghad. Do you think the gods will reward any of you if you stand against me?” 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    No one moved. 
 
    For a long moment, Wisag feared the townsfolk would rush in and murder him, then turn their blades on Callotrox. But none stirred. Farlogh turned pleading eyes to them, but none came forward. 
 
    Wisag slammed the Ax head into the ground and drew his sword. “Draw your sword, coward!” 
 
    Farlogh turned. His mouth twitched as he unsheathed his long sword. His legs trembled as he got into a fighting stance, one foot ahead of the other, and his arms shook as he held the blade out in front of him. 
 
    Wisag smiled at him, knowing the fight was already over.  
 
    Farlogh screamed and rushed forward. It was a lazy, obvious move, and Wisag allowed all the years of his training to take over. He had learned from the best. He had learned from his father, who took great pride in his sword craft.  
 
    Wisag sidestepped and backhanded the blade across Farlogh’s stomach. The other man spun away from the deadly blow, his belly ripped open, blood pouring out. He dropped his sword as he fell to his knees. With both hands, he groped his stomach uselessly. When his guts began to tumble out, Wisag turned away. 
 
    Farlogh slumped to the ground.  
 
    For a moment, nothing happened. Wisag turned completely around, his eyes taking in the crowd to see if anyone would come for him. But indecision paralyzed them. And fear stilled them. 
 
    For here was the man who wielded Wyetgerd’s Ax. Here was the man who had bested Skodan the Great! 
 
    And, more cynically, Wisag realized the townsfolk were playing the odds. By his own admission, he had only come for Eldria, not all the young women. Perhaps they could still find—or select from their own—one more woman to hand over to the dark wizard. Even if they did not, they would only be short one virgin. He could see these thoughts in their calculating eyes. They were willing to gamble that there would be no trouble if they did not produce all the women requested.  
 
    There are no little evils, his father had once tried to tell him. 
 
    Wisag was surprised at how he was disappointed in these people. Rather than challenge Murrghad, they were willing to kidnap women from other towns to appease the man. Rather than follow through with that admittedly evil scheme, they were now unwilling to kill him. 
 
    He wondered if virtue stayed their hands, or if the Ax he now carried did. 
 
    Impossible to know. 
 
    And, in truth, he was disappointed in himself. He was no Skodan. He was no Wyetgerd. The Warrior who walked the path of virtue with this Ax, the true Warrior, would have freed all the young women and then offered to take on the burden of this village. But fear stopped him. Wisag had no wish to become involved in a losing battle with a dark wizard, brother to the powerful Earl of Lomney. That wasn’t the path of virtue. 
 
    That was the path to the Dark Road, where Death awaited. 
 
    Ashamed with himself, Wisag turned, stepped over the corpse of Farlogh, and stopped in front of the others who’d been sitting with the now dead man. One of them had tears in his eyes. Another shied away, taking a step back. Wisag looked at the third man. 
 
    “Bring me the girl. Now.” 
 
    The man’s lower lip trembled. He was the one Callotrox had suspected of concealing throwing knives. Wisag saw the man’s arm tense a moment before his hand came up. He drove his blade forward, ramming it home into the man’s belly. A knife fell out of the man’s hand, landing in the dirt. The man with tears in his eyes screamed and tried to draw his own sword, but Wisag scooped up the knife and drove it up under his chin before he could attack. The last of Farlogh’s friends backed away even farther, his empty hands help up. 
 
    “I’ll get her! I’ll get her! Don’t kill me!” 
 
    He ran off, looking more like a scared child than a man of thirty winters. Wisag dragged his sword free of the man he’d just gutted and whirled. There was still a sizable crowd of people ringing him and Callotrox, and he did not trust a one of them. As he turned to his friend, he saw Jorun push through the crowd, his weapon drawn. 
 
    “CALLOTROX!” Wisag yelled. 
 
    Fortunately, his friend had already seen this attack coming. Callotrox spun and drew his sword in one motion, catching Jorun unawares. His blade slashed through the meat of the man’s thigh, and Jorun stumbled back, bleeding badly. His four friends rushed in, but Wisag jumped forward and roared. At the sight of him, they froze for one heartbeat. 
 
    It was all the time Wisag needed. 
 
    He killed two easily. The other two dropped their swords and held trembling hands up. Callotrox stepped behind them and drove both men to their knees.  
 
    “Where is the Captain of the Guard?” Callotrox demanded. 
 
    “Murrghad killed him,” Nardic said, stepping forward carefully. “I am his replacement.” 
 
    “These men attacked us in cold blood,” Callotrox said. “You must place them under arrest.” 
 
    Nardic smiled sardonically. “I fear we have bigger problems now than arresting these two highwaymen.” He turned once more to Wisag. “We need your help, Warrior. Please.” 
 
    Wisag could not believe the man’s audacity. “You stood by while Farlogh and his men tried to kill me! And now you ask me for help!” 
 
    “Please,” Nardic begged. “We had no choice. Murrghad was—” 
 
    Anger ripped through Wisag. He put the point of his sword against Nardic’s chest and applied a little pressure.  
 
    “There is always a choice!” 
 
    “Please.” The man fell to his knees. “There are women and children here. There are good people here. Please.” 
 
    Wisag wanted to drive his sword through the man. He glanced around at the villagers who were watching him nervously. He could tell none of them were going to attack him now. He had just killed several men with ease. If they had wondered before how he had claimed Wyetgerd’s Ax, they had no doubt now— 
 
    Wisag knew how to fight. He had claimed it through single combat with Skodan the Great! 
 
    But still, his anger burned bright. He had come for Eldria, but a poor man he would be if he rode off, leaving the other women to Murrghad. 
 
    “You will bring me twenty horses!” Wisag said. “And the rest of the women intended for Murrghad!” 
 
    Nardic’s eyes went wide. “No, please, no, you can’t do this. We have requested your aid. You have the Ax! You have the Ax! You cannot refuse our request.” 
 
    “I cannot accept another burden until I have returned Eldria to her father,” Wisag said haughtily, knowing it was an evasion. “Now do what I say, or I will kill every man here!” 
 
    Callotrox came over and faced the other direction with sword out.  
 
    Nardic, still on his knees, began to tremble. “You are killing us all.” 
 
    Wisag kicked him hard in the chest. Nardic fell back onto the ground. Wisag stepped forward and put his sword tip up to the man’s throat. 
 
    “The horses. The women. Now!” 
 
    Nardic’s cheeks were wet with tears. “Do it now!” 
 
    Callotrox leaned back and whispered. “Wisag, we cannot leave these people to die.” 
 
    Wisag did not answer his friend. That was exactly what he was going to do. They didn’t deserve his help. They had been ready to trade the lives of innocent young women to protect themselves. 
 
    “They can all burn,” Wisag said. 
 
    “It is not that simple,” Callotrox insisted. “Look about you. There are families here. Women and children.” 
 
    Indeed, it was true. Wisag looked around and saw them. The crowd had not dispersed. Instead, it had grown. Every member of the town must have surrounded them now. 
 
    “They made this mess,” Wisag said. “They can clean it up.” 
 
    “Wisag, you carry the Ax.” 
 
    “I know that!” he shouted angrily. 
 
    “And your father watches!” Callotrox finally snapped. 
 
    Wisag was so angry, he nearly whirled to strike his friend. But he could not take his eyes off the crowd. For a few minutes they stood like that, swords pointed at the hostile or pleading faces belonging to the people of Ulham. Finally, Farlogh’s friend returned with a girl fitting Eldria’s description, and another man came hustling toward them also. The other young women were led to him, half of them still wearing slaves’ knots. 
 
    “Take those damned bonds off them!” Wisag yelled. 
 
    The man who’d brought them scrambled to undo their bonds. With a jittery hand, he released the women one-by-one. Each ran over to stand behind Wisag. A few could have been no more than twelve winters. The women huddled together between Wisag and Callotrox, holding hands and some crying quietly. One stood apart and, unlike the others, she gazed at him and smiled. She had fair skin and fiery red hair, reminding him of Ravenna. 
 
    Another man brought the horses. Wisag did not know if the girls could ride. If not, they would learn now. He had to put some distance between his party and this town. 
 
    “We are leaving now,” Wisag said. “Anyone who follows us will be considered foe.” 
 
    He bent to pick up the Ax and held it aloft, for all to see. 
 
    “I walk Wyetgerd’s Path!” he yelled. “And the gods favor me.” 
 
    None in the crowd moved, save but Nardic. He had climbed to his feet and was dusting himself off. 
 
    “Warrior,” Nardic said. “You are right that not all here deserve your aid. But some do. Please. Let us sit down and talk about this over some ale. It is only a matter of time before Murrghad extends his reach to Yrlot, and then farther still. If you could lead us, and if we could band together with more villages, we could—” 
 
    Wisag was no hero. He was no leader. And he would lead no foolish battle against a dark wizard with a powerful brother. 
 
    “I choose my path, as you have chosen yours,” Wisag said, coldly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Many of the young women were too dazed and scared still to even speak, let alone thank him. But looking them over, Wisag felt a small surge of pride at having rescued them. They had been headed for horrors at the hands of Murrghad, but he had risked his life for them. 
 
    It made him feel good. 
 
    Still, that good feeling was not balm against the nagging, bitter thought that he had doomed Ulham.  
 
    “They chose their path,” Wisag said, not realizing he had spoken aloud. 
 
    “Wisag,” Callotrox said. “Nardic was right. We could help him form an alliance with the people of Yrlot. Murrghad will only get stronger until someone opposes him.” 
 
    “What has that to do with me?” Wisag said. 
 
    “Nothing!” Callotrox shouted. “I guess it has nothing at all to do with you! The very man who carries Wyetgerd’s Ax!” 
 
    Callotrox mounted his horse and touched heel then. Several of the women knew how to ride and pushed ahead to join him. The rest lingered with Wisag, who had to help them into their saddles.  
 
    “Grip with your thighs,” he said. “Not your calves. We ride all night! Make sure you keep up!” 
 
    When they had sat their horses, he urged his mare on. A full moon was rising, the air bitterly cold once more. Eldria rode near him, as did the red-haired woman who looked eighteen or nineteen winters old. Her eyes had a strange, almost wistful look about them, and she kept glancing over at him. 
 
    Wisag was in no mood for conversation. He just wanted to get back to Yrlot, collect his miserable five Reks, and get the witch to treat his hand so there was no more infection. He’d pay her and ride off. He was certain, the more he thought about it, he could sell the Ax to someone and make a small fortune. At least, he could make enough to start over somewhere, perhaps even cross the sea. He wanted no part of any of the trouble brewing in Braedhait, either with the coming war the King feared or with the dark wizard in the west, lurking among the Thultic Mountains. 
 
    Every time his eyes passed over Callotrox though, he thought of his friend’s last words and uncharacteristic anger. Callotrox was sorely disappointed in him, and that made Wisag feel less of a man. His friend had always given him the benefit of the doubt and seen the best in him, so this judgment of character stung all the worse. 
 
    Damn him then. Did he really think I could lead these people against a wizard? They didn’t deserve my aid! 
 
    Wisag tried to convince himself of that as they rode through the night. The full moon was high overhead by the time Callotrox called for a rest without obtaining Wisag’s opinion on the matter. The women slid off their horses gratefully, all of them rubbing their thighs and walking crookedly. 
 
    Eldria finally deigned to look him in the eye and smile. “Much gratitude, Warrior.” 
 
    He was in such a foul mood that he snapped. “Is that all you have to say? My friend and I nearly died in that miserable town.” 
 
    She froze at his words, her mouth agape. “I am sorry, Warrior. I did not mean to give offense.” 
 
    He was about to lose his temper yet again, but Wisag read the fear in her eyes. She had been dragged from the only home she knew two days ago, carted off like a lamb headed for the slaughter. He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he muttered, the words so difficult to say. “My blood runs hot.” 
 
    She curtseyed. “Much gratitude again, Warrior.” 
 
    Eldria moved quickly away from him to sit with the other women. They formed a ring around Callotrox. He spoke to them in a calm, soothing tone, telling them about Yrlot, and assuring them they would be safe. Wisag hadn’t given their futures any thought. Many asked what would happen to their families, fearful Murrghad or the people of Ulham would be angered. 
 
    Wisag could not listen to their troubles. He had done what Gordrig asked. He was also done with this gods-forsaken Ax. 
 
    He sat with his back to the group, rubbing his tired legs and looking up at the stars. 
 
    Your father watches. 
 
    He took a deep breath, wondering why he felt so lousy when he had just saved the lives of many young women. 
 
    You should feel like a hero. 
 
    But he did not. 
 
    “May I sit with you?” 
 
    He looked to his right and found the fair, red-haired girl standing there. Before he could say yes, she sat a few feet away, her eyes drifting toward the night sky also. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “I fear I won’t be much company for a pretty lady.” 
 
    “You are Wisag,” she said.  
 
    He racked his brain to remember if he had told them his name. He could not remember doing so. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    She did not answer. “Why is your friend angry with you?” 
 
    Wisag blew out a big breath. “I have disappointed him.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “What is it to you?” 
 
    “I’m just making conversation.” 
 
    “Go make it with somebody else.” 
 
    “I wish to make it with you.” 
 
    He glanced over. Her eyes had that strange, wistful look again. He felt like he knew this woman somehow, and yet, they had never met.  
 
    “I am not the man he thinks I am. Or I am not the man he wants me to be.” 
 
    “Six one way, half a dozen the other,” she said. 
 
    Wisag shook his head and looked away. “It’s not enough for him that I rode to Ulham only to rescue Eldria and instead saved ten more. He expected me to befriend the very people who were willing to trade you and the others to protect themselves, then risk my life for them in a conflict with some wizard! Where does my obligation end?” 
 
    The young woman did not answer. “And Callotrox is disappointed in himself. He had great faith in you and now that faith is shaken. He questions his own judgment. He risked his life for you.” 
 
    His anger was coming to a boil again. “Who by the gods are you?” 
 
    “Voranna,” she said, as if that explained anything. 
 
    “What town are you from?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No town. I lived with my mother in the Gulvine.” 
 
    “The Gulvine?” 
 
    “You would think of it as the forest between Yrlot and Ulham.” 
 
    “You lived there alone with your mother?” 
 
    “There are others, but it is not a town if that is what you are asking.” 
 
    He shrugged. It mattered not to him where this woman was from, really. But Wisag found himself glancing over at her. 
 
    “How did they find you?” he asked. “Did Farlogh and his men know you were in the forest?” 
 
    She shook her head no. 
 
    “Then how?” 
 
    “It does not matter.” Her eyes grew wide with joy. “He is here for you.” 
 
    Wisag’s hand went to his sword. “Who?” 
 
    Voranna pointed. He followed the line of her finger but saw nothing in the darkness. Just a pale, mooncast landscape. 
 
    Wisag climbed to his feet, keeping his hand on his hilt. He turned fully in that direction and peered into the night. The hairs on the back of his neck rose. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone.” When he turned, Voranna had wandered off to sit with the others. Wisag shook his head, thinking the strange woman had just been playing a trick on him. But when he turned back around, he saw Skodan’s shade standing some ten paces away. 
 
    “Come with me, Warrior.” 
 
    With a sigh, Wisag went to join the shade. He was in no mood for another lecture, after having risked his neck for women he did not know. Glancing back over his shoulder, he caught Voranna stealing a look at him.  
 
    Skodan began walking and Wisag fell in step. 
 
    “The girl is moon-touched. She knew you were coming.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “That is no girl, Wisag. Nor is she moon-touched.” 
 
    Wisag kept his feelings to himself, though Voranna’s beauty had not escaped his notice. Since leaving his home in Belsta, he had known several women. He had paid for most of them. Not that he minded. He did not want anything more than a pleasant evening. And he knew, just by having spoken with Voranna for a few minutes, she was not that type of woman, so she held no appeal for him. 
 
    “You did well in Ulham,” Skodan said. “You are a much better fighter when you’re not drunk.” 
 
    “Everybody is,” Wisag said. 
 
    Skodan laughed. “Not everyone, boy. I have known men to turn nigh-invisible after a jug of ale. Others fall to pieces just by sniffing the stuff. You must figure out what is best for you.” 
 
    Wisag looked over at him. “Father told me that the taste runs in our family.” 
 
    Skodan nodded knowingly. “Ah. Yes. It is nothing to be ashamed of. It happens to many, even great men.” 
 
    “He told me I had the taste and that I had to avoid ale, or it would ruin me.” Wisag stopped walking. “And I don’t want to be a great man. I just want to live.” 
 
    Skodan turned to face him. “Why can’t you have both?” 
 
    “Seems like it’s one or the other.” 
 
    “You stand here, before me, and say that? Even though I carried the Ax, I saw seventy winters.” Skodan shook his head. “Can you not see what’s in front of you?” 
 
    Wisag looked away. A mist was rising along the meadow, a long fuzzy line of vapor. 
 
    “You tell me I did well in Ulham. I daresay that is the first compliment you’ve paid me,” Wisag said. “I wish my friend shared your sentiments.” 
 
    “Callotrox does,” Skodan said. “He merely wishes that you did more.” 
 
    “Well, he can go on wishing.” 
 
    Skodan folded his arms. “Wyetgerd’s Path is difficult to follow. Sometimes you look down and realize you must have stepped off it leagues ago without realizing.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It means, Warrior, that all you can do is your best. Later, once you have walked a little bit farther, you will have a better idea if what you did was right or not.” 
 
    Wisag closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I hated them.” 
 
    Skodan said nothing. 
 
    Wisag kept his eyes closed. “I hated them and I wanted them all to die. Are those the feelings of a virtuous man?” 
 
    Skodan folded his arms. “So because you felt that way an hour ago means you must forever feel that way for the rest of your winters?” 
 
    Wisag opened his eyes. “Enough talk, old man. I have killed several men tonight, I am tired, and I know there will only be more conflict when I return to Yrlot.” 
 
    “No good deed goes unpunished,” Skodan said. 
 
    “But evil ones often do.” Wisag regarded the shade. “The King does nothing about Murrghad. He allows the man to do as he pleases apparently.” 
 
    “What should he do?” Skodan asked. 
 
    “He’s the King! He should protect his subjects.” 
 
    “Yes. But what if he does not?” 
 
    “He should though!” 
 
    “But he does not,” Skodan said. 
 
    Wisag heaved a frustrated sigh. “He should do what is right.” 
 
    “Perhaps he commits a little evil,” Skodan said. “To further a greater good.” 
 
    “That is all politics,” Wisag said. 
 
    “It is the truth, though,” Skodan said. “If the King bickers with the Earl of Lomney, the Guerondot will see their opportunity to invade. Thousands will die. So the King permits Murrghad to be.” 
 
    “I cannot argue with the logic.” 
 
    “Nor can I,” Skodan said. “The King is choosing between hundreds of people in the western part of his realm, and the tens of thousands in the south who will suffer the most if the Guerondot come to our shores. Those in the south are his most ardent supporters. It is logical for him to weight their lives more.” 
 
    “Like I said, I cannot argue with the logic.” 
 
    “And yet, we are agreed this is a little evil.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “There is no such thing. A little evil grows into a big one, and then a great one and, before you realize, this thing you could have easily stopped yesterday has turned into a monster tomorrow. There are no little evils, Wisag, just great ones waiting to mature.” 
 
    “As I said, the King should do something about that.” 
 
    “He should,” Skodan agreed. “But what if he does not?” 
 
    Wisag turned from the old warrior, looking back at Callotrox and the group of young women. His childhood friend was smiling, telling the women some story. A few of them were turned away, their minds still locked in the terror of their last few days. But most of them faced Callotrox, listening to his tale. 
 
    “Not all heroes carry an Ax,” Skodan said. “Some bring joy into the world, some enlightenment, some loyalty, some love. There are many ways to be a hero.” 
 
    “It’s the how that matters,” Wisag said. 
 
    “Yes. Maybe all that matters.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” 
 
    “What do you want from yourself?” 
 
    Wisag whipped back around. But Skodan was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They rode into Yrlot a day later, just when the laborers were finishing in the fields. As they made their way in, the merchants, shopkeepers, and other tradesmen stopped in their work to gape at the unexpected procession of young women led by Callotrox and Wisag. 
 
     Eldria slid off her horse, landing awkwardly, then broke into a run. Ragged dress hiked up, she hurried down the lane and turned right. Wisag turned to Callotrox. 
 
    “I will see her home.” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “Go get your coin then.” 
 
    Wisag’s nails dug into his palms, but before he said anything rash, he reminded himself that Callotrox was his best and only friend. The man had defied his father, risking his own life, to go to Ulham. 
 
    So Wisag bit back his anger and urged the horse onward. He followed the path taken by Eldria. Soon he had reached the pig farmer’s home. It was a wooden hovel, leaning precariously to one side. Filthy pigs laid on their sides in the muddy, churned ground in a large pen next to the home. They were all listless. A swarm of flies circled one pig in particular. He realized the animal was dead. Gordrig had mentioned his pigs being sick. 
 
    Eldria ran inside, and a moment later Wisag heard the triumphant cries of her father. 
 
    “Oh my girl! MY GIRL!” 
 
    Hearing such joy from the man, some of Wisag’s bitterness dissolved like the morning mist. Listening to father and daughter for a moment, he felt a lightness of spirit much like he had the prior evening when riding from Ulham. He had done a good thing. 
 
    Gordrig appeared a moment later. He stomped over awkwardly, moving as quickly as his mismatched legs could carry him. Wisag slid from the saddle, and before he knew it Gordrig was embracing him. 
 
    “Much gratitude, Warrior,” Gordrig said, over and over. “Much gratitude. You are a true hero, worthy of Wyetgerd’s Ax!” 
 
    Wisag pulled away from the man, the praise making him uncomfortable. “My coin then?” 
 
    “Of course. Of course.” Gordrig searched his pockets but came up empty. “It is inside. Just give me—” 
 
    He limped back inside. Wisag waited outside the home, feeling the eyes of the townsfolk on him. They had come out to see the great warrior, the one who’d brought Eldria home. Slowly he turned to find a trio of young boys gawking at him. And beyond them, a knot of unmarried maidens stared mawkishly.  
 
    Many men from the tavern, many of the same ones who had laughed at him, now watched him with respect. Though he hated the attention, he held his head high, in keeping with this new mask he wore. That of the hero. 
 
    Gordrig returned. “Here. Five Reks. If I had any more I would give them to you.” 
 
    Wisag accepted the coin and was about to go when he saw Eldria watching him from the doorway. The full import of Gordrig’s words hit him then. 
 
    If I had any more I would give them to you. 
 
    These were the man’s last coins. His pigs were dying. 
 
    “The burden is lifted,” Wisag said, invoking the words he had heard in so many fairy tales growing up. 
 
    “The burden is no more,” Gordrig said gratefully, then stepped in to embrace Wisag once more. He stood there awkwardly, the pig farmer’s arms around him, and felt so many eyes on him. Finally Gordrig let go, and Wisag led his horse away.  
 
    As small as the town was, he had to double back to find Isani’s home. The witch stood in her doorway, as if waiting for him. Wisag tied the horse’s reins to a post, and Isani motioned for him to come inside. 
 
    The cauldron was bubbling once more, or perhaps still. Isani pointed to the chair where he had found Callotrox sleeping the other morn. Gratefully he sat while she pulled the front door closed, but not before he spotted the trio of boys trying to catch one last glimpse of him. 
 
    Wisag began pulling his boots off to calm his aching feet. 
 
    “You have my coin?” the witch asked. 
 
    Wisag reached into his pocket, feeling guilty about taking Gordrig’s last five Reks. But then again, he also didn’t wish to lose his hand, or his life, to an infection. 
 
    “Five Reks is all I could get,” he said. 
 
    “I told you the price was twenty-five.” 
 
    Too tired to argue, Wisag shrugged, put his head against the chair, closed his eyes, and held up his bandaged hand.  
 
    “Then provide me with five Reks’ worth of your magic.” 
 
    He felt the witch take the coins from him. “There is no infection in that hand. You can take the bandage off now. I’ll wrap you a fresh one.” 
 
    Wisag opened his eyes. “You lied to me?” 
 
    Isani smiled. “Yes.” 
 
    Wisag gripped the arm rests of the chair. “I could have died going on that quest!” 
 
    “Callotrox could have died too!” 
 
    “YES! Callotrox could have died too!”  
 
    The witch narrowed her one eye. “And you would have repaid me if I had not lied.” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    She pointed a crooked finger at him. “You and I both know that’s not true.” 
 
    Wisag had to look away. She saw right through him. “Congratulations. You nearly got me and my friend killed and, in the process, you now hold all the coin that Gordrig had to his name. His pigs are sick with fever. Now he has nothing.” 
 
    “He has everything,” Isani said. “He has his daughter.” 
 
    “And they’ll both be out of their home before next winter! They have no more coin!” 
 
    “And you care?” Isani challenged. 
 
    “Yes! I care!” he admitted, surprising even himself. 
 
    “And yet you took his coin.” 
 
    “And yet I did!” He held up his hand. “Because I thought I might die if you did not heal me, witch! I had no choice!” 
 
    One side of her wrinkled mouth smiled wickedly. “You had no choice, just like those townsfolk in Ulham had no choice?” 
 
    He cursed and sat up to pull his boots back on. That was it. He was leaving. 
 
    “They had a choice,” he said. “To fight. They chose instead to trade young women so they did not have to.” 
 
    “And now they are all dead.” 
 
    He had pulled one boot on and now stopped what he was doing. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I gave up this eye.” She pointed at the empty socket. “So I could see better, boy. That is how I know.” 
 
    He made the sign of the protective shield. “What—what happened?” 
 
    “Do you want to see for yourself?” 
 
    No. He did not. 
 
    “Are you brave enough?” she asked. 
 
    Wisag swallowed hard. “Show me.” 
 
    She hobbled over and reached a skeletal arm out to him. “Take my hand. And close your eyes.” 
 
    Wisag gripped her palm. It was slimy and cold to the touch. He closed his eyes. 
 
    “Now see,” she said. 
 
    At first there was nothing, only the blackness behind his eyelids. But then bright orange flames blinded him. He did not understand what he was seeing but then the picture began to make sense. 
 
    Fire. 
 
    Fire everywhere. 
 
    When Isani spoke, her voice sounded like it was coming from far away. “Murrghad’s soldiers came for their women.” 
 
    Wisag could see more and more. Every building in the town of Ulham was ablaze. There were black, charred bodies amidst the flames. Women and children ran screaming, while riders in pale blue cloaks cut them down with long swords. Nardic appeared suddenly, his face sword-slashed, his body half-burnt, and he held only a short dirk, but he charged a rider anyway. 
 
    And was cut down easily. 
 
    A child, her hair on fire, ran across the street until an arrow thudded into her back.  
 
    Wisag’s stomach churned. “Enough!” 
 
    “Is that all you can see?” Isani asked. 
 
    “YES!” 
 
    The fires dimmed and then there was only the blackness of his eyelids again. The witch’s cold hand slid out of his. Wisag dared to open his eyes, fearing the horrifying images would come to him again. His back was slimy with cold sweat against the chair. 
 
    “Are they all dead?” he asked. 
 
    “All,” Isani said. “To the last man, woman, and child.” 
 
    Wisag sat forward and covered his face with his hands. “I felt like I was right there with them.” 
 
    “You were not,” she said coldly. “And you felt that terrible. Now imagine how they must have felt.” 
 
    “You speak as if I am to blame for this.” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    He stared hard at her. “How was that massacre my fault? In agreeing to rescue Eldria, did it then become my duty to protect an entire village who had harbored her kidnappers?” 
 
    “No,” she said finally. “A man can only do what he is capable of. No more, no less. But know this. All actions have consequences. A hero faces them and learns from them.” 
 
    “I am no damned hero!” He stood. “I’m just a …” 
 
    “A what?” the witch asked. 
 
    He sat back down, his eyes drifting away from her.  
 
    A what? 
 
    Your father watches. 
 
    “I am just a man,” he said slowly. “Before Skodan, I killed others. One in a drunken brawl, the other because he insulted me. I gambled with money I did not have and then imposed upon friends to bail me out, knowing full well I would never pay them back. Now I have none, not even Callotrox. My bride-to-be saw who I really was and rejected me. I went on this quest not because I wanted to, but because I had to. People saw me with the Ax and … expected me to be a certain way. I couldn’t let them down. I didn’t want them to see me as a failure. And I took this burden on to earn coin to pay you back, because I feared you would curse me. I did not rescue Eldria because it was the right thing to do, I went because I felt like I had no choice.” 
 
    The witch leveled her eyes on him. “As you told Nardic, though, there is always a choice. Isn’t there?” 
 
    He looked away and pulled his other boot on. 
 
    “There was a choice,” Isani insisted. “You did not have to live up to Skodan or Wyetgerd. You could have left the Ax here. You did not have to pay me back. You could have stolen a horse and ridden for another town and found another healer there.” 
 
    Wisag stood.  
 
    “What do you want to be?” came Skodan’s voice. 
 
    Wisag looked past the witch to find the shade standing in the doorway to the bedroom. 
 
    “Not a hero. Not anybody.” 
 
    “But you could be,” the old warrior said. “You could be.” 
 
    “Well I don’t!” Wisag yelled. 
 
    “Go then.” The witch folded her arms. “Run away. Do what you want.” 
 
    Skodan said, “But know this, Wisag. You can outrun your creditors, you can outrun the Captain of the Guard, you can outrun your enemies, but you can never outrun shame. It will always catch up to you. And when it does? You will try to run again. But it will always find you. No matter where you go. And then there will be only two ways to find peace.” 
 
    “How?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “By accepting you cannot change the past,” Skodan said, “and knowing all you can do is change the future.” 
 
    “And the other way?” Wisag said. 
 
    “By turning the sword on yourself.” 
 
    Wisag said nothing. 
 
    Skodan nodded. “The choice is yours.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Wisag stepped out later in the evening. As he walked the road, he passed one who’d challenged him for the Ax the other day. The man averted his eyes.  
 
    Wisag stepped in his path. “You.” 
 
    The man did not respond. He could barely meet Wisag’s eyes. 
 
    “What is your name?” Wisag demanded. 
 
    “I apologize,” the man said quickly and tried to step around him. 
 
    But Wisag was in a foul mood. He regretted the enmity that had sprung up between him and Callotrox, and he had returned to Isani’s home only to get a lecture from both the witch and Skodan. The gruesome vision that Isani had shared with him, of the massacre in Ulham, was never far from his mind. He could not stop thinking about the little girl, pierced by an arrow to the back. 
 
    Wisag needed an outlet for his anger. 
 
    “I did not ask for your apology,” he uttered. “I asked for your damned name!” 
 
    “Ollax.” The man took a step back and held out a defensive palm. “I heard about what you did in Ulham and …” 
 
    “And you realized how foolish you were in challenging me?” Wisag said, not relenting. 
 
    Ollax swallowed hard. “My father once told me it is no shame to admit another is better at something.” He forced his eyes to remain steady and regarded Wisag proudly. “You are better with a sword than me. And, the more I hear about Murrghad, the less I think I want that Ax you’ve got strapped to your back.” 
 
    Ollax stepped around him. 
 
    So Wisag had been right. Killing several men in a strange town and living to tell the tale was no small feat, and now the men who’d been so eager to challenge him the other day were slinking away.  
 
    The Ax had some benefit. But the costs, oh the costs, were still much too high … 
 
    Wisag went to the tavern. Though he had no coin, he figured someone would buy him an ale. The Ax had to be good for something, after all. And if not the Ax itself, someone would appreciate his good deed in returning Eldria to her father. He only needed a taste, he told himself. Just one ale.  
 
    Thirty paces away, he could hear how loud it was in the tavern. Good. Plenty of people. Someone would buy him a drink.  
 
    Wyetgerd’s Ax was heavy on his back, but his body felt much better. The headache was gone now, and his left hand no longer throbbed. He could make a fist without too much pain. As he drew near the tavern, he realized the din was not the usual ruckus inside a tavern. 
 
    Men were arguing. 
 
    Wisag stepped through the threshold and found two men on almost opposite sides of the room. They faced each other and were the only two standing inside the tavern. Wisag recognized one as the innkeeper, Hostler. The other wore refined garb, probably an Alderman. 
 
    The Captain of the Guard stood near the door, leaned against the wall, with his hand on his sword hilt. The man shifted in his armor and turned an eye toward Wisag. The Captain gave him a respectful, but cold, nod, then turned his attention back to Hostler and the Aldermen. 
 
    “We cannot keep them here,” the Aldermen said. “On that we are agreed.” 
 
    Hostler’s shifty eyes found Wisag. “Ah, the Warrior himself shows his face.” 
 
    All in the tavern pivoted to him. There was nowhere to sit, and Wisag, hating the attention, almost bowed out of the room. He wanted to drink, not join a heated argument. One stiff ale—maybe two—and then off to bed. Tomorrow morning he would set out once more, this place be damned. 
 
    “Sit with me, Warrior.” Gordrig motioned to an empty chair at his table. His daughter, Eldria, sat with him. A strange place for a young woman. As he took in more of the room, he saw many other women there too, and children as well.  
 
    He had joined a town hall meeting. 
 
    Wisag did not want to sit with Gordrig, for he had taken the man’s last coins and could not now ask him to buy a drink. But all eyes were on him, and he knew his father was watching, so Wisag sat.  
 
    The pig farmer motioned at the serving girl. “One more mug for my friend here.” 
 
    She brought Wisag a wooden mug. Muted conversation began to resume as Gordrig poured him an ale. Wisag wondered how the man could afford the drink, if he had given Wisag his last five Reks. 
 
    “As I was saying,” the Alderman continued, drawing everyone’s attention back. “The girls cannot stay here. Tomorrow morning, they will be sent away.” 
 
    Eldria looked down at the table. Her eyes were filled with tears. 
 
    Wisag frowned. Whispering in Gordrig’s ear, he said, “What are they talking about?” 
 
    “Cowards.” Gordrig shook his head. “They are discussing the fate of the women you rescued.” 
 
    Wisag thought he had misheard. “They would force them from Yrlot? Where can they go?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Gordrig chugged his ale. “By the by, thank you for returning my coin. It was a noble gesture. Much gratitude.” 
 
    Wisag looked at the man funnily. “I did no such thing.” 
 
    Gordrig looked over and smiled. He patted Wisag’s arm slyly, as if Wisag had been making a joke. “Of course not. It was purely coincidence that Isani showed up at my door an hour ago with five Reks, claiming to owe me for something that I cannot remember.” 
 
    Wisag hid his surprise. He had not expected the witch to do that. What was this game she was playing? 
 
    And what did Skodan expect of him? 
 
    Why do I care what they want of me? 
 
    Because your father watches. 
 
    Wisag turned his attention back to the men speaking. “Who is the Alderman?” 
 
    “His name is Hralr,” Gordrig whispered. 
 
    Hostler, still standing, sipped his drink before responding. “That is simply not enough. We need to show the Earl of Lomney and Murrghad, unequivocally, we had no part in this.” 
 
    Gordrig banged his fist on the table. “Would you ask my daughter and me to leave too?” 
 
    Hostler hesitated just a little too long. “Our lord is kin to the Earl of Lomney. The gesture would go a long way.” 
 
    “All them blue-blooded bastards are kin!” someone said, cracking a joke. 
 
    But Gordrig was in no laughing mood. His eyes had gone wide. Wisag realized Gordrig’s mistake: the man had dared to ask a question to which he did not know the answer. 
 
    Gordrig stood, leaning heavily to the side of his shorter leg. “How dare you! This is our home! You would ask us to leave?” 
 
    Wisag could not understand what was happening. Gordrig’s daughter, Eldria, had been taken unlawfully and immorally. All Gordrig had done was hire a warrior to bring her back. Now Hostler was suggesting Gordrig leave Yrlot?  
 
    There are no little evils. 
 
    “You would be compensated,” Hostler said, looking around the room to, presumably, the other guild members. “That is only fair. And wouldn’t that be best for you? Your pigs have the fever. All of them will be dead within a month. Right now you probably drink your last coin away.” 
 
    Gordrig’s face reddened. Hostler had shamed him. Wisag wanted to cleave the man’s neck with Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    Hostler continued. “You can make a fresh start somewhere else. We would not be loaning you the money, old friend, our coin would be a gift. You and your daughter can start another farm elsewhere, or perhaps enter into a different trade. It would be good for you.” 
 
    “Don’t call me old friend,” Gordrig said, his voice trembling and his fists balled. “You and I were never friends. This is our home, and you ask us to leave? And no, it would not be good for us. It would be good for you.” 
 
    “You can hardly expect the rest of the town to suffer on your account,” Hostler said. “How is that fair?” 
 
    Gordrig thrust a finger at Hostler. “You have a daughter too. Are you saying you would have acted any differently than me?” 
 
    Hostler smiled easily. Wisag loathed how the innkeeper maintained his cool in this argument.  
 
    “I would have spent all the coin in the world to get her back too,” Hostler admitted. “And once she was safely home, I would have thought of how my actions impacted Yrlot. We are a community, are we not?” He looked around the room, and many heads began nodding. “One man’s actions are like a pebble tossed into a pond. The ripples form and spread and everyone is affected. We all have heard the accounts of Murrghad. While I doubt many of their details, I must believe the overarching theme of these terrifying stories. The man is a dark wizard, his brother is the Earl of Lomney, and the King will not do anything to anger the Earl right now for plain reasons. So tell me, Gordrig, how long do you think it will be until Murrghad’s warriors ride here?” 
 
    There was more than a murmur of agreement.  
 
    Wisag looked around the room, angered by the cowardice on display. Gordrig had done what any father would do, what any father should do, and now these people—his supposed neighbors and friends—were asking him to leave his home. 
 
    “And you,” Hostler said, looking pointedly at Wisag, “will leave on the morrow as well. You went to Ulham to aid Gordrig. But instead of coming home with one young lady, you returned with ten more, creating more problems for the rest of us.” 
 
    Wisag had not been expecting to be made part of the conversation. He looked at the Alderman, Hralr, and the man’s eyes darted away. He would get no help there. 
 
    Wisag rose. He had no idea what to say. It had been his plan to leave anyway in the morn, but he wanted to go on his own terms with head held high. Moreover, he could not stand by while these people pushed Gordrig out of his home and while they forced the young women from their town. It was not right.  
 
    Someone should do something about this. 
 
    And Skodan’s words echoed in his mind: And what if they do not? 
 
    But words failed Wisag in the moment. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw someone appear in the tavern doorway. Glancing over, he spotted Voranna, the strange, and very beautiful, young woman he’d rescued from Ulham. She nodded at him encouragingly. 
 
    As Wisag looked around the room, many eyes regarded him. But just as many looked away. So there were people who disagreed with Hostler and Hralr, but they were not speaking up. Probably because they were thinking of themselves, probably because they were thinking of their families. If Murrghad’s warriors did ride into Yrlot, fathers would not want their sons or daughters imperiled. 
 
    Hostler nodded. “Thank you for seeing the light of reason, Warrior. We appreciate your nobility.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Hostler had been about to go on, but he stopped short. Quickly he tried to recover his coolness of attitude, fixing a fake smile on his lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Warrior.” He cupped an ear. “Did you say something?” 
 
    “I said no,” Wisag answered. His face felt hotter than a hearth in full blaze. Carefully he looked around the room, hoping to find some allies. Voranna remained in the doorway. Gordrig stood tall next to him. 
 
    “I said no,” Wisag repeated. “You will not force Gordrig from his home.” 
 
    Hostler laughed nervously. “No one is forcing dear Gordrig from anywhere. We are offering him coin to start anew, somewhere else.” 
 
    “Offer him coin to start anew here,” Wisag said. 
 
    Hostler’s smile faded. “With respect, Warrior, you are not in charge here.” He flicked a glance to the Captain of the Guard. The man had already pushed away from the wall, his hands by his weapons. 
 
    “I don’t want to be in charge,” Wisag said. “But I am telling you, no one will force Gordrig from his home. And no one will force those girls away. I’d bet most of them have no village to go home to, if the stories about Murrghad are half-true. And even if they could return home, what do you think will happen to them?” 
 
    “That is their affair,” Alderman said, coming to Hostler’s defense. “They have parents. A father is the king of his house. He must protect his children.” 
 
    “If their fathers aren’t dead yet, they will be soon,” Wisag said. “Murrghad’s warriors burned Ulham to the ground, killing everyone.” 
 
    There were gasps in the crowd. 
 
    Hostler shook his head and leaned forward. “You know this? How?” 
 
    “Isani told me,” Wisag said, noting how many people made the protective signs of the shield or the ram. A few of the men held up two fingers to sign the crossed sword. “She showed me what happened, through her sight.” 
 
    Hostler’s face had gone white. “You make my argument for me, Warrior! If Murrghad’s warriors burned Ulham to the ground, where will they turn next?” 
 
    “Probably here,” Wisag said, knowing as he said it, that now he could not leave. He could not run away. Like it or not, he had become part of something much larger. Wisag was not yet prepared to take on the dark wizard, but he was not prepared to leave Yrlot to its own fate, as he had Ulham. 
 
    “We have no choice,” Hralr said, raising his voice above the panicked clamor of the tavern. The Alderman held his palms out. “The girls must leave at once. And Gordrig, I’m afraid we must ask you to go as well.” 
 
    Gordrig folded his arms. “The nearest town is manh days’ ride from here. If Murrghad’s warriors are coming, and if they are looking for my girl, then forcing us to leave is a death sentence.” He looked around the room. Many of his neighbors looked away, not willing to back him up. “We will die on the road.” 
 
    “They’re not going anywhere,” Wisag repeated. “Neither are the women. They stay here.” 
 
    Hostler finally lost his irritating calm. “You have no say in the matter! You are not a citizen of Yrlot, you are not an elected official, and you do not speak for the lord of this domain!” 
 
    “And yet,” Wisag said, “I speak.” 
 
    He glanced around the room.  
 
    “More of you should do the same. Not everyone thinks Gordrig should be forced from home. I know there are some among you who agree with me.” 
 
    “We are allowed to vote on it, by the law,” Hralr said. “Any man jeopardizing the common good can be forced to leave town.” 
 
    Wisag could not believe his ears. “You are going to vote on a man and his daughter’s lives?” 
 
    “It gives me no joy.” Hralr shook his head gravely, and Wisag almost believed him. “But as Alderman, I must think of the community as a whole. I cannot place the lives of two people above everyone else.” 
 
    Wisag ignored the Aldermen and implored those who had not spoken up. “Think about the future. If Gordrig can be forced from home, who goes next?” He pointed at a man and wife at a nearby table. “How long before you are asked to leave?” He pointed to an older man, his face red with drink. “How long before you are asked to leave?” 
 
    But none spoke up on behalf of Gordrig. 
 
    “Let us put it to a vote then,” Hostler said. “Gordrig and Eldria will be compensated for the loss of their home and prospective business. All guild members will contribute to a common pool to fund their leaving. The young women, rescued from Ulham, will be removed as well. They will be provided two days’ worth of food and water for their journey, wherever they choose to go. As for Wisag—” 
 
    “No!” Wisag slammed his fist against the table. He knew what they were doing was wrong, so utterly wrong. And yet, he had no more arguments to make. He wished Callotrox were here. Surely his friend would have thought of something else. Perhaps a third alternative that satisfied everyone.  
 
    “No one is leaving,” Wisag said, his voice dangerous. The Captain of the Guard approached cautiously, stopping only a few feet away. Just within striking distance. “I will not allow it. I take on this burden.” 
 
    “Warrior,” Hralr said, turning to him gravely. “The code of Wyetgerd does not work in that manner. You may take on a burden for someone, but you cannot place burdens on others. Here you are forcing us to put our entire community at risk to harbor these girls and protect Gordrig and Eldria. That is not the demands of a man who walks Wyetgerd’s Path.” 
 
    Oh how cowardly of the Alderman! He could split hairs about Wisag’s responsibilities in carrying the Ax, but Hralr himself would not help his neighbors. 
 
    But Wisag also knew the Alderman was right. 
 
    Before he could counter, Hralr continued, “I respect and admire your sense of honor, Warrior. But you must also walk the path. If you wish to take the women and Gordrig and Eldria into your care, that is your right by the weapon.” 
 
    Wisag had been backed into a corner. He could not argue on the one hand that people of Yrlot were responsible for protecting the women, Gordrig, and Eldria and then, on the other hand, refuse to help the very same people himself. 
 
    Hralr had outmaneuvered him. 
 
    He did not know what to say. 
 
    “They stay here!” 
 
    Everyone turned to the door. Isani, the one-eyed witch, had stepped inside the tavern. With her back bent like a reed in a gale, she came in and leaned against a chair to support herself. 
 
    “Wisag is right,” she said in her rough voice. “Send Gordrig away tonight, and who goes tomorrow? And the day after? Soon only the Aldermen and the Guild will be here and I know what will happen then. They’ll take all their coin and flee.” She pointed a crooked finger at several different men in the room, whom Wisag assumed were members of those two groups. “Shame on all of you! Spending a few Reks to send a man away does not cost you anything! You will not feel the loss of so few coin, and yet, the man you send away will likely be hunted down on the road, his daughter taken to the Thultic Mountains. Or worse. Shame on you! One-by-one you would send your neighbors away to live and fight and die alone? If that is Yrlot, then I would say this community is not worth saving!  
 
    “Gordrig is a good man. He works hard and he contributes to the common fund every year. And look at where that has gotten him? You are prepared to put his life and his daughter’s life to a vote? Shame on you all!” 
 
    Another man stood, his face red. “Isani speaks true. We are a community. We are supposed to look out for one another. When it rains, we offer to help our neighbor fix his roof, do we not? When a child is sick with fever, all pitch in to help the family. This is no different.” 
 
    “Warriors ride here,” Hralr said. “That is a very different thing.” 
 
    Another man stood. “And that is why our Lord has a Guard here! Every year our coin goes to his coffers for defense and protection.” 
 
    Hralr glanced at the Captain. “With respect to our lord’s Guard, whom are all excellent soldiers, it consists of six men, the Captain included. If Murrghad sends a sizable force, it will be like trying to stop the ocean with a slab of wood.” 
 
    This time a woman stood. “We cannot send Gordrig away! It is not right!” 
 
    Wisag, relieved, took his seat. He glanced over at Isani, who offered him a wry smile. He had made much the same argument, but the townsfolk had been swayed by her words as opposed to his.  
 
    “It still calls for a vote!” Hostler said, leveling his eyes on Hralr. “As Alderman, I ask you call a vote.” 
 
    Hralr nervously eyed the room. He feared the outcome. Wisag looked around, trying to read faces, trying to look deep into the hearts of people he did not know. Would they do what was right? 
 
    Perhaps they needed a little reassurance. 
 
    Wisag stood once more. “If Murrghad’s warriors ride here, I will stand with the Guard against them.” 
 
    Hostler lowered his eyes, knowing Wisag’s pledge had probably swayed the vote in his favor. Hralr went through the motions of calling for all land-holding men to vote, but it was obvious from their shouts that the women, Gordrig, and Eldrian would stay. 
 
    After the vote was official, Gordrig thudded Wisag on the back. “Much gratitude, Warrior! Here, drink some more ale!” 
 
    Wisag did not refuse. He even managed to smile. They shared another jug of ale, then the pig farmer left to take his daughter home. Another man invited Wisag to his table, and then another. All of them had spoken on behalf of Gordrig and the woman rescued from Yrlot. 
 
    Wisag lost track of the night. He had only come for one drink, but then one man after another had offered to buy him an ale. How could he politely refuse? Not wanting to give offense, Wisag drank his fill, and then a lot more. At last, as the tavern was finally emptying, Wisag stood and immediately tipped over. He fell flat onto the table. The wood gave and shattered. Wisag hit the floor hard. 
 
    I will feel that in the morning … or whenever I wake. 
 
    He laughed drunkenly at the thought. The tavern owner came over wearing an angry expression. Wisag mumbled an apology as he tried to push himself to his feet. In the fall, Wyetgerd’s Ax had slipped from his back. He sifted through the broken pieces of wood to clutch it. At first he tried to pick it up with his left hand, forgetting it was still bandaged. Realizing he was unable grasp it, he found this comical and began laughing hysterically. He reached with his right hand but lost his balance again, his rear end slamming into the floor. 
 
    Wisag could not stop laughing. 
 
    The tavern owner said something, but he could not quite hear it. The man began sweeping the floor, trying to clean the mess that Wisag had made of the table. Wisag was still laughing when the tavern owner yelled at him. 
 
    He leaned to the side and grabbed the Ax. It was silly. Wyetgerd’s Ax was just another weapon, like any other. The craftsmanship was not particularly excellent. One head of the Ax was larger than the other; one side was more curved than the other. The handle was crooked.  
 
    He found this funny too. Laughing and still on the floor, his eyes drifted to the door of the tavern. The Captain of the Guard stood there. Wisag frowned, thinking he had seen the man depart much earlier. Well, he had come back at a bad time, for now the night was over. 
 
    Wisag laughed at this too as he climbed to his feet. He nearly fell over again, but the Ax provided a good counterbalance so he was able to stand. 
 
    He was still laughing when the Captain of the Guard placed him under arrest. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Skodan woke in a strange place. The stone floor was warm but hard against his back as he pushed himself upright. Normally he woke with stiffness throughout his body. But today there was no ache in his lower back or pain lurking inside his shoulder. 
 
    He got up, feeling a vigor he had not experienced in years. His first steps in the morning were usually tentative, but he placed one foot in front of the other without care. 
 
    He felt young. 
 
    As he walked, feeling the power flowing through his body, Skodan recognized where he was. The Great Pirrayus. 
 
    At the end of this hall stood the entrance to Vastagi, where heroes spent eternity. The golden double doors yawned open, beckoning him forward. 
 
    On the day of calling, the hero will rise and join Wyetgerd. 
 
    Skodan strode forward, arms swinging in time to his long, painless steps. As he approached the entrance, he now saw a warrior awaiting him.  
 
    “Elgric!” 
 
    Skodan smiled and hurried forward. His oldest friend, adorned in golden armor and looking a young man once more, spread his arms and the two warriors embraced. They thumped each other’s backs and Skodan felt a lightness of spirit that he had not tasted in many years. 
 
    They stepped apart to regard each other. 
 
    “Warrior,” Elgric said, smiling, “you look yourself once more!” 
 
    Skodan looked down and was shocked. Though he had remained muscular throughout his life and up to the end of his days, his body had returned to its peak form. 
 
    “And yourself,” Skodan said. “Look at you, Elgric!” 
 
    “My friend,” Elgric said. “All these years I was too proud—” 
 
    “As was I.” 
 
    Elgric closed his eyes in relief. “The Path you walked was difficult.” 
 
    “I have often been accused of being a great man, but never did I once curse my fate.” 
 
    Elgric smiled impishly. “Then I was both right and wrong.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “Perhaps in a thousand years we will come to an answer for that question. Until then, I prefer to drink mead with you and meet the others.” 
 
    Elgric slapped his shoulder. “The Skodan I grew up with! I am blessed. And you are too. For it is time.” 
 
    Skodan looked past his old friend at the entrance to Vastagi. Though the doors were open, he could not see through them. Proudly, he took one big step forward and— 
 
    Stopped before he took another one. 
 
    “What is it?” Elgric asked. 
 
    There was something … Skodan looked over his shoulder. He gazed down the long stone hallway. Torches hung in sconces, the light receding into the vast distance. The hallway seemingly had no end. 
 
    “We all have unfinished business,” Elgric said, reading his mind. His smile slipped. “That is part of life and death. The thing unsaid, the step untaken, the act not completed. It is the way of things and part of the Path.” 
 
    Skodan yet looked down that long hallway. In the far distance, the light slowly began to fade. Darkness began to swallow that passage creeping ever closer to them. 
 
    “There was something …” Skodan said, struggling to remember what was pulling him back. 
 
    Elgric moved to stand between Skodan and the darkness. His old friend tried to turn him around, but Skodan planted his feet squarely and did not budge. 
 
    “My friend, the entrance does not remain forever open to a man,” Elgric said. 
 
    Skodan did not hear him. He was trying desperately to remember what he still had to do. He sidestepped Elgric to better gaze down the long hallway. 
 
    But the darkness just kept coming. There was nothing to see. 
 
    “Skodan.” Elgric put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Wyetgerd himself awaits.” 
 
    There was something … Wyetgerd … 
 
    “Where is the Ax?” he said suddenly, trying to remember. His hand reached over a shoulder to grasp the weapon once more, but he clutched only air. “Where is it?” 
 
    Elgric smiled sadly. “Another has it now, Skodan. It is his turn to carry the burden and walk the Path.” 
 
    And everything came back to him. Wisag. Not a boy, but not a man either. Something in between. And capable of so much, both good and bad. 
 
    “He needs my aid,” Skodan said. “He is not ready to carry the Ax!” 
 
    “Were you?” Elgric challenged. “You were his age when—” 
 
    “But this one’s different!” Skodan shouted, turning back to Elgric. “The wizard, Murrghad, works his dark sorcery in the Thultic Mountains, while the Guerondot prepare for war against us. The boy will need all the aid he can get to stand against Murrghad, and doing so, he will incur the wrath of the Earl of Lomney. Before he knows it, he will be standing against the King himself!” 
 
    “Skodan,” Elgric said gently. “My friend. You have walked the Path your whole life. You have earned your place here. It is time to rejoice and rest.” 
 
    “I have not,” Skodan said darkly, “always walked the Path, Elgric.” 
 
    His friend stiffened. “But you said—” 
 
    “What we did was right. But also wrong, I think. I will not argue it was for the greater good, but there are no little evils, Elgric.” 
 
    Elgric’s face fell. After all these years, he had hoped obviously for Skodan to feel differently.  
 
    “The entrance does not remain open for long,” Elgric said. 
 
    “Then for how long?” Skodan demanded. 
 
    “Time is a funny thing here,” Elgric said. “I could say a day but it would become a year—” 
 
    “Do not mince words with me,” Skodan said. “How long?” 
 
    “I do not know, my friend. That is all I was trying to say.” 
 
    Skodan folded his arms and looked at the golden entrance. It shined like a beacon, almost blinding to the eye. Then he turned once more to peer down the long, ever darkening hallway. 
 
    “I have no right to ask this of you, Elgric,” Skodan said. “You were the best friend a man could ever ask for. But would you do one more thing for me?” 
 
    Elgric nodded. “Anything, Skodan. You know that.” 
 
    Skodan smiled. They had not spoken in years—no, decades. And yet merely seeing each other again, it was like they had never parted at all, never mind on bad terms. 
 
    “I wish to take my place here but I cannot leave the boy yet. There is too much coming for him.” 
 
    Elgric stared hard at him. “You have given everything, Skodan. You have nothing left to prove.” 
 
    “I never had anything to prove.” 
 
    Elgric sighed, then slowly nodded. “I will do what I can, old friend.” 
 
    “Much gratitude, brother.” Skodan palmed his shoulder. His eyes fell back to the golden entrance. “Tell me, though, are they all here?” 
 
    Elgric grinned. “All. You would not believe the stories. Or the mead.” 
 
    Skodan forced a laugh, but he had a more serious question to ask. “Even Hetakor?” 
 
    Elgric’s expression darkened. “No. He is not here.” 
 
    Skodan closed his eyes and nodded. It was as he’d feared, then. No place in Vastagi for Hetakor. 
 
    “Before you return to Braedhait, there is something I must tell you,” Elgric said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wisag woke with a splitting headache. The wooden floor was hard and cold against his side. Pushing himself up to sitting, he forced his eyes open wider and took in the room. 
 
    It was not Isani’s bedroom. He was somewhere else. 
 
    Surrounded by four wooden, unadorned walls. A heavy door with no handle on this side barred his exit. There was little light. He must have woken early. If he didn’t know any better, he would have thought he was in a cell— 
 
    Then he remembered the night prior. He’d been at the tavern, heavy with drink, when the Captain of the Guard took him away with several other armed men. 
 
    He took a deep breath, hiccupped. So they had arrested him for public drunkenness. He knew most towns had a law against that, but never had he heard of a town enforcing this silly rule. He was without his Ax and sword, and his boots were missing. As he slowly got up, his stomach pitched like he was on a ship. Clutching his belly, Wisag stumbled against the wall for support. The room was doing a slow spin. 
 
    There was a bucket in the corner. He forced himself to wretch. His eyes stung with tears but he began to feel better. His throat, though, was parched. 
 
    Wisag stumbled to the door. He pushed on it. It moved an inch but no more. He forced his fingers between the door and the jamb and tried to pull the door toward him. But it would not budge. 
 
    “Open the door!” he shouted. 
 
    There was no immediate answer.  
 
    “By the gods, open the door!” he bellowed. 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    Wisag banged the door several times, hoping to make a racket. But still, no one answered or came to the cell. He turned and slid his back down the door. Putting his head against the wood, he closed his eyes, already beginning to doze off— 
 
    But then he heard several sets of heavy footsteps coming.  
 
    Armed men were coming his way. It seemed a bit much considering they’d arrested him for public drunkenness, but perhaps this was yet another unexpected result of the Ax. The Captain and his Guards feared him, for Wisag had killed the mighty Skodan. Perhaps they expected a fight. 
 
    The door opened. The Captain stood there with three of his Guards. 
 
    “Get up,” the Captain ordered. 
 
    Wisag did not care for his tone, but his head was pounding and he had not the energy to argue or be insolent. He climbed to his feet and faced the other man. 
 
    “Apologies,” Wisag said. “I will reimburse the tavern owner for the table.” 
 
    The Captain did not respond. His three men stood with their hands on their swords. Wisag sensed the hostility from them like a physical force. 
 
    “Your boots,” the Captain said. 
 
    One of the other Guards tossed them at Wisag’s feet, hitting him rudely in the shins. Wisag shot the man a dangerous look. 
 
    “Next time you will hand me my boots,” Wisag said. “Or there will be trouble.” 
 
    The man stared hard at him, but shifted nervously. 
 
    The Captain said. “Put them on.” 
 
    Wisag did not care for being ordered around. But he was eager to get out of this cell, so he slid the boots on. 
 
    “Where is my Ax and sword?” he asked. 
 
    The Captain did not answer. “Come with us.” 
 
    Wisag felt like someone had walked over his grave. “I asked you, where is my Ax and sword?” 
 
    The Captain nodded at his men. Each drew his sword and aimed it at Wisag. It was a small room and foolish of them to all draw swords in so little a space. But still, he did not wish to tempt fate. Any one of them could have landed a lucky blow. 
 
    “You will come with us,” the Captain said. 
 
    “What is the fine?” 
 
    “Fine?” the Captain asked. 
 
    “For public drunkenness,” Wisag said. “There is no need to take me before the magistrate, if you even have one. I will pay the fine.” 
 
    The Captain looked at his men, as if to say I told you so. “Wisag, we presented you with your charge last night. It was not for public drunkenness.” 
 
    He frowned, not remembering anything after the Captain placed him under arrest in the tavern. Apparently, they had talked while the Captain and his men brought him here. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It is illegal to remove a woman from her husband’s home,” the Captain said. 
 
    It took Wisag a moment. “Eldria? You’re not serious!” 
 
    “The marriage seal was authentic,” the Captain said. “Our own notary reviewed the document.” 
 
    Wisag could not believe what he was hearing. “You have placed me under arrest for rescuing Eldria from her kidnapper?” 
 
    “He was not her kidnapper,” the Captain responded, unconvincingly. “He was her husband, by law. This is a serious offense.” 
 
    Wisag’s mind was spinning. “Her so-called husband is dead. The town where he lived is gone. There is no one there with cause to charge me with any crime. None here can enforce the law of Ulham, and you certainly have no authority to do so!” 
 
    The Captain shook his head. “Ulham might be burned to the ground, but it remains within our lord’s domain, Wisag. We will present you to him. He will decide the punishment.” 
 
    Wisag balled his fists. Their lord, unable to take his anger out on Murrghad for destroying his town, would likely direct that blame to Wisag. The penalty of removing a woman from her husband’s house was capital. 
 
    No good deed goes unpunished. 
 
    Wisag was about to try something foolish: punch his way out of the cell. But there were too many of them. And, by the expressions on their faces, they were looking for an excuse to kill him rather than take the time to drag him before a lord. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Wisag asked. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Captain of the Guard and his three men gave no answer. Instead, they roped his wrists and forced him onto a wagon. The Captain steered the wagon while his three men sat their own horses. Wisag sat uncomfortably, with his hands linked behind his back. He watched carefully which way they went. 
 
    West. 
 
    A chill passed through him. He had a terrible premonition that they were taking him to the ruins of Ulham, or simply removing him from the watchful eyes of the town to murder him and ditch his body somewhere. 
 
    As the wagon pulled out of town in the early morn, Wisag saw no one about. He looked for Callotrox, Isani, and even Voranna, but none of them appeared. Where were all the people from last night, who had bought him a drink and wished to sit with the great and mighty Wisag, bearer of Wyetgerd’s Ax, slayer of kidnapping reavers? 
 
    He cursed. 
 
    It was easy to buy a man a drink. It was quite another thing to stand shoulder-to-shoulder to with him.   
 
    There are many ways to be a hero. 
 
    Wisag slumped in the wagon. Just as he was about to curse his luck, he thought of what Isani or Skodan would have said—that this recent turn of events had less to do with luck and more to do with the choices he had made in life. 
 
    But what had he done that was so terrible in Yrlot? Skodan had baited him. It had been a fair and lawful fight, one which he nearly lost several times over. Eldrian had been stolen to be given to a dark wizard for evil purposes. It was right to rescue the girl. On the whole, he had walked a mostly virtuous path since coming to this town. And now, he was suffering for it. 
 
    It was so true. 
 
    No good deed went unpunished. 
 
    Wisag settled into the seat, his wrists beginning to hurt from the bonds. There was no comfortable way to sit, and the dirt road the Captain took was bumpy. Jostled about, Wisag finally gave up trying to sit upright and instead leaned against the interior of the wagon. It was hard and wooden, splinters just waiting to stick him. 
 
    But he had more important things to worry about. 
 
    As another cold wind began whipping about, the sky turned grey. The trees on the leaves turned upside down. 
 
    It will rain, Father would have said. 
 
    “The Maester said the leaves turning upside-down is just an old wives’ tale!” he had challenged, every time. 
 
    Watch, his Father had always responded. It will rain. 
 
    And rain it always did, whenever the leaves did that. 
 
    Minutes later, a cool, steady drizzle began. They had gone only a few leagues from Yrlot, but he felt the wagon begin to slow and shudder to a stop. One of the horses leading the wagon snorted. Wisag stuck his head out of the window and looked forward. 
 
    The Captain climbed down from the seat. 
 
    “What is happening?” Wisag asked, fear prickling his skin. 
 
    The Captain did not answer. Instead, the man turned away and watched the road. Wisag leaned out the window on the other side of the wagon. He could see the three Guards, just ahead, still sitting their horses. 
 
    Waiting. 
 
    Who were they waiting for? 
 
    Then Wisag realized.  
 
    I am as good as dead. 
 
    He closed his eyes and prayed to the gods, but, in truth, he had never had much time for them. Nor, he supposed, did they have much time for a wretch like him. What little thought he’d given them over the years consisted of two things: begging for their help and cursing them for their fickle ways. 
 
    How would he respond to a man who constantly sought his aid and then blamed him for all his own follies? 
 
    He took a deep breath, feeling the tears come. Heroes did not cry. Men of legend stood tall, proud, and stoic when Death loomed over them. They faced the inevitable with grace and poise, knowing that a good death was perhaps the most important part of a man’s life. 
 
    But still, the tears came. Pathetic. He had carried Wyetgerd’s Ax! He had bested Skodan in single combat! He had ridden into a strange town and rescued ten young women! And here he was, chained inside a wagon, waiting for men to kill him with watery eyes. 
 
    The anger grew. 
 
    Wisag strained against the ropes burning wrists, but there was no give. Gritting his teeth, he tensed as hard as he could but felt the sinew in his chest and shoulder begin to hurt. He could not force his bonds open. 
 
    He stood, the top of his back reaching the ceiling of the wagon. He tried kicking the door open, but the Captain had put a lock on that as well. He kicked harder, feeling the wood give. 
 
    The Captain ran back to meet him. “STOP THAT!” 
 
    Wisag just kept kicking. The wood buckled with each blow, the latch on the door straining against the lock. 
 
    The Captain drew his sword. “I could kill you for trying to escape!” 
 
    “Then do it,” Wisag hissed. “You’re going to kill me anyway.” 
 
    “No.” The Captain shook his head. “We did not want this, but it is best for Yrlot.” 
 
    Wisag stopped kicking. “Do you honestly believe handing me over to Murrghad’s warriors is the best for Yrlot?” 
 
    The Captain was unable to hold his stare. 
 
    “Is this how a warrior should die?” Wisag asked. “Is this how you would want to die? Chained, handed to the enemy by those who should be your allies? Is this any way for a man to die?” 
 
    The Captain still looked away. “Shut up.” 
 
    Wisag resumed his kicking. The Captain sighed, raising his sword high so he could stab Wisag through the window. 
 
    “SIR!” 
 
    The Captain of the Guard stopped, mid-strike, and turned just his head. 
 
    “They’re coming!” one of his guards shouted. 
 
    The Captain pointed at him. “I am sorry, Warrior. You are right. This is no way for a man to die. It’s certainly no way for the man who walks Wyetgerd’s Path to enter Vastagi. I will pray for you. But I must obey the Aldermen as they represent my lord’s best interests.” 
 
    “COWARD!” Wisag said, hoping shame would compel the man to do the right thing. 
 
    But instead the Captain pushed away from the wagon and hurried forward to meet the new riders. Wisag stuck his head out the window but could not see them well. He tried the other window and spotted a dozen riders. 
 
    They wore strange, pale blue cloaks with blood red hoods that covered their faces. Their horses were wide and tall, bred for war. Even though he watched these faceless men from afar, Wisag got a chill. Each rider was tall and broad and wore a scabbarded longsword. Wisag strained to hear the conversation. 
 
    The Captain of the Guard held up an empty hand. “I am Ryeg, Captain of Yrlot.” 
 
    The riders said nothing. As there were twelve of them, they spread across the road and into the grass, forming an effective barrier. 
 
    “You are looking for a man,” the Captain said, “who stole the girls intended for your master.” 
 
    The riders still said nothing. 
 
    The Captain pointed back to the wagon. “His name is Wisag, and he carried Wyetgerd’s Ax. On his own initiative, he sought out the gir—” 
 
    The warrior sitting at the point of the formation nudged his horse. The beast took a few steps forward and came to a stop. From this angle, Wisag could not see the lead man anymore. 
 
    The Captain said, “As I was saying, Wisag sought out a girl taken from our village on his own initiative. None asked him to ride to Ulham.” 
 
    Wisag stuck his head farther out of the wagon. He could just see the lead rider. The man pulled his hood back to reveal his face. 
 
    His skin was grey, like old, weathered wood. His long straight hair was blonde but streaked with silver. But it was his eyes that Wisag would never forget. 
 
    They were blood red with black pupils. 
 
    With his hands behind his back, Wisag could not make the sign of the protective shield. But he muttered a prayer to the gods. 
 
    “No man rescues another’s daughter without encouragement.” 
 
    The Captain was speechless, probably just as unnerved as Wisag by the sight of the warrior. There was something otherworldly about him and also … Wisag could not help but think he had seen the man before. Not as he appeared now, though. 
 
    “He carries the Ax,” the Captain said. “He took on the burden himself.” 
 
    The grey-skinned rider’s mouth twitched. “How did he come to the Ax?” 
 
    The Captain looked nervously at his Guards. “He faced Skodan in single combat.” 
 
    “Present him to me,” the warrior ordered. “I would very much like to meet him, then.” 
 
    The Captain nodded and signaled to one of his men. “Of course. We were riding to Ulham to deliver him.” 
 
    The grey-skinned man nodded once. 
 
    The Captain cleared his throat. “We in Yrlot wish the Earl of Lomney and all his kin to know that we do not stick our nose in other men’s affairs.” 
 
    The warrior said nothing. 
 
    One of the Guards had dismounted and now came up beside the wagon. Wisag moved out of the window. The Guard jammed a key into the lock on the wagon door.  
 
    “Don’t try anything,” the Guard said to Wisag. 
 
    Wisag smirked. “With my hands behind my back, what could I do?” 
 
    The Guard could not tell if Wisag was being ironic. He unlocked the door and stepped back with his sword drawn. Slowly, Wisag came out of the wagon. As soon as he got both feet on the ground, he would run. The road was lined with forest. He could run for cover in the woodland, where horsemen had less of an advantage. The odds of his surviving this encounter were still impossibly long, but he stood no chance unless he took action. 
 
    “I hope,” the Captain said to the warrior ahead, “that you will pass this message along to your master. We of Yrlot mind our own business and do not meddle in another man’s affairs.” 
 
    The warrior looked past the Captain, right at Wisag.  
 
    For a moment, those blood red eyes mesmerized him. Wisag was certain he had seen this man before, but just could not place him. Perhaps he had once come through Wisag’s home village of Belsta years ago. 
 
    But no, that was unlikely. Any man with grey skin and blood red eyes would be unforgettable, leaving the deepest of impressions. That was why Wisag assumed this man had looked different when he saw him, as in less remarkable. 
 
    “This boy carries the Ax?” the rider asked. His voice was a deep bass that rumbled like shifting ice. “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly,” the Captain said, hazarding a glance back at Wisag. 
 
    “Where is Wyetgerd’s Ax?” the warrior asked, a strange smile beginning to form on one side of his mouth. 
 
    “We arrested this man for breaking the law. He was presented with a valid marriage seal and yet he removed a bride from her husband’s home. It is customary to remove all weapons from pris—” 
 
    The warrior’s head whipped around, the nascent smile already gone. “Where is the Ax?” 
 
    The Captain hesitated. “In Yrlot, sir. Why do you ask?” 
 
    The warrior pointed at Wisag. “Once I kill him, the Ax belongs to me. Does it not?” 
 
    The Captain looked back at Wisag with a pained expression. His eyes were sorrowful, his face filled with regret. 
 
    Do the right thing. 
 
    But the Captain sighed and turned back to the warrior. “It does. I would be happy to have my men deliver you the—” 
 
    Wisag did not stay to hear the rest. With the Guard watching him distracted by the strange rider, Wisag burst forward, knocking into him. The man fell but did not let go of his sword. With his hands still behind his back, Wisag could not break his own fall. He landed hard on one shoulder and rolled to soften the blow. There were shouts from behind as he got to his feet and ran toward the trees. 
 
    But before he made it the woodland, one of Murrghad’s riders drew rein in front of him. The man and horse had moved as if anticipating Wisag’s actions. He was cut off. 
 
    Wisag whirled, nearly turning into the blade of the Guard he had just tripped up. The man’s sword stopped an inch short of his neck. And Wisag knew this was it. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    The warrior touched heel, and his powerful beast trotted forward. The Captain did the same, still trying to speak to him. 
 
    “Good sir, if you could tell me your name?” 
 
    The warrior did not answer. 
 
    Wisag closed his eyes and prayed to the gods again. He did not have time to look back on his life and perform an inventory of good deeds and bad ones. He just hoped the former outweighed the latter, and, if it did not, he prayed the gods would recognize his youth and not having enough of a life to make up for his missteps.  
 
    “Sir,” the Captain said. “Would you be so kind as to tell your master that we offer this man to you as a token of our friendship?” 
 
    “Where are the girls?” the man asked, keeping his eyes on Wisag as he drew up even with the wagon. 
 
    The Captain hesitated too long to be convincing. “We sent them away.” 
 
    The warrior drew rein and turned sharply to the Captain. “Do you truly think you can lie to me? Truly?” 
 
    The Captain looked like he was ready to burst. 
 
    Wisag flicked a glance to the Guard near him. The man’s sword was still at his throat, but the Guard was just as unnerved by these strange warriors as Wisag. The closer this lead man got, the more distracted the Guard grew. Wisag could get away and— 
 
    But one of Murrghad’s warriors sat his horse only five feet behind him.  
 
    And Wisag’s hands were roped behind his back. 
 
    The warrior turned away from the Captain. His blood red eyes narrowed as he peered at Wisag. 
 
    “Do you know me, boy?” the man asked. 
 
    Wisag felt paralyzed. He could not place the man, and yet he was certain he knew the warrior. The question also reminded him of Skodan, for the old warrior had asked him the very same thing. 
 
    Wisag forced himself to speak. “You look like a coward to me. Prepared to kill me while my hands are tied behind my back and I carry no weapon.” 
 
    The grey-skinned warrior smiled. “We aren’t just going to kill you, boy. We will turn you over to Murrghad. He will put you to good use.” 
 
    Wisag got a chill, as his mind began to imagine all the terrible things a dark wizard could do to him. Blood sacrifice, mindless servitude, endless torture … 
 
    “I will kill Murrghad,” Wisag vowed, the words surprising him. “And I will kill you, coward.” 
 
    The man’s eerie smile brightened. His eyes were mad, or would have appeared so, had they not been totally red. The warrior flicked his pale blue cloak aside to reveal his longsword. Gripping the hilt, he drew the weapon and, with an almost thoughtless flick of the wrist, he beheaded the Captain of the Guard. 
 
    Ryeg’s head, the eyes rolled back sickeningly, thudded on the ground and rolled away. 
 
    The Captain’s men screamed. Wisag made to move, but there was nowhere to go. He turned and saw the other rider coming for him. 
 
    And he also saw something else. 
 
    Two more riders, coming from the east. 
 
    Coming from Yrlot. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Wisag could not believe his eyes. 
 
    Callotrox rode hard with sword already unsheathed! And beside him was … Darren? Skodan’s squire? 
 
    Darren had his own blade drawn as well and began raising it above his head. He bellowed a fierce cry and urged his beast to go faster. Callotrox and Darren’s appearance had distracted the grey-skinned warriors. Wisag, hands still roped behind his back, ran hard for the two men. 
 
    The warrior that had blocked his path to the woods recovered from his shock quickly. With one smooth movement, he drew his thin, curved blade and sliced gracefully. Wisag felt the weapon’s sting as it bit into his shoulder. He rolled away, just in time to avoid the warrior’s next swing. 
 
    Darren barreled between them on his horse, screaming bloody murder. The grey-skinned warrior, hood falling off his head to reveal his blood red eyes, again recovered marvelously. Darren tried to chop the man’s head off, but the warrior leaned hard in his saddle and swiped his sword. The blade just missed Darren’s exposed flank. The horse’s momentum carried Darren away from the man. 
 
    Wisag glanced at the fiercesome warriors. They had already dispatched the three remaining Guards. Callotrox drew rein and jumped off his horse. Wisag turned, holding his wrists out behind him, and Callotrox cut the rope binding them together. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    Callotrox handed him a sword, before remounting his horse. Wisag had no time to thank him, for two of the warriors were riding hard at them. Callotrox spurred his horse out of the way. Wisag did the only thing he could think: he dove between the two horses coming at him, hoping the warriors would not swing their swords, not wanting to kill each other. 
 
    The space between was incredibly small. He felt the horses’ flanks as they thundered past him. At the last moment, he stuck his sword out, slicing one of the animal’s back legs. The horse shuddered and the sudden jerk threw the rider from the saddle. The fall was a bad one. 
 
    But somehow the man landed on one foot and executed a perfect somersault to break his fall. With one big sweep of an arm, his cloak was off and Wisag could see his red breastplate, decorated with bones. The man still on horseback turned back around, but Callotrox engaged him. 
 
    Wisag charged the man on the ground. His head was pounding still from drink, his heart roaring in his ears, but he did not care. These men had torched Ulham, had come for the women, and were eager to kill him. 
 
    They would die for these sins. 
 
    Wisag slashed wildly, driving the man back. He parried every thrust and swing expertly, though. But Wisag continued his mad attack. The man tried to stab him, but Wisag saw it coming and stepped under the blade, driving his own through the man’s stomach. 
 
    The blood red eyes widened, more in surprise than in pain. The man looked down at the blade jutting from his belly, as if he could not believe it. 
 
    “You killed me …”  
 
    Wisag snarled. “And I’ll kill the rest of you bastards too!” 
 
    The man slumped to his knees, still incredulous at the turn of events. It was like he had never even considered the possibility of defeat. 
 
    Wisag stuck his boot on the man’s shoulder and drew his sword. Callotrox had managed to kill the other rider, and Darren was urging his horse back to meet them behind the wagon. That still left ten of the grey-skinned warriors. 
 
    Wisag took one of the dead men’s horses and jumped into the saddle. He raised his sword at their leader. 
 
    “What were you saying a moment ago?” Wisag called out, lungs heaving from the effort. “You were going to turn me over to your wretched master?” 
 
    The leader smiled coolly. “And when we do, Murrghad will have your eyes put out, and your skin flayed, and then he will roast your guts while you yet live.” 
 
    Darren and Callotrox drew rein so the three young men sat on horseback in a line with each other, facing the impressive warriors. 
 
    Wisag forced himself to smile back. “Hard words from a coward who can only kill one who has not yet drawn his sword.” 
 
    The ten riders had reformed their own line and were prepared to charge at their leader’s command. 
 
    He pointed at Wisag. “I will have that Ax. It belongs to me, boy.” 
 
    “Since I do not know who you are,” Wisag said carelessly, “you might as well tell me your name. I always like to know who I’m about to kill.” 
 
    The warrior’s smile only deepened. “I am Hetakor.” 
 
    Wisag regarded the man and realized where he had seen the warrior’s face before. But no, that was impossible. 
 
    The man calling himself Hetakor tipped his head back. His blonde silver hair fell over his shoulders as he laughed wickedly. 
 
    Wisag glanced nervously to Callotrox. His friend’s eyes bulged as well, a frightened look filling them. He had seen this face before too, when Wisag had. Many, many years ago, back in their home village of Belsta. 
 
    But it was still impossible. 
 
    Hetakor raised his sword, ready to call the charge. His nine remaining riders watched eagerly, hands gripping reins and swords. 
 
    But then a din arose behind Wisag.  
 
    He looked over his shoulder quickly, fearing that more of the enemy had somehow gotten behind them. But instead he saw more riders from Yrlot. No Guards were coming, it was just the townsfolk, but a lot of them. They urged their mounts forward and carried a strange, almost comical assortment of weapons. Many held swords, but just as many wielded farm tools or other clumsy implements. 
 
    Wisag could not believe his eyes. 
 
    He turned to face Hetakor again, expecting to see fear. 
 
    But the warrior continued to smile. He pointed at Wisag.  
 
    “I will kill you soon, boy.” Then he turned to his men and barked an order. The ten strange riders turned away and rode west hard. Their horses were at a full gallop in two strides and pulled away with incredible speed. Hetakor did not glance back once, and only when they were out of sight did Wisag relax and let out his breath. 
 
    “You saved my life, my friend.” Wisag turned to Callotrox. “Much gratitude.” 
 
    Callotrox smiled. “Barely, horse. Just barely.” 
 
    Wisag smiled his thanks. “I did not deserve it.” 
 
    Callotrox looked away, as if embarrassed. “I was harsh with you. No man should be expected to …” 
 
    Wisag nodded, still grateful. “Say no more, Callotrox.” 
 
    Callotrox smiled. 
 
    Wisag then turned to Skodan’s former squire, Darren. “Much gratitude.” 
 
    Darren nodded but said nothing. He began to turn his horse away, but Wisag reached out and cuffed his arm. 
 
    “You did not know have to ride for me,” Wisag said. “Why did you?” 
 
    Darren shook his head. “I did not ride for you, you drunk.” 
 
    Wisag was taken aback, not expecting this hostility from the man who had just saved his life. 
 
    “Why did you come here then?” 
 
    “I came here because it was right,” Darren said self-righteously. “Turning you over to Murrghad’s warriors was an act of cowardice and evil. And, like you said yourself in the tavern, if we hand one man over, who is next? Because evil like that does not stop with one person. It never does.” 
 
    Wisag didn’t know what to say. “Much gratitude anyway.” 
 
    Darren had turned his horse around. The townsfolk, also on horseback, were just about to reach them. The former squire gazed malevolently into Wisag’s eyes. 
 
    “You do not deserve the Ax. You insulted a great man and through blind bloody luck you killed him.” 
 
    Wisag should have been grateful for the man’s aid, and he should have allowed the harsh words to pass over him. But he was young and he was proud too, and he could not bite back his anger. 
 
    “If you don’t think I deserve the Ax, piss boy, then come and claim it for yourself.” 
 
    Darren’s face reddened. Wisag locked eyes with the other young man, but Darren’s hand did not escape his notice. The former squire gripped his sword hilt. 
 
    Wisag stared hard at Darren, challenging him to pull the blade. 
 
    “Go on then, if you have such a low opinion of me,” Wisag uttered. 
 
    “Horse.” Callotrox grabbed his shoulder. “This man came to your aid!” 
 
    The townsfolk had reached them and were now forming a circle. Everyone fell silent. The hostility between Wisag and Darren might have been confusing to them, but it was also very obvious. 
 
    Wisag should have backed down and said something graceful. But his anger, like always, was a brief madness. No words came to him. He sat the horse, waiting for Darren to draw his blade. Until this moment, he had no feeling of enmity toward this other man. But now, he was ready to kill him. 
 
    Your father watches. 
 
    Wisag felt the moment coming to a head, then Darren removed his hand from the hilt. Turning proudly away, he spurred his horse east, back toward Yrlot. The crowd that had formed a circle around the men took a collective breath. Wisag felt his heart thundering in his chest, all eyes still riveted to him. 
 
    Callotrox began to speak. “Horse, these—” 
 
    “Much gratitude!” Wisag called out. Still in the heat of the moment, he had almost not stopped to recognize the fact that these thirty or so men had ridden to his aid. He looked around, meeting eyes filled with a mixture of fear and admiration and something that looked like hope. But he could think of nothing else to say. “Much gratitude!” 
 
    The crowd milled. They had been looking to him to say something. But what? Wisag was no leader of men, nor did— 
 
    “Let us to Yrlot!” Callotrox called out. And like that, everyone turned on their horses and headed back to town. Wisag shook his head. It was like the people had been waiting for their orders. He just hadn’t realized it. 
 
    They let the townsfolk get ahead, before they spurred their horses on. Wisag, turning once more to his friend, asked, “How did you know where to find me?” 
 
    “Common sense.” Callotrox smiled. “And Voranna.” 
 
    “Voranna?” Wisag asked, already knowing the answer. The woman was moon-touched. She had seen Skodan’s shade the other night.  
 
    Callotrox nodded, that smile yet lingering. “Hralr and Hostler arranged this to happen. Instead of holding you in the bailey, they ordered the Captain of the Guards to keep you elsewhere. We rushed to the bailey, thinking you there, while the Captain removed you in the wagon. You would have surely been killed had Voranna not told me.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. It was yet another mystery to unravel. He could not help but feel Voranna would play some significant role in his life, even if they were only together briefly. She emanated a strange power. 
 
    “What does that smile mean?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “The woman is in madly in love with you,” Callotrox said. “And a pretty sight to boot.” 
 
    Wisag looked away. “No, she is not. The girl is moon-touched and has a strange manner. You misread her.” 
 
    “No reading was required,” Callotrox said. “She told me as much herself.” 
 
    Wisag’s head whipped back around. “She told you she loved me?” 
 
    Callotrox nodded. “Has she not told you herself?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Callotrox made a face. “Well, I suppose she’ll tell you soon enough then. Act surprised, would you?” 
 
    “It makes no sense,” Wisag said. He had loved Ravenna, but only after getting to know her. He was not a fool to believe in the bard’s big lie of love at first sight. “She does not know me.” 
 
    “Oh, but she does,” Callotrox said. “She has seen all the great and wonderful things you will do. She has been waiting to meet you for many years.” 
 
    Wisag could not bear this. “She said all of that too?” 
 
    “From her lips to my ears.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. He felt flattered, as any man would, by a woman’s love. But it also felt undeserved. Outside of rescuing Eldria, what had he ever done with his life? Voranna’s love made him uncomfortable, as if he had some impossible standard now to live up to. 
 
    Callotrox motioned with his shoulder. “Who are they?” 
 
    Wisag looked back at the dead, grey-skinned warriors. “I know not who they are. But I do know they are mighty warriors.” 
 
    Callotrox nodded his agreement. “And Hetakor?” 
 
    The young men shared a look. Both knew what the other was thinking. But neither voiced their concerns, for it was an impossibility. It could not be the same man they had both seen when they were children, his face etched onto some parchment that a traveling storyteller had unrolled. 
 
    It could not be that Hetakor. 
 
    “Perhaps you could ask Skodan,” Callotrox said. “I mean, his ghost, of course. Assuming you two commune again.” 
 
    Wisag nodded, then urged his horse forward. 
 
    It could not be Hetakor! 
 
    For if it were, Murrghad’s warriors would be unstoppable. Hetakor had been the greatest swordsman to ever live. 
 
    Until Skodan had killed him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Upon their return to Yrlot, Wisag and Callotrox parted ways. His friend told him they would meet later, after he’d had a chance to speak to his father. They were supposed to head south and east now as they continued their slow trek across Braedhait to sell their spices. Not that Wisag needed reminding, but Callotrox noted the townsfolk had stood against Murrghad’s warriors, and so now they would face a difficult decision. Wisag didn’t much care about that. He was ready to leave now. He wanted no part of a war—or even a minor skirmish—with this dark wizard who was protected on high by his Earl brother. 
 
    But Wisag kept his thoughts to himself, not wanting to disappoint Callotrox again, and made for Isani’s home. He tied the horse to the small copper beech tree in front of it. The witch opened the door for him before he had to knock.   
 
    “Where is Skodan?” Wisag asked, pulling the door shut behind him. “I must speak with him.” 
 
    Isani brought her hand up to her mouth and started hacking. “He will come when he can.” 
 
    “I need him now!” Wisag shouted. “I saw … never mind what I saw. I just need to speak with him!” 
 
    Isani coughed a few more times. “Skodan will come when he can.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    The witch stopped coughing and sat down heavily on the lone chair in the large room where the cauldron bubbled. Wisag walked to the other side, where he found a bucket of what looked like water. 
 
    “DON’T DRINK THAT!” Isani screeched. “It will kill you faster than hemlock!” 
 
    Wisag nearly dropped the bucket at her shouting. Carefully, he set it back down on the stove. “I need some water. My damned head feels like Wyetgerd’s Ax split it in two earlier.” 
 
    “Too much ale will do that,” she said. 
 
    “No bloody lectures,” he said, feeling so tired. “I have nearly died three times now in the past week. Give me a break, by the gods!” 
 
    “That means you are finally living.” Isani chuckled. “The other bucket.” 
 
    Wisag picked it up and carefully tipped it back. It was still warm from being boiled, but he drank anyway. He chugged until his belly pushed out, then he drank a little more. 
 
    “That’s much better.” He wiped his mouth and set the bucket back down. “Much gratitude. Now I must rest. Can you ensure no guild member or Aldermen sends Guards in here to arrest me again?” 
 
    “I think I can manage,” Isani said, her one eye already beginning to close. Now that he had taken a moment to regard her, the witch did not look well. Her skin had taken on a different pallor. 
 
    “Are you well?” 
 
    “I’m dying,” she said simply. “It is almost my time.” 
 
    He shuddered, making the protective sign of the shield. 
 
    “You know that motion does nothing?” she asked, with her eye closed. 
 
    Wisag performed the quick ritual again anyway. “How do you know … it is your time?” 
 
    She tapped her empty eye socket. “Many years ago, I gave up this eye so that I might see. That is how I know.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. He felt a strange fondness for this woman, even though she had done nothing but lecture him and continually point out his faults. If he never saw her again … 
 
    He took a deep breath, stemming his anger. 
 
    It was not true that the woman had only been a thorn in his side. Not true at all. 
 
    She had healed him too. 
 
    Wisag was taken aback by this observation. She had, actually, saved his life. And yet he had seen her as this nettlesome nag, constantly hissing out advice he did not ask for or pointing out shortcomings he did not care to acknowledge. 
 
    But in truth, she had saved his life. What little coin he had given her for his life, she had just as quickly returned to the pig farmer, Gordrig. She was a good woman. 
 
    “Much gratitude, Isani,” he said. 
 
    But she was asleep, though. She did not hear him.  
 
    Wisag tiptoed to the bedroom. He would rest for an hour, maybe two, then he would decide what to do next. After drinking the water and catching some sleep, he would feel much better and his head would be much clearer.  
 
    Wisag opened the bedroom door and jumped back. He had not been expecting to find Voranna in there. 
 
    She wore only a gossamer thin shift over her pale, freckled body. He could see all of her underneath that sheer fabric. Her skin looked delicious, her belly supple … he felt a great stirring inside him as he looked into her very blue eyes. 
 
    “You are welcome,” Voranna said. 
 
    Wisag had momentarily lost the power of speech. Nor could he think. “What?” 
 
    “You are welcome.” Voranna stepped forward, the shift curling around her. “I saved your life. Didn’t Callotrox tell you?” 
 
    Wisag forced his eyes up and swallowed hard. “Yes. He did. Much gratitude.” 
 
    She giggled. “Wisag. You have no reason to be shy around me. I am an earth maiden.” 
 
    Voranna was so close. With one step, he could scoop her up into his arms and carry her to the bed. He would not have to ask. It was clear she was inviting him. 
 
    Wisag’s throat had gone dry. Voranna was his ideal woman. Fair, long-legged, dark red hair … his eyes drank her in.  
 
    “You,” she said, placing a hand on his chest and slowly rubbing, “are a great man, Wisag. I have the sight. I have seen all the things you’re capable of.” 
 
    “Then you have only seen the good,” he muttered, though judging by her expression, his words had had no effect. 
 
    “What you did in Ulham was simply incredible. We were all dead, or worse. You have no idea what Murrghad plans. The horror!” She shuddered as if struck by a sudden draft. He tried not to look down at her but found it impossible. Her pink nipples poked against the delicate fabric. 
 
    Just bed her, you fool! She is the lover of your dreams! Beautiful, alluring, sexual, uninhibited, and loving. She thinks you a bloody hero! 
 
    And that was exactly the problem. The whores did not idolize him. In fact, they knew exactly what he was. Just a young man looking for a sexual release before he went off to gamble and fight and drink some more. 
 
    With Voranna, though, it was different. Her adoration of him was so fierce as to be unjustified. He felt unworthy of her affection. If she truly had the sight, and Wisag half-believed it, then she had only looked into the future and judged him by the things he might do. There was no possibility she had gazed into his past, for his prior life would temper her affection, if not kill it outright. 
 
    It hardly seemed right of him to take the credit of things that might never come to be, while not being held accountable for his many sins. 
 
    “My lady,” he said stiffly, wondering how Skodan would have handled this situation, “you are a rare beauty. But I have business.” 
 
    Voranna turned her head slightly and looked at him coquettishly. “You are allowed to take a woman, Wisag, while you walk the Path. It is no sin. Beside every great man, there is always a great woman.” 
 
     His head was swimming. He was, in truth, ready to carry her to the bed and have his way. She would let him. In his mind, he pictured their lovemaking. Wild and passionate. He imagined her legs wrapped around his hips— 
 
    “Excuse me, my lady.” 
 
    As quickly as possible, Wisag backed out of the room. Heart racing, his loins stirring, he shut the door almost in Voranna’s beautiful face. The witch snored softly in her chair, her one good eye closed. Wisag felt the bedroom door opening. Without facing Voranna again, he rushed from the home. Racing into the lane, he crashed into Callotrox. He and his friend spilled onto the ground. Poor Callotrox’s expensive clothes got all dirty. 
 
    “What are you running from, horse?” Callotrox asked, a sly grin forming. 
 
    “Nothing,” Wisag said. “Let us to the tavern.” 
 
    Wisag began to get up, but Callotrox stepped into his path. “Hold, man.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Callotrox nodded toward the witch’s home. “Let us speak privately inside. Away from prying ears.” 
 
    There was no one else about on the lane. Wisag peered back and forth and saw a few laborers returning home for the day, but they were not close. 
 
    “Alone,” Callotrox insisted. 
 
    “Alright.” Wisag nodded. And though Voranna was not his woman, he did not want Callotrox to gaze upon her almost naked form. The thought almost … enraged him. “But not in there.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Wisag steered his friend away from Isani’s home. “But not in there.” 
 
    “Have you married her yet?” Callotrox teased. 
 
    “NO!” Wisag snapped, hurrying Callotrox along. “And I’m not going to!” 
 
    “Then take her to bed,” Callotrox said. “She is an earth maiden.” 
 
    Wisag blushed. Normally talk of sex did not embarrass him. He had lost his virginity at an early age to an older woman himself and, since the break-up of his engagement to Ravenna, his pants had been off just as much as they had been on. 
 
    But it felt wrong to speak of Voranna like that. He almost viewed her as a thing to protect, a child to safeguard, even though she was not a child. Not by a long shot.  
 
    “I do not believe she was an earth maiden,” Wisag said, as they walked along the lane. They reached a duck pond. Wisag considered running into the likely freezing water to cool his loins. 
 
    “She was not paid for lovemaking, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Callotrox said. 
 
    Misplaced anger ripped through him. “How do you know?” 
 
    Callotrox held both palms out. “Steady, horse. She told me herself.” 
 
    Wisag, before he realized what he was doing, breathed a sigh of relief. Earth maidens were typically paid for their services. Some, however, believed in the power of lovemaking to heal the soul of poison. They did not accept coin, but they did give themselves to people they loved without marrying. Wisag assumed, almost gratefully now, that Voranna was the latter kind of earth maiden. 
 
    “Feel like a huge weight has been lifted?” Callotrox teased. 
 
    “Shut up,” Wisag muttered, looking away. “Voranna is just a girl. I did not wish to see her fall into the life of … anyway, what did you have to tell me?” 
 
    “She is no girl, horse.” 
 
    Wisag repeated, “What did you have to tell me?” 
 
    Callotrox’s smile faltered. He reached into a pocket and produced a small leather sac, cinched at the top. 
 
    “For you.” 
 
    “What is it?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Just take it.” 
 
    Wisag held out his palm. Callotrox placed the surprisingly heavy bag there. The coin inside jingled. 
 
    “No,” Wisag protested, trying to force the bag into Callotrox’s hands. “No, you have helped me enough. I cannot accept this.” 
 
    “Every man needs help from time to time,” Callotrox said. “A poor friend I would be if I did not offer you what you need most.” 
 
    Wisag pushed the bag against his friend’s chest. “I do not want this.” 
 
    “It is a gift,” Callotrox said. “So it is not for you to accept or reject.” 
 
    Wisag sighed. There were probably thirty Reks in the bag, enough to last him for months if he was careful. But he knew he would probably not be careful. It was not in his nature. The coin would be gone in a couple weeks. 
 
    Your father watches. 
 
    He pocketed the bag, intent on slipping it back into his friend’s pocket when Callotrox was not paying attention. Wisag did not want Callotrox’s money. For it would be wasted upon him. 
 
    “Horse,” Callotrox began tentatively, “it was unfair of me to expect you to stand against Murrghad on behalf of the people of Ulham. That was a burden that not even Skodan would have taken.” 
 
    That was a lie, and both men knew it. Skodan would have stood with these people. 
 
    Wisag said nothing. He was mightily confused now, and himself had begun to feel differently. While it was true that no man had to go through life taking on the world’s problems, it was also true Wisag could have done something. 
 
    Callotrox continued. “The people of Yrlot will look to you now, horse. The laborers have already driven Hralr and Hostler from their homes for what they did to you.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “No, no, no, no!” 
 
    No. 
 
    They should not have done that. It was enough they had come to rescue him from Murrghad’s warriors. Driving the Chief Aldermen and a senior member of the Guild from their town was quite another. The remaining Guards, what few there were, would be forced to take sides, as would the many shopkeepers and merchants in place. Lines would be drawn in a town that needed to stand as one.  
 
    The Aldermen would appeal to the lord of the domain. The nobility would become involved. Word would reach the King … 
 
    No, no, no. 
 
    NO! 
 
    “They should not have done that!” he shouted. “I didn’t ask them to! Do you see what kind of position that puts—” 
 
    He did not complete the thought, for he saw the judgment in his friend’s eyes. But it remained true. Now that these people had risked their lives and staked their town on him, they would expect him to walk Wyetgerd’s Path and take on their burden. Raw fear gnawed at him. He was no leader. He was good with a blade but he was no warrior. Warriors like Skodan walked the Path, never thinking of self, always doing what was right and what was necessary. 
 
    That was not him. 
 
    Your father watches. 
 
    Callotrox’s features softened and he looked away for a moment. 
 
    “That is why I want you to have the coin, horse. There is a battle coming, many will die, and more will suffer. And these people will look to you.” 
 
    Wisag laughed bitterly. “So, Callotrox, you have finally accepted me for who I am? And not some man from legend?” 
 
    Callotrox shook his head and looked over. “No, horse. I will never do that, for I see the potential in you. But at the same time, you are my friend and I don’t want …” 
 
    “You do not want me to take this on.” 
 
    Callotrox sighed. “I do not want you to die.” 
 
    Wisag tipped his head back and glanced aside. Callotrox had spoken from his heart, which as always was in the right place. But still, the words were like a wasp sting. 
 
    Callotrox did not think Wisag capable enough to handle this predicament. 
 
    Wisag could hardly blame him, for he had done nothing so far in his life to suggest otherwise. He had barely bothered to learn his letters, he had fought more than played with the other boys, he had learned the sword but made no effort to labor or learn a trade, and once his father had passed, Wisag had all but fallen apart. It was shamefully obvious that he had needed his father’s strong hand and iron will to not only guide him, but to rein in his wild impulses and volatile temper. 
 
    Your father watches. 
 
    “Much gratitude, friend,” Wisag said, grateful now for the coin. Callotrox was one of the smartest men Wisag had ever met. He had appraised Wisag’s predicament accurately. Wisag was not up to this challenge. He was yet a young man, still distraught and grieving over the loss of the one man who had kept him walking a path. 
 
    Wisag bowed his head. Tears filled his eyes. Tears of shame, but also of relief. With this coin, he could ride away and start over. He would ditch the Ax somewhere, for if he ran away now he could not continue to carry it. He still had some pride left, however miniscule it was, but it was enough for him to relinquish the Ax for someone worthy to find. Perhaps he would leave it outside Darren’s door, wherever that was. The man had served as Skodan’s squire for a reason—clearly, he had dreamed of one day claiming the Ax from his mentor. 
 
    Let him have it, if he wants it so badly. 
 
    Wisag smiled, wiping away the tears. 
 
    “Are you alright, horse?” Callotrox said. 
 
    “Yes.” He took a deep breath. “I’m better than I have been in a long time.” 
 
    But just as he said it, he caught sight of Gordrig, the pig farmer; Darren, the former squire; and Ollax, the man who had been so ready to challenge him for the Ax a few days ago, all marching toward him. They approached him with something like excitement. And their eyes were filled with a dangerous gleam. 
 
    Hope. 
 
    Wisag bowed his head, hating how he would disappoint them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTERLOGUE 
 
      
 
    I love the ale here.  
 
    The first drink was on the tavern, a respect paid to me because I wear the black. The serving girl, Alaina, has remained steadily busy throughout this day, with many people coming and few going for it is a high weekend, one which the people of Braedhait used to celebrate without fear. 
 
    But these days, even our holidays must be observed carefully. 
 
    I am envious of the people around me, for none of them drink alone as I do. Long has it been since I had a good friend to honor this day with. But for the increasingly boisterous townsfolk around me, this is a day to rejoice and spend time with close friends and kin.  
 
    Family and friends. 
 
    The thought is a double-edged sword, bringing both sweet and bitter memories. My wife died years ago from cancer, my daughter passed during childbirth, and my son died of the plague not long after.  
 
    As for friends, well, I have had many over the years, but there is a reason one does not encounter many aged warriors. Most men who take up the sword do not live long. Those that do reach old age are the best and luckiest but, inevitably, warriors are forced by their fate, circumstances, and mostly their lords, to take up arms “one last time” and go off to fight. Many great men I have known, whose beards were white and who could barely raise a sword above their shoulder, ride off to die in a battle they had no business joining. 
 
    Gods, how I miss them. 
 
    A fearful hush falls over the rowdy townsfolk when the tavern door is thrown open. Though the wind is cold, it is not the cutting gale that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand. Quickly I turn around, an old soldier’s habit and perpetual worry, expecting to find an enemy in the doorway. 
 
    The man about to enter is not known to me personally. 
 
    I do, however, know of him. 
 
    He is a knight with the Red Dragon. Accompanying him are several other men-at-arms, dressed similarly in their maroon cloaks. 
 
    When it resumes, the conversation is subdued, barely enough to mask the muttering within the tavern as these soldiers enter. Wherever the red dragon turn, their eyes create a sudden silence in the room. Fear, like an icy breath of wind, courses through the tavern. The fire in the hearth seems to even grow cold. 
 
    All twelve of the bastards file into the tavern, their arrogant miens almost inviting a challenge. The dozen soldiers stop in front of a big table occupied by only two people. The lead man, who entered first, speaks in the tongue of the High Court, ordering the laborers to move so these knights can sit there. 
 
    If only I were younger! I would stand up to these men. My eyes wander, hoping to find a brave—perhaps foolish—man rise. 
 
    But none do. And words from long ago echo in my mind: 
 
    Someone should do something about this. 
 
    But what if they do not? 
 
    Ashamed I do not have the courage to stand, I turn away in disgust. I hear the two laborers get up and move to a different table, one of them actually apologizing. Very slowly, the din of conversation picks up again but now the mood in the room is guarded. In this day and age, the wrong word can get you killed easily. 
 
    My ale does not taste so good now. Wyetgerd’s Ax hangs on the mantle above the hearth. It mocks me.  
 
    I have to tear my eyes away. 
 
    It was foolish coming here. What did I expect? 
 
    But then again, I am an old, sentimental fool. Three days’ ride to sit in a tavern, just to see the old weapon once more, before I too pass and, gods willing, walk The Pirrayus and step through the golden entrance of Vastagi, where I hope to find all my old friends, young again, laughing, drinking, all childish quarrels set aside for good. The shades of yesteryear have not been seen for a long time now.  
 
    But I know this too is just the dream of a sentimental fool. The gods have abandoned us. The Pirrayus and Vastagi, if ever they were real, must be gone too. My friends are not waiting to embrace me. My wife, gods rest her soul, is not making a hero’s cloak for her loving man somewhere in the clouds. My daughter is not united with her little boy, who was born dead himself. And my son does not stand there with the warriors, his face clear and unmarked, handsome as it was before the plague took him. 
 
    Gods I hate how disillusioned I have become. I go to take another drink but realize I have already finished the ale. This is my fourth mug. I have overindulged and spent more coppers than I had planned, but drink will do that to you—make you careless. Shaking my head, I put the empty mug down on the table. It is time to leave. It was foolish to come. How could I have expected to see … 
 
    I push my chair back, feeling the stiffness in my hamstrings and calves. It will take some doing just to stand fully upright after sitting for these hours. The tavern is growing quieter again, surely the other patrons do not wish to drink around the knights of the Red Dragon and are filing out. Just not at all once. They don’t want to do anything to give obvious offense. 
 
    “Bloody bastards,” I curse. 
 
    I am about to push myself up, but before I can, the man appears beside me. The one that entered the tavern first. Their Captain. 
 
    “You wear the black,” he remarks, his words slightly accented. “You fought in the Lloegyr War?” 
 
    I know the drink tempts me to say something foolish. But I do it anyway. 
 
    “I have fought in many wars, including the Great War.” 
 
    I am expecting the Captain to take offense, for his people do not call this conflict the Great War, but instead he smiles. “I make my living as a soldier, Warrior,” he says, bestowing the honorific to my surprise, “but even I would hesitate to call any war great.” 
 
    “I was just leaving,” I say rudely. 
 
    “Allow me to buy you an ale,” he says, already pulling a chair out and sitting opposite me. “One soldier to another.” 
 
    I want to refuse, but he will take it as insult. And these men, the Red Dragon, brook no insult. Despite my advanced years, I would not put it past him to draw his blade if I refuse his offer. And though I have lived a long life, and have only a little bit more of it to live, I still want to live it. 
 
    That is the rationalization of a coward. 
 
    I tip my chin. “I do not want you to buy me a drink.” 
 
    Instead of taking offense, the man’s smile deepens. I can feel all eyes in the tavern on me, but I do not look away. I do not want the Captain to think me afraid. 
 
    Even though, by the gods, my belly has tightened up. You would think that, after soldiering for so many years, I would fear no simple exchange like this. And yet, I am like a boy all over again, fear invading my mind. 
 
    “I respect you for that,” the Captain says. “But all the same, I must ask why you insult me?” 
 
    Now no one else is speaking in the whole tavern. My hands drifts to my hip so I can reach for my sword quickly. But we both know I am not as quick as him. The Captain will have killed me twice over before I can draw my blade. 
 
    “I do not mean to give offense,” I say, carefully, “but I do not know you. And my father raised me to pay for my own drinks.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The Captain held up a finger. “A man makes his own way, does he not?” 
 
    “He does.” 
 
    “And yet, if strangers could not show kindness, a man would never be able to make friends.” 
 
    He has put me into a bad position, forcing me to outright refuse him. Over his shoulder, I can see Wyetgerd’s Ax gleaming in the fire light, its two blades reminding me of the Path. But that was so long ago now. There aren’t any heroes left, at least, not like there used to be.  
 
    I am going to speak my mind. Whatever happens then, will happen. But I cannot stomach the thought of bowing and scraping to the likes of this man. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “The next round is on me, soldiers,” comes a new voice. 
 
    A man half my age wearing a kitchen apron stained with grease and the blood of animals has come out. In his features, I see the same eyes and slope of brow I saw in his daughter, the serving girl Alaina. 
 
    He places a large jug, filled to the brim, on the table between us and puts a fresh mug in front of the Captain. 
 
    “This is our best ale,” he says proudly, but there is fear behind his eyes. Both I and the Captain regard him for a moment. 
 
    “Much gratitude,” I say. 
 
    “Yes,” the Captain says perfunctorily. “Much gratitude, Bilas.” 
 
    The owner bows his head. “I hope you enjoy it.” 
 
    The Captain lets his gaze linger a moment longer on the owner, Bilas. “Your tavern does a business but seems livelier than usual.” 
 
    Bilas does not answer. The man is afraid to even acknowledge that business is good. It makes me want to strike the Red Dragon. 
 
    The Captain smiles thinly. “If I didn’t know any better, I would think the people have come here to celebrate something.” 
 
    Bilas’s eyes bulge. 
 
    “A holiday,” the Captain says. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “No,” Bilas says quickly. “This is no holiday celebration. The laborers have a long weekend is all.” 
 
    “Ah yes.” The Captain nods, pretending like he has forgotten this. “You can forgive my foolish mistake. I see so many people in here, carrying on like they all enter your Vastagi tomorrow, in the same tavern where that ugly Ax hangs.” 
 
    He is trying to provoke me. These Red Dragon are vile. They could kill me and walk away free men. To a man they would testify to back up whatever account their Captain made up. And yet, the Captain still tries to bait me, so he can sleep at night with the knowledge that an old man, one who can barely lift his sword arm, insulted him first. 
 
    Low coward. 
 
    Our people agreed to a peace with specific terms, but these men have— 
 
    “And,” the Captain resumes, “among these people, sitting a few paces from the ugly Ax itself, is an, shall we say, experienced soldier wearing the black.” 
 
    Bilas’s pleading eyes dart over to me. 
 
    “You can understand,” the Captain says, “why I made such a foolish mistake of thinking that these commoners were celebrating?” 
 
    “The Ax is merely decoration, Captain,” Bilas says. “Our Lord has given his permission for it to hang here as a symbol.” 
 
    The Captain nods dismissively and turns back to me. “Yes. Well, things change. As they say.” 
 
    And for a moment, I fear the Captain of the Red Dragon is about to take the Ax off the wall. If the cretin goes to touch it, I will stop him. Let come what may.  
 
    I do not care. 
 
    For that is Wyetgerd’s Ax. Only the virtuous should handle it. And this slime … 
 
    “Enjoy your ale,” Bilas says. “Let us drink in peace.” 
 
    “Yes.” The Captain pours out two mugs for us. “Let us do just that: drink in peace.” 
 
    He hands me a mug. We toast each other and I drink. This ale tastes differently than what the serving woman, Alaina, brought over. 
 
    It is not their best liquor. 
 
    I hide my smile at the little insult laid on the Captain by Bilas, hoping it will go unnoticed. The Captain drinks his way completely through the mug, then lets out a big breath. 
 
    “Not bad for swill from Braedhait, I’ll admit!” 
 
    The tavern owner, Bilas, has not heard this backhanded compliment. He is bent over at the bar, whispering something into the ear of a young boy. The lad nods and, without a look back, slips out of the tavern. Bilas must have asked him to warn the townsfolk. He expects there to be trouble. 
 
    I take a small sip of the ale, then put my mug down. My hand shakes, not from nerves, but from age. The Captain notices and of course puts it down to fear. 
 
    “Something troubling you, Warrior?” 
 
    “No,” I say, trying to keep my calm. I wonder how long the Captain will draw this out. If he is intent on baiting me, intent on slaying an old man, this will turn into a long day. One of the longest of my long life. “I am old. My hand shakes. If you live long enough, it will happen to you too.” 
 
    “If I live long enough?” 
 
    I lean in. “If you are going to take everything I say as insult, then let us get this over with, Red Dragon. Kill me now. I’m too old for this horse dung.” 
 
    The Captain pours himself another ale. There was a day, long ago, when I could drink like that and walk steadily after. Not anymore. 
 
    Smiling, he says, “I took no insult. I just wished to better understand your meaning.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” I say, knowing I am about to cross a line. “I forget this is not your first tongue, so it must be difficult to understand me.” 
 
    The Captain shrugs. “You are right. It is difficult. Your tongue has no music to it. No nuance, no layers of meaning.” 
 
    I say nothing. 
 
    The Captain leans forward. “Forgive my manner if it offends. But you are one of the oldest soldiers I have ever seen. I merely wish to speak with you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I want to hear your story, old man. I want to know how you lasted this long. Because I plan to live for a very long time as well.” 
 
    Not if I can help it. 
 
    “So,” the Captain says, “tell me about the, ahem, Great War. And tell me what you did after. And, most importantly, I would like to know how I find you in this tavern on this day of all days, staring longingly at that ugly Ax behind me.” 
 
    I nod, accepting the challenge. If we battled with swords, he would strike me down within five heartbeats. But for now, we will battle with wits. 
 
    And before I begin my tale, I look once more to Wyetgerd’s Ax, hoping to draw strength and wondering if it is ever too late to return to the Path. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Wisag walked with head held high to the tavern. Wyetgerd’s Ax was strapped between his shoulders, the bulky weight of the steel double heads felt like his father’s hand. Pushing him along. 
 
    Darren had fallen in step beside him, but the former squire with the golden hair that gleamed in the afternoon light would not look at him. Wisag feared he knew why: Darren had already looked through him and read his heart. 
 
    On the other side of him, Gordrig walked as well. The pig farmer limped with his mismatched legs but marched in time, refusing to give up his place alongside the man who carried Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    A crowd had formed outside the tavern, with all the townsfolk eager to see Mighty Wisag. He forced himself to meet their eyes as he approached the building. 
 
    “Clear the path!” Gordrig called out, a certain pride filling his voice. “Wisag comes!” 
 
    Wisag swallowed hard as the crowd parted. Wide eyes watched him. Again he saw a dozen or more unmarried maidens gazing at him with hero-worship in their glances. He could probably have bedded any one of them. Or all of them. 
 
    And there were others too. Young boys had forced their way to the front of the crowd to gawp. To a man, they carried long sticks which, Wisag knew for sure, they pretended were swords. And indeed, as he passed them, two of the boys broke out into a mock fight, wood smacking wood. 
 
    Wisag walked on. 
 
    “Clear the path!” Gordrig repeated. “Wisag comes!” 
 
    And there were more eyes on him still. A few of the Guards remained, watching him intently. Whether they blamed him for their Captain’s and comrades’ deaths, or whether they blamed him for the current predicament of Yrlot as a whole, he did not know. But they blamed him for something. 
 
    Finally they reached the tavern. Before he could stride inside, he caught sight of Voranna. Her dazzling red hair was aglow in the fading light of the spring afternoon, her skin delicate and creamy. She smiled at him and it was the worst smile he had ever received. 
 
    Wisag stepped inside. The tables and benches were rearranged with one set apart from the others by the hearth. He knew it was his place. Wisag swallowed hard and walked to the table, as if he had expected no less of a gesture from the townsfolk. As he went, he spotted the remaining Aldermen and Guild members sharing a few tables along one side of the room.  
 
    Wisag sat at the main table, alone. The owner of the tavern began to bring more chairs to his table. Wisag was grateful that Callotrox could sit beside him—but then he looked at his old friend and knew it wouldn’t be right. Wisag needed to face the crowd alone. Callotrox had done enough for him and did not deserve to earn the scorn of these good people. They would never trade with him or his father again if he took an unpopular position, and Wisag would not have that. 
 
    So he waved at the tavern owner to stop. The man stared dumbly at him for a moment, then put the two chairs he was carrying down at the nearest table before stepping back into the crowd. More filed into the tavern. He had never seen this many people in one place before. His stomach knotted up but he tried to project calm. 
 
    The owner and his serving girls hustled to fill mugs while the crowd grew. Wisag glanced out the door and saw just how many people were still in the road outside. There was not enough room for all to fit. Someone else noticed too, one of the laborers, and he stood and asked if they should move the town hall meeting out of doors. 
 
    But Wisag just wanted to get through the meeting. 
 
    “To business!” he called out. 
 
    A hush fell over the crowd. Wisag turned his head to the Aldermen and the Guild members, but none stood. After what had happened to Hralr and Hostler, no man wished to speak out against Wisag openly. He knew they would still secretly plot against him if it served their interests, but things had changed in the last day. The tide had shifted in favor of Wisag. 
 
    And now he had to … 
 
    Wisag did not know how to begin. He had thought of what to say on the way to the tavern, but all his intended words now seemed pathetic, bald attempts to disguise the simple fact he did not wish to go against Murrghad. 
 
    I need Skodan! 
 
    Everyone waited for him to speak. With great ceremony, he rose and the quiet crowd grew quieter still so that he could hear the scurry of a mouse in the far corner of the room. 
 
    “Friends, much gratitude,” Wisag said. “I—” 
 
    The applause that interrupted him was thunderous. Everyone cheered, even the Aldermen and Guild members put their hands together, if half-heartedly. Wisag searched the crowd for Callotrox, finding his friend standing next to Voranna by the entrance. Callotrox watched him without expression on his face, while Voranna gazed lovingly at him. 
 
    Raising his arms for quiet, he tore his eyes away. 
 
    “Friends!” 
 
    The applause continued for another moment, then finally the crowd grew quiet once more. 
 
    “As I was saying, much gratitude. I … You have repaid me for my burden. And I want to say again, much gratitude.” 
 
    A subtle shift in attitude swept through the room. Their initial excitement began to wane. Now many looked confused.  
 
    “I think what is best for Yrlot is my departure. Murrghad’s wrath will be focused upon me and—” 
 
    Most in the crowd were now dumbfounded. They had expected him to take on a heavy burden for Yrlot. But it was Ollax who interrupted him first. 
 
    “What of those who rode to your aid?” Ollax demanded, with fists clenched. “Murrghad will not overlook our interceding on your behalf!” 
 
    Like that, the welcoming crowd turned hostile. The Aldermen and Guild members wore damning smiles, while several men in the back shouted obscenities at him. They felt betrayed. 
 
    They are betrayed. 
 
    No. It is not for me to take on the world’s problems. 
 
    “And I would welcome you to ride with me—for the good of Yrlot,” Wisag said, turning to Darren. “You saw Murrghad’s warriors, did you not?” 
 
    Darren did not respond. His mouth curled into a disapproving frown. 
 
    “His warriors are without equal,” Wisag said. “Had we not overwhelmed them with our numbers, they would have easily slaughtered us all.”  
 
    He looked gravely around the room. Again, his eyes sought out Callotrox. His friend had looked away, his eyes turning down. Wisag’s heart lurched. His own gaze drifted to Voranna. She wore a horrified expression on her face. Her disappointment shamed him. What did she expect of him? 
 
    Why should he die for this town? 
 
    For all he had done was return a daughter to her father.  
 
    He could not hold her judgmental stare and turned quickly. 
 
     “And that is why I should go. If I stay in Yrlot, Murrghad turns his vengeance and dark plans to this town. If I go, if you make a show of chasing me out of here, then he will move on. So far the man has left Yrlot alone. With me gone, he would have no cause to further harass you.” 
 
    “Coward!” Darren shouted. The former squire did not wait for a reply. He began pushing his way through the crowd to reach the entrance. 
 
    Wisag felt his temper slipping. “If you want the Ax, squire, then take it. I’ll gladly give it to you.” 
 
    Darren stopped briefly, shooting him a sideways look that Wisag understood. He had shamed the other man in front of a large crowd. Fully expecting Darren to draw his sword and challenge him now, Wisag rested his hand on his sword hilt.  
 
    But Darren did not challenge him. The other youth, red-faced with shame, stalked out of the tavern. Ollax, along with four others, hurried after him. 
 
    “I ride on the morrow,” Wisag said. 
 
    More men called out. Several women spat and cursed. Wisag raised his arms for quiet, wanting so desperately to convince them this was for the best. The farther he was from Yrlot, the safer they were. But now the crowd did not give him silence. It did not even give him a respectful hum. A fistfight broke out on the far side of the room. Wisag saw two men crash into Gordrig. The pig farmer, hardly able to bear his own weight, slammed into a table and rolled onto the floor. 
 
    Wisag began to despair. They were no longer listening to him. All their goodwill had morphed into bitter hatred. It wasn’t fair. Murrghad was the villain. All Wisag had done was return Eldria to her father. And yet, the folk of Yrlot now cursed him like he was more wicked than Murrghad. 
 
    He wanted to run from the tavern, but pride rooted him to the spot.  
 
    “HETAKOR FIGHTS FOR MURRGHAD!” he yelled as loudly as he could. 
 
    Callotrox’s head came back up. His friend nodded sadly at him, then slipped quietly out of the tavern as another hush came over the crowd. 
 
    Wisag raised his voice again. “WE FACED HETAKOR ON THAT ROAD! MURRGHAD’S POWERS ARE THAT GREAT!” 
 
    Mouths agape, the men and women of Yrlot looked to one another for explanation. Even the smug smiles of the Aldermen and Guild members were gone now. The men shifted nervously on their benches, while a great unease settled over the crowd. 
 
    “I do not understand how this is possible,” Wisag said. “But I saw it with my own eyes. As did Callotrox.” 
 
    He hated to drag his friend into his cowardice, but he had no choice. None would believe him otherwise. 
 
    “Hetakor is long dead!” someone called out from the back. 
 
    Wisag nodded gravely. “And Murrghad counts him among his warriors. And the other men in his employ are of similar capability. What have we here?” He flicked a scornful glance at the few remaining Guards. “We have a handful of men-at-arms, perhaps a dozen fighting men at most. How can twelve stand against a legion led by Hetakor?” 
 
    No one dared answer. 
 
    Wisag’s finger moved along the crowd. He hated himself for it. “Who among you would stand and fight against men like that? And, even if you did, it would be a futile gesture. Hetakor was the greatest warrior even known in Braed—” 
 
    “Until Skodan killed him!” Gordrig shouted. His face was red with anger. The pig farmer had climbed back to his feet and was now leaning heavily on his longer leg. The fist fight that had broken out in the back of the room had stopped too. Indeed, all eyes were glued to Wisag. 
 
    Gordrig shook his head. “Skodan defeated Hetakor! And you, Wisag, defeated Skodan!” 
 
    There were murmurs of agreement, but not as much open defiance and scorn as that which had assailed him a minute ago. Many eyes now drifted to the doorway—men and women eager to not only leave the tavern, but also flee Yrlot. 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “Hetakor does not ride alone. We would need an army to stand against him and Murrghad’s warriors, if the rumors are even half-true!” 
 
    Gordrig trembled with rage. “And you would do nothing for us, after we came to your aid?” 
 
    “I am doing the best thing I can for you,” Wisag said quickly. His insides were hot and had turned to liquid. “I am riding on the morrow.” 
 
    A great angry clamor arose again as Wisag pushed his way through the room. Voranna stared dumbly at him as he walked by, but after that brief pause she fell into step behind him. Outside, the air was much cooler as the sun set. The western horizon, the way to Ulham and the way from which Murrghad’s warriors would ride, was ablaze with light. 
 
    “You are protecting them,” Voranna said. 
 
    He ignored her and walked on quickly. 
 
    “Wisag, hold,” she said, hurrying to catch up. “I was confused at first, but I understand now.” 
 
    “You understand what?” he uttered, still not looking at her.  
 
    “I thought you were just being a coward,” Voranna said. “But now I understand.” 
 
    He stopped and whirled on her. “Understand what, girl?” 
 
    She took a step back from him, afraid. He hated that his anger had frightened her. Though she was of his age, Voranna was just a silly girl. Her head was filled with foolish romantic notions. Whatever future she had visioned was not to be. It was merely some girlish dream, one he nor anyone else could live up to. 
 
    “I understand,” she said, stepping forward again tentatively. “That you are thinking of them first.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head and smiled sardonically before stalking off again. Voranna had to rush to catch up to him once more. 
 
    “You are right,” she says. “There are only a dozen men, yourself included, who can fight. And yes, in my mind I have seen Murrghad’s warriors. They are deadly and skilled. Your band of twelve from Yrlot could not stand against them. You would all be dead, and then Murrghad would raze the town for its defiance. None would survive. No man, no woman, and no child. So you have made up this story about running away.” 
 
    “Story?” He shook his head. “Are you blind, girl?” 
 
    “I see better than everyone,” she said, sticking her nose proudly in the air. “Save but Isani. She sees more. But I will learn from her.” 
 
    “Good for you,” he said miserably, walking faster still. If he moved more quickly, he would have to run. But the beautiful young woman matched his pace, forced herself into a slow jog to keep up. 
 
    “I will learn from her,” Voranna said, still not put off by his harsh words and mean attitude. “But I do not have to learn from her to see you, Wisag. I already have.” 
 
    “And what have you seen, girl?” 
 
    “I am no girl,” she said, anger finally lining her voice. It made him happy to hear it. He did not want her to like him. He wanted Voranna to hate him, to leave him alone, to go worship someone else. “I have seen you stand against Murrghad already, Wisag. So that is why I understand.” 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “That is why I understand what you are doing now,” she said. “You are merely pretending to run away. On the morrow, you will ride for another village to raise an army capable of standing against Murrghad’s warriors.” 
 
    “Is that what I am doing?” he asked mockingly. “You know me so well!” 
 
    “I have seen it, Wisag,” she said crossly. “There is no need to lie to me.” 
 
    He stopped again and grabbed her shoulders. In the fading light, her dazzling hair seemed about to catch fire. Even her eyelashes were aglow. 
 
    “Tell me what you have seen then!” he said, mad enough to throttle her. 
 
    Voranna looked into his eyes and stayed very still, despite his rough handling of her. “I have seen you lead a pentum into the Thultic Mountains.” 
 
    “HA!” He laughed rudely in her face. ”HA!” 
 
    She was unperturbed by his manner. “And I have seen you cross swords with the man who used to be Hetakor. I have seen you and your pentum get the better of Murrghad’s two hundred warriors.” 
 
    He was still laughing. Her visions were the fever-dreams of the moon-touched. She was quite clearly mad if she thought Wisag would cross swords with Hetakor, who had been resurrected from a long death by a dark wizard. 
 
    “And tell me, girl,” he said, staring madly into her eyes. “Do I kill Hetakor?” 
 
    “There are many futures. In most of them, you survive,” she said. 
 
    Her ominous words chilled him to the bone, but again he laughed. He laughed at the absurdity of life and the cruel fickleness of the gods and the impossibly desperate position he was in.  
 
    Not too long ago, he had been a boy on the verge of manhood. With his whole life still ahead of him, the future full of promise, his father yet alive. And now here he was, a poor excuse for a hero, asked by these desperate souls to save them from a dark wizard. 
 
    “And beyond that?” His mad laughter had died. “Beyond that, what do you see?” 
 
    “You will challenge the King soon enough. The far future is more difficult to vision.” 
 
    He realized his fingers were digging into her shoulders. “How convenient an excuse for you.” 
 
    Voranna squirmed against his grasp. “There is no one listening or watching us, Wisag. You do not have to keep up this pretense.” 
 
    “It is no …” But his voice drifted away. He was awed by her beauty and startled by her faith in him. For whatever reason, she saw this greatness in him and he … 
 
    Gently, he let go of her shoulders. His hands fell to his sides. Then he started to back away from her, with palms out. 
 
    “You are right, Voranna,” he lied, just to get away from her. “You see me. But do not tell anyone. Share this secret with not a soul, lest the town be burned to the ground. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Her smile returned. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 
 
    And it devastated him. 
 
    Wisag turned for Isani’s. He had no more copper for the woman, so she would go mostly unpaid for saving his life. But he would rather face her anger than Murrghad’s deadly wrath. 
 
    She waited for him in the doorway, leaning heavily on a walking stick. “So you’re leaving.” 
 
    He brushed past her. “I cannot pay you.” 
 
    Her voice followed him into the bedroom: “I may have only one eye, but I’m not blind.” 
 
    He grabbed his cloak off the bed and returned to the large room where the cauldron continued to bubble. 
 
    With fists balled, Wisag said, “I will probably never pay you.” 
 
    She said nothing, watching him with her lone eye. The whites around the iris had yellowed. Her skin seemed to hang loosely off her body, like she wore the garb of a much larger woman. 
 
    “What then?” he asked. “Aren’t you going to curse me, woman?” 
 
    “Would it make a difference?” she asked. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Then what is the point?” She shuffled sideways out of the door, allowing him to pass. “I have little time left, so I will spend it doing things that matter.” 
 
    Wisag hesitated, wondering if this was some kind of trick to get him to stay. But Isani remained to the side of the door, and Skodan himself did not suddenly appear to bar his path. He threw his cloak over his shoulders, feeling Wyetgerd’s Ax push out against the fabric, and without another word he walked out of Isani’s home. 
 
    It was growing dark now. The streets were alive with a nervous panic. He saw men and women dash from one home to another, pulling scared children along. The townsfolk were no longer townsfolk—now they were families or lone individuals, trying to figure out what was best for them. Wisag kept his eyes down as he walked the streets. 
 
    He went to the stables but there were no horses to buy. The one Gordrig had arranged for him was gone. So too was the beast he had taken from Murrghad’s warriors. Some other, wiser man had already laid claim to the animal and was now, in all probability, long gone. He kept walking, staying clear of the tavern. He passed many people. All saw him. Some were brave enough to shout insults, but whenever he turned, with hand on sword hilt, they all scurried away. 
 
    Wisag ventured into the part of town he had never been. He found a house of earth maidens. Seeing a potential customer approaching, one woman stepped out of the doorway.  
 
    “One last evening before the …” Her voice trailed off when she realized it was him. “Forgive me, Warrior.” 
 
    She was ten years his senior, still pretty of face and firm of body. “I carry the Ax, not wear a monk’s habit. I am allowed to take a woman.” 
 
    “That is very good for you, Warrior,” she said stiffly, “but take another woman.” 
 
    His anger flared at the rejection. How dare an earth maiden spurn him! 
 
    Wisag walked past her and entered the home. Several women perked up at his entrance, but then, seeing who it was, almost all lost their eagerness. Many turned away. A few kept their disinterested eyes on him, failing in their attempts to appear eager. 
 
    “Care to taste the Goddess?” the nearest one asked. She had raven hair and frosty blue eyes. She was a beauty—all of them were—but Wisag had something particular in mind. 
 
    “You.” He pointed at the fair-skinned girl with light red hair. She was the closest in appearance to Voranna. “How much?” 
 
    The other women shook their heads at his lack of manners. They might have been earth maidens, but it was impolite to inquire about payment in front of other women. Together, they moved away to give the red-haired girl privacy to come to terms with him. Wisag shook his head, thinking this ridiculous. They had no problems spreading their legs for coin, but gods forbid they discuss the price openly. 
 
    The young woman pushed away from the wall. She wore an immodest green dress that was cut very low. Her breasts were small, but Wisag had never been picky when it came to a woman’s bosom.  
 
    “Well?” he demanded rudely. 
 
    She looked up at him pitifully and spoke in a low voice. “For an evening of wine and the Goddess, six Reks.” 
 
    He nodded, very aware of the small sack of coin Callotrox had given him earlier. “Where is your room?” 
 
    She led him out of the main area of the home, through a narrow hallway, and up some old wooden stairs. Each step creaked. Probably that way on purpose, so the women and their master could hear everybody coming and going. 
 
    He followed the girl whose name he did not know into a room. She shut the door softly, keeping it unlocked. Wisag sat on the end of the bed, ill at ease and unsure why. He had been with many women. 
 
    The woman extended a dainty hand. He placed six Reks in her palm, feeling an immediate stab of buyer’s remorse, and then she deposited the coin on the wooden dresser across from him. The room was small and cloying. He felt that anyone could burst through the unlocked door at any moment. 
 
    And yet, he had spent much time in rooms just like this before and had never felt such unease. 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled prettily at him. “After all you’ve been through, you must be tired, Warrior.” 
 
    He looked away. “Do not call me that.” 
 
    She was unbothered by his harshness. “What would you like me to call you?” 
 
    “Jadisag,” he said. 
 
    She smiled again and stopped in front of him. She straddled him, till her inner thighs rested on top of his legs. 
 
    “Jadisag. It suits you.” 
 
    “Does it?” 
 
    She nodded, putting her hand on the back of his head. “Some wine?” 
 
    “A lot of it.” 
 
    Her lips gently brushed his. Normally the gesture would have set his loins on fire, but tonight he felt nothing. The woman turned away and walked to the small table next to the dresser. A jug of wine and two cups were waiting. She began to remove her dress before pouring. 
 
    “Leave it on.” 
 
    She faced him, surprised. 
 
    “For now,” he added. 
 
    Her smile returned. “You have manners, Jadisag. I like that. Most men come in here to just rut and be done with it. But you have grace.” 
 
    “I have neither manners nor grace.” 
 
    “You’re much too hard on yourself.” She poured two cups of wine, filling one significantly more than the other. She handed him that cup. “All great men are.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that.” 
 
    She ignored his manner. “To your health.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “To yours.” 
 
    They sipped. The wine tasted as sour as vinegar, but Wisag barely tasted it. He could not stop thinking about the tavern. It had been less than an hour ago. 
 
    He noticed the woman had barely sipped her drink. She must have expected a long night ahead of her, with men coming for one last taste of the Goddess before they either fled Yrlot or decided to remain and risk their lives when Murrghad’s warriors arrived. She had to pace herself. 
 
    “Now then,” she said. “I was just about to remove this dress—” 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    She gave him a sultry look. “What do you want it to be?” 
 
    Voranna. 
 
    His throat had gone dry. In the slender form and pretty face standing before him, he imagined Voranna. The red hair needed to be darker, the skin fairer, the hips slightly more jutting— 
 
    “It does not matter.” He stood, then realized how harsh his words had been. “I did not mean …” 
 
    She smiled politely. “Have I done something to upset you?” 
 
    “No.” He moved away from the bed, still uncertain what he was doing. 
 
    She caught his eyes drifting away. “I am sorry, but I cannot return your money, Jadisag.” She pulled the front of her dress up to better cover herself. “Once you have stepped into the room, you see, my master—” 
 
    “Keep the coin,” he said. “Just give me the wine.” 
 
    She regarded him quizzically. “I see. You are one who likes the company. You can stay here for an hour and drink. I will—” 
 
    He pushed past her and grabbed the jug of wine, then he stalked out of the room. Wisag did not look back at the woman whose name he did not know. 
 
    Back out in the street, he gulped half the jug in one swallow. When he came up for air, he belched loudly. Then he chugged the rest of the sour wine down. He needed more liquor. Wisag walked away from the home of the earth maidens, hoping to find a different tavern nearby. He went a new way in town, up different roads, but found nowhere else to drink. Doors closed as he passed. The people looked the other way when he walked by. Even if he could find another tavern, they probably would not serve him anyway. 
 
    Angry, Wisag turned back around. Why wait for the morrow to leave? He should go now. Nobody would dare attack him on the road, for he carried the bloody Ax! 
 
    As he headed to the east end of town, though, his stomach began to knot up. He had ingested a full jug of sour wine quickly. Sharp pains dug into him. Wisag doubled over, clutching at his belly. 
 
    Of all times. 
 
    He retched on the side of the road. What little he’d eaten came back up easily enough, but he vomited for a few minutes. His headache returned as he stood back up. His vision was cloudy, his eyes stinging with hot tears from having retched so much. Wisag stumbled a few paces, his headache worsening with each step, when he slammed into someone else. 
 
    “Watch where you’re bloody—” another man began to say. 
 
    Wisag had been knocked sideways, ending up on one knee. After blinking his eyesight clear, he saw the man who had walked into him. 
 
    Ollax. 
 
    Wisag pushed himself to his feet. “What were you going to say?” 
 
    A trio of men had stopped to watch the exchange between Wisag and Ollax. 
 
    Ollax himself was drunk, teetering back and forth on his legs. With the tiniest of nudges, he would have fallen right over. But, like with many men, drink gave him courage. 
 
    “Watch where you’re bloody going, you damned coward!” Ollax said. 
 
    A couple other people passing in the road now noticed the two men standing across from each other. Ollax put his hand on his sword hilt. 
 
    “You dare insult me?” Wisag said. “Take your damned hand off that sword, unless you wish to be killed.” 
 
    Ollax drew the sword the requisite six inches and then some. There was no mistaking his intent. He had challenged Wisag to single combat. 
 
    Wisag shook his head. Even though the idiot had insulted him, he had no wish to spill Ollax’s blood. He knew what everyone would say: Wisag was brave enough to challenge a drunk but too much a coward to accept Yrlot’s burden. 
 
    “I have no wish to kill you.” He came out of his crouch and let his hands fall to his sides. 
 
    “WRETCH!” Ollax screamed, drawing his sword fully. He gripped the blade with two hands and brought it up. “YOU COWARD!” 
 
    By now a small crowd had gathered. Wisag held his palms out, but now his anger was rising. The fool was leaving him no choice. 
 
    “Put the damned sword away while you still can,” Wisag muttered, so that only Ollax could hear him. “Or I will have to draw my weapon.” 
 
    But Ollax was too drunk to hear him. “What did you say, coward?” 
 
    Wisag’s hands trembled with rage. He yanked his cloak off and reached behind him for the Ax. 
 
    “So be it!” He drew Wyetgerd’s Ax, then stuck one of the blades in the dirt signaling his acceptance of the challenge. “You wanted this, you fool!” 
 
    Before Wisag could draw his sword, Darren came running from his right. At first, Wisag thought the former squire planned on tackling him. But the other young man instead wrapped Ollax up. 
 
    “Put your sword away!” Darren shouted. 
 
    Ollax drunkenly tried to break his friend’s grasp. “I’m going to kill him!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    The two men appeared evenly matched when it came to strength. But Ollax was drunk and had not his balance or wits. Darren easily clung to him. 
 
    Darren kept Ollax tied up, but whipped his head around. “Go! Before you do another foolish thing!” 
 
    Wisag, hand still on sword hilt, glared at the other man. No one told him to leave. He decided when he would go. 
 
    Ollax continued to struggle, enough that Darren was losing his grip.  
 
    “LET ME KILL HIM!” Ollax screamed. 
 
    Darren held his stare on Wisag. “Leave!” 
 
    “He challenged me,” Wisag muttered dangerously. “I carry the Ax—” 
 
    “You might carry it, but you’re not worthy of it, are you?” Darren said. “Do you really wish to kill Ollax? He is raging drunk. It would hardly be a fight!” 
 
    “I’LL KILL THE BASTARD!” Ollax yelled. 
 
    “Skodan had no problem accepting my challenge when I could not see straight!” Wisag returned. 
 
    Ollax had almost slipped Darren’s grasp. The former squire whirled and threw his drunken friend into the dirt. Then he swung back on Wisag. 
 
    “We need every sword we can get!” Darren yelled. “For Murrghad’s warriors will return! Do you really wish to rob this town of one of its few swordsmen? You wish to add insult to injury?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Wisag said, but he already knew. 
 
    Darren’s hand gripped his hilt. “This is not just Yrlot’s fight. It is also yours. And yet you refuse to take the burden, as the Ax would have you do, and choose instead to run. As to your last noble act in Yrlot? You wish to kill a man so drunk, he cannot even stand?” 
 
    Wisag peered past Darren and saw the squire was right. Ollax was on hands and knees in the dirt, already starting to retch. The crowd that had gathered shot Wisag reproachful looks, full of scorn and dripping with disappointment. He could not meet their eyes. He could barely bring his eyes to meet Darren’s. 
 
    “Skodan showed no such gallantry with me,” Wisag muttered. “I do as he did, I walk the Path, and you dare to judge me?” 
 
    Darren’s eyes widened in anger. “Do not even speak his name. Skodan was a true Warrior. He walked the Path. You are nothing.” 
 
    Wisag almost drew his sword. But anger, for once, stayed his hand and he marched off. Jeers followed him. He pretended they meant nothing to him, but each insult was like another dagger in the back. 
 
    He passed the tavern and walked by Isani’s home. He went to the edge of town, where the dirt road narrowed and trailed off into the night. The cold blue stars were out, the jewels of the gods glittered in the cloudless sky. 
 
    “You should keep going,” he told himself. 
 
    But his feet did not move. He stood like a sentinel at the edge of town. 
 
    “Is that what you want, truly?” came a voice. 
 
    Wisag spun around angrily. “Now you show yourself? NOW?” 
 
    The shade of Skodan seemed brighter this evening, more substance than ether.  
 
    The ghost smiled mockingly. “You wish I had been here earlier, that you might blame me for something else you did?” 
 
    Wisag pointed back at the town of Yrlot. “These people expect me to die for them!” 
 
    Skodan shrugged. “When you carry the Ax, that is bound to happen.” 
 
    “I don’t want to die!” Wisag said. 
 
    Skodan faced him. “Why not?” 
 
    Wisag was taken aback by the simple question. The answer seemed obvious, and yet, he could not give voice to it. 
 
    Skodan nodded. “So you can gamble with money you do not have? So you can drink till your mind is shattered and your body withers? So you can turn your back on friends? Tell me, Wisag, are these the things you yearn to live for?” 
 
    Hot tears stung Wisag’s eyes. “I know what I should do.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    “I should take on the burden. My father watches.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “Your father watches.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wisag said, wishing he could kill the man a second time. “He watches. And I shame him.” 
 
    “You shame yourself,” Skodan said. “Your father is not responsible for anything you do. He never was, Wisag.” 
 
    Wisag turned away, hating how right the shade of Skodan was. 
 
    “Tell me, boy, if your father were still alive, would you walk the Path?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Now that is a lie also,” Skodan said. “And you know it.” 
 
    Wisag did not answer. 
 
    Skodan said, “You behaved when you knew your father was watching. But when he turned his back, what did you do?” 
 
    Wisag could not answer. 
 
    Skodan said, “And even now, when you think he watches you all the time, what do you do?” 
 
    “Enough,” Wisag said. 
 
    “Why do you want to live?” 
 
    “I …” 
 
    “WHY, BOY?” 
 
    Wisag faced the shade of Skodan. “I don’t know! Alright? Is that what you want to hear? I don’t know!” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “Finally, we arrive at the truth.” 
 
    Wisag removed the Ax from his back and hurled it into the meadow. He lost sight of it as it spiraled through the darkness, thudding dully against the ground. 
 
    “Why me?” Wisag asked. “Your squire would have made a better Warrior.” 
 
    “There are many reasons,” Skodan said. “But again you look for meaning to be given you. You defeated me in single combat, boy. That is what happened. I cannot now give you reasons to go on. I cannot now supply you with the meaning of it all.” 
 
    “Then what is the point?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “The point is what you make of it,” Skodan said. “You can take on Yrlot’s burden. Or you can go. You can face Murrghad. Or you can run.” 
 
    “What choice do I have? The dark wizard will come for me now. His brother, the Earl of Lomney, will take offense, and then the King will also.” 
 
    Skodan smiled. “You can be sure of it.” 
 
    Wisag’s shoulders slumped as the shade of Skodan began to fade once more. The old warrior shimmered in the silvery moonlight. 
 
    “Wyetgerd’s Path is endless,” Skodan said. “We do not walk it from birth. We do not walk it without conscious effort. It may seem long and impossible, but there is only one way to walk it.” 
 
    Wisag watched as the shade faded away to nothing. 
 
    “One step at a time.” 
 
    Wisag stood there for a long time, alone. Then he collected the Ax and returned to the tavern. Most of the patrons had gone. He suspected many had fled town already. Gordrig the pig farmer, though, was still there. He was red-faced with drink, and he stood when he saw Wisag enter. 
 
    “YOU!” 
 
    Wisag marched over to the man. Gordrig had balled his fists. He reared back, nearly losing his balance, and threw as hard a punch as he could. 
 
    Anticipating the clumsy punch, Wisag easily caught the man’s fist with one palm. 
 
    “Get the Aldermen and Guild members back here,” Wisag said. 
 
    Gordrig’s eyes slowly widened. The fight went out of him, the tension in his body waning. 
 
    “Why, Warrior?” 
 
    Wisag took a deep breath. “I take on Yrlot’s burden. But I will need help.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The impossibly long caravan set out from Yrlot the next morning as the roosters announced the sunrise. Wagons loaded with personal belongings, merchants’ goods, food, and water trundled along the narrow dirt road single file. Wisag did not know what to do with himself, but watched Darren and Ollax supervise the departure. When arguments broke out among the townsfolk, Callotrox slyly inserted himself between the parties and offered a sound compromise.  
 
    As the last folk abandoned Yrlot, Callotrox approached Wisag. The man’s father, Vertitrox, and their servants waited by the merchant’s wagon.  
 
    “Horse,” Callotrox began. “I—” 
 
    “Have done more than enough.” Wisag extended his arm. “Go. Be with your father. This is not your fight.” 
 
    Callotrox looked away before he spoke. “How convenient for me to be a traveling merchant, is it not? I call no place home, therefore, no town’s business becomes mine. I am a coward.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “You are one of the bravest men I know. And now your father needs both your mind and your sword, Callotrox.” 
 
    His friend nodded gravely. “He goes south, Wisag. He will not involve himself in this fight.” 
 
    “That does not make him a coward,” Wisag said, surprised by his own feelings on the subject. “Your father thinks of your mother and sister, and of your bride-to-be, and his grandchildren yet to come. He thinks of your family’s future. I cannot fault him for that.” 
 
    “He rides south, and I go with him. He is my father, and he needs me, and I love him.” Callotrox looked back at him. “And yet, I feel low.” 
 
    “Do not,” Wisag said, embracing his friend. “We will meet again.” 
 
    Callotrox thudded his back. “I know it, horse. In this dream or the next one.” 
 
    Wisag let go of Callotrox. “Much gratitude.” 
 
    “May your arm be strong, your hand be fast, and your mind sharper than any blade.” 
 
    Wisag watched Callotrox go. His friend climbed onto his horse. Vertitrox nodded at Wisag once, his eyes cold. Then Vertitrox ordered the men to move on. The wagon rolled and the riders urged their horses forward. Callotrox and his father turned south, their horses and servants and wagons following the dirt ruts that led toward the capital. With good fortune, they would make the large fishing town of Kelops within the week. Wisag would have preferred leading the refugees of Yrlot there also, but moving several hundred that far would take almost twice as long, and the nobility residing at Kelops would not be so welcoming of the Yrlot townsfolk once they discovered they had challenged Murrghad. 
 
    So they rode east, hoping to put distance between themselves and Murrghad’s warriors. Wisag pulled himself up onto the horse the town had, once more, provided. Ollax nudged his own beast over. 
 
    “Warrior,” the other man said. “Allow me to apologize for las—” 
 
    “There is no need,” Wisag said. “You were drunk. I know the feeling.” 
 
    Ollax nodded gratefully. “You could have killed me.” 
 
    “I could have,” Wisag said. “But your friend, Darren, showed me the folly of that path.” 
 
    Ollax glanced ahead to the squire. Darren sat his horse about thirty paces ahead at the end of the caravan. 
 
    “He is a good man,” Ollax said. 
 
    Wisag could not bring himself to admit that Darren was, so he said nothing and felt smaller for his silence. 
 
    “Why did he never challenge Skodan for the Ax?” Wisag asked. 
 
    Ollax shot him a surprised look. “The thought would never have crossed Darren’s mind.” 
 
    “Why not?” Wisag asked, confused. “He served as the man’s squire.” 
 
    “To learn from the best,” Ollax said. “And he loved Skodan. He could not bring himself to challenge the old man.” 
 
    “He knew he could not win,” Wisag said. 
 
    “If he had given it any thought.” Ollax frowned. “He would have feared winning more than losing.” 
 
    Before Wisag could ask another question, Ollax spurred his horse forward to ride with his friend.  
 
    Wisag puzzled over this last from Ollax but failed to make sense of the conundrum. Preferring solitude, he allowed the caravan to get a little ahead of him as the morning wore on. As his horse grew tired, Wisag slid off the saddle and walked the animal to give it somewhat of a break. This morning, the sky was cloudless and the air was warm. They were getting the first tastes of spring. 
 
    They stopped at midday to rest the animals and eat. Then they pushed on, ever fearful of Murrghad’s warriors. Continuing on, they crossed many meadows and crested several hills until the sun began to set. Then they made camp in a grassy plain as the first stars dotted the night sky. 
 
    Wisag sat by himself, eating dried fruit and drinking weak water. His horse rested not far away. The women he’d rescued from Ulham were, he noticed, still keeping each other company. They huddled by a fire in their own group. Very few of them spoke while they ate their honeycakes and dried fruit. He had thought of Voranna many times that day, but now he did not see her among these women. Growing concerned, Wisag pushed himself up— 
 
    “You are so gallant,” Voranna said, walking soundlessly toward him from behind. How had she gotten back there? “Thinking of me.” 
 
    “I was not …” He had been about to lie, but realized there was little point. This woman could see things others could not.  
 
    She smiled sweetly, her face just a ghost in the flickering light of the camp fire. Voranna sat next to him cross-legged in the grass. 
 
    “It is strange,” she said. “Seeing the future.” 
 
    “How so?” he asked, trying to appear non-chalant. But he was mesmerized by her beauty and easy manner with him. 
 
    “I see things but do not understand the motivations behind them.” 
 
    He nodded. “Have you seen this moment?” 
 
    She smiled and perhaps blushed. He could not tell in the darkness. 
 
    “I have,” Voranna said. “And I know what you will say and what you will do. And yet, I still wish to do what I want to do.” 
 
    He frowned. “You cannot know what I will do. Perhaps you can see a future, but you cannot see the future. Surely that is not possible.” 
 
    Voranna glanced over. “You sound like Isani.” 
 
    “Where is the witch?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “She is no witch, Warrior.” She giggled like he had made a silly mistake. “Don’t you know that?” 
 
    “Then what is she?” 
 
    “Many things. But not a witch.” 
 
    He shrugged. In this moment, he did not much care what Isani was. Or was not. He was too busy listening to this woman. Drinking in her words. Breathing her fragrance. 
 
    “You did not answer my question,” Wisag said. “Where is Isani?” 
 
    “She rides in Gordrig’s wagon.” 
 
    “With the pigs?” Wisag said, finding this humorous. 
 
    “Gordrig left his animals,” Voranna said sadly. “They will all die.” 
 
    “They are just pigs.” 
 
    “They are alive. Just as you and I. They breathe and they hunger and they thirst. They know joy and they know fear.” Voranna smiled at him. “All living things are connected, Wisag.” 
 
    “Let us hope the people of Lutre feel the same way,” Wisag said. 
 
    Lutre was the nearest village, roughly four days’ ride. But to get there, they had to cross through a dense pine and oak forest that spread for many leagues. It was there Wisag had nearly been killed by those highwaymen. Though their attack had been less than a week ago, it felt much longer. 
 
    If the people of Lutre turned the folk from Yrlot away, then Wisag would lead them to Belsta, his home village. That would require another week of riding, though that journey would take them through open terrain. He hoped it did not come to that. The people of Belsta were not exactly clamoring for his return, and he owed a few men gambling debts there. His twenty-nine remaining Reks would be gone before he had walked no more than five paces within town. 
 
    “Will they take us?” Voranna asked. “Or will they think only of themselves and close their gates in Lutre?” 
 
    “I thought you saw the future,” Wisag said. 
 
    “Some of it.” She gave him a sidelong grin. “I see you and fifty warriors riding hard west. I see you enter the Thultic Mountains and there—” 
 
    “I’m sorry I asked. No more talk of the future.”  
 
    Voranna leaned toward him, smiling. “Apologies, Warrior. You have much to think about, and here I am hanging more worries in your mind.” 
 
    He said nothing. With Voranna this close, it was so tempting to just lean over and kiss her. He could tell she wanted him to. 
 
    “You will make a great hero, Warrior,” she said. 
 
    And it was this comment that ruined the moment for him. She saw only his deed. She did not see how terrified he was, nor how much he loathed this burden he had taken on. A true hero would have rejoiced, or at least found solace, in such a noble act. 
 
    And his was not so noble an act. Last night, after speaking with the shade of Skodan, he had come to realize that Murrghad, or his brother the Earl, or the King, would hunt him across Braedhait. He had no choice now but to fight. Better to have warriors on his side than take this on alone. 
 
    He had not, truly, stepped back onto the Path. He had done this for selfish reasons. 
 
    Voranna could not see that. All she saw was the man who had ostensibly taken up Yrlot’s cause. 
 
    But, as she leaned in, he found himself turning away from her. 
 
    “I have … much on my mind,” he said. “And I …” 
 
    “You are about to say you are not worthy of my affection,” she teased. “As I said, I have already seen this moment.” 
 
    Wisag got to his feet and moved away, not trusting himself in proximity to the woman. She was intoxicating. In the coming days, it would require every ounce of will not to … She was that alluring. 
 
    He sensed her getting up and approaching. 
 
    “You are allowed a woman, Wisag,” she said. “I would like to be her.” 
 
    “I would be a blessed man,” he said. 
 
    He heard her take a deep breath. As he turned, she shivered and her eyes wandered. His hand went to his hip instinctively, for she was fey and could sense things before others. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “At certain times of the day, the worlds are not so far apart. At mid-eve and dusk, they often overlap. I can feel the shades in these moments.” She smiled. “And he returns.” 
 
    Wisag turned to find Skodan appearing only a few feet away. Voranna left him to be alone with the shade of the old warrior. 
 
    Skodan said, “I see you have returned to the Path.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wisag lied, wondering if the shade could see through the veil into his heart of hearts and know his motives were not pure. “And I will likely die for it.” 
 
    Skodan ignored this last comment, his face growing serious. “You must find warriors to join you.” 
 
    Wisag gave him a look. “That is the strategy, old man. I am not an idiot.” 
 
    Skodan ignored this as well. “We will train them together. Now, to business.” 
 
    “Are you in a hurry?” 
 
    “Yes!” Skodan snapped. “Time does not move the same where I am. I cannot remain in your world for long. Soon I will not be able to come back.” 
 
    Wisag shuddered at the thought. He had grown used to speaking to this dead man, as much as Skodan angered him at times. 
 
    Skodan said, “Now then. We must discuss Hetakor.” 
 
    Wisag made the sign of the horn. “So the captain of Murrghad’s troop was he? Hetakor himself!” 
 
    Skodan nodded. 
 
    Wisag closed his eyes. This burden only got worse and worse. Hetakor was even more a legend than Skodan. But Skodan himself had killed the much older man over forty winters ago. How did he yet live? He was no shade, like Skodan. He had had form and substance and sat a horse.  
 
    “It is Murrghad’s sorcery,” Skodan said. “Murrghad has brought Hetakor back from Vastagi to do his bidding.” 
 
    Already Wisag’s mind was spinning. How could the dead return from Vastagi? Only a terrible, dark sorcery could accomplish that impossibility.  
 
    “To what end?” Wisag asked. 
 
    Skodan had never hesitated before in speaking with him, but he did so now. “Murrghad is forming the mightiest army, comprised of the greatest warriors across the ages.” 
 
    “What?” Wisag asked. 
 
    Skodan simply nodded. 
 
    “The greatest warriors …” Wisag turned away from the legendary warrior. 
 
    What had he gotten himself into? Not only would he challenge a dark wizard, but now he would counter a sizable force consisting of the world’s deadliest swordsmen?  
 
    “How do you know this?” Wisag demanded. 
 
    “Because I have spoken to men in Vastagi,” Skodan said. “And because Murrghad himself attempted to sway me.” 
 
    Wisag stared hard at the shade of Skodan. “No.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “It is the sad truth. Many great men have …” His voice trailed off, his words heavy with disappointment. “Many men I admired have pledged their swords to him in exchange for a renewed life.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. He wanted to jump on his horse and ride hard for the south. He wanted to find a ship to take him across the seas, far from Braedhait, where no one would recognize Wyetgerd’s Ax or hold it in any esteem. 
 
    “There is more,” Skodan said. “So much more.” 
 
    “I cannot do this,” Wisag said. 
 
    “You can!” Skodan said. “And you will, boy! Do you hear me? The fate of Braedhait hangs on it!” 
 
    “That hardly makes me feel better.” 
 
    “I am not trying to make you feel better. I am telling you what you need to know.” 
 
    “Then tell me,” Wisag said, “what else I need to know.” 
 
    Skodan began to shimmer once more. “Gods, it is time already! We will speak again soon. For now, get these folk to safety and find warriors. And Voranna is the key, Wisag! She will help you, but you must let her. Do you understand?” 
 
    He did not understand. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning Wisag woke early to find Darren and Ollax exercising. The two men ran across the plain as quickly as possible, then dropped to hands and feet to perform push-ups, then rolled to their backs to do sit-ups, and then climbed to their feet to sprint again. Wisag, not having exercised in a great while, decided to join them. Before he completed one full circuit, he was winded. Both Darren and Ollax finished their next sprint before he had even started. 
 
    Embarrassed, Wisag completed one more circuit but could barely run, never mind sprint the last stretch. Once he had been able to run for hours flat-out, up hills and across uneven ground. Once he had been able to do one hundred push-ups in a row, rest for a minute, and repeat the feat easily. Once he had been able to perform sit-ups without getting tired at all. 
 
    But since his father had passed … 
 
    He was tired of thinking like that. Wisag pushed the useless thought aside, determined to get his physical conditioning back. If he wanted to lead these men he had to be able to stay with them at least. 
 
    Darren and Ollax finished their next circuit and then practiced with their swords. The clang of steel against steel so early in the morning stirred the camp. Many of the boys came over to watch. Wisag, still breathing heavily and barely able to lift his sword arm, joined Darren and Ollax. 
 
    “We alternate,” Ollax said. “Each man fights for six minutes. Three minutes against one, three minutes against the other, then he can rest.” 
 
    Darren said nothing.  
 
    Ollax and Darren practiced their thrusts and parries and feints for three minutes. Wisag was grateful for the short break and almost felt recovered when Ollax found an opening against Darren. He stopped his sword well short of Darren’s flank, not wanting to hurt his friend. But Darren graciously acknowledged the score and dipped his head. He yielded the training ground to Wisag. 
 
    Ollax smiled at him. “Catch your breath yet?” 
 
    Wisag smiled right back. He had fought many men. There was always someone faster, always someone stronger, but he had never met anyone—outside of Skodan—who was technically a better warrior than him. As his father had told him over and over, and so far what he had found true himself, all other things being roughly equal, the more skilled man would win the fight. 
 
    And, having had an opportunity to watch Ollax practice with Darren, Wisag had seen many flaws in the man’s technique. 
 
    “I have not,” Wisag said. “Which will make this a fairer fight.” 
 
    Ollax’s eyes narrowed, but the smile remained. “Let us see how good you actually are then, Warrior.” 
 
    Wisag entered the training ground. He was aware of all the people watching him now, Voranna included, but he forced all distractions from mind. 
 
    “When you’re ready, Ollax,” Wisag said, raising his sword. 
 
    Ollax’s smile disappeared a moment before he launched his first attack. 
 
    And Wisag sidestepped and delivered a mock killing blow. Ollax stopped suddenly, wide eyes drifting down to the blade that had stopped half a foot from his stomach. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Ollax said. 
 
    “I’ll show you one day.” Wisag smiled. “Perhaps when you’re older.” 
 
    Ollax laughed, enjoying the banter. Darren, who watched ten paces away, displayed no emotion. Turning from them, he broke into another jog across the plain, apparently unimpressed by Wisag’s immediate victory. 
 
    “Again,” Wisag said. 
 
    Ollax launched attack after attack, but Wisag easily countered them all. Within two minutes of practice, he had killed the other man a dozen times over. And while Ollax congratulated him, marveling at his technique, and the crowd was awed by his skill, Wisag forced a smile because all he could think was— 
 
    I need better warriors than this. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They pushed on.   
 
    Wisag remained in the rear of the caravan, his head frequently turning to check for followers. But the gods showed them favor, and he did not see Murrghad’s warriors.  
 
    Nor did he see any of the highwaymen he had encountered on the way to Yrlot, but that was hardly surprising. With a caravan so large, a force of bandits, even if they were twenty strong, would think twice about waylaying them. And, perhaps, the highwaymen spied them and saw the Ax. 
 
    Stopping the next evening to rest, Wisag tied his horse to a tree and sat down. His muscles were sore and his body stiff from the morning’s exertions with Darren and Ollax. He was just sitting down when the shade of Skodan appeared, again in time with the dusk. 
 
    “Gather your warriors,” Skodan told him. 
 
    “Warriors?” Wisag smiled. “I have two.” 
 
    “I told you to get more,” Skodan said. “You will need them.” 
 
    “There are four Guards riding with us, but they are not warriors. They took on the cloak to earn coin. One does not even know how to hold a sword and would probably skewer himself with an arrow if he lifted a b—” 
 
    “Gather them anyway,” Skodan said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I can teach them.” Skodan gave him a fierce look. “And you.” 
 
    Wisag was exhausted, ready even to skip his meal and shut his eyes. But he hopped to his feet. If Skodan wished to teach, he would learn. Quickly he ran off, feeling a boyish lightness of spirit again. It reminded him of the days when father had promised to show him a new technique or had promised a newer, bigger practice sword. He found Darren and Ollax. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said, not sure how to explain this. 
 
    “Why?” Darren challenged. 
 
    “Your former master wishes to have a word.” 
 
    Darren regarded him with cool detachment for a moment. Then the other man stood and grabbed his sword. Ollax followed them with a disbelieving look on his face. Wisag rounded to the four Guards, who traveled and took their meals together. 
 
    “You men,” Wisag said. “With me now.” 
 
    Three of the men looked to one in particular. Wisag did not recall his name. He had a long face with narrow-set brown eyes.  
 
    “What do you want?” the man asked. He looked about thirty winters old. 
 
    “I want,” Wisag said, drawing the Ax, “you men to come with me. Now.” 
 
    The long-faced man stared at him. “You are a big man with that Ax. I wonder, though, how big you would be without it.” 
 
    Wisag had no time for this. “What is your name?” 
 
    The man smiled, thinking he had won the battle of wills. “Ferox.” 
 
    “Ferox,” Wisag said. “I took on the burden of Yrlot but made my conditions clear. I need the town’s warriors if we are to challenge Murrghad. I counted you among them. Unless, of course, you are not the man you pretend to be.” 
 
    Ferox’s eyes narrowed. “It was one lucky strike that brought Skodan down, boy. And now you have the gall to insult me, like you are some great hero?” 
 
    Wisag ignored him, turning to the other men. “Time is short. You three men come with me. Now.” Then he wheeled back to Ferox. “I will come back for you this evening.” 
 
    The three Guards did not stir for a moment. Only their eyes shifted. Each man looked from Ferox to his comrades to Wisag. Then, as one, they rose and followed him. Ferox shook his head, calling them all fools, and went back to his meal. 
 
    Wisag led the other three away from the main camp, over the small hill crest. He could just make out Darren, Ollax, and the shade of Skodan in the depression below. Both men were dumbfounded at the sight of the dead legend. 
 
    “What are we doing?” asked the one following Wisag closely. He was just a boy, no more than seventeen winters. He must have just taken the cloak. His face was pock-marked. 
 
    “What is your name?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Attulis.” 
 
    “Attulis.” Wisag continued walking but turned to the young man with a smile. “You are about to learn from the greatest warrior to ever walk Braedhait.” 
 
    Attulis’s eyes widened. First in confusion, then in realization. And then, when Wisag didn’t think they could get any wider, they somehow did. 
 
    “Is that Skodan?” Attulis asked. His voice quivered, and he made the protective sign of the shield.  
 
    Wisag nodded. “It is.” 
 
    “But how …?” asked the second man, a hawk-nosed man with a lopsided face.  
 
    Wisag smiled. “Don’t ask the vintage of the wine you’re given.” 
 
    One of the other two Guards stopped mid-stride and spoke in the ancient tongue to ward off evil. Refusing to get any closer, he then turned and hurried away, terrified by the sight of Skodan’s shade. The other man, though, was held in curious awe just like Attulis. 
 
    “Come,” Wisag said. “You men have a great deal to learn.” 
 
    He led the still dumbfounded men down the hill, where the shade was in the middle of demonstrating an attack to Darren and Ollax. Skodan completed the move then came out of his stance to stare hard at the two Guards. 
 
    “What are your names?” he demanded. 
 
    “Attulis.” 
 
    “Wytoc.” 
 
    “Attulis and Wytoc.” Skodan nodded, his ghostly sword still in hand. “Wisag has told me you both make good soldiers.” 
 
    Wisag kept the smile from his face, not wanting to give away Skodan’s lie. 
 
    Pride filled both men’s eyes. Attulis stood a little taller. Wytoc pushed his shoulders back. 
 
    “That is good,” Skodan said, nodding. “It means you have self-discipline and are willing to learn. But know this too: good soldiers are often the first to die in battle.” 
 
    Both Guards’ eyes were riveted to Skodan. They did not dare look away. The shade emitted a strange, weak light, but in that light Wisag could see a sheen of sweat on their foreheads. 
 
    Skodan continued. “Good soldiers follow orders and go about their business with honor and dignity. Usually they comprise the front line of a battle. But it is only the true swordsmen who survive that battle.” 
 
    The shade let his words sink in. 
 
    “It is not enough to become mindless and obedient—only the excellent survive! So I want you to be excellent. Wisag has told me you have the capacity. Is that true?” 
 
    The Guards shared a brief look. 
 
    “Do not look to other men for approval!” Skodan shouted. “Each man is his own. It is not up to Attulis to validate Wytoc or vice versa!” 
 
    “YES!” both men said. 
 
    “That’s better!” Skodan smiled. “Now listen. My time with you is short. You will treat each moment with me like it is your last. I will have no one with a wandering mind. I will have no one with a weak disposition. I will only spend what little time I have training men who are worthy of being called Warrior. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “YES!” 
 
    Wisag smiled. Both men had seemed to grow three inches taller since standing before the mighty Skodan. 
 
    The shade offered them another smile. 
 
    “Good. To work then.” 
 
    Skodan trained the five young men for an hour, spending most of that time focused on basic sword technique. Wisag did not learn anything of the blade during this time, but he marveled at how well Skodan taught the sword. 
 
    Skodan began to fade and abruptly ended the training. “I must speak with the Warrior now.” 
 
    The other men respectfully dipped their heads and walked away to give Wisag and Skodan privacy. Wisag noticed the other four men did not put their swords away. Darren and Ollax faced each other, and Attulis and Wytoc squared off, everyone still practicing what Skodan had just demonstrated. 
 
    “I will return when I can,” Skodan said. “Every day, bring more swordsmen.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “How many with Murrghad?” 
 
    “He counts over two hundred swordsmen,” Skodan said ominously. 
 
    Wisag cursed. “Bowmen?” 
 
    Skodan shook his head. “He has not resurrected any yet.” 
 
    “What is his intent?” Wisag asked. He almost hoped Murrghad wished to overthrow the King. If Wisag could go to the King with proof of Murrghad’s plans to do so, then His Majesty would surely do something about it. Better the King send a panther of his finest soldiers to slay Murrghad than Wisag band odd warriors together and lead them on what still seemed a suicide mission. 
 
    “I do not know,” Skodan said. “He might intend to seize the throne. Or he might intend to hand his army over to his brother, the Earl of Lomney, so that man might seize the throne. Or, perhaps he does all this dark sorcery with the King’s blessing and His Majesty plans to make use of these warriors.” 
 
    Wisag’s head was spinning. So many possibilities. And he did not know how to arrive at the truth. For he was just a young man, without connections, himself several weeks from the capital. Even if he could gain an audience with the King, he likely wouldn’t get any information out of the man without risking his own neck. 
 
    “Yes.” Skodan nodded, as if reading Wisag’s mind. “It is a lot to ponder. But you can do this, boy! Fight the fight that is in front of you, see what happens next, then take the next step along the Path.” 
 
    Before Wisag could ask any more questions, Skodan disappeared. Taking a deep breath, the young man walked past the others without a word. He had not forgotten his earlier challenge. 
 
    He marched up the hill. He was still sore from the morning’s exertions and now doubly tired from practicing the sword with Skodan. But he walked like he had limitless energy back into the camp. He found Ferox in the same place, sitting by a small fire. He had finished his meal and now sat with belly full, gazing up at the night sky. 
 
    Wisag did not waste time with words. 
 
    He drew the Ax and stuck one blade into the ground by Ferox’s feet. 
 
    The Guard jumped, not having noticed Wisag’s approach. Not so great a soldier, Wisag thought. Ferox whirled on him angrily, then his eyes fell on the gleam of the Ax in the firelight. 
 
    “You … you are challenging me?” Ferox asked. 
 
    Wisag drew his sword. “Are you a man or not?” 
 
    Ferox swallowed hard. Wisag was aware the other four men stood behind him now. Voranna appeared on the other side of the campfire. No surprise filled her eyes, as if she had been expecting this to happen too. 
 
    “Well?” Wisag said. “When I took on the burden I required that the town’s warriors join me. So are you a man or not?” 
 
    “I do not need to fight another to the death to prove my manhood,” Ferox said proudly. 
 
    “Then we will not fight to the death,” Wisag said. “First cut.” 
 
    Wisag had put the other into a bad position. Ferox could not refuse the challenge now or he would look a coward. Voranna smiled at him, her eyes filled with an admiration that overwhelmed him. She saw him as a hero, but Wisag did not feel one. Just because he did not wish to kill Ferox for disobeying a simple order did not make him a mythical figure. 
 
    “Fine!” Lips trembling, Ferox grabbed his sword. “First cut then. Let us see how lucky you were with Skodan.” 
 
    Wisag walked away from the campfire to a flat space of ground, while the other warriors formed a wide ring around them. The Guard who had run away at the sight of Skodan’s shade ambled over slowly. Voranna stood between Darren and Ollax, an eager look on her face. 
 
    Ferox drew his long, curved blade. In the silvery moonlight and flicker of campfires, Wisag could just see the other man’s face. 
 
    “When you’re ready, Ferox,” Wisag said. 
 
    The other man stepped forward tentatively, backed a step when Wisag did the same, then launched a faltering attack. Wisag knew immediately the fight was already over. The other man, despite his bravado, was panicked and fought foolishly. Wisag easily blocked the attack, spun, kicked the man in the side, and then sliced Ferox’s arm. 
 
    Ferox recoiled at the injury, clutching at the wound. 
 
    “The fight is over,” Wisag said. “Now you have a choice, Ferox. You will either obey me or you will leave our train and strike out on your own.” 
 
    Ferox trembled violently. He appeared not to have even heard Wisag. 
 
    “I’LL KILL YOU!” 
 
    When Ferox charged, hoping to surprise him, Wisag whipped his sword up and blocked the overhead strike. Then, with the broad side of his sword, he battered Ferox on the back of the head. The other man stumbled to his knees, totally defenseless. 
 
    Wisag stood his ground. He felt a coolness of attitude he had never experienced before. He was thinking not just of his battle with Ferox, but also of its consequences. He did not wish to drive a wedge between himself and the other Guards by killing this wretch.  
 
    Voranna smiled prettily at him despite the violent scene. Wisag pulled his eyes from her. Ferox rubbed the back of his head, coming out of his daze.  
 
    “Swear obedience to me,” Wisag said. “Or leave.” 
 
    Ferox screamed incoherently and leapt to his feet. He brought the sword around. Wisag ducked under it and left a shallow cut in the man’s flank. Ferox jerked violently away, stung by the new wound in his side, and fell to the ground. 
 
    “YOU WHORESON! I’LL KILL YOU!” 
 
    Wisag felt his coolness thawing. The man was not going to stop. Ferox was leaving him little choice. He had forced the other man into this fight, and now he had humiliated Ferox in front of his friends. Wisag feared he had no choice now. 
 
    “Swear obedience,” Wisag said. “If you attack again—” 
 
    Ferox got to his feet and swung wildly. Wisag jumped back and blocked the man’s next attack, but Ferox’s mind was set. He swung again, bloodlust filling his eyes, and Wisag had no choice. 
 
    He rammed his sword into Ferox’s belly. 
 
    Ferox tensed against the killing blow, his eyes locked with Wisag’s. For a moment the men stared at each other. Wisag felt a terrible stillness come over Ferox as the life went out of him. He pulled his sword clear. Ferox fell to the ground, dead. 
 
    Wisag turned to the others. There were tears in his eyes for the dead man. The regret was immediate and full. Had this been necessary? He had four men pledged to him. What difference would Ferox have made? He could have let this man just go about his business, quietly asking him to leave when they made the next town. 
 
    Voranna smiled sadly at him. There was no judgment in her eyes. Nor was there in the other men. 
 
    Wisag had to clear his throat before speaking. “I did not wish to harm him. But I could not have him here if he was not going to serve.” 
 
    Ollax stepped forward, holding up three fingers to acknowledge the flight of Ferox’s spirit. “You did what you had to. If Ferox left us, he would have traded all knowledge he had of our goings with Murrghad’s warriors or the King’s men to protect himself.” 
 
    “Don’t speak ill of the dead,” Attulis, the youngest of them, said. He stepped forward, his hand at his hip. “Ferox might not have been a warrior, but he wasn’t a bad man!” 
 
    Wisag stepped between them. “Ollax was not speaking ill of the dead. He was merely speaking a truth. If they captured him, Murrghad’s warriors and the King’s men would not have shown Ferox any kindness. They would have tortured him for information. Even the bravest and most righteous of men would tell their captors anything to avoid death.” 
 
    Ollax dipped his head respectfully at Attulis. “No offense intended.” 
 
    A calm came over Attulis. “I know you, Ollax. I should have known better.” 
 
    Wisag put his hands on both men’s shoulders. His next words surprised him. “Let us bury him then. One day, let us hope we find him in Vastagi.” 
 
    With five men, the work was short and quiet. They buried Ferox in that field in a grave deep enough to keep any beast from digging his corpse up. When they were done, Voranna stepped forward and kneeled beside the freshly-dug grave. She put her palms on the dirt and bowed her head, staying like that for a long time. One-by-one, each warrior drifted off to be alone. Wisag stayed by the woman. In time, she spoke words in the ancient tongue then faced him. 
 
    “You have found the first five,” she said. 
 
    “Five?” Wisag asked. “You include Ferox?” 
 
    She shook her head no. “The fifth you have already met.” 
 
    He frowned, puzzled by this. “I need many more, if what Skodan says is true.” 
 
    “It is true,” she asserted. “Murrghad raises great warriors from Vastagi.” 
 
    Wisag looked down, hating how certain she sounded. He had not wanted to believe it when Skodan told him. Now he realized that was the attitude of an immature boy. Skodan would not lie to him. And now Voranna had confirmed it. He had to deal with the reality of facing the world’s greatest swordsmen. 
 
    He forced himself to look at her. “Has Murrghad … raised my father?” 
 
    “No, Wisag.” Voranna smiled. “Your father refused his calling.” 
 
    Wisag let out a deep breath and, overcome, almost hugged her. 
 
    Bed her, you damned fool! She’s in love with you. 
 
    She smiled playfully at him, as if she could read his mind. Wisag felt a lightness in his chest as his heart beat wildly. Simply standing a few feet from her was enough to get his blood racing. 
 
    She took his hand. Wisag found himself falling in step with her, as she led him away from the camp. He felt under a spell, but he also knew that she used no magic or sorcery on him. She was too pure of heart to resort to trickery. 
 
    Voranna smiled at him and held onto his hand. He knew what was going to happen. He did not need the sight for it. In her simple robe, she was a sight. 
 
    He forced himself to stop. 
 
    “What is the matter, Warrior?” she asked. 
 
    “This.” He shook his head. “All of this. I am … I am not the man you think I am.” 
 
    She was still smiling. “We can never see ourselves for who we are, Wisag. We need others to be our mirrors.” 
 
    Wisag let go of her hand. “You do not understand, Voranna. You …” 
 
    “What?” she asked sweetly, as if he could say nothing that would change her mind about him. 
 
    Wisag sighed. “The minute I can, I will run from this.” 
 
    But she still smiled. “No, Warrior. You will not.” 
 
    “How can you know?” he demanded. 
 
    “Because I have seen it.” 
 
    “Then you have seen a lie!” 
 
    He stalked away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Lutre was another settlement founded beside a burbling creek. Wisag had been through here only a fortnight ago but so much had changed since then. He had come here looking for work, found none, whored a little, and drank much. He had left quickly, under cover of darkness, for he had gambled with coin he did not possess. 
 
    Their train was stopped outside the town by a force of ten Guards. The men wore the standard red cloaks, all of them stained with mud and dirt. 
 
    “Who leads?” one of them asked. 
 
    Wisag stepped forward, recognizing the Captain of the Guard. And he too was recognized, for the man’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I do,” Wisag said. “We come from Yrlot, refugees all of us.” 
 
    By calling these people refugees, Wisag was invoking the rite of protection. Over the years, the nobles had traded favors. One lord was expected to accept a neighboring lord’s serfs, laborers, and merchants in the event of catastrophe. 
 
    “Refugees?” the Captain asked, skeptical. “You were attacked?” 
 
    Wisag nodded gravely. “We left before the attack.” 
 
    The Captain studied him for a long moment. “You and I have met before.” 
 
    Wisag said nothing. Voranna moved beside him, but he kept his eyes on the Captain. 
 
    “You left our peaceful town under a cloud, Jadisag,” the Captain said, accenting the assumed name Wisag had been traveling under. “And now you return, leading three hundred folk with their hands out, all claiming the rite of protection.” 
 
    “I will make good on my debts,” Wisag said, hating how he now had to turn over almost all of the Reks that Callotrox had given him.  
 
    A man pays his debts. 
 
    “We have come here for protection,” Wisag said. “But all will work.” 
 
    An ironic smile twisted the Captain’s face. “So good of you. But tell me, Jadisag, how do we know you are truly refugees? You yourself admitted to leaving Yrlot before it was attacked. So then how do you know it was attacked? And by whom exactly?” 
 
    Wisag was doing his best to keep his calm. But wordplay had never been his strength. And he felt the weight of Yrlot on his shoulders. If the Captain turned him away, then all these people would be forced to the road once more. 
 
    “An advance party attacked us,” Wisag explained. A chill ran through him as he recalled the brief encounter with Hetakor, the mighty warrior resurrected. “We left before their main force arrived.” 
 
    “But how do we know—” 
 
    Wisag took the Ax off his back and held it out for the Captain and his Guards to see. 
 
    “This is how you know,” Wisag said. 
 
    A visible change came over the Captain. So sure of himself a moment ago, now his face paled and his eyes widened. 
 
    “Is that the Great Ax?” 
 
    Wisag nodded. 
 
    The Captain looked to the men standing behind him nervously, then back at Wisag. “But Skodan carried it.” 
 
    “He did,” Wisag said. “Before he met me.” 
 
    The Captain’s mouth hung open. His lord obviously would not be happy with him if he admitted several hundred refugees into Lutre, but Wisag had left him little choice. If the Captain called him a liar, then Wisag would be forced to challenge him. And the Captain wanted no parts of single combat with the man wielding Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    Nor did Wisag want to kill this man, either. The Captain was just doing his job, trying to ensure the safety of his own people. Admitting several hundred refugees meant Lutre would now be brought into a nebulous conflict. 
 
    Voranna suddenly stepped forward. The Captain’s eyes shifted to her, briefly widening at both her beauty and audacity. Wisag did not know what the young woman had planned, but Voranna reached out. 
 
    “Take my hand, Lendrius,” she said. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” he asked. 
 
    She did not answer. But still, he took her hand, his mouth falling open. 
 
    “This is what Yrlot looks like now,” Voranna said. 
 
    The Captain stiffened, as if someone had rammed a blade into his back. His eyes lost their focus for a moment, then stared into a distance only visible to Lendrius. His face grew taut, tight lines forming around the mouth and eyes. He began to shudder. 
 
    “What is this?” he demanded. 
 
    “You see Yrlot,” Voranna said. 
 
    Lendrius yanked his hand out of her grip and took one big step away from them. Uncertainly, he glanced back at his men who looked almost as confused and fearful as him. Lendrius looked down, as if there were a heavy weight on his back. 
 
    And Wisag realized there was. 
 
    Lendrius’s training kicked in and his military bearing suddenly returned. He stood tall and squared his shoulders and lifted his voice, the commanding tone filling it once more. 
 
    “If I admit your train, then this hell will come to Lutre.” 
 
    Voranna smiled. “This hell will come to Lutre even if you do not. Better to ally with us so you at least know what you face.” 
 
    Captain Lendrius looked to the gate. A tall man with a hawkish nose and dressed in fine garb was coming out of the town, several other men of similar fashion following him. 
 
    “What is this?” the tall man asked. 
 
    The Captain turned to him. “Alderman, these folk are refugees from Yrlot. Their town has been …” The Captain glanced once more at Voranna for a moment, before facing the Alderman again. “Their town has been destroyed, the few people that stayed were … they were killed.” 
 
    Wisag’s stomach dropped. Voranna had somehow shown the other man Yrlot. But Wisag had not known a few townsfolk had stayed behind.  
 
    Why? Why, you godsdamned fools! 
 
    Wisag held his gaze steadily on the Alderman. The tall man wore a sour expression, not wanting the trouble that refugees brought, but then his eyes fell on the Ax. 
 
    “Please,” he said suddenly. “All are welcome. Your lord and ours have always been good friends, and our lord recognizes the rite of protection. You may come.” 
 
    Wisag hid a smile.  
 
    Wyetgerd’s Ax carried many burdens, but it also brought many benefits. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the remainder of the day, the townsfolk from Yrlot got situated within Lutre. Laborers were in highest demand, easily finding work that needed to be done. Aldermen met with Aldermen, Guild members from towns dined together, and merchants sought out temporary lodgings. It was already obvious to everyone that not all could remain in Lutre, for there was not enough work, but it was at least a start. The townsfolk of Lutre showed a begrudging goodwill, one that Wisag thought would not last very long, once food grew scarce. But, fortunately, that was not his problem to solve. 
 
    The tall Alderman of Lutre, who was called Rickham, invited Wisag to a dinner meeting at their town hall involving all Aldermen and Guild members. 
 
    With time to spend, Wisag found lodgings for the frail Isani. After riding in a wagon for several days, the old witch was weak and pained. At the inn, he could only secure her a room on the second floor. He was forced to almost carry her up the stairs. Isani leaned heavily against him down the hall, into the room, and finally, mercifully, into a bed. 
 
    “Gods!” she spat, sitting painfully on the bed. “This thing is lumpy, without hardly a feather. I’d fare better on the floor!” 
 
    He helped her swing her legs onto the bed. The witch stared up at the ceiling, a thin film of sweat swathing her face from the minor exertion of simply getting into this room. Her skin seemed the color of rotting fruit. Isani closed her one good eye. 
 
    “I have much still to do,” she said. 
 
    Wisag said nothing. By the look of her, Isani had not much time left to do anything. Voranna entered the room, wearing a kind smile. She went to the other side of the bed and rested her hand gently on Isani’s bony shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, that feels nice, dear,” Isani said. “Much gratitude.” 
 
    Voranna smiled down at the old woman, who had seemed to doze off. “She is so wise.” 
 
    “You have many abilities,” Wisag said. 
 
    Voranna blushed at his words. “You are kind to say so, but I have much to learn. I wish I had met Isani years ago to learn from her, for now her time is so short.” 
 
    “How long does she have?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Weeks,” Voranna said. 
 
    “You have seen her pass?” 
 
    Voranna shook her head. “I have seen a future without her in it, but not her actual passing.” 
 
    “Then maybe—” 
 
    “Stop speaking of me as if I am not here,” Isani said in a weak voice, startling them both. “I have more life yet. Now then, Wisag, you were on your way somewhere?” 
 
    “He was,” Voranna said, almost proud. “Weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Wisag sighed. “I owe men coin.” 
 
    “You see?” Voranna said, looking down at Isani. “With the Ax, he could do whatever he wished, Isani. But Wisag chooses to pay these men back the few Reks they are owed.” 
 
    Isani laughed bitterly. “To those men, a few Reks are a month’s earnings! Do not brand this man a hero because he merely repays a debt, girl!” 
 
    Wisag held his palms out. “Do not speak of me like I am not in the room.” 
 
    “Get you going,” Isani said, her good eye opening again. “And be careful. The Alderman admitted us to Lutre rather quickly. I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “Don’t ask the vintage of the wine you’re handed,” Wisag said. 
 
    Isani smiled mockingly. “Oh, and now you’re the wise one, are you?” 
 
    Wisag looked up at Voranna. Her dazzling blue eyes were locked on his. 
 
    “I take my leave,” he said. “I pray she is better company for you.” 
 
    He left the inn, taking both sword and Ax. The evening air was warm. He smelled the tannery and he heard the metallic thuds of the smithery reverberate through the town. Attulis and Wytoc saluted him as they passed by, sly grins on their faces as they walked a few paces behind several young women, who were looking behind them and giggling into their palms.  
 
    Wisag envied the two Guards. It would have been nice to simply drop everything and chase maidens … or perhaps to secure another room at the inn where he could take Voranna. But he had much to do before the town hall meeting with the Guild and Aldermen. He found the Captain, Lendrius, by the guard house. 
 
    “Captain,” Wisag said, dipping his head respectfully. “Would you take me to the men I, uh, have business with?” 
 
    The Captain smirked. “Can’t recall their names or faces?” 
 
    Wisag stared hard at him. “Much has happened in the last fortnight, Captain.” 
 
    “Yes, I am sure of it. It didn’t help that you’d imbibed ten gallons of ale when last you were here.” 
 
    Wisag balled a fist, prepared to strike the man. But the Captain, after seeing Voranna’s vision of Yrlot, had taken Wisag’s side earlier in the day, prompting the Alderman to admit the townsfolk from Yrlot. 
 
    So instead of challenging the insult, Wisag forced a smile. “Ten? I thought it was fifteen gallons.” 
 
    And then the most curious thing happened. The Captain, whose smile had been mocking and ironic, regarded him with surprise then nodded amiably. 
 
    “Aye. We’ve all had nights like that, haven’t we?” 
 
    Wisag waited, expecting another insult to be lobbed at him. But none came. 
 
    “And every morning, I swear it’ll be the last time,” the Captain added. “But come dinner time …” 
 
    They shared a laugh, and Wisag was surprised. He liked this man. Lendrius bobbed his head. 
 
    “Come with me, Warrior.” 
 
    “Much gratitude.” 
 
    Lendrius led him down the main road. “So tell me how you came to hold Wyetgerd’s Ax.” 
 
    Wisag took a deep breath. Pride urged him to recount the story of how he’d killed Skodan. But he bit it back. 
 
    “I met Skodan in Yrlot,” Wisag said vaguely. “He was a mighty warrior, even at his age. You should have seen him. The man did not stop moving.” 
 
    “So?” Lendrius prompted. 
 
    Wisag nodded. “I was fortunate.” 
 
    Lendrius regarded him slyly. “Come on now, Jadisag. No more false modesty. Skodan was mighty, so you must be impossible with a blade.” 
 
    Wisag said nothing, uncomfortable with the man’s praise. 
 
    Lendrius leaned in. “Swordsman to swordsman, how did you do it?” 
 
    “My friends call me Wisag.” He smiled over at the Captain. “And, as I said, I was fortunate.” 
 
    Captain Lendrius gave him a knowing look. “Skilled and modest. I know better to challenge you then. It’s always the quiet ones you have to worry about.” 
 
    “In my experience, it is usually the loudest, more arrogant of men who are the winners.” 
 
    “Yes.” Lendrius smiled. “You have to worry about them too.” 
 
    Lendrius led him to a road lined with shops, stopping in front of a small wooden building. A long bow was hung above the doorway. 
 
    “Two of the men you need to see are here,” the Captain said. “After you have finished with them, come to me if you wish to find the third.” 
 
    “They are bowyers?” Wisag asked, then picked up on what the Captain had said. “And there is a third man I … have business with?” 
 
    He was incredulous. He did not recall losing to three men at the gaming tables. 
 
    Captain Lendrius smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Perhaps it was twenty gallons then?” 
 
    Wisag laughed, good humor filling him instead of the usual anger. How strange to find himself in a town where he owed much coin, while a force of two hundred resurrected warriors rode hard to find him at the beckoning of a dark wizard, and yet—and yet—he was in good spirits. 
 
    “Much gratitude,” Wisag said. 
 
    He stepped inside. A boy appeared, holding two arms full of staves. 
 
    “Help you, sir?” the boy asked. 
 
    “I am Wisag,” he said. “Come to speak to your master.” 
 
    The boy nodded and went into the back of the shop. Wisag regarded the several dozen bows out on display in the shop. His father had loathed archers and scolded Wisag any time he showed any interest in shooting. With a smile, Wisag recalled the one time his father had caught him in the far meadow with the older boys. Bow in hand, Wisag had tried to pretend like he’d only been holding the weapon for someone else. His father had twisted his ear and hiked him all the way back home. 
 
    “Choose now, boy! Archer or swordsman. But know this: no archer will live under my roof!” 
 
    It was the only time Wisag’s father, Erwyn, had shown him any cruelty. Wisag ran a hand over the smooth wood of the nearest bow. 
 
    “Help you with something, s—” 
 
    When Wisag turned, he found a gaping bald man with a bushy red beard who looked vaguely familiar.  
 
    “You!” the man shouted, balling his fists. “Villor! That cheating bastard’s here!” 
 
    Another man came running. The first man was not short or small, but the second man was a head taller and much broader. Villor had the wide back of an archer. 
 
    “You whoreson!” Villor shouted, drawing a knife. “If you don’t give us our money, you’re not leaving this shop alive.” 
 
    Wisag drew the Ax. 
 
    And both men blanched like ghosts. 
 
    “BOY!” Villor shouted over a shoulder. “Fetch the Guard!” 
 
    “It was Captain Lendrius that brought me here.” Wisag smirked, enjoying this a little too much. 
 
    Villor pointed the dagger at him, while the first man, whose name Wisag could just not recall, was inching his way to the closest bow. 
 
    “Think you can notch, draw, and loose before I reach you?” Wisag asked, holding the Ax out. 
 
    The first man stopped suddenly. Villor brought the dagger up over his head. 
 
    “I have the eye,” Villor said. “It’s not just arrows I can use.” 
 
    Wisag studied him. “I believe you, Villor.” 
 
    He put his Ax away, to the amazement of the other two men. 
 
    “My name is Wisag.” He smiled at both of them. “And I owe you coin.” 
 
    Slowly, he reached just two fingers into his pocket and drew the cinched bag Callotrox had given him.  
 
    Villor lowered the dagger, while the other man stared incredulously at him. 
 
    “I must beg your pardon,” he said graciously. “I drank much ale the night we gambled at cards.” 
 
    “And dice,” Villor said, then clamped a hand over his mouth, as if fearing he had offended Wisag. “Yes, Warrior, we all drank much.” 
 
    “I was so drunk I gambled with coin I realized later I did not have. You can imagine my embarrassment.” 
 
    Neither man said a word. 
 
    “I fear I have forgotten how much I owe you,” Wisag said. 
 
    The two men regarded each other a moment. Then the first man spoke. 
 
    “You owe me five Reks. And him, you owe seven.” 
 
    Twelve! 
 
    Wisag hid his disappointment. Keeping that gracious smile in place, he opened his bag and began counting. 
 
    “If you would like to see the books at the gambling house,” Villor said tentatively. “They keep an honest game recorded there—” 
 
    Wisag shook his head no. “That is not necessary. You look honest men. You would not lie to me.” 
 
    Villor tucked his dagger into his pocket and the first man moved away from the bows. “Forgive us, Warrior. We did not …” 
 
    Villor jumped in. “When you … when we did not see you return, we thought you had run off.” 
 
    Wisag smirked. “Perhaps I should have.” 
 
    The other two men chuckled.  
 
    Wisag added, “I should have told you both I planned on returning with this coin, but I feared you would not believe me.” 
 
    Villor smiled. “We would not have.” 
 
    “And you would have been smart not to. For how often does a man return with coin?” Wisag handed the men their coin. “Apologies for just repaying you.” 
 
    Villor waved it off. “It was nothing, Warrior.” 
 
    Wisag was about to put the bag away, but then pulled another Rek out. “For your shop. I am no archer, but I can tell fine craftsmanship when I see it.” 
 
    “Much gratitude, Warrior,” Villor said. 
 
    Wisag smiled at both of them. He had just handed over more than half of his remaining Reks, and yet, he felt a lightness of spirit. 
 
    “Remind me of your name,” Wisag said to the first man. 
 
    “Quegog,” the man said. 
 
    “Villor and Quegog,” he said. “I have already taken up your time but I wonder if I can have a few minutes more.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “We will need bows. Many bows.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wisag returned to the inn. The old witch Isani did not even stir when he peered into her room. Wisag went back downstairs and considered passing the short time in the tavern before the meeting with the Aldermen and Guild members. 
 
    He could have used some ale, but he had just given away so many Reks that he decided to go outside. It was nearing dusk. Wisag found Darren, Ollax, Captain Lendrius, and a dozen Guards waiting in the meadow outside of town. It was Darren that stepped forward to meet him. 
 
    “Will he appear?” Darren asked. 
 
    Wisag flicked a glance at the others. The two Guards from Yrlot were waiting expectantly, but the rest were all of Lutre. 
 
    “What are they doing here?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Swordsman to swordsman, word traveled,” Darren said. 
 
    Wisag gazed back at the other men, all watching him expectantly. The Ax gives you weight.  
 
    “To answer your question, Darren, I do not know if Skodan will come.” 
 
    The other young man nodded. “He was a great man.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wisag admitted, though still he wondered why Skodan had baited him in the tavern. Looking back on that night now, it seemed almost … intentional on the older warrior’s part.  
 
    The sun was setting now, its rim just touching the edge of the treeline. Long shadows trailed across the meadow as the swordsmen joked excitedly with each other. Wisag heard the name Skodan several times in their banter. 
 
    “Darren, I must attend this meeting. Would y—” 
 
    Near the men, a shimmering figure appeared. Wisag smiled at the sight of the old man. Skodan was barely substance, just wisps of ethereal matter. Slowly he began to take on a kind of form. But despite his appearance, his identity was not in question. 
 
    “Skodan,” came several men. 
 
    “I will stay,” Darren said. Then he walked back to the group of swordsmen who were drawing near the shade of Skodan. 
 
    Wisag raised an arm in salute, and the old warrior returned the gesture. Captain Lendrius and the Guards from Lutre were in awe and looked back at Wisag with envy.  
 
    He left them and passed through the gates. As he did, a knot of young boys raced past him hoping to get a glimpse of the mighty Skodan. Chuckling, he marched back into town. The hall was just ahead, its two wide wooden doors held open. Wisag took a deep breath. He had prepared a few things to say, but swaying men with words was not his strong suit. He preferred swordplay to wordplay, thought it more real. A man gifted with words could convince fools that the sky was red, or that the seas were breathable.  
 
    But swords did not lie. 
 
    What of your sword, though? You landed a lucky blow against Skodan. 
 
    Wisag pushed the nagging thought away as he headed up the road. Voranna came suddenly out of the inn and rushed to his side. Her usual calm manner was replaced by a nervous air. 
 
    “Wisag. I’ve been looking for you!” She gripped his arm with both hands. “You mustn’t go in there!” 
 
    Wisag frowned, his gaze sliding back to the town hall. Its doors were open to everyone. People milled about the street. The laborers were just returning from the fields to go home or take a cup in the taverns. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Wisag,” Voranna said, looking at him fiercely. “The King’s men are here!” 
 
    “What?” He frowned, now growing nervous himself. Wisag did a complete circle, looking into windows, studying men’s dress, gazing at faces. But no one wore the garb of the Royal Blades. And no man rushed forward to place him under arrest. 
 
    If anything, more and more townsfolk filtered out of the gate to glimpse the mighty Skodan in the meadow beyond. The streets were emptying, people not the least bit interested in what Wisag was doing. 
 
    “There are no King’s men here,” Wisag said. 
 
    “They have come for you!” Voranna’s eyes were wild, the nails of her fingers digging into his forearm now as she tried to pull him toward the inn. “I have seen it.” 
 
    He smiled. Voranna had the sight, but that did not mean everything she saw would come to be. 
 
    “Voranna, the capital is far—” 
 
    Voranna interrupted. “Once Murrghad knew of you he sent word. Now you are hunted by the Royal Blades.” 
 
    Wisag’s stomach lurched. Though he trusted Voranna, he did not want to believe her. 
 
    “The capital is two weeks’ ride from here, and at least double that from where Murrghad sits in the Thultic Mountains. Even if what you say is true, word would not have reached the King yet.” 
 
    “Wisag.” She looked deep into his eyes. “Murrghad did not send a messenger. He communicated with the King. Here.” 
 
    She touched Wisag’s temple.  
 
    Wisag made the sign of the protective shield, shuddering at the thought of the dark sorcery. Only children did not face truth, so he had to accept the reality of what she was telling him.  
 
    But what could he do about it? Now the townsfolk from Yrlot were settled. If the Royal Blades were already here— 
 
    “I must leave then,” Wisag said. 
 
    Voranna shook her head. “You can’t leave. You’re supposed to stay here.” 
 
    Wisag pulled his arm out of her grasp. “Stop telling me what I’m supposed to do! Or not do! I walk my own path, I don’t need you for that!” 
 
    Voranna flinched at his harsh words. “I came to help you.” 
 
    “Much gratitude, Voranna. But if what you say is true, and the Royal Blades are here to arrest or kill me, then the best thing I can do for everyone is leave. I cannot ask the people of this town or Yrlot to harbor a known fugitive and incur the wrath not only of their lord but also that of the damned King!” 
 
    “No.” Voranna stepped back, shaking her head. “This is not who you are, Wisag.” 
 
    He stepped forward and thrust a finger at her, so tired of maintaining this heroic charade. He was just a man, same as everyone else. Better than some, worse than some. No more, no less. 
 
    “You don’t know who I am, girl.” 
 
    Voranna was about to respond, but then her eyes widened. Wisag whirled to find three men approaching. They stood far apart, so they could clear their swords and swing without striking one another. 
 
    Wisag immediately moved in front of Voranna, worried these men would hurt her too. 
 
    “There are more coming.” Voranna’s hand touched his shoulder. Wisag quickly glanced to his right. Five men coming from that direction. 
 
    None of the eight men wore the purple guard of the Royal Blades. They were dressed like common folk in long cloaks that concealed their garb. 
 
    Wisag took a deep breath, trying to recall the many things his father had told him about swordfighting several men at the same time. 
 
    “Wisag.” Voranna tapped his other shoulder. 
 
    Three more men, bringing the total to eleven. They spread out, forming an oppressive circle around the two of them. 
 
    “I could use your sight,” Wisag muttered to Voranna. 
 
    “It does not work like that.” She pressed her back against his. “I cannot focus on a specific moment.” 
 
    “Then take a dagger.” Wisag pulled the one he carried at the small of his back and tried pressing it into her hand. 
 
    But Voranna would not take it. “I don’t know how to use it.” 
 
    “Stick the sharp end in your opponent.” 
 
    With a trembling hand, Voranna tried taking the dagger from him. He heard it hit the ground. She bent to scoop it up. Wisag peered past the men circling them to the gate. The crowd had passed through and now were on the other side of the wooden palisade to sight Skodan, their backs to him and Voranna.  
 
    And all the capable swordsmen who might take his side were in the meadow, blocked by the crowd trying to catch a glimpse of Skodan. It was just him and Voranna, surrounded by eleven dangerous men. 
 
    One of those eleven men stepped forward. With an almost contemptuous flick, he opened his green cloak. Underneath was the purple breastplate of the Royal Blades. 
 
    “You are Wisag,” the man said. 
 
    “And you are?” Wisag said, stalling for time. 
 
    “I belong to His Majesty. I am of the Royal Blades.” 
 
    “What is your name, coward?” Wisag asked. 
 
    He could feel Voranna behind him, her legs trembling. 
 
    “I am no coward. I have pledged my life to the King. I would step in front of a sword for him. I would—” 
 
    “Good for you, fool,” Wisag said. “You have promised your life to another man who is no better than you or I. If tomorrow he decided to slaughter all the common folk, your promise would force you to carry out his evil bidding. How noble of you.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Voranna whispered fearfully. 
 
    Wisag did not answer. 
 
    “I am Lancer Nardix,” the man said. “And I place you under arrest for treason.” 
 
    “Treason?” Wisag asked. “What treason? Explain yourself.” 
 
    Nardix stepped forward, almost within striking distance, and drew his sword. The rest of his men all opened their cloaks now to reveal their purple breastplates and pulled their own weapons. To Wisag’s right, a laborer came out of the inn and halted suddenly at the sight of them in the street. Wisag turned a pleading eye to the man, but the laborer bolted like a hare. 
 
    “You have led an attack against the Lord Murrghad. An attack on one lord is an attack on all lords, and therefore, a crime against the Crown.” 
 
    Wisag drew Wyetgerd’s Ax. The other ten swordsmen took a step backward at the sight of the weapon.  
 
    Wisag regarded the Ax coolly. “You know what this is, Lancer?” 
 
    It took Nardix a moment to nod. 
 
    “And do you know what that means?” 
 
    Lancer Nardix did not answer right away. Then: “Men, close ranks!” 
 
    The circle of swordsmen carefully tightened around them. 
 
    They are awed by the Ax. 
 
    “I did not know Murrghad was a lord,” Wisag said. “Regardless, the man is slime. He has been carrying away young women in the night to practice his dark sorcery. It would be a crime not to oppose him and to allow these sins to be carried out any longer.” 
 
    “You have proof of these crimes?” Nardix asked stiffly. 
 
    “Do you have proof of mine?” Wisag asked. 
 
    Nardix pointed his sword at him. “We have the word of a noble, and that is proof enough.” 
 
    “I’ll take the word of a common laborer over that.” Wisag spat. “That is what the word of some nobles is worth.” 
 
    Nardix stepped closer. “Drop your weapons. You will come with us.” 
 
    “To the Capital?” For a moment, Wisag actually considered it. He carried the Ax, so his words would have some weight now. And perhaps he could get the townsfolk to come with him—they could offer testimony to the King about Murrghad’s actions and what Wisag had truly done. 
 
    Don’t be a naïve fool. 
 
    Nardix shook his head though. “We have been ordered to take you to Murrghad that he might carry out justice. The King, His Highness, has more pressing matters to attend to, than the comings and goings of you.” 
 
    Wisag did not wait any longer. He jammed the blade into the dirt. 
 
    “I challenge you to single combat, Nardix,” Wisag said. 
 
    Lancer Nardix stared dumbly at the Ax jutting from the ground. To refuse the challenge would brand him a coward in front of the other men. Slowly, Wisag drew his blade and awaited the inevitable acceptance. This way, Wisag would pick these men off, one-by-one. He would play their pride against their sense of duty to the King. They were swordsmen, after all. 
 
    But Nardix did not step forward. He gestured with his hand. 
 
    “I am a Royal Blade,” Nardix said. “I follow our King’s word to the death. His Majesty has ordered all of us to refuse any challenge of single combat.” 
 
    Wisag’s stomach dropped. It hadn’t been much of an idea, but he’d been hoping it would work on a few of the men before the rest came after him. Now he would fight eleven highly-trained swordsmen. 
 
    All at once, while protecting Voranna. 
 
    “Voranna,” he muttered. “Can you see anything?” 
 
    “I see Skodan standing against Murrghad.” 
 
    Wisag frowned. “Damnit, woman, we need your—” 
 
    Nardix had been waiting for a distraction. The swordsman lunged and swiped. Wisag dodged and slashed, cutting the man’s arm off. Lancer Nardix fell to his knees, dark red blood pouring out of the stump of his forearm. 
 
    He was screaming in agony and could not speak, but his well-trained men did not need to wait for orders. Recovering quickly from their initial shock, the circle of swordsmen began to tighten even more. 
 
    “What do we do?” Voranna asked. 
 
    “Survive,” Wisag said. “I will make an opening. When you see that, run through it and fetch help.” 
 
    “You see, Warrior?” she asked, loud enough for the swordsmen to hear. “You are a hero.” 
 
    Wisag said nothing. He had to concentrate fully on the men coming at them now. Ten excellent swordsmen. The Royal Blades only accepted the best. 
 
    And yet, Wisag carried the Ax. Even if these men were better than him, they would fear the Ax and what it symbolized too much, bringing them down to his level. 
 
    As they closed, he recalled his father’s words about fighting many men at once. 
 
    Each man will be too careful with his own life. Each will fight defensively, not risking injury, never mind death. They will not fight as well as they are capable, for they do not fight as freely. For they fear a shameful death and they fear injuring a comrade, or causing a comrade to be injured by a lone swordsman.  
 
    Wisag drew a deep breath, remembering the other words also. 
 
    But do not grow overconfident. The advantage will always lie with numbers. 
 
    Voranna tensed behind him.  
 
    Wisag spun and blocked an attack to his right, then reversed his motion and sliced through the swordsman’s stomach. The man stumbled backward, clutching at his belly. 
 
    Wisag sensed movement to his left and ducked an incoming sword. With his free hand he forced Voranna to get low as well. The woman kneeled behind him. 
 
    Wisag wanted to slice this attacker’s belly too, but such a blow would take a fraction of a second longer than a swipe to the leg. So Wisag sliced the man’s thigh, missing the life artery but forcing the swordsman to back away in pain. 
 
    “Wisag!” Voranna shouted. 
 
    He whirled around again, just blocking the attack from behind and slashing wildly. This time he missed, his attacker moving out of reach. He lost his sense of positioning and could not tell if Voranna was fully behind him or more to his left. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he sensed another blade coming at him. Wisag stepped out of the way. He backhanded his sword into the man’s flank, driving the blade much deeper than he wanted. But before he could even think to tear his sword free, he heard a terrible scream from behind him. 
 
    Voranna. 
 
    The young woman covered one eye with a bloody hand. 
 
    “VORANNA!” 
 
    Wisag’s blade was stuck in the dying man, so he snatched the lancer’s sword up quickly. Voranna’s screams filled his eyes, fueling his rage. She held a bloody palm over a bloody eye. 
 
    He would kill them all. 
 
    Wisag grabbed Voranna’s arm and pulled her behind him once more. Then he launched an attack. He made it look clumsy and left an intentional opening, inviting the next swordsman to lunge. And lunge he did, only Wisag had wanted him to. He stepped back quickly and backhanded his sword through the man’s neck.  
 
    “YOUR OPENING!” Wisag shouted. 
 
    He pushed Voranna toward the hole. With a hand still over her eye, Vorrana stumbled and for a moment he thought she would be killed. But at the last second, she got her feet under in time to bolt before another sword could kill her. The nearest swordsman made to go after Voranna before she could summon help.  
 
    Wisag made him pay by slashing his arm. 
 
    He had lost count of how many were dead, injured, and left, but his enemies did not give him time to do the sums. He sensed another attack coming from behind, so he spun out of the way and rammed the nearest swordsman. He drove his blade into the man’s flank and tied him up, thinking his comrades would not attack Wisag out of fear of hurting their brother. Wisag pushed the dying man at two swordsmen coming straight for them, tripping them up. He was without a sword again, so he grabbed the only weapon he could. 
 
    Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    He pulled it out of the ground and held it out in front of him. Its shaft gleamed orange, catching the light from the nearby forge.  
 
    “The blood of the gods,” Wisag said, brandishing the weapon so the remaining swordsmen could see. They were down to six men somehow, and Wisag stole a glance past them to the gate. Voranna was nowhere in sight, but many of the crowd were coming back into town to watch the spectacle. He only had to hold these remaining men off for another minute, then his help would come. 
 
    But he didn’t want to wait. 
 
    He wanted to kill them all himself. 
 
    A mad bloodlust filled him as he gripped the Ax. The swordsmen approached him, now doubly cautious. They had just seen his deadly skills a moment ago, and now they faced the Ax. Several of them made protective signs, muttering words of prayer to the gods. 
 
    Wisag screamed and launched an attack. The swordsmen, not expecting one to charge against six, panicked and froze for a deadly second. Wisag axed the middle man to death, then grabbed that man’s sword and drove it into the belly of his neighbor.  
 
    The nearest swordsman finally recovered from his shock of Wisag’s skill and his awe of the Ax. He stabbed at Wisag, his sword point missing Wisag’s eye by a couple inches and scoring his cheek. Wisag stepped back and pulled the mighty Ax out of the dead man and swung it around at the swordsman behind him. He had gambled, expecting the man to be coming in for the killing blow. 
 
    And he was right.  
 
    The Ax bit into the man’s chest, sending him flying backward. Wisag let go of the Ax, rolled across the ground, grabbed another dead man’s sword, and came back to his feet.  
 
    There were three Royal Blades left. 
 
    Wisag held the sword out in front of him as the three men fanned out once more. He was breathing heavily, the wound in his face stinging. Blood ran into his mouth. His legs felt like great stones. His arms quivered.  
 
    The swordsman to his left came at him first. Wisag blocked the attack, but another man attacked a heartbeat later, while Wisag was open. He twisted away, but the blade bit into his side. Pain surged through him. Wisag stumbled back, hand to his side. 
 
    “I will kill you all!” he shouted. 
 
    But he was so tired. Nothing wore a man out like swordplay. One of the three Blades clutched at his side and fell to his knees, an earlier wound Wisag must have delivered finally catching up to him. Painfully he slumped to the ground, no longer in the fight and not much longer for the world either. 
 
    “I AM WARRIOR!” Wisag roared. 
 
    The remaining two men looked ready to spring, but then they both looked past Wisag and came out of their fighting stance. Before Wisag could take advantage of the distraction, the Royal Blades ran off. 
 
    Wisag, falling to one knee, looked behind him. Darren, Ollax, and Lendrius were running hard for him, swords drawn. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Voranna felt the burn of a thousand flames as Wisag carried her to the apothecary. She had not gazed into a mirror yet but knew she had been horribly disfigured, so she kept her hand over her eye, not wanting Wisag to see her. 
 
    She gazed up at him with her good eye, the powerful words of the ancient tongue echoing in her mind in a desperate attempt to ease the pain she felt. But nothing worked. Every time she moved, she felt like that sword was stabbing her anew in the eye. 
 
    “You’ll be alright,” Wisag said. “You’ll be fine, Voranna.” 
 
    She did not believe him. 
 
    Voranna shut her good eye and listened. She heard a door bang open, then felt a hard wooden table against her back and Wisag’s hands leaving her. She did not want him to let her go, but she also did not want him to gaze upon her. Voranna sensed several men in the small room. 
 
    “Please go away, Wisag,” she said. 
 
    “I will stay.” 
 
    “Please. Go.” 
 
    Wisag was a great man, but even great men needed beauty to love a woman. That was the way of things, no matter what the bards said. And now, Voranna feared, she had lost whatever beauty she had possessed.  
 
    After a long pause, Wisag answered. “I will be back soon. Rest now, woman.” 
 
    Though her eyes were closed, she could still see. The sight brought forth many new horrific images. By killing the Royal Blades, Wisag had now directly confronted the King. This would have deadly consequences for many … 
 
    “There will be no rest for us,” Voranna said, her voice sounding old to her. “Now go.” 
 
    She heard Wisag leave. The apothecary began to speak to her in a calm, soothing voice. She obeyed his commands, taking her hand away from her gored eye but keeping the other one closed. 
 
    She knew then. 
 
    She had lost the eye. For she could see nothing of the real world. 
 
    But she could, however, see so much more now. It was as Isani had said. 
 
    Lose an eye; gain your vision. 
 
    Where before Voranna had caught glimpses of the future, now her sight had both broadened and deepened. Not only images did she see, but also feelings. They floated like colors and flowed like vapors through the mists of her sight. The apothecary tending to her was filled with green and orange, the colors of life and sympathy. Her newfound sight was distraction enough to take her mind off the pain in her eye, even as the man examined the wound, poked, prodded, and, eventually, began his grisly work of sewing the wound. 
 
    Voranna bit her lip against the pain and focused hard on the new world that had opened up to her. Though she had never been a vain woman, now that she had been marred Voranna despaired of her lost beauty.  
 
    Now you see. 
 
    Isani’s voice echoed in her mind. 
 
    “Yes,” Voranna said. 
 
    “What’s that, girl?” the apothecary asked. 
 
    “I am not speaking to you,” Voranna said. 
 
    Another woman, the apothecary’s assistant, must have been in the room and now spoke. “She already has a fever?” 
 
    “Let us pray not,” the apothecary said, before returning to his bloody needlework. Voranna retreated inward and, instead of speaking aloud, thought her words. 
 
    “You were right. I lost an eye and now I see.” 
 
    Isani’s voice came back almost immediately. You see the colors? 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Then you will also see the past. Beware. 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    Of yourself. You have seen the future deeds of some men but were blind to their motivation. Now you will see those actions again but know the why. 
 
    “Aren’t we to judge a man by his actions?” 
 
    Now that you can see, you should judge a man by his heart. And remember: there are good and bad men, but all heroes have many hearts. 
 
    Voranna did not want to believe it. She was no naïve little girl, sitting on her father’s lap and listening to stories of golden-haired heroes rescuing beautiful princesses from the clutches of some monstrous dragon. But nor was she—nor could she ever be—a cynic. There had to be heroes in the world, and she was certain the man she loved, Wisag, was one of them. 
 
    He had only taken the Ax from Skodan because he knew it was time to challenge Murrghad and possibly the King. 
 
    He had rescued Eldria from the vile men at Ulham, then had made sure Voranna and the other women were saved as well. 
 
    He had— 
 
    Voranna gasped at the pain. 
 
    In thinking about her love, Wisag’s deeds had entered her sight. And she watched as he stalked from Isani’s home, in need of coin, red swirling through him, the color of bitter anger.  
 
    She saw him accept Gordrig’s burden, a light blue filling him. The color of stoicism, of doing a thing while not really wanting to do it. 
 
    She saw him take on Yrlot’s burden, a light green shading him. The color of self-preservation. 
 
    No. 
 
    The pain was becoming unbearable. 
 
    No. 
 
    She tore her sight away from these deeds, not wanting to believe what she had visioned. Not wanting to think the man she loved had acted out of self-interest. Not wanting to think he had tried running away to save himself. She forced her mind from the deeds she knew about and also the deeds to come, fearful of what she would find.  
 
    But now Wisag’s past actions filled her mind. 
 
    No. 
 
    The pain was threatening to drive her mad. 
 
    But it was not her eye that was hurting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Skodan strode down the Pirrayus. He had come to understand that Wisag needed more help than he could give. Skodan had to rally others to their cause. 
 
    As he went the normally glittering walls took on a greenish tone. Frowning at the new strangeness of the space, he looked ahead to the gate leading to Vastagi. The threshold quivered, its ethereal beams began to involute and formed a knot of impossible geometry. 
 
    The Gods had closed the gate to him! 
 
    A terror gripped him, a terror Skodan had not felt since childhood. He tried to race forward, expecting his renewed vitality to carry him forward in a sprint, but his older body had returned. His knees ached and creaked, his lower back pulsed with each step of his left foot, the short run made his lungs burn … the rejuvenated power he had experienced inside the Pirrayus was now gone. 
 
    Balling his massive fists, feeling the arthritis in his knuckles and wrists flare once more, Skodan pounded what had once been the gateway to Vastagi. 
 
    “Elgric!” he called out. “Elgric! It cannot end like this!” 
 
    Skodan’s fists thundered against the wall. His strikes made only dull thuds. The wall did not give at all.  
 
    “ELGRIC!” he yelled, hating how scared he was. The gods had closed Vastagi to him. His soul would wander forever, slowly descending into an irreversible madness, until it disintegrated into nothingness, rejoining the source of all things. He had knowingly risked everything to aid Wisag. But at the same time, having now lost that eternal gamble, he despaired of his decision.  
 
    Even worse, his gamble might have been in vain. Murrghad’s army of resurrected warriors grew every day. And even if Wisag had an army equal to the task of battling them, the young man himself was not ready to lead others. His hold on the Ax was tenuous and he did not believe in himself. Murrghad’s reign of terror would continue unchecked, the people of western Braedhait living in constant fear of the day they would be sacrificed to the dark wizard. 
 
    Skodan turned from the wall. He had permitted himself a moment’s despair, but no more. He turned his mind to solving the problem—as impossible as it was—at hand. He would find a way back to Braedhait somehow. He would find a way to help Wisag. Damn the gods for closing Vastagi to him. Damn the gods for allowing Murrghad to r— 
 
    “Skodan.” 
 
    The voice was like a stab of cold wind along his back. Skodan saw a blur of movement to his right, then a figure seemed to step out of the wall. He was more than a head taller than Skodan and wore a robe that pulsated with strange purple light. 
 
    With an instinct reinforced by the hard-fought experience of many winters, Skodan reached for his blade. But none hung at his side. 
 
    “Iron would be useless here,” the man said. “And even my immense powers are dulled.” 
 
    “Murrghad,” Skodan spat. 
 
    Murrghad nodded once. “Warrior. It is an honor to meet you.” 
 
    Skodan had to keep from smiling. Mere moments ago, he had despaired and worried about how he could aid the people of Braedhait. Now the solution presented itself. Murrghad stood before him and had himself just admitted his own powers were muted in the Pirrayus. 
 
    Skodan charged. 
 
    Murrghad made no move. He merely watched the battle-hardened warrior come at him like a mother bear protecting its cubs. 
 
    Skodan leapt, bringing his full momentum to bear against Murrghad. He tensed against the inevitable, bone-crushing impact, but instead he found himself carried through the dark wizard. Having gathered his speed before leaping, his momentum propelled Skodan into the opposite wall. He turned his head at the last possible moment but even this was not enough. The side of his head glanced off the unforgiving stone of the Pirrayus, and it took him a moment to gather himself. 
 
    “That was unwise.” 
 
    Skodan climbed to his feet and steadied himself against the wall. The room was doing a slow-spin. It was all he could do to focus on the wizard before him in the middle of the chamber. Skodan could hear his own pulse throbbing inside his ears. He shut his eyes, hoping it would still the spinning of the room, and drew deep breaths. 
 
    “The gods have forsaken you, Skodan,” Murrghad said, his voice drowning out the raging of Skodan’s heart. “They have forever shut you out of the one paradise you deserved for a lifetime of heroics.” 
 
    Skodan opened his eyes and dared to push away from the wall. He stumbled a couple steps but managed to balance himself. 
 
    “And why?” Murrghad asked. “Because you sought to do the right thing? That hardly seems fair.” 
 
    “Who told you …” Skodan took a deep breath. “That the gods were fair?” 
 
    Murrghad smiled. His dark eyes gleamed and where the whites should have been, Skodan saw that strange purple glow that also emanated from the man’s garb.  
 
    “Fools told me that. When I was younger I listened to them. I listened to them and knew disappointment. Knowing disappointment, I severed any faith in them and trusted only in myself.” 
 
    The room was beginning to slow, but it was still spinning. Skodan drew another deep breath. 
 
    Murrghad continued. “The gods are not fair. So why do we worship them? Why do we bow and scrape to those that are petty, jealous, fickle, and cruel?” 
 
    Skodan shook his head. “I bow and scrape to no one. Neither king nor god.” 
 
    Murrghad smiled again. “Yes. But you, Warrior, and one of the brave few. Everyone else lives at their pitiless, meager mercy.” 
 
    “You will not win,” Skodan said. “Wisag will end your terror.” 
 
    “Terror?” Murrghad arched both eyebrows as if surprised by the accusation. “I do the King’s own bidding, Warrior! The Guerondot ready the mightiest army ever assembled and make preparations to sail for our shores. Without his own army, the King will lose the coming war and the people of Braedhait will be slaughtered or forced into servitude.” 
 
    “So it is true,” Skodan said, surprised at how bitter the realization made him feel. “The King has ordered you to do this. He murders his own people.” 
 
    “That he might save the rest,” Murrghad said. “It is no easy task, being King. It is no easy task, being a leader. You know that better than all but the King himself. Think of how many difficult choices you were forced to make over the years because you carried the Ax.” 
 
    Skodan cursed, wanting nothing more than to throttle this man. His hands clenched in the hopes he could seize Murrghad’s throat and crush the life out of the wizard. But the thoughts were all in vain. 
 
    “I will find a way to stop you,” Skodan said. 
 
    “Stop me?” Murrghad asked, as if the idea were ludicrous. “Your soul has already begun to wander. Your spirit will go mad, and the gods have barred you from Vastagi. You are now powerless to do anything, that is, unless you join me.” 
 
    “Join you?” Skodan said. “JOIN YOU?” 
 
    Murrghad held out a palm. “Before you are so quick to decline, think over the alternative. There is nothing here for you. There is nothing you can do for Braedhait anymore. I offer you a chance at life again. And not just life! An eternal life! You can live again, you can ride again, you can carry iron and wield the Ax again if you’d like. You can help the people of Braedhait again. You can save them from the coming war and the slaughter that will surely follow if I do not prepare an invincible army for the King. 
 
    “And once the war is won, think of what we can do in Braedhait! The King and his Warriors will never die and they will be feared. They will carry out the King’s justice and make the land prosperous. Think of what an army of men who cannot be killed can do. Ponder all the good that can be accomplished.” 
 
    “Or the bad.” 
 
    Murrghad ignored this. “Men and women can live knowing their lords must fear the Undead of Braedhait, knowing their King will send his invincible army to keep the peace and ensure equity.” 
 
    “You are not interested in justice, Murrghad, if you sacrifice the innocent.” 
 
    “Are you telling me, with all sincerity, that you would not claim the life of one to ensure the lasting safety of one hundred? Of one thousand?” 
 
    “Yes.” Skodan shook his head. He had never been much for philosophy, trusting his instincts and his heart to be his guide while carrying the Ax. There had been plenty of times where right was hard to determine. In those times, he had often done whatever was more difficult. Very often the right thing was the more difficult path to take. 
 
    “Yes,” Skodan said again. “I am telling you that. I know this. If one can be sacrificed, then none are safe.” 
 
    “You did not always think this way,” Murrghad said. “Did you?” 
 
    Skodan said nothing. 
 
    Murrghad stepped forward, stopping only a pace away. Even though he had very little substance in the Pirrayus, Murrghad exuded an undeniable power. 
 
    “I know how you claimed the Ax, Skodan,” Murrghad said. “Hetakor told me everything.” 
 
    And even though it had happened so long ago, even though he had forgiven himself and Elgric over the many winters for what they had done, Skodan felt the shame of his youthful action all over again, as if it had just happened. 
 
    “I did not always walk the Path,” Skodan said. “But I always tried. That is all I can say for myself. I never claimed otherwise. And if the gods have forsaken me, then so be it. I will find another way. I would rather be nothing than join you. You had better look over your shoulder, Murrghad, for I am coming. I will find a way to kill you!” 
 
    Murrghad slowly shook his head. “Still so proud, Skodan. You would have led my army. It is a pity how your spirit ends now.” 
 
    As the wizard disappeared, the greenish tinge of the room began to brighten, then shift. The light changed to orange, then yellow, then gold. Murrghad wisped away to nothing, and the long hallway of the Pirrayus stretched out once more. Skodan, not believing his eyes, dared to look back at the gate. 
 
    It had opened again.  
 
    Murrghad had used sorcery to deceive him. The gods had not closed Vastagi to him yet. Gathering himself, he strode to the entrance. He could just see inside, but his eyes found the man he was looking for. 
 
    He waited till the warrior felt his stare. The man glanced at the entrance and rose from the table he shared with many other swordsmen, bringing his goblet with him. 
 
    Skodan waited impatiently by the entrance. He knew he was running out of time. So far Elgric had kept the entrance open for him, but every day the portal seemed smaller than the day before, if time could even be divided into days here. 
 
    The man approached slowly and stopped a pace shy of the entrance. He was taller and broader than his son and glowed with the happiness of a life well-lived. 
 
    “Erwyn.” Skodan smiled. “I remember you, warrior.” 
 
    “And I remember you, Skodan.” Erwyn returned the smile. “When will you join us?” 
 
    Skodan looked back down the Pirrayus, which continued to grow shorter and darker. 
 
    “When it is time. But for now, I have work yet to do.” 
 
    Erwyn nodded. “You are allowed to rest. None will judge you.” 
 
    “I have never worried about the judgment of others,” Skodan said. “Only that of myself.” 
 
    Erwyn said nothing. 
 
    “Your son needs help,” Skodan said. 
 
    “And you are helping him.” 
 
    “He needs your help. Now more than ever.” 
 
    A sadness filled Erwyn’s eyes. “I cannot.” 
 
    “You could, if you wanted to.” 
 
    Erwyn shot him a look. “Oh, believe me, I want to. But I have been helping him all his life. I think I have helped him too much. Now he is a man and must be allowed to live on his own. I cast too long a shadow, and I provided him too much of a shield.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “There is truth in your words, Erwyn. But there is more at stake than your boy. There is Braedhait to consider. There are all the common folk of the west, whom Murrghad will prey upon with impunity.” 
 
    Erwyn looked down. “My boy needs to stand on his own two feet. If I help him now, just when he is finding his way, he will begin to doubt himself again. All his achievements will be tarnished by the word but. You must understand. I cannot help him now. Especially not now.” 
 
    Skodan felt his anger getting the better of him. “Or perhaps this is your excuse so you do not risk losing your place in Vastagi.” 
 
    He was expecting a violent, mean reaction, but the man called Erwyn, whom Skodan did not really remember, just bowed his head. 
 
    “I would give Vastagi up without a second thought if I knew it would give my son the happiness and peace of mind I want for him.” He brought his eyes back up and stared hard at Skodan. “And you know I have rejected Murrghad’s lure already, so why do you insult me?” 
 
    Skodan had not felt shame in a long time, but he felt it now. 
 
    “Forgive me, Erwyn. You earned your place here and, unlike many of the others, you have turned away from Murrghad. My words were spoken in haste because I am running out of time.” 
 
    Erwyn nodded. “Your apology is accepted. I wish you well and hope that you join us soon.” 
 
    Skodan watched as Wisag’s father turned from the portal and walked back to his friends at the drinking table. Erwyn picked up his cup of ale but did not drink, his eyes getting a faraway look. 
 
    “You offend the gods.” 
 
    Skodan turned to find his old friend, Elgric approaching. 
 
    “Elgric,” Skodan said. “Much gratitude for keeping the gate open.” 
 
    His friend did not look at all pleased. “And now I offend them.” 
 
    Skodan frowned. “For aiding me?” 
 
    Elgric nodded once. “Their tempers are no longer than ours. Man’s affairs are to be left to the living.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Elgric shrugged. “That is their will.” 
 
    Skodan looked away. “They would rather we sat back and did nothing while evil grows and good people suffer?” 
 
    “That is for those good people to endure,” Elgric said. “And to grow stronger. Erwyn understands. Ponder that for a moment. His son walks toward an almost certain death, and yet he allows Wisag to stand on his own two feet. For that is the path of the hero.” 
 
    Skodan shook his head. “If I could rid the world of evil by ridding the world of heroes, I would. I would trade one for the other without a second thought.” 
 
    “Let us not speak in musings,” Elgric said. “For Murrghad exists, and it is up to the living to stand against him.” 
 
    “But Murrghad does not play by our rules,” Skodan pointed out. “He raises the dead to serve him!” 
 
    Elgric nodded. “So we should lower ourselves to his standards?” 
 
    “What of it?” Skodan asked. “We yet live in a manner and—more importantly—we can give aid. Why would we not help? It costs us nothing!” 
 
    Elgric took a deep breath. “It costs us everything, Skodan.” 
 
    “Speak plainly, damnit!” 
 
    Elgric gazed at his friend with a deep compassion. “If you refuse Vastagi, then your soul will return to the River, where it mixes with all the other souls and rejoins the eternal source.” 
 
    “So I am no more.” 
 
    Elgric nodded. 
 
    Skodan glanced back into Vastagi, where he could just see Erwyn. Wisag’s father still held onto his cup, but did not appear to have taken a drink. 
 
    “There are worse things than death, Elgric,” Skodan said.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You wicked bastard!” Wisag shouted, drawing his sword. “I should kill you right now!” 
 
    Rickham, the Alderman with a long face, stared at Wisag defiantly. “The King’s men arrived before you did. I acted under His Majesty’s orders!” 
 
    Wisag forced Rickham to his knees and put his sword to the man’s throat. “So you follow every order you are given, without thought?” 
 
    “When it comes from the King?” Rickham looked at him like he was mad. “Of course I bloody do! I am Alderman, responsible for the commonwealth of Lutre. Disobey the King and I get everyone here killed.” 
 
    “No!” Wisag shouted back. “You’d get yourself killed, coward, then your lord would simply install someone else in your place. Don’t hide behind your office!” 
 
    The Alderman sneered at him. “Do you think the world is so simple, boy? That my family would not suffer for my actions? That my friends would not face the consequences? That any man who did not openly oppose my defiance of the King’s orders would not face charges of treason?” 
 
    Wisag so wanted to tear into the man’s neck with his blade, but he curbed his anger. How could he honestly expect the Alderman to act any differently? Rickham, like any man, did not wish to die. And, his town not having been touched by Murrghad’s evil yet, Rickham did not have reason to believe the wild rumors or cause to raise arms in defiance of his King. 
 
    Moreover, who was Wisag to Rickham? He might have carried the Ax, but he was as nothing compared to the men and women of Lutre to the Alderman. Of course he would trade Wisag’s life to avoid the punishment of the King, the wrath of his own lord, and the enmity of Murrghad. 
 
    Wisag sheathed his sword and looked back toward the large, double doors of the town hall. His blood was boiling. 
 
    “Bring me a horse!” he shouted. 
 
    Though he had yelled at no one in particular, three men standing by the door all fumbled into action. Captain Lendrius came into the town hall then, flanked by five of his men. Wisag stiffened at the sight of the Guards approaching. Darren and Ollax, who had stayed back, drew beside Wisag. Three men against six.  
 
    But Wisag had the Ax. 
 
    “Warrior,” Captain Lendrius said, stopping two paces short of him. “My men will walk the Path with you.” 
 
    Wisag hid his amazement as Lendrius, followed by his five Guards, took a knee and swore their loyalty. 
 
    “Please … rise,” Wisag said uncertainly, uncomfortable seeing men kneel before him like he was some blue-blooded bastard. “I do not … I do not want men who kneel. I want men who stand. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Warrior.” Lendrius shot his men looks, prompting them to answer. 
 
    “Yes, Warrior!” 
 
    Wisag could not help himself. He knew he was asking for the vintage of the wine he’d been given, but he had to know. 
 
    “Only a few hours ago, when we came to Lutre, you wanted to keep your gate closed.” Wisag kept his eyes on Lendrius. “Now you are willing to defy the King’s orders and ride with me against Murrghad?” 
 
    Lendrius smiled. “We know of Murrghad’s evil. A fortnight ago, a woman came through here, claiming she’d escaped from the Thult—” 
 
    “She was a lying whore!” Rickham shouted, still on his knees. “She had probably killed a man and stolen his coin, so she invented this mad story about escaping from Murrghad’s clutches that she might be protected.” 
 
    Wisag faced the Alderman. “Be quiet, you wretch. Or I’ll gut you.” 
 
    Rickham’s face turned bone white. 
 
    Wisag faced Lendrius once more. “Please continue, warrior.” 
 
    Lendrius smiled but then grew grave. “That woman told her story in the tavern, imploring others for help and coin. She disappeared that night, never to be seen again.” 
 
    Wisag’s fingernails dug into his palm. Rather than help a defenseless woman, this Alderman had probably had her killed. 
 
    Lendrius continued. “We have heard the rumors as well. We are not so far from the Thultic Mountains here. And if Murrghad’s warriors have already laid waste to Ulham and Yrlot, how long till they come for our women?” 
 
    “Not long,” Wisag said gravely. “But all you have heard are rumors and innuendo, and tales from us. That is enough for you to walk our Path?” 
 
    “I have spoken with Skodan,” Lendrius said. “When a great man speaks, it is wise to hear.” 
 
    Wisag extended his arm, so grateful to have a veteran soldier like Lendrius on his side. “Much gratitude.” 
 
    Lendrius gripped his forearm in the warrior’s salute. 
 
    Rickham spoke again. “Lendrius, listen to me. Murrghad’s warriors, if they come at all, will come for this boy. Not for you, not for me, not for us. They have no business with Lutre.” 
 
    Wisag faced the Alderman once more. Lendrius stood beside him. 
 
    “Murrghad’s warriors will come here,” Wisag said. “Do you have any idea what that means?” 
 
    Rickham eyed him with a mirthless smile. “They will know the King wants you arrested. They will hear what you have done to his Royal Blades. They will see you have put me in bonds!” 
 
    “They will come here and kill everyone, if it pleases them.” Wisag crouched so their eyes were level. “They are great warriors, resurrected from the dead. We need every man that can carry a sword or string a bow to take up their arms and turn them away. Otherwise, we are all dead.” 
 
    “I will not call for the fyrd.” Rickham shook his head. “I will not oppose the King.” 
 
    Wisag could not believe what he was about to say. “I am not asking you to call the fyrd. Or to order the Guards to follow me. I am relieving you of your office.” 
 
    Rickham’s eyes widened. “You have no such authority to do that!” 
 
    “Piss on authority. I do what is right.” Wisag held out the Ax. “I carry this.” 
 
    “You will get everyone here killed, boy.” 
 
    Wisag stood. “Be grateful, Rickham, that I take command. I have relieved you of any responsibility. If ever you stand before the King, now you can honestly say you had no choice in the matter. He might even spare your life.” 
 
    “You bastard!” 
 
    Wisag nodded at Lendrius. “Captain, is there somewhere we can place this man?” 
 
    Lendrius said, “I will take care of it.” 
 
    “LENDRIUS, YOU BASTARD!” Rickham shouted. “You rose to Captain because I backed you! This is how you return that favor?” 
 
    “I rose to Captain because I earned my place,” Lendrius said proudly. “No one handed it to me, least of all you. And now I stand with Warrior.” 
 
    “Wisag,” Rickham said, in a small voice, “please, I beg of you, do not bring these people into your fight. You think yourself a hero? Then challenge Murrghad on your own! You accuse me of hiding behind my office? I accuse you of standing behind the innocent!” 
 
    Wisag smiled cruelly at the man, hating how close to the truth Rickham was. He was no hero. He hadn’t challenged Skodan for the honor of wielding Wyetgerd’s Ax. He’d been insulted and had given insult. He hadn’t taken on Yrlot’s burden to avenge a wrong or protect the innocent. He’d stepped onto the Path so that others would join him and increase his odds of survival. 
 
    Rickham was right. 
 
    Voranna was wrong. 
 
    But then, as he thought of the beautiful young woman, her eye now ruined, rage filled him. 
 
    “If the King does not do the right thing,” Wisag said. “THEN WE MUST!” 
 
    He stalked out of the town hall into the cold night. A quarter moon had risen while a bonfire burned in the town square. The men and women who’d come to gawk at Wisag, the man who bore Wyetgerd’s Ax, now clambered to get out of his way. It would have been comical to him, some tableau from a mad dream, were the circumstances not so dire.  
 
    Lendrius stopped beside him. “Well, Warrior? Are you going to get us all killed?” 
 
    “I am going to kill Murrghad,” Wisag responded. 
 
    “That hardly answers the question.” 
 
    “You and your men have joined us,” Wisag said, quickly changing the subject. “But what of the townsfolk?” 
 
    Lendrius nodded. “They have heard the tales of Murrghad’s terror also. Now they hear it from the lips of Yrlot. Now they have seen the women being carted like sheep to his lair in the Thultic Mountains. And now they have gazed upon the shade of Skodan. Their lord is not with them now and is rarely here. Their King sits his throne far, far away. The nobility has done little for them, and that little is done grudgingly. They know they are, ultimately, on their own.” 
 
    “Not on their own,” Wisag said. “They have each other, and they have me.” 
 
    “I will speak with the Aldermen. The townsfolk trust me.” 
 
    “Much gratitude, Lendrius.” 
 
    The Captain nodded and motioned for his men to follow. The Guards peeled away from the group. Wisag wondered why it was taking so damned long for a horse.  
 
    He had men to kill. 
 
    Darren stepped beside him. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m not bloody running away, if that’s what you think!” Wisag snapped, tiring of Darren questioning his motives. 
 
    “Where then?” Darren challenged. 
 
    Ollax sidled up to Darren, his expression wary. 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “I do not explain my comings and goings to you, squire. I will be back as soon as I can. Until then, get the fighting men together. Hopefully Skodan—” 
 
    Darren’s face twisted. “Without Skodan, you would be—” 
 
    “Darren!” Ollax shouted, trying to bring an end to the violence brewing between the two men. “Wisag was right a moment ago: Murrghad’s warriors will come. We must ready the warriors.” 
 
    “Yes.” Darren nodded ruefully. “Yes, let us do the important work while he rides off.” 
 
    One of the three men who had left the town hall a moment ago came running with a grey horse. 
 
    Wisag bit back his anger. “Darren, I am going to kill the two Lancers who escaped.” 
 
    “You carry the Ax, Wisag.” Darren frowned. “You cannot murder.” 
 
    “It is not murder!” Wisag said, already regretting explaining anything to this man who sought out opportunity to vex him. “They took Voranna’s eye!” 
 
    “So take their eyes, if you have to,” Darren said. “Not their lives.” 
 
    Wisag leaned in so their faces were inches apart. “They wear the King’s uniform, but they march for Murrghad. And Murrghad is evil!” 
 
    “They come from the Capital in all likelihood,” Darren said. “Do you think they know of Murrghad’s sorcery? They were merely following their Majesty’s orders.” 
 
    “Next time,” Wisag said darkly, “shut your mouth and do what I say. I carry the Ax. Not you!” 
 
    Wisag took the reins from the man who’d brought the horse. Without looking back, he rode hard through the narrow gate and beyond the palisade. 
 
    The horse was powerful and sturdy. Wisag rode by the moonlight, following his instincts. The King’s men would not ride straight for the capital if they thought they were pursued. It was too far. 
 
    They would ride for somewhere closer, where they could find allies. Wisag had a good idea where they would go. 
 
    To Belsta, his home village. 
 
    He pushed the animal hard, and harder still. Eventually the long plain gave way to a thin forest, where he was forced to slow. He rode for hours, losing track of the time. When he stopped to rest the animal, the moon was high overhead and small in the starry sky. Wisag drew his cloak more tightly about him and sipped from his water skein. 
 
    Not moving, he grew cold. Wisag had plenty of things to ponder now that he was an outlaw and enemy to Murrghad, but the harder he tried to concentrate on his next step, the more he thought about the woman. 
 
    Voranna. 
 
    From the first moment he had laid eyes on her, Wisag had lusted for her. Normally Wisag indulged those desires whenever possible, but with Voranna, he had fought against that urge because she was so kind and pure. 
 
    With the other women, he had never given it a second thought. He had tempted many good ones into his bed, not thinking beyond the evening, not worrying about how he ruined their reputations or broke their hearts.  
 
    But with Voranna, he had stilled himself. 
 
    Why? 
 
    You know why. Often, one must lie to others to protect self or those he loves. But a man who lies to himself does so at his own peril. 
 
    “I love her,” Wisag said to no one. 
 
    He felt it now, so deeply. When the Royal Blades had attacked, he had feared for his life but more so for hers. As a man with a good father, Wisag had many choices available to him that Voranna had not. His lot was largely the result of his own actions, whereas she had been snatched from her home to be sacrificed by Murrghad. 
 
    When Voranna had screamed in agony, Wisag had thought the worst. That anger had fueled him. And as he’d carried her to the apothecary, his heart broke at the sight of her hiding her face from him. He had wanted to tell her that no sword could mar her beauty and that, even without one eye, she was still dazzling to behold. 
 
    But he had locked those words up, fearing the consequences. To admit he loved her, knowing that she loved him … a man was supposed to take such a woman as his wife.  
 
    Wisag did not want a wife. He already carried too much burden with this damned Ax. 
 
    And yet, when she had almost been taken from him, Wisag had wanted nothing more than to be with her. As much as she drove him mad, as much as she mistakenly idolized him, he could not deny his feelings any longer. 
 
    “I will kill these men for you,” Wisag said. 
 
    The horse rested, he climbed into the saddle and rode on. 
 
    His mind drifted and his eyes glazed as the moon continued to wend across the night sky. He continued his way south. 
 
    As dawn began to lighten the horizon, his nose roused him from his stupor. A fire burning. He immediately halted the horse and tethered it to a tree along the roadside. He followed the smell of fire through the forest, slowing as it grew stronger. 
 
    The Royal Blades had made a fast camp along the steep side of a tall slope. They were asleep only a few feet away, their horses undisturbed by his presence. Wisag drew his sword, prepared to slay them while they rested. They deserved no better. 
 
    But they did deserve worse. 
 
    Wisag wanted them to know who had killed them. 
 
    Are you walking the Path? 
 
    He ignored the voice. Either it was his conscience, or his father from beyond the veil, or Skodan himself. But he ignored it all the same. These men had to die for what they did to Voranna. 
 
    Wisag jumped down, landing beside them. One man stirred and woke quickly. He yelped at the sight of Wisag, the sound rousing his friend. Wisag stood, with sword drawn, a few steps away but did nothing to stop them as they got to their feet and grabbed their weapons. 
 
    “Before I kill you,” Wisag said, “I have just one question.” 
 
    The men did not answer. With trembling hands they gripped their swords. They had witnessed firsthand his skill in Lutre, as he’d dispatched nearly a dozen Royal Blades. 
 
    Wisag said, “You hail from the Capital, do you not?” 
 
    One man looked to the other. It was the second that answered. 
 
    “Yes. What does it matter?” 
 
    Wisag smirked. “You will find, in a moment, that your life depended upon it, fool. You do not know the country, you do not know the land of Braedhait. For if you had, you would have continued riding.” 
 
    He let those words hang in the air for a moment, then added: 
 
    “There is a small settlement of trappers only half a day’s ride from here,” Wisag said cruelly. “They would have opened their doors to the Royal Blades, and might even have come to your aid.” 
 
    He loved how they squirmed. 
 
    “Who knows?” Wisag said breezily. “You might have even lived.” 
 
    Both men came at him, but the two Royal Blades were still groggy from sleep, weary from their fight in and flight from Lutre, and they were absolutely terrified of him and the Ax. 
 
    And Wisag was fueled by rage. 
 
    The fight was over before it began. He killed them easily. Too easily, for his tastes. As they died, he wished he’d made them suffer more. 
 
    Wisag searched the men, leaving their swords and taking two daggers, then found what food they carried. He gorged and gathered their water skeins, then returned to his horse. The horizon was brightening, the new day upon him. He was alive. He had warriors. Voranna would heal. 
 
    But instead of empowering him, murdering these men had placed an unexpected weight on his soul. 
 
    Wearily, Wisag rode back to Lutre. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Wisag reached Lutre at the midday. The gate was opened for him before he was one hundred paces out. Eagerly Captain Lendrius welcomed him back, and Wisag smiled his gratitude but pushed on. 
 
    He reached the inn where Isani stayed. While he dismounted, Ollax came out of the building. 
 
    “Warrior!” Ollax smiled, then lowered his voice. “Tell me you killed the bastards.” 
 
    Wisag did not return the man’s smile. “They are gone. I hope they find a place in Vastagi.” 
 
    Ollax regarded him like he was making a joke. When Wisag did not smile, the other man said, “Never liked the Royal Blades. Good fighters certainly, but acting like their dung doesn’t reek.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “Is Voranna inside?” 
 
    Ollax’s smile vanished. “She is with Isani, but she needs her rest. Best not to disturb her.” 
 
    Wisag noted something off in the man’s tone. “Much gratitude for keeping watch on them while I was gone, Ollax.” 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    Wisag was about to go inside, but then stopped to ask: “How many warriors do we have?” 
 
    “Forty swordsmen,” Ollax said. “Many more that know the bow. We can line up one hundred archers along the wall if those bastards show their faces here.” 
 
    Wisag kept his face calm, though his insides churned. Only forty swordsmen? That was not enough. In her visions, Voranna had said he would have fifty men. He would need all of them against Murrghad’s two hundred resurrected champions. 
 
    “I will join you for practice this evening,” Wisag said. “Until then I must rest.” 
 
    “Warrior.” Ollax stood at attention, like Wisag was some great general, then he walked off. 
 
    Wisag stepped inside. All eyes in the dining room drifted to the foyer where he stood. Wisag nodded his head once at the townsfolk, hoping he projected a calm and confidence he did not feel. Without waiting for questions he could not answer, he went upstairs and found Isani’s room. 
 
    Quietly he opened the door and slipped inside. Isani dozed in an armchair, her crooked back causing her to almost fold completely over on herself as the afternoon light pierced the window next to her. 
 
    Voranna laid on the bed. Her face was turned away from the door, so at first he did not see the bandage covering her ruined eye. She rested but fitfully. He noticed how her hands clenched the blanket covering her, as if she was struggling against some attacker in her dreams. 
 
    “Warrior,” Isani said in a weak voice. “You have returned.” 
 
    “Don’t sound so surprised,” he said. 
 
    “I am not,” the old witch said. “You walk the Path now.” 
 
    “Now?” he asked. “I was already on it.” 
 
    “Were you?” Isani asked, her voice growing a little louder. “Truly?” 
 
    Wisag looked away from her, unable to answer. He sat on the bed next to Voranna. She squirmed in her sleep. 
 
    “Will she be alright?” he asked, unable to hide his emotions. 
 
    “The fever will pass,” Isani said, matter-of-factly.  
 
    “She lost a damned eye,” Wisag said. 
 
    “It is only an eye,” Isani said. “She gained her sight.” 
 
    He whipped his head around. “And is your sight worth an eye?” 
 
    Isani shrugged in the chair. She seemed almost a skeleton now, one covered by a threadbare blanket of sagging skin. “The sight is like all things. Only good or bad depending on how it is used.” 
 
    He turned back to Voranna. Her brow was furrowed. The blanket was balled in her fist. Gently he laid his hand on top of hers. 
 
    “How long until Murrghad’s warriors arrive?” he asked. 
 
    “Two morrows,” she said. 
 
    Wisag got a chill. “How many?” 
 
    “Twenty-five, including the twelve you have already faced,” Isani said. 
 
    His stomach lurched. “Hetakor rides with them?” 
 
    “Hetakor leads them.” 
 
    Then a thought occurred to Wisag. “You said the twelve men we faced. Yet we killed some.” 
 
    She opened her one good eye as far as it would go. “Murrghad has raised them again.” 
 
    Wisag shivered. 
 
    “So they are invincible then!” Wisag said, regretting anew this mad burden he had taken on. “We kill a man, and Murrghad chants some archaic words, and the dead raises a sword again?” 
 
    “Not invincible! And it’s not as simple as it sounds, boy!” Isani shifted painfully on the armchair. Her back seemed bent more than ever. Each breath she drew with effort. “Do you think all the man must do is speak some words? If it were that simple, armies of the dead would rise everywhere! They would outnumber the living, by the gods! Murrghad has been practicing this sorcery for years and so far has only raised two hundred souls.” 
 
    “Fine,” he muttered. “It requires vast power and an arcane knowledge hidden from most for Murrghad to do this. But still, they are nigh invincible!” 
 
    “Kill the man who raises them, and they will walk no more.” 
 
    “Murrghad,” Wisag said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    On the bed, Voranna cried out in her sleep and sat upright. For a moment, her eye opened but she had no sight of the real world. She laid back down and closed the eye again, her fist clenching the blanket once more. 
 
    Wisag took her hand again. “What is happening to her?” 
 
    “She is beginning to see.” 
 
    Voranna’s soft hand tightened in his. “See what?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    With his free hand, he touched Voranna’s brow. It was burning up. 
 
    Isani said, “Imagine if you had been born blind, deaf, and without feeling in your body. Imagine all you did was draw breath while your heart beat. Then, one day, not only are you given all these senses suddenly, but you also can experience the world through the senses of others. Imagine that, Wisag, and you have but a vague idea of what is happening to her.” 
 
    “Will she die?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “No,” Isani said. “She will live.” 
 
    Wisag let out his breath, his gaze lingering on the young woman. He knew he was giving himself away to Isani, but then again, the old witch had probably already known of his true feelings. 
 
    “When she wakes,” Isani said, “she will be different.” 
 
    “That sounds like a warning.” 
 
    “It is,” Isani said. “For now she can see into men’s hearts.” 
 
    He stiffened. “I know what you’re saying, Isani. You have never minced words before with me. Why start now?” 
 
    Isani groaned. He looked over a shoulder to find her eye squeezed shut tight, one hand clutching her hip. 
 
    “I am getting soft in my old age,” she said, and she smiled. He could not remember her smiling before this. “And that means I have lived long enough to know that there are no heroes like in stories. There are only men and women. Real people. No man comes out of the womb ready, willing, and able to always do the right thing. Some are born braver than others, some must find their courage with age. Some are born with good hearts, some must be taught sympathy. Heroics are just like anything else—they must be learned and, then, they must be practiced. Over and over. Thank the gods for the great men who have come before us and shown us the way. We must learn from them. But do not view them as gods! Even the best of men stumble. No one is without sin, or shame, or regret. Wyetgerd’s Path is long, winding, narrow, and often missing stones. It is easy to stray, it is even easier to step off the Path without realizing it.  
 
    “But that is, I think, what makes a great man. He who steps off the Path must face that truth and find a way back to it. The man ever-willing to question how he acts. The gods have blessed me to know many great men. I once knew a laborer who witnessed his lord mistreating his wife. That man was a poor worker and often an absent father, but he spoke up against his lord.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “Does it matter what happened to him?” Isani said. “He did what was right.” 
 
    “That old line.” Wisag shook his head. “You said he was a father. What of his wife and children, after he faced his lord’s wrath?” 
 
    “He was flogged to death,” Isani said. 
 
    “So his family starved.” 
 
    “No,” Isani said. “They did not. The community learned of what the man had done. His act inspired others to greatness. Merchants grew charitable, laborers became less stingy with their crops. That woman and her two young children were cared for. He was a force for light, that man, and his one act touched the hearts of everyone.” 
 
    Wisag turned back to Voranna. Her eyes were not squeezed tight. Her fist loosened and felt light in his hand. She rested peacefully now. 
 
    “Skodan is like the heroes in stories,” Wisag said.  
 
    “No, he is not,” Isani said, her voice growing faint. “He was not born a great man. He became one, Wisag.” 
 
    “For forty years he carried the Ax.” 
 
    “He did not claim the Ax until he was twenty winters.” 
 
    “That means nothing,” Wisag said. “He was just a child.” 
 
    “You make my point for me,” Isani said. “He had to learn right from wrong.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “Tell me what Skodan risks by helping me.” 
 
    “Only everything,” Isani said vaguely. 
 
    “Speak plainly, gods-be-damned!” Wisag roared, his anger and fear making him forget about the sleeping Voranna for a moment. “Tell me what you mean!” 
 
    “Skodan risks his place in Vastagi,” Isani explained. “But weren’t you just listening to me?” 
 
    Wisag did not answer. 
 
    Isani said, “You asked me what happened to the man who spoke out against his lord. I told you it did not matter. You ask me what will happen to Skodan, and I tell you it does not matter. Their choices are what is important.” 
 
    Wisag did not think so. The common man’s lord remained a noble, rich and content at his estate, while the burden of caring for the dead man’s family fell to the man’s neighbors who probably were already short on food and coin. And if Skodan risked his place in Vastagi, then his spirit would be lost forever. There would be no rest for him, just an endless wandering while his soul deteriorated into madness and rotted into nothingness. 
 
    But Wisag was tired of arguing.  
 
    “I will be back soon.” He stood and faced Isani again, but found the old witch asleep. She sat crooked in the armchair, her mouth hanging open. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Just one drink. 
 
    That was all he wanted. 
 
    Wisag ambled through Lutre to the nearest tavern. As he passed, the townsfolk dipped their heads respectfully. Wisag’s face grew tired from all the smiles he forced as he went, feeling every bit the impostor he knew he was carrying this ax. But why the people of Lutre, who had known him for all of a day, placed their trust in him, he did not know. Wisag had assumed control, replacing a man they knew and had faith in, and Wisag’s very presence here put the whole town in jeopardy. 
 
    They respect the Ax. Not you. 
 
    He tried not to think about this as he stepped into the tavern. Darren, Ollax, and Captain Lendrius sat in the far corner of the room. As Wisag went to join them, men moved obsequiously out of his way. He spotted the rest of the Guards seated at a long table on the other side of the room, their eyes wide with admiration. 
 
    Wisag took a seat at the table with Darren, Ollax, and Lendrius. Ollax picked up an empty mug. 
 
    “Thought you might be coming around, Warrior.” 
 
    Wisag smiled. “You know me too well.” 
 
    “We hardly know you at all,” Ollax pointed out. “But you carry the Ax. Actions speak louder than words, do they not?” 
 
    Wisag was uncomfortable with the praise and palpable admiration coming from the townsfolk. He poured himself an ale and raised the mug. 
 
    “To new friends, then.” 
 
    The ale was sweet and tasted of cinnamon. Ollax and Lendrius drank greedily, while Darren grudgingly raised his mug and sipped. 
 
    I must befriend this man. 
 
    “I am not like Skodan,” Wisag said, looking directly at Darren. “I wish I had known him.” 
 
    Darren regarded him skeptically, searching for the falsity behind his words. “Perhaps you should have bought him an ale in that tavern, instead of insulting him.” 
 
    Ollax’s face reddened. Lendrius stiffened. He probably did not have all the details of that fateful night, but Darren’s tone left nothing to judgment. 
 
    I must befriend this man. I must.  
 
    “I should have bought Skodan an ale,” Wisag admitted. “And he should not have gone out of his way to bait me, Darren.” 
 
    “Skodan never baited a man in his life,” Darren said. “He was the greatest warrior of Braedhait, and yet he hated killing. He faced trouble head-on, but he never went looking for it.” 
 
    Wisag took a calming breath. “You were not there, Darren. If you do not believe me, ask anyone who was.” 
 
    “I have!” Darren suddenly rose, his face purpling with rage. “Everyone was drunk, you included! I don’t believe it!” 
 
    Lendrius slowly rose as well. “Darren, take your hand off your sword.” 
 
    Wisag was so tempted to insult the former squire, baiting him into single combat. Wisag knew he was a better swordsman. He had faced Darren in practice. But his heart was still heavy at murdering the fleeing Royal Blades, and killing Darren would benefit no one. It would only drive a wedge between Wisag and Ollax, and probably the townsfolk he had taken on as his burden. 
 
    Wisag held out a palm. “Darren, you are a good man, and I intended no insult. I truly wished to know more about Skodan.” He thought of Isani’s words. “Someone once told me to look to great men for inspiration.” 
 
    Darren looked to the door as if to leave, but after a moment’s reflection the squire sat back down heavily. Lendrius followed suit, but his hand stayed by his hip. Darren would meet no one’s eyes and the company grew awkward. Ollax finished his ale and poured himself another, then topped off everybody else’s mug. 
 
    “Everything you heard about him was true,” Darren said, still not looking at anyone. “Everything. The man was … remarkable. Wherever he went, he inspired courage and sacrifice and nobility of spirit. Wherever he could help, he did. No task was too big for him, but more importantly, no task was too small for him. I remember once that a child asked him to get her cat out of a tree. I took offense at the request, for Skodan was a great man with many important things to do—but Skodan stopped what he was doing to help that animal. And later, he scolded me for taking such an attitude. When someone needs help, he said, you are to help them.” 
 
    “I met him once.” Lendrius shook his head. “Nineteen winters ago. My father took me to market in Corriqu, and there was a tournament for young champions there.” Lendrius looked both proud and embarrassed. “I was, um, competing and I got to meet him. He was remarkable.” 
 
    Ollax smiled. “Yes, he was a hero alright. But where does it end? I asked him that once.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “When someone needs help, you are to help them,” Ollax said. “Does that mean if a farmer loses his crops I must give him all my coin that his family might eat, while mine starves?” 
 
    Darren smirked. Wisag got the sense the two men had argued about this before. 
 
    “You are being too literal,” Darren said. “What Skodan meant was that you help however you can. Indeed there were times in the winters I served as his squire where we encountered wrongs he could not right. He did not mean that you must throw your life away carelessly.” 
 
    “But what of …” And Ollax and Darren began to argue through different hypotheticals. Wisag’s mind drifted back and forth from what they were saying to what Isani had just told him at the inn. Walking the Path was difficult. But not just because doing the right thing was hard. 
 
    It was also difficult to know what the right thing was. Darren and Ollax’s discussion ceased, both men smiling and thinking they had gotten the better of the other.   
 
    “I lost in the semi-final match,” Lendrius said, resuming his account. “In that tournament. I wanted to be champion. I wanted to make my father proud and, I’ll admit it, I wanted to impress Skodan. I remember leaving the arena, my head hung low. Once I got outside, there was a man waiting for me. He said Skodan wished to meet me. I thought it was a trick and the man was a robber, leading me to some dark alley! But I was so low of spirit I did not even care, and if the man tried anything, I would have loved nothing more than a good sword fight to vent my frustration. But he led me back into the building, through passages reserved for the nobility, and into Skodan’s room. The man was right there! By himself! And he wished to speak to me.” 
 
    Tears beaded Lendrius’s eyes. 
 
    “He told me I was a good swordsman and would someday make a great one if I continued to practice.” Lendrius looked over at Darren. “And you do you know what he did?” 
 
    Darren smiled. “He demonstrated a technique for you.” 
 
    “Yes!” Lendrius smiled. “He suggested I narrow my stance and showed me how to practice so the arc of my attack was better. I will never forget it! And then we sparred—it was a boy’s dream come true! When someone knocked on the door, I glanced at the candles in his room and realized that at least a half hour had passed. You cannot imagine how it made me feel! Gods I was a man for the first time that day. It was my father at the door, and then Skodan admitted him. He paid my father the ultimate honor.” 
 
    “He called him warrior,” Darren said proudly. 
 
    “Damned bloody right he did. My father.” Lendrius shook his head. “He’d been injured as a boy and could barely lift a sword above his head, but Skodan called him warrior! Can you believe it? Skodan must have seen the question in my eyes, for he turned to me and explained that all men can be warriors, they do not need swords. Great fathers are the best men, he explained, for they think rarely of themselves and sacrifice for their families. Gods, I can …”  
 
    Lendrius’s face took on a look of embarrassment. 
 
    “Listen to me. I sound like that boy still.” Lendrius sat back, a little embarrassed. “Memory is a powerful magic. I feel like I am back in that room with Skodan still.” 
 
    “It is good to hear it,” Wisag said. “Skodan inspired.” 
 
    The four men fell into a now comfortable silence. Wisag finished his ale. A serving girl came by with another pitcher and he didn’t want to have more. He really didn’t want to. But he found his hand reaching for the pitcher all the same. He poured himself more and topped off everyone else. Wisag did not wish to break the spell of comradeship, but there were important matters to discuss. He felt these men were owed the truth. 
 
    “Warriors,” Wisag said, loudly enough for men sitting nearby to hear the compliment, “twenty-five of Murrghad’s men ride for us. They will be here in two morrows.” 
 
    “Twenty-five men?” Lendrius thought about it. “We can handle them.” 
 
    “These are not any twenty-five men,” Wisag said. “You have heard us talk about Hetakor?” 
 
    Lendrius made the sign of the cross and then spit onto the floor. “I thought him a hero, as mighty as Skodan. What kind of man leaves Vastagi and rides under the banner of Murrghad?” 
 
    “I cannot answer that,” Wisag said. “But there is more.” 
 
    He shared what Isani had told him. These long-dead warriors, if struck down, could rise again. Just like Wisag had, these men shivered at the power of Murrghad’s sorcery. 
 
    “The only way to truly stop them is to kill Murrghad,” Wisag concluded. “And better to do it now, before he grows his army more.” 
 
    “How many does he have?” 
 
    “Two hundred in all,” Wisag said. 
 
    “Two hundred?” Lendrius asked. 
 
    “Including the twenty-five riding for Lutre.” 
 
    “Oh well that is a relief!” Lendrius said. 
 
    The four men shared a laugh, but the humor was short-lived.  
 
    “Speaking of which,” Lendrius said. “I have scouts on rotation to the west. We will know of their approach a few hours before they arrive, at least.” 
 
    Wisag smiled, grateful. He was nominally in charge of this town, and yet he had not thought to send scouts. He had much to learn if he was going to be a ... 
 
    I don’t want to be a leader. 
 
    “Much gratitude, Captain,” Wisag said. “I did not think of that before I rode off to my other business.” 
 
    “The King’s men,” Darren said, his voice firm. 
 
    Wisag nodded. “We will be busy engaging Murrghad’s warriors. I did not think we could also handle more. The Royal Blades might have ridden to Belsta and seconded the Guards there. If that happened, then we might not just be facing twenty-five swordsmen, but double that. And I do not think we wish to take up arms against men of Belsta.” 
 
    Darren looked at him almost sideways. “And that is why you killed the two men?” 
 
    Wisag sighed. “Not the only reason, Darren. You already know that.” 
 
    The squire seemed ready to pounce and pronounce judgment on his actions, but after a pause the other man nodded. 
 
    “You are right. The Royal Blades would have returned with more men. This at least buys us some time.” 
 
    Wisag hid his surprise at the other man’s agreement. Then he turned to Lendrius again. “How many have we?” 
 
    “With yours and ours, we have forty swordsmen and about one hundred men can shoot a bow,” Lendrius said. “Those twenty-five bastards riding for us will have to get through hell itself to breach the gate.” 
 
    “Yes,” Wisag agreed. “But they will not stay dead.” 
 
    “How does it work?” Lendrius asked. “Do they fall and immediately rise?” 
 
    Wisag thought back to that day on the road between Yrlot and Ulham, when the Captain had taken him to be handed over to Murrghad’s warriors. The battle had been nasty and short, and he strained to recall any details. 
 
    Darren spoke first. “The man we killed did not merely open his eyes and stand again. It must take some time for Murrghad’s sorcery to work.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “You’re right. I will ask Isani this evening.” 
 
    “How much time does she have?” Ollax asked. 
 
    “Not much,” Wisag admitted. 
 
    Ollax shook his head. “She could be nasty, but I always liked her. Don’t know why.” 
 
    “That woman scared the hells out of me when I was younger,” Darren said, smiling. “I think she enjoyed it. She used to raise her hand like she was going to lay a curse when she caught us in her garden or doing something foolish.” 
 
    Wisag smiled, but he was preoccupied again thinking about Murrghad’s warriors. They were only twenty-five strong, but they were also some of the best swordsmen to ever live. He knew, in his heart of hearts, they would find a way inside Lutre. Yes, they had one hundred bowmen, but Wisag figured most—if not all—of them were hunters and foresters, not used to loosing arrows against armed knights coming to kill them. If even a dozen of Murrghad’s men breached the gate … 
 
    “Gods,” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” Ollax asked. 
 
    “We must kill Murrghad.” Wisag sat back. He did not want to admit ignorance, but he could think of no way to do it.  
 
    “We have two options,” Ollax said. “Get him to come here, or kill him in his lair.” 
 
    “You make it sound simple.” 
 
    “Simple?” Ollax asked. “Yes. But simple and easy are not synonyms.” 
 
    “I don’t know how to accomplish either,” Darren said. 
 
    “Nor I,” Wisag admitted. 
 
    “And what happens then?” Lendrius asked, lowering his voice. “What happens after we have killed the Earl of Lomney’s brother? And what happens when the Royal Blades return, under the King’s orders?” 
 
    “This time they will come with a pentum,” Ollax said. 
 
    “Probably more,” Darren noted. 
 
    Wisag hated the dour turn this conversation had taken, realizing it was he who had led these men here.  
 
    “First, Murrghad,” he said. “We can only walk the Path one step at a time. Once overcome, we face the next difficulty.” 
 
    “You are right,” Darren said. “That is exactly what Skodan would have said.” 
 
    But in his mind, Wisag was jumping ahead. And he knew the other three men were as well. What would they do? Darren would probably stay here, for he was a good man and filled with honor. Ollax and he were friends, so Ollax would likely stay as well. And so too would Lendrius, for these were his people, and Wisag could not imagine this man abandoning them to the King’s wrath. 
 
    Wisag hid his shame as best he could. For once Murrghad was dead, Wisag would flee Braedhait. He could not stand against the King. 
 
    He could not. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wisag entered the room at the inn. Isani and Voranna had changed spots, so now the old witch was on the bed and Voranna was dozing in the armchair. As quietly as possible, he eased the wooden door shut, but Voranna awoke at the sound.   
 
    She shot out of the chair, his dagger in her hands.  
 
    “Who goes?” she said. 
 
    “It’s me,” Wisag said. 
 
    Slowly the tension left her. Voranna’s arm fell to her side, and she sat back down in the chair. She must have earlier combed her hair so it fell partly over her bandaged eye. He hated how the wound had made her self-conscious. He wanted to tell her how beautiful she was. 
 
    “You have come back then?” she asked, sounding surprised. 
 
    “Did you doubt I would?” Wisag stepped into the middle of the small room. There was nowhere else for him to sit except on the bed, but Isani was stretched out across it. So Wisag stood before Voranna awkwardly. 
 
    “I see many things now,” Voranna said. “There are futures.” 
 
    “Voranna,” Wisag began, but he was unable to tell her what he felt.  
 
    “Yes,” she said harshly. “I know you love me. I have lost an eye, but now I can see.” 
 
    Wisag grimaced at her tone. Gone was all warmth and love.  
 
    “I am sorry about what happened,” Wisag said. “Truly. I tried my best to protect you.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Because you desire me.” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Because I love you.” 
 
    “But you will not marry me,” she said. “So what you think you feel is not really love, is it? You are afraid of that commitment.” 
 
    “What man or woman isn’t?” he challenged. “My father married the woman he loved and it all but ruined him.” 
 
    She looked away. There was just faint torchlight coming in through the window from the street. 
 
    “Do not hide behind your father’s history,” Voranna said coolly. “That is not why you will not marry me, and you know it.” 
 
    “What have I done to you?” Wisag asked. “For now, you treat me like an enemy.” 
 
    “You are not the man I thought you were,” Voranna said. “No man is. Not even Skodan.” 
 
    Her words stabbed him like a dagger. “I have not always been the best man, but—” 
 
    “You have rarely even been a good man, Wisag,” she spat. “You have taken this burden on out of self-preservation.” 
 
    “We live in the world,” Wisag said. “The real world, Voranna. Not that of some made up fairy tale where good deeds go unpunished. All acts have consequences.” He was losing his temper. “It is no evil thing for a man to stop and consider what will happen to him if he OPPOSES THE KING!” 
 
    “I cannot believe I loved you,” she said. 
 
    Wisag felt like she had rammed a blade into his belly and then twisted it. His legs were weak. He took several deep breaths, trying to slow the racing of his blood. 
 
    “Twenty-five of Murrghad’s warriors ride for us,” Wisag said. “Put aside your feelings for me and help Lutre. How can we defeat them? How can I protect this town?” 
 
    “You already know,” Voranna said. “You must kill Murrghad.” 
 
    “How do I kill Murrghad and keep these people safe at the same time?” Wisag asked. “I need all swords if I’m going to attack Murrghad in the Thultic Mountains, and at the same time, I need all swords here to defend this place.” 
 
    “Leave only the Guards of Lutre here,” Voranna said. “They will defend the town while you ride hard for Murrghad.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Wisag asked. “Then I would go to Murrghad with less than forty men.” 
 
    “Then you will have to kill Murrghad with less than forty men.” 
 
    “I cannot face two hundred with so few!” 
 
    “What do you want me to say, Wisag?” 
 
    Wisag was furious. “You said that fifty warriors would ride with me.” 
 
    “There are many futures,” Voranna said. “And I still believe that can happen. Along the road you will find others.” 
 
    “Where will I find them?” Wisag asked. “Where? The few towns between this place and Murrghad’s lair have all been burned to the ground!” 
 
    Voranna shrugged. “I do not know. You carry the Ax, Wisag. Not me.” 
 
    “And what does that mean? That suddenly I am a leader of men? That suddenly other warriors will come out of the forest, prepared to die for me?” 
 
    “Skodan chose you,” Voranna said. 
 
    Her words interrupted the torrent of his thoughts. “What?” 
 
    “Skodan chose you for a reason,” Voranna said.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    He sighed, realizing this was no time to be angry. Soon he would ride to the Thultic Mountains with very few men. He needed the advantage of her sight now. 
 
    “What can you see of Murrghad?” 
 
    “He is very powerful. When he detects my sight, he blocks my vision so I only catch glimpses. He is a tall man, more than the height of seven feet. Though he is a sorcerer, he carries a sword as well so he must know the blade. He has learned something from each man he has raised from the dead. And they would do anything for him. They must be loyal, or else they would die once more, their souls wandering forever now that Vastagi is barred to them.” 
 
    “Isani told me he can raise his men from the dead. Is there a limit to this, or can each man rise indefinitely?” 
 
    “He can raise these souls as many times as he wishes, as long as he draws breath.” 
 
    “When one of his men is slain, how long does it take Murrghad to raise him?” 
 
    “That varies greatly.” 
 
    “I need some sense of it, Voranna.” 
 
    “I sense physical distance plays a part. It took him some time to raise the man you killed along the road between Yrlot and Ulham. The closer his men are to his lair, however, I would assume he could do it much more quickly.” 
 
    “How quickly?” 
 
    “It requires much dark force, and some time. Perhaps a minute.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head and laughed ruefully. “As soon as we kill them, they’ll be back on their feet then?” 
 
    She did not answer. 
 
    Wisag turned from her. Isani slept peacefully on the bed. He almost wished he could trade places with the old woman. 
 
    “How does he raise them from the dead?” Wisag asked, facing Voranna again. 
 
    “The scales of the universe must be balanced. Death for life, life for death,” Voranna said. 
 
    “The women he takes,” Wisag said, not wanting to imagine what happened to them. 
 
    She nodded gravely. 
 
    “Tell me of his lair.” 
 
    “Have you been to the Thultic Mountains?” Voranna asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “The southernmost mountain,” Voranna said. “The first one you come to along the range. There is a system of caves under that granite. It will burn with a dark fire. You will see it when you are near.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “Follow the fire. It will lead you to him.” 
 
    “This dark fire is not a trick of his designed to lead us into a trap?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Make no mistake, Wisag,” Voranna said. “Murrghad will know you are coming. But the fire is no trick. He draws the dark force from the energy locked within the stones of the mountain. The fire burns because of what he does.” 
 
    “We get past his two hundred men and follow a dark fire deep into the heart of the granite, and we will find Murrghad?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How do I kill him?” 
 
    “With your sword. Or the Ax.” 
 
    “He is a dark wizard.” 
 
    “He is also a man,” she countered. 
 
    “Can he raise himself from the dead?” Wisag asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    Voranna frowned. “I do not think so.” 
 
    “You speak so reassuringly.” 
 
    Voranna’s frown disappeared. She seemed to look at him with new eyes. “You are afraid.” 
 
    “Of course I’m afraid!” Wisag laughed bitterly. “Do you think I wish to die? Do you think I enjoy the prospect of leading so small a force against legendary warriors who have been raised from the dead by a powerful wizard? Am I supposed to be enjoying all that’s to come? Is this a comedy to you?” 
 
    His anger welled and he continued.  
 
    “Men will ride to their deaths. Men I lead. Do you have any idea what that feels like? I know that these men, these husbands, these fathers will likely die. And yes, I fear for my own life! That is no great sin! I want to live, damn you, I want to live for a very long time!” 
 
    “Why?” Voranna asked. 
 
    Isani had asked him the same thing before, and he’d been unable to answer. But now he knew why. 
 
    “To experience all there is! To enjoy what the world has to offer. To find a good woman, to make the best of friends, to sing songs, to earn coin, to travel the seas, to stand before the King if I bloody have to and tell him Murrghad was evil, to wake in the morning and taste the sweet air, to become a father if I want, to drink ale with Callotrox again by the gods, to feel what it is like to run the hills, to climb the mountain, and to carry a sword.” 
 
    “You would do all that?” 
 
    “All that and more.” 
 
    “Yet, before you challenged Skodan, your soul wanted release.” 
 
    “Yes!” He knew it was true, as hot tears burned his eyes. “Yes! I was ready to die! And so what?” 
 
    “Life is precious.” 
 
    “You’re bloody right it’s precious,” Wisag said. “And only now, with death so close, do I appreciate that. If I live to see the day beyond Murrghad’s death, I will live my life to the fullest. I’ll carry this bloody Ax around and help however I can. I’ll do it, by the gods, and I’ll do it with a smile.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You believe that now, Wisag. But I have seen all your futures. For as long as you carry the Ax, you will be tempted to stray from the Path.” 
 
    “As would any man,” Wisag said, wishing Isani would explain it to Voranna. But the old witch did not stir. “Temptation is not sin.” 
 
    But then Voranna leaned forward in the armchair. “One day, Wisag, you will give up Wyetgerd’s Ax. If you live long enough, it will happen. That I am certain of.” 
 
    Wisag folded his arms. “I will not sit in your judgment, woman, especially for things that have not come to pass, especially for actions taken out of context. And you are unfair if you do not think that every man is of two hearts at times. That is no sin. You should judge me only for my present actions, Voranna. Not what I did as a child, not what I have yet to do in some dim future that may not come to be.” 
 
    “But I can see into your heart, Wisag. Your actions are a product of your motives. And I cannot unsee your motives.” 
 
    Gods, how he hated this woman! 
 
    And, how he loved her. He had just said he would not sit in her judgment, but Wisag wanted nothing more than to gain her approval in this moment. 
 
    But pride made him stand a little taller. He felt his heart closing to love. He’d been right not to want to marry her. She would be impossible to please, always second-guessing his motives. 
 
    “I need all capable swords with me if I am to defeat Murrghad,” Wisag said. 
 
    Voranna closed her one good eye and nodded stoically. “On that, we agree.” 
 
    “So tell me, witch, what is the right thing to do here? You speak of the Path like it is an obvious thing. But what is right and what is wrong? If I ride from Lutre with all the swordsmen, I leave this place in peril. But in so doing, I increase my odds of defeating Murrghad, who will certainly do evil if he is not challenged. So I ask you: is it right to sacrifice these townsfolk to protect other people from Murrghad’s future sorcery?” 
 
    Voranna did not answer. Wisag nodded. 
 
    “Do you see now?” he asked. “The Path is not straightforward, is it?” 
 
    She answered suddenly. “You will leave tomorrow morning. The archers will remain here with only a few blades.” 
 
    “One hundred amateur bowmen against the best warriors of the ages?” Wisag asked, skeptical. 
 
    “Yes,” Voranna said. “I can see it now.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    In the early hours of the morning, Wisag finally gave up on sleep and walked the quiet town of Lutre. It was a long time before the sunrise cast a beautiful orange glow over the settlement. The place reminded him of home. 
 
    Wisag walked to the gate. Two Guards, groggy from the night watch, looked down from the tower. 
 
    “None approach, Warrior.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “You men need rest. Allow me to take over.” 
 
    Both Guards broke into grateful smiles. But one said, “Warrior, Captain Lendrius gave us orders to stand here.” 
 
    “I will speak to him,” Wisag said. “And now I am ordering you to get some rest.” 
 
    The two men came down from the tower. He clapped each on the shoulder. The men, tired a moment ago, walked away with a bounce in their steps. Wisag climbed the tower and gazed out over the long plain. The long, narrow dirt road extended into the distant forest. 
 
    He sat on that tower as the sun rose behind him. The tower and palisade cast long dark shadows across the plain. Wisag had gone over Voranna’s plan endlessly. Within the hour, he would have to make a decision. For her plan to work, he would have to ride hard with the swordsmen early this morning. If he did not leave soon, the decision would be made for him. He recalled his last exchange with Voranna before he had left the inn. 
 
    “If you stay, you will face the twenty-five men not only here, but also again when you ride for Murrghad’s lair,” Voranna had correctly pointed out. 
 
    “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t then. If I stay and fight them here, I will lose some of my men in Lutre, so I will then go to the Thultic Mountains with an even smaller force.” 
 
    “And the twenty-five resurrected warriors will spring to life again and be nipping at your heels the whole way.” 
 
    There really was no choice. But all the same, Wisag knew he would be leaving the town in a terrible position if he went. Only a handful of swordsmen would remain. One hundred archers, no matter how good they were, would only delay the inevitable tide of Hetakor and his men. Murrghad’s deathless warriors would raze the town, if they wanted. 
 
    Gods be damned. 
 
    “The Path is not always obvious,” Skodan said. “Nor is it always easy to find.” 
 
    Wisag glanced to his left. The shade of Skodan was forming beside him as the new day dawned. 
 
    “How can I leave the town unprotected?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “How can you not?” Skodan asked back.  
 
    “I could stand against Murrghad’s warriors here and then try to recruit more swordsmen to our cause from neighboring settlements.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” Skodan asked. “How many more men can you find to stand against Hetakor and a dark wizard? How many more men can you find willing to incur the King’s wrath?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Wisag admitted. He tapped the Ax that was strapped to his back. “But this will help.” 
 
    “The Ax is a powerful symbol,” Skodan acknowledged. “But Hetakor and his troop will kill men more quickly than you can recruit them.” 
 
    “Then what do I do?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Voranna is right, Warrior. You must ride now.” 
 
    The two souls, one living and one dead, stood side-by-side for a few minutes. Each was lost in their own thoughts. Finally, Wisag asked what he had to know. 
 
    “Why did you choose me?” 
 
    Just the hint of a smile touched Skodan’s mouth. “Who told you? Isani or Voranna?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “No.” Skodan looked him directly in the eye. “And I did not just choose you, Wisag. You chose me also.” 
 
    “I did not know what I was getting into. But you went into the single combat with eyes wide open, Skodan. So no more games of tongue. Speak plainly and tell me why.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “A man deserves to face the truth.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Skodan gazed out over the plain. His ghostly eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I was dying,” he began. “A cancer had taken root in my heart. No healer could help me, not even Isani.” 
 
    Wisag watched the shade. 
 
    Skodan’s shimmering hands came up to rest on the battlement. Wisag wondered how he could both touch, and not touch, the wood in front of him. It was a paradox that made his head spin. 
 
    Skodan continued. “I knew I was dying, yet I still had most of my strength. And I knew if I died with the Ax, Darren would claim it.” 
 
    “He was your squire,” Wisag said. “Who better?” 
 
    “Darren has a purer heart than you,” Skodan admitted. “I will not deny that. But I also knew you were a better swordsman than him.” 
 
    “I would not have challenged him.” Wisag was trying to make sense of this. “Did you fear he would be dead not long after he claimed the Ax?” 
 
    “Oh, he would have acquitted himself well against any challengers,” Skodan said. 
 
    “Then I am at a loss.” 
 
    Skodan smiled. “I did not want him to die at all, Wisag. I love him like the son I never had.” 
 
    Wisag’s mouth gaped. “So you baited me into a fight and allowed me to kill you, so your squire would be saved from the burden of carrying the Ax?” 
 
    “I did not allow you to kill me, Wisag.” Skodan looked out over the plain again. “You did that on your own.” 
 
    “I was lucky,” Wisag said miserably. “You said so yourself.” 
 
    “Not just lucky, boy. You were good. Since I claimed the Ax, no man has ever scored a hit on me in single combat. But you did.” 
 
    “Because you were sick,” Wisag said. “The cancer slowed you.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Skodan said. “But I had not lost much of my strength or speed yet.” 
 
    “The Ax is heavier than ten blades. How did you move it so quickly against me?” 
 
    “It is an old trick.” Skodan smiled. “Momentum. The first swing is heavy. Each successive one builds on the last. Do not stop moving the Ax, and it will only grow stronger.” 
 
    “Who taught you the trick?” 
 
    Skodan’s smile vanished. “Hetakor.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “I still don’t understand. Why choose me?” 
 
    “Darren is purer of heart than you,” Skodan repeated. “He would have taken on any and every burden that came his way without second thought.” 
 
    “You are suggesting I will not?” Wisag shook his head. “Then why in the name of all the gods would you want me to succeed you?” 
 
    “You will consider your moves,” Skodan said. “You will not blindly go into a battle against impossible odds. You will do the right thing, but more importantly, you will do the right thing when it will make the most difference.” 
 
    Wisag’s head was spinning. “You wanted someone less worthy than Darren to have the Ax? This makes no sense. Just last night he told a story of you rescuing a cat from a tree!” 
 
    Skodan smiled wistfully. “I did that because there was nothing else more important to do at the time, Wisag. There is a difference. If there had been a war to fight, that cat would have stayed in that tree.” 
 
    Wisag looked down. “I still do not understand.” 
 
    “Soon you will.” 
 
    “It better be soon,” Wisag said. “For I do not think I have much time left.” 
 
    Skodan smiled and moved his hand so it was on Wisag’s shoulder. It was a strange sensation. Wisag could almost feel something there, like Skodan had some substance left. 
 
    “How much is not as important as how,” Skodan said. “I will see you and the men this evening, on the road to the Thultic Mountains at dusk.” 
 
    Skodan began to fade. 
 
    Wisag smiled. “A poor job you did of protecting your squire. You saved him from carrying the Ax, but now he rides with me to meet Murrghad.” 
 
    Skodan laughed. “Fate always surprises. All we can do is walk the Path one step at a time and do what we think we should. Sometimes we are right, sometimes we are wrong, and a man learns to live with that uncertainty.” 
 
    “Yes.” Wisag nodded, beginning to understand now. “And we must walk the Path alone.” 
 
    “Not always alone.” Skodan pointed a wisp of an arm to the plain. “More often than not, we have help. There is nothing quite like a good friendship.” 
 
    Wisag followed the point of Skodan’s finger as the shade disappeared. Three riders in the glimmering distance emerged from the forest. The sun glinted against their armor. Wisag reached for his sword and was about to sound the alarm, but then he recognized the lead horseman.  
 
    Wisag raced out of the tower and threw open the gate. He ran to meet the riders outside the town’s palisade.  
 
    “CALLOTROX!” 
 
    Wisag did not recognize the other two men. Callotrox jumped off his horse and they embraced. 
 
    “I did not think I would ever see you again, friend,” Wisag said. 
 
    Callotrox smiled. “Come on, horse. Did you think I would not return your favor?” 
 
    “Favor?” Wisag frowned. 
 
    “When those boys came to beat me to death, you stood beside me.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “That was a long time ago. And you have already repaid me for that.” 
 
    Callotrox clapped him on the shoulder. “We reached the Ploriq market. So many more refugees were heading east to distance themselves from Murrghad.” 
 
    “And you disobeyed your father?” Wisag asked, incredulous. 
 
    “For the second time in my life,” Callotrox said. “Guess that makes me a man now, horse.” 
 
    Wisag swallowed hard. “I do not know what to say.” 
 
    “Then don’t say anything. You know you have a way of sticking your foot in your mouth.” 
 
    Wisag laughed and glanced up at the other two riders. Two tall twins, looking about twenty-five winters. 
 
    “I am Wisag. Who are you men?” 
 
    “I am Gimor, and he is Galen,” answered one. “Murrghad’s men took our sister one night, and our father was killed when he pressed the lord for action. We will ride with you to kill that bastard and avenge our sister.” 
 
    “Good men,” Wisag said. 
 
    “And we go for the honor of riding with you, Warrior,” Galen added.  
 
    “The honor is all mine,” Wisag said, then turned back to Callotrox. “Come inside for food and water quickly.” 
 
    “Quickly?” Callotrox asked. “After the ride we’ve had, we would prefer to rest the day here.” 
 
    “And I would prefer Murrghad fell over dead like my father.” Wisag shook his head. “We must leave immediately.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Lendrius argued vehemently about leaving the town. In the end, the man relented only when Wisag told him they would leave a handful of Guards in Lutre. It helped that Voranna came to their meeting and laid out the plan as well. Despite her youth, all the men treated her with a surprising respect, acknowledging her sight but also fearful of it. 
 
    Wisag set out just after breakfast. With Callotrox and his two companions, Gimor and Galen, Wisag led thirty-six swordsmen. They brought ten additional horses and food enough to last them a fortnight. If they rode hard they would reach the Thultic Mountains in ten days. And they would ride hard, for Hetakor and his twenty-four warriors would be right behind them. 
 
    Thirty-six men against two hundred. 
 
    And Murrghad would be expecting them. 
 
    Voranna promised to use her powers to cast an obscuring spell over them, but even she had admitted it would not likely work, for Murrghad was too powerful. They rode hard that first day, stopping only at dusk to take refreshment. As they finished their meals, with the sun setting, Skodan appeared in the meadow. The men gave out a hearty cheer at the sight of the warrior shade and hurried over to meet him, the day’s exhaustion vanishing. 
 
    The men gathered around the shade. Skodan stood with shoulders squared, hands at his side, standing as tall as any man ever stood. At his hip was sheathed a ghostly sword. He rose a hand for quiet and then drew the blade. It glistened with an eldritch light. 
 
    Skodan raised his sword. “I see warriors before me!”  
 
    The men cheered. With only five words, Skodan had energized them. Wisag stood apart from the others, his eyes moving back and forth from the men to Skodan. 
 
    “You men know the sword,” Skodan said. “But in the next ten days you will master it!” 
 
    Wisag saw the mixture of hope and skepticism in their eyes.  
 
    “Think of how many years you have practiced,” Skodan said. “And I’m certain you had great teachers. But now you will learn from the best. Now you will learn from me.” 
 
    The men cheered again. 
 
    Skodan continued. “You will be amazed. In ten days you will learn what it takes many a lifetime to grasp. You will listen to everything I say, you will absorb everything I teach, and you will become masters. When we train, you will focus more than ever before. When you ride, you will think about your training. In your mind, you will vision what we have practiced. Over and over. Over and over. Imagine being a great swordsman, and you will become one. 
 
    “My time is short with you each day. We have perhaps an hour, maybe two, so each day you will be ready at dusk to train. But before we begin today, I need to say a few things.” 
 
    Skodan pointed his shimmering sword at Wisag. 
 
    “You follow a mighty warrior. Wisag bested me in single combat. Do you know what that means?” Skodan paused. “That means he is the greatest swordsman to ever walk Braedhait. You ride toward a dangerous foe, but the greatest master teaches you and the greatest swordsman rides by your side. There is no enemy you cannot crush!” 
 
    The men cheered again and Wisag, despite being at unease with compliments, smiled. 
 
    “Now, warriors, down to business,” Skodan said. 
 
    Skodan ordered the men to find a training partner, then the practice began. Wisag did not train with anyone. Instead, he followed the shade of Skodan throughout the ranks, listening to the old warrior’s advice but also gauging the men. They all knew the blade. A few were excellent, some very good. A handful were only average but made up for their lack of skill with a fierce attitude.  
 
    Skodan watched each pairing spar for a minute or two, then he would offer both men instruction. He kept his advice simple, focusing on one technique for each man to practice and perfect. With some men, that technique was a significant change to their movements. For Callotrox, Skodan recommended shortening his sword arc and starting his slash from closer to the shoulder. He ordered Callotrox to make one thousand practice swings before the following evening, so the new pattern of movement would be ingrained without thought. 
 
    For Ollax, all Skodan recommended was narrowing his stance by six inches. Wisag was dubious of the advice, thinking Skodan had nothing of substance to offer Ollax, who was technically a very good swordsman. But as soon as Ollax narrowed his stance by that half a foot, the change was immediate and noticeable. 
 
    “I can move so much more quickly!” he cried. 
 
    Again, Skodan recommended that Ollax practice getting into his stance no less than one thousand times before the training session the following evening. 
 
    As the sun set, Skodan called an end to the training. “That was a good first night, but we have much more work to do! Now practice while I speak with Wisag.” 
 
    The swordsmen went back to work. Wisag fell into step with the shade, as he began to fade in the dying light. They walked away from the training grounds, stopping short of a wild wheat field. 
 
    “Good men,” Skodan said. 
 
    “Are they good enough?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “There is no way to know. I have been in many battles and seen it all. Great men who cannot be touched in the training pitch become trembling, cautious fighters when death is real. Lesser men, with no technique, turn into crazed killers. All we can do is prepare them and lift their spirits. The most important thing, more than any technique or training, is belief. You must instill that belief in them, Wisag, for I only have them an hour each day.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Be a leader.” 
 
    “I have never been one,” Wisag said. 
 
    “You watched me this night,” Skodan said. 
 
    “You know what to say from all your experience. I have none.” 
 
    “It is not just what I say, Wisag,” Skodan explained. “It is how I say it. It is how I move. It is how I hold myself. It is how I look at them.” 
 
    Wisag was at a loss.  
 
    “This will be your training,” Skodan said. “From this moment forward, you will present yourself as a leader of men. You will choose your words carefully, looking always to inspire. Between now and tomorrow night, you will practice one thing: simply how you stand before the men. Speak to each one-on-one, ask them about themselves and ask them about their training. Offer encouragement and advice. But for the next day, focus solely on how you present yourself. Remind yourself, before, during, and after each conversation, that now you lead. By tomorrow night, you will see a remarkable difference.” 
 
    Wisag’s head was beginning to spin. 
 
    Skodan nodded. “It is a heavy burden, yes. But there is a way to cheat at this.” 
 
    “I’m all ears!” 
 
    Skodan laughed. “Use your imagination. Pretend you are me when speaking with them. Pretend that Skodan stands before them.” 
 
    “Make-believe?” Wisag asked, incredulous. “A child’s game. That is your advice?” 
 
    The mighty shade shook his head. “The men need not know what is happening between your ears.” 
 
    “Right,” Wisag said. “Better that they don’t!” 
 
    Skodan smiled again. “In ten days, you will be a leader.” 
 
    “All I have to do is stand tall and square my shoulders and they’ll listen?” 
 
    “Not all,” Skodan admitted. “But it is the first step.” 
 
    Wisag did not know if he could lead, but he had more pressing concerns. “I have to assume that Hetakor and his men will reach the Thultic Mountains in time to join the battle.” 
 
    “Prepare for the worst.” 
 
    At this point, Wisag was assuming the worst in every imaginable way. “You bested Hetakor to claim the Ax. How did you do it?” 
 
    Skodan’s face fell, as if he was embarrassed. “He is the best swordsman I have ever seen, Wisag.” 
 
    “You were better,” Wisag said. “How did you beat him?” 
 
    “It was so long ago,” Skodan said vaguely. 
 
    Wisag suspected Skodan was holding something significant back, but he knew they were short on time. “What of the other men riding for Murrghad? Have you any experience with them?” 
 
    “Some,” Skodan said. 
 
    “It would help us to know what their strengths and weaknesses are.” 
 
    Skodan nodded. “That will come. Tonight, focus on your men. Four hours of rest, then on the move again.” 
 
    “We need more time with you,” Wisag said. 
 
    Skodan frowned. “I wish I could give you more. But time moves differently for me now, and it grows shorter and shorter.” 
 
    “Then bring more men with you,” Wisag said. “To train us.” 
 
    Skodan smiled bitterly. “I have tried just that.” 
 
    And then he disappeared, his form scattering on the breeze that raked the wheat stalks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Elgric awaited him in the Pirrayus. Skodan strode down the hallway, mostly dark now. The gate to Vastagi seemed smaller than before. 
 
    “I can do no more,” Elgric began, before Skodan had even gotten close. “Now I risk the gods’ wrath.” 
 
    Skodan stopped before his old friend. Most believed the stories about him, thinking such a mighty warrior incapable of experiencing fear. But fear had been a regular companion. It was no great shame to be afraid, for without fear there was no courage. 
 
    But Skodan found himself terrified now for what he was about to ask. 
 
    “You have done enough, old friend,” Skodan said. “Allow me to speak to the gods.” 
 
    Elgric pulled a face. “You must enter Vastagi first.” 
 
    Skodan cursed. “I cannot. Once I set foot in there, I can no longer aid Wisag and the men.” 
 
    Elgric drew a deep breath. “I know that, my friend. But you have done enough. For longer than anyone, you walked the Path. And when it was your time, you chose a successor who could become a great man. The gods could ask no more of you.” 
 
    “I have never asked them for anything,” Skodan muttered. “But now I do! Otherwise innocents will die!” 
 
    Elgric blanched. “Be careful what you say. They listen.” 
 
    “I want them to hear!” Skodan shouted. “Let them hear me! All my life I stood on my own two feet. I gave aid where I could, I took on burdens whenever I could, and I walked the Path. I did everything they could ask of me! And now I demand something of them!” 
 
    “Skodan! Do not anger the gods or you will—” 
 
    Elgric was suddenly pulled away from him, receding into the far distance, becoming just a tiny point of light amidst a dark horizon and then fading to nothing. Then Skodan realized it was he, not Elgric, that moved. He was being taken somewhere. His spirit was pulled through a dreamlike realm he could make no sense of. Faster, and faster still. Skodan felt himself coming apart. His very essence stretched to the breaking point. 
 
    He screamed, tormented by a pain unimaginable before this moment. 
 
    Then suddenly the pain stopped. He opened his eyes and found himself in a strange space illuminated by innumerable orbs of light.  
 
    He was not alone. 
 
    There were other … beings with him. When he gazed at them, he could not see details however. They were just vague shapes floating before him, not really there but also exuding a powerful vitality. Skodan squinted against the blinding, preternatural light as his eyes drifted over these shapes. 
 
    The gods! 
 
    You dare say we gave you nothing? 
 
    The voice was like the boom of a thousand thunders in his ears. Skodan clamped hands on the sides of his head, but that did nothing to dampen the awful roar. 
 
    We gave you the most precious gift of all! Ungrateful man! We gave you life! 
 
    Skodan trembled with fear at the awesome and terrible forces all around him. He wanted to close his eyes forever and see them no more. That fearful part of him, that part that exists in all creatures, wanted him to leave, retreat into silence, and gladly accept his place in Vastagi with the others. 
 
    You would never have existed had we not allowed you to. 
 
    The pain in his mind was indescribable. Skodan clenched his jaw and tensed every muscle in his body. 
 
    We gave you everything! 
 
    “And I repaid that gift,” Skodan said, barely able to hear his own voice. “Many times over.” 
 
    What did you say? 
 
    Skodan forced his eyes more open against the blinding light. It was like staring into a thousand sunsets. “I repaid your gift. I stood against evil. I fought the darkness. I gave hope and strength to other men.” 
 
    And now you brag to us? Is that the mark of a hero? 
 
    “No.” Skodan’s eyes were burning, hot tears spilling down his face. But he forced them to remain open. He would look at these gods. “I am no braggart. I speak the truth to make my case. I have done everything you could have ever asked of me. Never did I put a hand out. Now I ask for one thing—just one thing—in return!” 
 
    You did not always walk the Path, Skodan. Do not act like you are above other men. 
 
    “I am no better than other men. But I am also no worse. And there were times I found myself straying, yes, but always I returned.” 
 
    And how did you claim the Ax, Warrior? 
 
    The words stung. But Skodan held his head high.  
 
    “I did what I thought was right. And I have lived with that decision for all my life. No good deed goes unpunished.” 
 
    Enough talk! We offer you the gift of immortality and you spurn us? We offer you a place of respect in Vastagi and you insult us? 
 
    “If you wish to be insulted, I cannot help it,” Skodan said. “But that is not my intent and being gods you should know that.” 
 
    There were so many of them. He could see more vague forms floating in the distance now. And more. Ever more. 
 
    We have offered you the greatest honor. You can join us in Vastagi. Or you can exist no more. 
 
    “Much gratitude.” Skodan nodded. “But I ask for something else.” 
 
    How dare you! 
 
    Insolent mortal! 
 
    Ungrateful man! 
 
    Their words nearly tore his mind apart. The pain made him shake and cry, but Skodan fought against it. 
 
    “It is the only thing I have ever asked for. Or ever will ask for!” 
 
    You spit in our face! 
 
    You insult us! 
 
    You do not deserve your place in Vastagi! 
 
    You are nothing! You are— 
 
    LET HIM ASK HIS QUESTION. 
 
    Skodan forced his narrowed eyes open farther, hoping to find the god who had just spoken the last words. But they all floated before him as vague shapes. He could not tell one from the other. 
 
    WARRIOR, ASK OF US WHAT YOU WILL. 
 
    The tremendous pain in his head began to lessen. Skodan drew deep breaths, trying to calm himself. 
 
    “Wisag and his men ride to certain death,” Skodan said. 
 
    All death is certain. 
 
    SILENCE! LET THE MAN SPEAK. 
 
    “They face a force they cannot defeat. They walk the Path. They walk the Path as you would will it. And yet they face an enemy who insults you. Murrghad insults you.” 
 
    Skodan paused. 
 
    “Men who have taken their place in Vastagi are lured by his dark promises. They are the ones spurning you, not I!” 
 
    He took another breath, the pain ebbing now. 
 
    “You do not interfere in the lives of men. You allow us to walk the Path, or not walk the Path. But Murrghad does not play by your rules anymore. And that is why Wisag and his warriors need my help.” 
 
    ASK WHAT YOU WILL. 
 
    Skodan gazed at the gods, willing his eyes to focus so he might see them. The last voice had come from straight ahead of him, emanating from the largest form in the ethereal space. Skodan squinted hard at the spirit— 
 
    And saw him. 
 
    “Wodan,” he began humbly. “I ask only one thing.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Voranna rose out of the chair as the light of dawn streamed through the window. Her head still hurt and her eye was pure agony, but she bit her bottom lip against that pain and gently stirred Isani awake in the bed. 
 
    “Skodan?” Isani asked, her one eye still closed. “Skodan, have you returned?” 
 
    Voranna smiled lovingly at the older woman, only now appreciating what Isani must have gone through in her life. The pain of knowledge, the torment of being needed by all but forever treated an outsider. 
 
    “Hetakor and Murrghad’s warriors will be here soon,” Voranna said. 
 
    “Skodan?” Isani said again. “Will it be enough?” 
 
    “Come, Isani,” Voranna said gently, rubbing the old woman’s hard knob of a shoulder. “We must prepare.” 
 
    Isani’s one eye opened. For a moment, she looked right through Voranna as if gazing at some far-off object. Then she fully woke. 
 
    “Voranna.” 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “No,” Isani croaked. “But I will sleep very well soon.” 
 
    The old witch groaned as she tried to sit up alone but could not hoist herself into position. Voranna, as pained as she was, bent and helped Isani. It took all her power just to get the old woman to her feet. 
 
    “Can you make it?” Voranna asked. 
 
    “I must,” Isani said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Isani threw her skeletal arm around the young woman’s shoulders. On the count of three they both stood up. Voranna nearly tipped over for Isani had given her almost her whole weight. 
 
    “Much gratitude, Voranna,” Isani said. 
 
    Together they shuffled to the door. Voranna was already drenched in sweat before they reached the stairs. Fortunately, one of the Guards who’d stayed behind was awake and came to help. He all but carried Isani down the stairs. Outside, he ran off to fetch a cart, then helped the old woman climb onto it. One of the other Guards grabbed both handles and dragged Isani through the still dark streets. Long shadows splayed ominously through the town of Lutre. Voranna shivered in the cold. 
 
    They reached the gate. It was no mean feat to get Isani to the top of the tower, but the two Guards managed. Then Voranna climbed up. 
 
    “How close are they?” one of the Guards asked. 
 
    “Two hours,” Voranna said. “Perhaps less. Would you gather the fyrd and position the archers along the palisade?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Guard said, not sure how to address her. She was not high-born, she had no title, she had not identified herself as a witch, but he could not deny the power she exuded. 
 
    The Guards climbed down and ran in opposite directions. The sun rose behind Voranna and Isani, but the air remained wintry cold. The old witch leaned heavily against the battlement. There was nowhere for her to sit. 
 
    “I will have them fetch a chair when they return,” Voranna said. 
 
    “Do not waste their time,” Isani said. “Or the chair on my old bones.” 
 
    Voranna smiled. “What can I do?” 
 
    “Some have only the sight,” Isani said, misunderstanding her question. “Some have more. I do not know what you are capable of. That is for you to discover.” 
 
    Voranna’s ruined eye grew itchy. Gently she massaged the bandage over her eye, but this only sparked a flash of pain. 
 
    “What are you capable of?” Voranna asked, trying to distract herself from the agony. 
 
    “These days?” Isani asked. “Not much. When I was young, like you, I could perform many enchantments. I could make things appear that were not there. I could heal the most grievous wound. I could change a rotten man’s heart.” 
 
    “Could you do what Murrghad does?” Voranna asked. 
 
    Isani was a long time answering. “Perhaps I could have, Voranna. But that is a dark, dark path. I did nothing that required blood sacrifice. I tried to use my powers to help women and men be better.” 
 
    “You showed Skodan his future, didn’t you?” 
 
    Isani nodded. “There is no one future. I showed him a future. And I told him that one day, when he was very old, a young man that reminded him of his best friend would be in a tavern …” 
 
    Voranna sighed, looking away from the old witch. Last night, she had hated Wisag. This morning, she did not. But she did not love him anymore. She never would again. 
 
    “Men and women are complicated creatures,” Isani said. 
 
    “Only to those without sight,” Voranna said curtly. “To us? They are like open tomes.” 
 
    “Are they?” Isani squinted her eye. “I’m not so sure. Tell me, Voranna, have you ever read a tome more than once?” 
 
    “No.” Voranna frowned. “My life has not been made for the leisurely reading of stories.” 
 
    Isani laughed. “I know what you mean. Let me ask it a different way. Have you ever heard the same story told more than once?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Isani nodded. “Did the story not feel different?” 
 
    Voranna thought about it. One of the traveling bards had come through her town when she was a wee girl, and again some winters later. The man had told all new stories, all but one. She remembered the experience of hearing the familiar tale. On the second occasion, she had expected to feel certain ways as the story unfolded. She recalled now, however, that while the experience had been similar, it had not been exact. Characters she had hated before she now viewed differently. The hero was not so glorious, the villain not so dastardly. 
 
    Isani nodded again. “Just because you can now see into a man’s heart does not mean he is one thing. Even the best of men have mixed motives sometimes.” 
 
    “That means they are not the best of men,” Voranna said. 
 
    “Better than most, then,” Isani said. “If you are waiting for a golden-haired knight in shining armor to come riding into town, without a care for what happens to him, who never pauses to think of the consequences to self, you will be waiting a long time. Perhaps forever.” 
 
    “Then I shall wait forever.” 
 
    “Forever is a very long time, girl.” 
 
    Voranna did not respond. She had closed her heart to Wisag and did not now wish to reopen it. She had thought him so pure, noble, and virtuous … but the truth was, he was only looking out for himself. 
 
    “Besides,” Isani added, “I think the bards have it all backwards.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We are taught to think that good men do good things. But perhaps a man does good then becomes virtuous.” 
 
    “Why did you never take a husband?” Voranna asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Isani looked over at her. “What makes you think I did not?” 
 
    Voranna smiled. She could not picture Isani being a wife. The two lapsed into silence as the sun continued to rise. The town stirred to life. Men and boys with longbows appeared, quivers slung across their backs.  
 
    “I will need your aid for this,” Isani said.  
 
    Voranna froze. “I do not know how to hurry time.” 
 
    “Nor I.” 
 
    Voranna gasped. Their entire plan hinged on this. “But you said—” 
 
    “It was a manner of speaking,” the old witch said. “I cannot slow or hurry time itself. But I can muddle a man’s sense of it.” 
 
    Voranna shook her head. “I do not understand.” 
 
    “In your life, have you known hours to feel like seconds? Have you known minutes to feel like days?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But time marches steadily,” Isani noted. “Always in rhythm. And yet we experience it like it changes.” 
 
    Voranna was beginning to comprehend. “You will use your arts on Murrghad’s warriors then? Not on the flow of time?” 
 
    “Yes. Now listen. I need your aid.” 
 
    And Isani explained the art to Voranna as the town’s one hundred archers took to the battlements. The women and children gathered in the town square. In the event Murrghad’s warriors breached the gate, they would fall back into the main hall. The town was alive, everyone out now. The handful of Guards warmed up their bodies, swinging their swords in long, almost lazy loops. Voranna listened intently as Isani continued, hiding her growing apprehension. The old witch spoke for a long time, repeating many things over and over, and it was all Voranna could do just to follow along. 
 
    “Riders!” 
 
    Voranna tore her eyes from the old witch and gazed to the long plain. Twenty-five men rode in a wedge formation, the lead rider on point sitting a head taller than the rest. They wore dark red cloaks and helms that obscured their ghostly pale faces. Voranna’s stomach knotted. The world’s deadliest swordsmen rode hard toward them now. The plan for the women and children to retreat into the main hall was but a false comfort. If Murrghad’s undead warriors breached the town, all would be slaughtered. 
 
    Isani drew a deep breath and leaned even more heavily against the wall. “Voranna, this will be my last enchantment.” 
 
    Voranna’s heart sank. She had only just met Isani, her mentor, and had so much to learn.  
 
    “When I fall,” Isani said, “you must take over. Hold them as long as you can.” 
 
    Voranna shivered. The town’s archers made their bows plain to see, many drawing arrows from quivers. Two Guards climbed into the tower to stand beside Voranna and Isani, unsheathing their swords and holding them in plain sight. Below them, Voranna felt the thud of an immense wooden buttress jammed against the interior side of the wooden gate. 
 
    Murrghad’s warriors hauled back on their reins. The horsemen stopped twenty paces from the gate, well within bowshot. They were unafraid of these archers, knowing full well their lord could resurrect them from the dead if they were struck. 
 
    The lead rider removed his helm and Voranna recognized the man, Hetakor, from her visions. His eyes were blood red, his skin grey. His long hair glistened like silver. Hetakor smiled cruelly up at them. 
 
    “Open the gate, and I will only kill Wisag and the men from Yrlot who aided his escape,” Hetakor said. “No man, woman, or child from Lutre will be harmed.” 
 
    Isani’s bony hands gripped the wall, the knuckles turning white. In her mind, Voranna went through the rituals Isani had shared with her. She reached underneath the world, searching for the river of time. Thousands of life threads connected reality to the mighty flow. Voranna would never have been able to identify the threads of the twenty-five resurrected warriors, but Isani had explained how they would appear different. They stood out, a dark red, in stark contrast to the golden lines of the truly human. 
 
    “Hetakor,” Isani said. “We welcome you, the mightiest of warriors, to Lutre.” 
 
    Hetakor’s smile disappeared. “No tricks, witch. Bring me Wisag. Now.” 
 
    Voranna could not explain what she felt, but there was something like a shift. She felt it all around her. Keeping her mind’s eye on those twenty-five threads spanning reality and the river of time, she looked out over the warriors along the plain, trying to discern the shift. 
 
    “I will tell you where he is, Hetakor. And you will meet him,” Isani said. 
 
    Voranna felt the twenty-five threads shortening. The river of time, however, flowed on. 
 
    “Tell me now, hag,” Hetakor said. 
 
    The other riders stirred. Their heads swiveled, as if they had felt the same shift Voranna just had. 
 
    “I will tell you when I’m ready,” Isani said. “As you see, one hundred archers wait to loose their bows. And we have Guards standing ready inside. If you try to breach this gate, you will all be dead inside of a minute.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” Hetakor said, his cocksure smile returning. “And besides, we will just rise again. You can slow us down, but you cannot stop us.” 
 
    Isani smiled. “I know that, Hetakor. Now tell me what it is like. When you die, where do you go, and what does it feel like when Murrghad summons you?” 
 
    “He does not summon me!” Hetakor snapped. “He calls. I answer because I wish.” 
 
    “He is your master now, and a dark one at that,” Isani said. “It is true what they say, the loftier the man, the harder the fall.” 
 
    Hetakor drew his sword. “We will cut you down, hag! We will slay all those children hiding in there! Now tell me where Wisag is.” 
 
    “You will not slay anyone inside these walls.” Isani raised a hand and curled it. “Unless you want a curse laid upon your soul.” 
 
    “You think I fear your magic? I have Murrghad! He is more powerful than you have ever been.” Murrghad laughed cruelly. “Or will ever be.” 
 
    Voranna’s eyes drifted over the deadly warriors, and she realized now what she had noticed before. 
 
    It was the shadows! 
 
    In the morning the sun had risen behind them, casting long shadows across the plain. But now they were all gone. The plain was in full light, the sun high overhead. Glancing up, Voranna saw the sun sliding across the blue sky. It did not normally move like ... Looking left and right, the archers along the battlement shot back and forth, moving quickly, skittish like squirrels. 
 
    Focus on the threads! Isani’s voice echoed in her mind. 
 
    Voranna renewed her concentration, discovering that several of the warrior’s life threads had started to lengthen again. Their connection to time was returning to normal. 
 
    Voranna took a deep breath and repeated the rituals in her mind till she grasped those threads once more. She began shortening them again, but then other threads began to lengthen. 
 
    She was suddenly very tired.  
 
    Every time she switched her focus, some threads began to lengthen once more. She could not keep them all as short as they wanted. Dimly she was aware of Isani continuing her conversation with Hetakor. The old witch spoke in a slow, soothing voice that was mesmerizing. 
 
    Voranna could not help herself. She returned to reality and glimpsed the plain once more. Now the sun was beginning to get in her eyes, the shadows coming at them from the forest. 
 
    “Tell me where he is!” Hetakor roared. “Or we will come inside!” 
 
    “He has gone,” Isani said. “He rides to kill your master now.” 
 
    Hetakor smirked. “Coward that he is. He must have only just left. We will ride him down before he gets halfway.” 
 
    Isani groaned. “You will.” 
 
    Voranna’s senses were sharpened in this moment, and she felt the pain that ripped through the old witch as if it had been her own.  
 
    Isani’s voice grew firm again. “You will try, Hetakor. And you will fail.” 
 
    “But first,” Hetakor said. “We will kill you for delaying us. All of you.” 
 
    “You won’t,” Isani said, slumping against the wall. Voranna desperately clung to the life threads of Murrghad’s warriors, but she could only hold onto a few at once. She would clutch one, shorten it, and five more would grow quickly.  
 
    And she was exhausted. Voranna realized that she too was leaning heavily against the wall. Now she felt the hand of the Guard, propping her up. 
 
    “And why won’t I come in there and kill you all?” Hetakor asked. “Like I said, Murrghad will simply raise us again if we die.” 
 
    “You won’t attack us,” Isani explained, her voice so weak now, “because you have already lost too much time. You must ride hard for the Thultic Mountains.” 
 
    Hetakor frowned. “Wisag just left. We will overtake them easily, for we are powered by Murrghad.” 
 
    “No.” Isani shook her head. “He did not just leave.” 
 
    Voranna fell to her knees, her legs no longer able to keep her upright. The threads were lengthening, all of them nearly back to normal. 
 
    Hetakor pointed his sword at the witch. “Speak plainly.” 
 
    Isani forced a grin through her immense pain. “Wisag left yesterday morning. You are two days behind him now.” 
 
    “We have only been speaking for a few minutes,” Hetakor said, slyly grinning. “You think you can fool us like children?” 
 
    “I think I already have,” Isani said. “For it is midnight.” 
 
    Voranna could no longer hold any of the threads. She gave up trying to grasp any of them and returned fully to the moment. The moon was now high overhead, and a chill wind slashed across the plain. 
 
    Hetakor started, his horse groaning. Many of his men slid out of their saddles and rubbed their legs vigorously. Some fell to the ground, unable to stand. They had been sitting their mounts all day long without realizing it. 
 
    “WITCH!” Hetakor roared. “I will kill you for this!” 
 
    But Isani did not answer. Voranna gazed over at the old woman. Isani’s one good eye stared lifelessly at her.  
 
    Voranna tried to stand back up, but her legs had no strength left. “Help me.” 
 
    One of the Guards in the tower put his hands under her shoulders and hoisted her. Voranna leaned against the wall once more. Torchlight and moonlight illuminated the plain. Hetakor was barking orders at his men, but all their exhaustion and soreness hit them at once. 
 
    “You have no time,” Voranna called out. “Linger here, and Wisag and his warriors will reach your master before you can intercept them!” 
 
    Hetakor grabbed the reins of his horse. 
 
    “Wisag will kill Murrghad,” Voranna said, her voice hoarse even though she had hardly uttered a word all day. “And when he does, all of you will cease to be. The gods will prohibit you from reentering Vastagi. Your souls will wander forever, your minds will descend into madness! You have no time to waste here in Lutre. You must to the Thultic Mountains now!” 
 
    Hetakor raised his sword at her. “After we have killed Wisag and his men, we will return. We will take every woman, murder every child, torture every man, and then we will burn this place to the ground!” 
 
    Voranna closed her eyes and hung her head. She had to sleep. She was so, so tired. 
 
    “Wisag will kill your master,” Voranna said, though her voice was so weak she doubted the man could hear her. “He and … his fifty …” 
 
    She slumped to the ground and passed out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    “Will Skodan come this night?” 
 
    Wisag saddled his mount before turning to the man who’d approached. He was one of the young Guards from Yrlot … Wisag could not remember the man’s name even though he had just met him. 
 
    But the last week had been a whirlwind, and he had met many people. Still, he was ashamed he could not recall the name, when this man rode with him into battle. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “He is a great teacher,” the young man said and, finally, the name came to Wisag. 
 
    “Yes, Attulis.” Wisag rubbed his beast’s flank, the animal flinching. They had pushed the horses too hard. “He is.” 
 
    Be a leader. 
 
    “You are good with a sword,” Wisag said, noting how the man stood a little taller. 
 
    Attulis’s smile faded quickly, however. “I have much more to learn. I hope Skodan comes this night.” 
 
    “As do I.” Wisag knew he had to change the subject. Last twilight, Skodan had not shown and now Wisag feared their time with the shade was at an end, just when they needed him the most. But he didn’t want the men thinking about that. “Are you from Yrlot?” 
 
    Attulis shook his head. His friend … Wytoc … saw the two of them speaking and made his way over. 
 
    Attulis said, “I come from the northlands. When the fever took my parents, I came south and Wytoc’s family took me in.” 
 
    “We are cousins,” Wytoc explained, then looked away for a moment before returning his gaze to Wisag. “Warrior, can we really defeat Murrghad?” 
 
    Doubt filled their eyes, and Wisag, not expecting the sudden change of subject, hesitated a moment. 
 
    “We can and we will,” Wisag said. “With swordsmen like you, we will.” 
 
    Neither man seemed satisfied with that answer. Wisag thumped them both on the shoulder. “Believe in yourselves, believe in your brothers, and we will do this.” 
 
    It was all he could think to say. Before Attulis or Wytoc could ask him any more questions, he mounted his horse and signaled for everyone to move. 
 
    They rode on. In the afternoon they reached Ulham, the town where Wisag had rescued Eldria. The place had been devastated but they found five tamed horses in the nearby meadow, having gotten out of the stables before the fire took them too. They exchanged their five most tired beasts for these and rode on. 
 
    When they came to flat plains, they rode hard. When they reached hills, they dismounted to give their horses a break. They stopped to eat for a quarter hour only, just long enough to rest the horses, then they went on. The animals were pushed beyond their limits, but the warriors had no choice. Murrghad’s men were coming for them. Wisag just hoped that Voranna and Isani’s planned sorcery in Lutre worked. They needed all the lead they could get against Hetakor, for his troop’s horses were also powered by Murrghad’s dark sorcery. 
 
    They reached another forest as the sun began to set. They climbed off their horses and walked them through the trees. Wisag wanted to clear the wood so they could start at a full gallop in the morning, but as darkness descended there was no end in sight to the forest.  
 
    “Wisag,” Callotrox said. “We must stop or the animals will die.” 
 
    “I know,” Wisag muttered, but kept going. 
 
    He walked on, the men tired and straggling behind him. He was weary beyond words, but he kept going. 
 
    “Horse,” Callotrox said, approaching him again. “We must stop now.” 
 
    Wisag cursed, but he knew his friend was right. They were in the midst of the forest, Wisag having no idea how much farther they had to go. He tied his horse to a tree. 
 
    “I will scout ahead,” Wisag said. “Perhaps I can find a path, and tomorrow we will start early.” 
 
    Callotrox smiled, but his eyes belied his exhaustion. “Yes. Good idea.” 
 
    “Tell the men to practice,” Wisag said. 
 
    “I think you should tell them yourself,” Callotrox said. 
 
    He knew Callotrox was right. He had pushed the men beyond their limits and feared he was turning into a tyrant, like all the blue-blooded lords and the king himself. For a moment he considered heeding his friend’s advice, but then he saw Gimor and Galen, the two brothers Callotrox had brought, arguing with each other.  
 
    Wisag did not have the energy to break it up. 
 
    “You are better with words than me.” Wisag turned away. “Just tell them to practice, Callotrox. Or to rest. Whichever.” 
 
    Without allowing for further discussion, Wisag turned on dead legs and walked on. Behind him, the men began to set up camp in a sheltered hollow. Callotrox’s always calm voice drifted through the trees, as his friend somehow managed to calm Gimor and Galen. 
 
    The half moon bathed the forest in a ghostly silver light as he went on. Wisag could find no path, nor could he find an end to the bloody wood. Many times he almost gave up and returned to the camp. But stubbornly he went on. He just could not face the men yet. 
 
    A knot of clouds obscured the moon, and a mist rose in the forest. Like armor it clung to his knees and slowed his progress. But he kept going for he had to find a path. 
 
    The mist thickened. A tree branch smacked him in the face, blind as he was to it. Wisag cursed and stumbled on. Then the moonlight began to return, the clouds above parting. But the mist hung stubbornly in the night air. An unseen, jutting root tripped him up. Wisag had to stop, leaning heavily against a dead oak tree. 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose and willed himself to go on, but he had no strength left. The ground, mist-covered, called out to him to lay down. 
 
    While riding, with one eye on the horizon ahead and the one behind, Wisag had had no time to think. But now, bone-weary, his mind began to run. 
 
    What am I doing? 
 
    He was leading these men to their deaths. 
 
    He had tried training them when the shade of Skodan did not appear. He had tried recalling his father’s lessons, but he knew the sword intuitively and found it difficult to explain what he did without thinking. They looked to him for leadership, but he felt he was letting them down. They rode to their death for him and he … 
 
    “What am I doing?” 
 
    “Wisag.” 
 
    His looked up, expecting to find Callotrox. 
 
    But it was not his friend. 
 
    “Skodan?” 
 
    Wisag gaped at the shade. Skodan seemed more substance tonight than ever before. Almost flesh and blood. 
 
    Skodan strode forward, meeting him by the dead oak tree. The mist swirled around them. Wisag realized he was dreaming. 
 
    “Why haven’t you come at dusk?” Wisag demanded, unable to hide his frustration, his fear, and his growing hopelessness. 
 
    “I have come now,” Skodan said. 
 
    “I cannot train the men.” Wisag shook his head. “I don’t know how. I cannot lead them either.” 
 
    “I will train them,” Skodan said. “And you will lead.” 
 
    “An hour with you each day is not enough.” 
 
    Skodan said, “That is why I am here.” 
 
    “Now?” Wisag frowned, looking over his shoulder. “The men need their rest. We have stopped no more than four hours in the last day.” 
 
    “Wisag.” Skodan put his hand on Wisag’s shoulder. “I have come back.” 
 
    There was a weight to Skodan’s hand. 
 
    Skodan was touching him. 
 
    Touching him. 
 
    “How? How are you here right now?” 
 
    “It does not matter,” Skodan said. “I ride with you now.” 
 
    “I cannot believe it!” 
 
    Skodan smiled. “We have work to do.” 
 
    Suddenly rejuvenated, Wisag led Skodan back through the wood. The mist dissipated and Wisag moved quickly, his energy boundless. At the sight of the campfire, Wisag broke into a run. All the men rose when he appeared. Many tired eyes gazed upon him. Just as many eyes carried defeat inside them. 
 
    But at the sight of Skodan, everything changed. 
 
    “You do not look a shade, warrior,” Callotrox said. 
 
    Captain Lendrius made the sign of the horn. 
 
    Darren wept, not embarrassed that the other men saw him cry. “My lord.” 
 
    They began to cheer him. 
 
    Skodan stood tall. “Now I ride with you!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They went on. The countryside grew wilder. They passed several farmsteads, then a small, nameless settlement of only four families. All of the houses were abandoned. It must have been these people that Murrghad first abducted. 
 
    With Skodan in their company, the men now looked forward to sword training. They barely rested, using every spare waking moment to learn from the great swordsman. Wisag watched in wonder as amateur fighters changed into fierce warriors in only a matter of days. The transformation was stunning, and the men were reenergized despite the long slog to the Thultic Mountains. 
 
    The horses, on the other hand, were not so energetic. Several collapsed from sheer exhaustion. Two fell and died. The replacements they had brought along from Lutre had not carried men, but they had run the whole way too and so were not exactly fresh. Still, the company had covered more ground than Wisag thought possible and, when the new day dawned, the Thultic Mountains could be seen on the western horizon. 
 
    “How much farther?” Wisag asked. 
 
    “Three days,” Skodan said. 
 
    “If the gods favor us,” Ollax said. 
 
    Skodan shot him a look full of meaning. “Do not seek their favor, warrior. Make your own way.” 
 
    There was more behind Skodan’s words, but Wisag got the sense the old man did not wish to discuss it. And besides, everyone was tired and needed their sleep. 
 
    They had only rested for a few hours the previous evening, setting out long before the sun rose behind them. Wisag rode beside Skodan, and when they had a moment alone, Wisag finally brought up what was bothering him. 
 
    “Voranna spoke of fifty men,” he said. “We are only thirty-six.” 
 
    “We are what we are,” Skodan said, gazing at him. “Accept it and move on.” 
 
    It was not the answer he’d been hoping for. But he knew he would not get another. “How did you return?” 
 
    The old warrior smirked. “I made a deal.” 
 
    Skodan called the men forward for another training session before Wisag could ask more questions. Today he demonstrated advanced techniques with Wisag. The men begged to see them fight for real, not just go through the motions. But Skodan put an end to that quickly: 
 
    “At this point we must conserve our strength for our battle with Murrghad.” 
 
    “What is our strategy?” Darren asked. “He will have nearly two hundred warriors waiting for us. How do we defeat them?” 
 
    Skodan did not answer. Instead he turned to Wisag. 
 
    “Warrior?” 
 
    Wisag was shocked to find Skodan deferring to him. And then his mind began to race. In truth he had only the thinnest of strategies. 
 
    “We are mounted. It gives us some advantage. Though you can all do the sums in your head. We are outnumbered four to one,” he said. “The men we slay will not stay dead. They will likely rise within minutes of being struck down. We have only one course open to us. We must blitz. Attack quickly, do not allow Murrghad’s warriors to form a shield wall. We ride hard into his lair. As hard as we can. Kill his warriors along the way if you must, but do not stop. Do not ever stop riding. Our only chance of winning this battle is by killing Murrghad and by killing him quickly. Then his warriors fall for the last time. We must cut off the head of the snake.” 
 
    The men were slow to nod, each realizing how flimsy his plan was. Wisag did not know the terrain, or how Murrghad’s warriors would react, or where Murrghad himself would be specifically. 
 
    “How do we find him?” Darren asked. 
 
    “Follow the light of the dark fire,” Wisag said, knowing it was a vague command. “His sorcery is powered by the energy locked deep within the granite of the Thultic. It leaves a trace. This dark fire will lead us right to the man.” 
 
    “Can he be killed?” Ollax called out. 
 
    “He is just a man,” Wisag said. “Now we practice!” 
 
    They trained for half an hour, ate quickly, and then resumed their mounts. Soon they traversed long sloping hills that seemed to rise forever and fall quickly. In the distance, the blue-grey granite rock of the Thultic Mountains grew. Few words passed between the men during the riding now. They seemed to be out of things to say, even Callotrox. Wisag’s old friend rode beside him but his eyes stayed grimly locked ahead. 
 
    Well after midnight, clouds obscured the moon and, coming out of a glen to discover a thin wood, they were forced to stop for lack of sight. They rested for several hours. Wisag stood the watch, his heavy eyes lingering the direction they had come from. Every moment he expected to find Hetakor and his riders burst out of the visual horizon. But that night, the deathless warrior did not appear. 
 
    A murky dawn came and it provided enough light they could lead their mounts through the wood. But it was slow going, for a dense fog had risen as well, reducing visibility to only a few feet. Wisag walked on dead legs through the vapor. 
 
    Finally the sun burned the fog away. The wood grew even thinner, and then they came to another glen, and then another, and then Wisag lost track of how many they had passed through. Skodan rode beside him now, sitting impossibly tall in his saddle, long iron grey hair flowing behind him in the breeze as the sun continued to ascend. Wisag eyed the rest of the men. Dark bags semi-circled their eyes and Ollax slumped in his saddle, overcome by sleep. It was not until he almost fell that he jolted awake. 
 
    They rode on. And on. 
 
    That night they stopped to rest. Skodan dismounted and approached the men, but Wisag jumped up to stand before him. 
 
    “Tonight we rest,” Wisag ordered. “Fully.” 
 
    Skodan gave him a long, withering look, but Wisag stood his ground. The men needed their rest. He looked past Skodan and pointed. 
 
    “The Thultic is a day, maybe two, farther,” Wisag noted. “This might be our last opportunity to get a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    Skodan whirled and stalked off. Wisag frowned, wondering why the man acted a child. It seemed out of character. He looked back at the men, who were already finding comfortable places on the grass to lay down. All of them—every single one, Darren included—smiled gratefully at him, and Wisag knew he had done the right thing. 
 
    “I will take the first watch,” he said. “You men get some rest.” 
 
    Callotrox was asleep almost before Wisag had finished speaking. Wisag left the men to find Skodan. The old warrior had walked some fifty paces ahead and gazed at the looming Thultic. Wisag had been all over Braedhait, but never this far west. The range was so tall, it was said if a man reached the summit, he would find himself in Vastagi. 
 
    Though they had at least a day’s ride, the Thultic loomed impossibly large. Skodan must have heard him approaching, but the old warrior did not turn around. 
 
    Wisag stopped beside him. “The men needed their—” 
 
    Skodan turned with a smile. “Yes, they needed their rest.” 
 
    “If you think that too, why did you call for training?” 
 
    “Because they need their training as well.” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “A moment ago, you wanted to murder me. Now you smile.” 
 
    “It was all an act,” Skodan explained. “I wanted them to see you stand up to me, Wisag. They must know you lead.” 
 
    Wisag threw his head back and laughed. “Some leader! I have no idea what I’m doing.” 
 
    “You are doing much better than you think.” Skodan finally turned to him. “We will reach the Thultic tomorrow night.” 
 
    “I feel,” Wisag began, “that I walk in a dream, Skodan. You and I squabbled in a tavern one night, and I fell asleep. Perhaps I sleep now, having fallen into a stupor. I have seen it before. It happened to a woman in Belsta. She fell asleep, did not die, and did not wake. Her husband tried to feed her but she would take no porridge. He poured drops of water down her throat to slake her thirst, but she choked every time.” 
 
    Skodan said nothing. 
 
    Wisag continued. “She lasted much longer than anyone expected. For a month she lay in her bed, unmoving and dead to the world but not dead. Finally she passed, after withering away. It seemed a terrible death. Is that what’s happening to me right now?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Skodan asked. 
 
    “I have the taste,” Wisag said. “I am not ashamed of it. It is just a thing I was born with, like some babes are born missing a limb or some women are moon-touched. Perhaps I drank too much ale and slipped into a similar stupor.” 
 
    “And you think you wither away somewhere?” Skodan asked. “With, perhaps Callotrox, sitting by your bedside?” 
 
    “I am speaking to a man I killed a month ago,” Wisag said. “I carry Wyetgerd’s bloody Ax. I lead a force of men I hardly know to stand against a dark wizard who can raise long-dead warriors from their revelry in Vastagi. And you breathe again.” 
 
    Skodan smiled. “I carry a sword again.” 
 
    Wisag tore his eyes from the man, for he knew this was all happening. He was not locked in a stupor. “I have taken the first watch. You can rest.” 
 
    Skodan shook his head, his smile slipping. And when he spoke, his words were heavy. “I will rest soon enough. Now go. Rest.” 
 
    Wisag was about to protest, but Skodan held up a battle-scarred hand. 
 
    “Rest.” 
 
    Wisag walked on dead legs back to the camp. He slumped to the ground and was asleep immediately. Voranna came to him in his dreams, but it was the Voranna he had first met. The one with both eyes, the one who smiled at him with nothing but love and admiration. They stood in a glen, alone, the sun skimming the horizon and her skin aglow. They did not speak. He took her hand. As he leaned in to taste her lips, Voranna’s smile vanished and she pulled away. 
 
    “You must wake now, Warrior,” she said coldly. A bandage formed over her ruined eye. 
 
    “Voranna,” he said, his voice echoing. He knew he was still dreaming, but he also knew this was the real Voranna. She could hear him. “Voranna, I love you.” 
 
    She closed her eye and turned away. “In the same way you loved Ravenna?” 
 
    Wisag frowned.  
 
    “Her father said you could not marry her, and you simply left Belsta?” Voranna asked. “Is that the act of a man desperately in love?” 
 
    Wisag felt the shame of it all again. He had wanted to carry Ravenna off in the dead of night. But pride had stopped him. 
 
    “She would not go with me,” Wisag said. 
 
    “You asked her to openly defy her father,” Voranna said. “You asked her to leave with you with the man standing right there.” 
 
    “If she loved me—” 
 
    “You know she did,” Voranna said. “You knew it, but your pride demanded too much of her.” 
 
    He turned away from her. “You will grow into a bitter old woman if all you do is look for the worst in people. You will grow callow and cold if you only interpret actions in the worst possible light.” 
 
    “I do not need to interpret anything,” Voranna said. “I see into a man’s heart.” 
 
    “Just because you can see, does not mean—” 
 
    “You must wake now,” she repeated. “Hetakor and his men are drawing near. Now wake.” 
 
    Wisag sat up. The dawn had not come yet. Captain Lendrius sat nearby, having taken the watch with Skodan. 
 
    Both men saw the panic that must have filled his eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” Lendrius asked. “A vision?” 
 
    “We ride now,” Wisag said. “Hetakor is close.” 
 
    Lendrius jumped to, quickly rousing the men. They were riding hard in five minutes. Skodan led, while Wisag fell into the rear position to keep an eye behind them. 
 
    They are close, Voranna’s voice echoed. You must not stop today. 
 
    Wisag grimaced. The men would ride all day and then launch an attack without any rest. It was far from ideal. 
 
    Can you help us? Wisag thought. Give us and our beasts strength?  
 
    I will do everything I can. 
 
    I am sorry, Wisag thought. I am sorry I am not the man you thought I was. 
 
    A long, dreadful silence followed. Wisag tried to force his mind from Voranna, back to the terrible battle that would be joined that evening if the gods favored them. But he could not think about it. He kept picturing her in his mind, her face half-turned away to hide her ruined eye. 
 
    I am not worthy of this Ax. But I carry it. I am not worthy to lead these men. But I do. I never desired to stand against a dark wizard and defy the King. But I ride for the Thultic now. 
 
    There was still no answer. 
 
    Remember that, when you gaze so critically into my heart, Voranna. There is a reason we judge men by their actions. 
 
    She did not answer. 
 
    The day wore on. Some of the men called out for a rest, but Wisag ordered them to continue and eat while riding. In the afternoon, Wisag glanced over his shoulder and saw riders dotting the horizon. Hetakor and his men. 
 
    “No stopping now!” Wisag shouted ahead. One-by-one his warriors turned in their saddles to look back. They saw the deathless riders themselves and each urged their mounts to go faster. 
 
    The sun began to dip, now getting in their eyes and blinding them in their approach to the Thultic. Wisag was so tired, his legs numb from all the riding. He yearned to stop and rub some sensation back into them. But they could not stop now. 
 
    You will come to a fork, Voranna spoke in his mind. Take the southerly course. 
 
    “South at the fork!” Wisag yelled. 
 
    Hetakor’s men began to gain upon them as the sun touched the peak of the Thultic. Skodan and Lendrius, at the front of the line, bent to the south, disappearing behind some trees ahead. Wisag glanced back. 
 
    Hetakor was gaining. 
 
    They were not going to make it. 
 
    Do not lose hope, Voranna spoke. You are close now. 
 
    We are only thirty-six. Wisag faced forward again. He leaned into the bend, his tired horse nearly losing its footing. The beast frothed at the mouth, its bloodshot eyes wild. It was going to die. 
 
    You will have fifty, Voranna spoke. I saw it before. I still see it. 
 
    Wisag shook his head. We are all going to die. 
 
    “HO!” 
 
    The trail straightened ahead as they entered the first rocky pass of the Thultic. His riders slowed and came to a stop. Wisag could not see past them. 
 
    “DON’T STOP!” Wisag shouted, fearing the worst, fearing Murrghad’s warriors had surprised them with a shield wall this far from the wizard’s lair while Hetakor’s troop closed swiftly behind them. “FIGHT THROUGH THEM! DO NOT STOP!” 
 
    Wisag urged his mount forward, pushing his way through. He came to the front of the group, Skodan and Darren and Callotrox waiting there.  
 
    “Why have we—” 
 
    Wisag saw past his company. Fourteen men-at-arms. Fourteen swordsmen. Fourteen warriors. They each wore different garb, each carried different blades. Some of them wielded short swords. His father had once told Wisag about them. They were called gladius, or gladii. His father had once— 
 
    “They are here to help us,” Skodan said, smiling.  
 
    One man stepped forward of the bunch. Skodan dismounted and rushed forward to meet him. 
 
    “This is Elgric,” Skodan said. “My oldest friend. He has led them here to aid us. They have come from Vastagi!” 
 
    Wisag shook his head in disbelief. He knew of the man called Elgric, for he was part of many of the stories that traveled Braedhait. It was rumored Skodan and Elgric had been the closest of friends, but Elgric later grew jealous and bitter toward Skodan after he had claimed the Ax. But watching them now, the two men appeared to be the best of friends. 
 
    “Horse,” Callotrox said, putting a hand on Wisag’s shoulder. “Look.” 
 
    Wisag gazed at the fourteen warriors approaching them, trying to find the one that Callotrox had already spotted. 
 
    Then he saw. 
 
    The man smiled lovingly up at him. He walked proudly, his shoulders back.  
 
    “Men,” the man called out. “This is my boy. This is my Wisag. He is the Warrior now. He carries the Ax!” 
 
    The newcomers all cheered, and Wisag’s warriors joined in.  
 
    Wisag slid from his saddle and ran to his father, Erwyn. The two men embraced. Tears clouded Wisag’s eyes. 
 
    “Father …” He drew a deep breath. “Father …” 
 
    “My son.” Erwyn held his boy. “I am so proud.” 
 
    They stared at each other. Not as father and son, but man-to-man.  
 
    Wisag shook his head. “You have given up Vastagi to come here. Haven’t you?” 
 
    Erwyn just smiled. “I have given up nothing and gained everything, Wisag. The gods struck a bad bargain.” 
 
    “Tell me you can go back,” Wisag said, not wanting the burden of this. “Tell me the Pirrayus will open for you again!” 
 
    Erwyn squeezed his shoulder. “If ever you become a father, you will understand. But know this, Wisag. I gave up eternity to have one more day with you. And I would do it again. And again. And always. I would always make the same decision.” 
 
    Wisag’s gratitude was overwhelming. He did not deserve such love. As a son, he had been a constant problem for his father: reckless, stubborn, heedless. 
 
    “There isn’t much time, son,” Erwyn said, lowering his voice. “Lead us.” 
 
    Wisag smiled through the tears and faced the men. The arrival of fourteen more warriors, all of them legendary, lifted their weary spirits. Now they were fifty, as Voranna had promised. 
 
    But not all of them had horses. Ten men would have to run the rest of the way. But if the remaining forty waited for them, Murrghad’s larger force would be ready and Hetakor’s troop would close the gap …  
 
    Wisag realized he had to give a terrible order. Glancing quickly at Skodan, he realized the old man had already seen the problem. Skodan nodded, as if encouraging him to give the order. 
 
    “I need ten men to remain here and harass Hetakor as his troop comes through,” Wisag said. “The rest of us will ride hard for Murrghad’s lair.” 
 
    “I will stay,” Elgric said immediately. “I owe Hetakor for this.” 
 
    He pointed to a long scar on his cheek. Wisag saw the ghost of a smile touch Skodan’s lips. Captain Lendrius jumped off his horse, landing on stiff legs. 
 
    “Here.” Lendrius held the reins out to Erwyn. “Ride with your son.” 
 
    Erwyn nodded. “Much gratitude.” 
 
    Wisag watched as eight more men volunteered to surprise Hetakor’s troop. He knew he should say something, just one more thing, to rally the men, but time was so short. He mounted his tired horse once more. 
 
    “We must cut off the head,” Wisag said. “If you find yourself alone in the Thultic, and we have not won the day yet, follow the light of the dark fire. It will lead you straight to the wizard Murrghad. Kill him, and we end this forever. We will make sure no more young girls are ripped away from home to be led to the slaughter! Murrghad’s Terror ends here!” 
 
    Everyone raised a sword and cheered. Then Wisag turned west once more, to face the looming vastness of the Thultic Mountains. As the sun disappeared behind the tallest peak, an unearthly purple glow filled the pass. 
 
    The dark fire. 
 
    Wisag sheathed his sword and reached over a shoulder. He gripped Wyetgerd’s Ax and raised it above his head. 
 
    “Do not stop again! Ride hard! Do not stop until Murrghad is dead!” 
 
    When he lowered the Ax, the riders burst forward with renewed vigor.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    As a boy, when he practiced the sword, Wisag had imagined countless times riding into battle with his father. But now that it was actually happening, he could not believe it. 
 
    “Father,” Wisag said, as their horses thundered ahead. They were close now. Soon they would come around a bend. The dark fire’s glow was very bright that way. “I do not know what to say.” 
 
    “You do not have to say anything, son,” Erwyn said, a broad smile brightening his features. “This is going to be the best day of my life!” 
 
    Callotrox rode beside them. His friend had been well on his way to prospering as a merchant with his father. Callotrox could have easily turned away from this conflict and gone south with his family to grow fat and rich and content. Instead he had decided to risk everything for Wisag. 
 
    Darren rode just ahead of him, next to Skodan. Wisag marveled at how he had loathed the former squire, but now respected Darren so much. Darren had toiled for years to succeed Skodan as the bearer of Wyetgerd’s Ax. But that had not come to pass. Instead, a drunken arse of a young man had challenged his master to single combat and gotten lucky during the fight. The Ax that Darren had worked so hard for, the weapon that he probably deserved, belonged to someone else, and that must have been a bitter liquor to swallow. And though Darren had not liked him—and probably still did not—the man rode for the Thultic too, right toward a very certain death. 
 
    Wisag took in the others around him. Ollax, the young man who had insulted him upon their first meeting, now looked to him for leadership and inspiration. The Guards from both Yrlot and Lutre looked up to him.  
 
    If I die today, he thought, it would not be so bad. 
 
    You must not, Voranna’s voice echoed. You must not fail here. 
 
    Wisag smiled as they cleared the last bend. The ground flattened and stretched into a small plain leading to a cave at the foot of the Thultic. The purple glow was strongest there, the cave illuminated from within. 
 
    “THERE!” he yelled.  
 
    There was no sign of Murrghad’s warriors. A few hundred paces separated them from the mouth of the cave, that so looked like a gateway to hell with its strange purple light. Wisag urged his horse one last time. 
 
    And then Murrghad’s men appeared. They flowed out of the cave like water, forming a shield wall instantly. There were at least two hundred. 
 
    Wisag bellowed as loud as he could.  
 
    “Ride right through them!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Elgric shouted the order to spring their trap as Hetakor’s troop of riders came through the pass. From both sides, the ten men attacked. Using surprise to their advantage, they slayed half of Murrghad’s riders in the first moment, unhorsing several more. 
 
    A silver-haired man Elgric knew from Vastagi came at him. He carried two gladii and launched a vicious attack. Elgric spun and sliced through the man’s neck. The silver-haired warrior carrying the ancient swords fell to the ground, dead once more. 
 
    Elgric surveyed the battle. 
 
    Hetakor and his men had quickly rallied. Still horsed, the legendary warrior who bore Wyetgerd’s Ax before Skodan struck down three men with ease, as if he were fighting boys swinging their first sword. Elgric fought his way over to the man as his brothers fell to the greater, and mounted, troop. In the melee, Hetakor was knocked from his horse, but the man executed a perfect tumble. Rolling and springing back to his feet, Hetakor smiled as Elgric approached.  
 
    “Finally, you are man enough to face me alone!” Hetakor said, smirking. 
 
    Elgric dipped his head. “And finally, all will know I am better than you.” 
 
    Hetakor laughed haughtily. Elgric’s warriors fought valiantly, keeping Hetakor’s resurrected men at bay, while Elgric and Hetakor squared off. 
 
    “Skodan’s not here to help you,” Hetakor said. “How long do you think you’ll last?” 
 
    “Longer than you,” Elgric said.  
 
    Hetakor shook his head. “Even if you land a lucky strike, I will rise again. As for you, well, you will lose everything. Not just your renewed life, but also your place in Vastagi.” 
 
    “And you, Hetakor.” Elgric shrugged like it was nothing. “You only rise again so long as your master lives.” 
 
    Hetakor’s smile twisted. “He is not my master.” 
 
    Elgric smiled, seeing he had gotten under the man’s skin. “You lived your whole life beholden to no man, not even the King himself. Now you return to be someone’s puppet. He can raise you from the dead, yes. But he can also cut your strings whenever it pleases him. And the puppet will rise no more.” 
 
    “I am no puppet!” Hetakor roared. 
 
    He lunged. Death had not slowed Hetakor down. If anything he moved faster than ever before. Elgric blocked and backed away, blocked and sidestepped, while around him his men fell. Hetakor gave him little opportunity to attack, displaying an inhuman stamina. Elgric knew then, as he had known so many years ago, that he was outclassed. The men’s swords clashed and locked together, giving Elgric a moment to breathe. 
 
    “I have enjoyed this,” Hetakor said. “But now you lose.” 
 
    “I have won. My goal was to delay you.” Elgric smiled. “My friends have time to kill your master now. Enjoy your last moments of life.” 
 
    Hetakor pushed Elgric back and attacked again. Elgric slipped and managed to slice through Hetakor’s thigh, opening a wound that bled. Hetakor gaped at the injury. 
 
    Elgric smiled, touching the scar on his cheek. 
 
    “I owed you that, you whoreson!” 
 
    Hetakor raised his sword once more. Elgric had gotten back to his feet and now began to believe in himself. He had scored a hit on the mighty Hetakor—perhaps the man was beatable. 
 
    Hetakor waited for him to attack. Elgric could feel the momentum of the fight begin to shift. Vaguely he was aware of his men all around him, still warding off Hetakor’s warriors. He heard someone shout the word No, but he was too focused on Hetakor to pay it any mind. He stepped forward and— 
 
    A blade pierced his back and drove through his torso.  
 
    Elgric, stupefied, looked down at the sword jutting from his chest. The blood came first, then the unbelievable pain hit him. Elgric slumped to his knees as the sword was retracted. With a knowing futility, he tried to plug the gaping hole in his chest, but blood poured out over his hands. 
 
    “How can you and your men beat us?” Hetakor asked, his voice distant even though he only stood a few feet away. 
 
    Elgric looked up, seeing not just Hetakor standing before him, but also finding the silver-haired warrior with the two gladii. He had killed the man only a minute ago, but now the silver-haired swordsman stood there. 
 
    “As soon as you kill us, we rise again.” Hetakor smiled. “Your friends are doomed, just like you, Elgric. You and yours will wander the afterlife forever.” 
 
    Elgric tore his eyes from Hetakor, seeing dead men coming back to life. One-by-one his brothers fell to unexpected blades, much like he just had. Not anticipating swords wielded by men they had just killed, they died the worst of deaths. 
 
    Elgric forced a smile. “I have beaten you, Hetakor. I have given Wisag and Skodan enough time.” 
 
    Hetakor returned an even crueler smile. “No one can kill Murrghad, as your friends will soon discover. For he is a better swordsman than me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Lendrius turned away from the grim scene as Elgric, a man he had boyish admiration for, slumped to the ground. Lendrius killed another warrior, but as he did, a man dead moments ago stirred to life, pushing himself up off the ground. Lendrius backed away as Hetakor’s troop made short work of the remaining warriors.  
 
    Hetakor sneered at him. “And who are you?” 
 
    “Lendrius,” he said, backing away as twenty-five swordsmen approached. 
 
    Lendrius saw his end coming. Twenty-five of the deadliest blades drawing closer, and closer still. There was no escape. All he could do now was draw this moment out, for he stood between these men and his brothers who rode hard for the Thultic. 
 
    “I will forget you before you are dead,” Hetakor said, slinging the oldest of insults at him. 
 
    “If I cared what a whoreson like you thought, I would be no man,” Lendrius said. 
 
    Hetakor smirked, his eyes gleaming with murder. 
 
    Lendrius raised his weapon, preparing for the inevitable. He had often dreamed of a good death, as all swordsmen did. And he was absolutely certain this was it. One standing against twenty-five, ready to take a blade so that others might live. This was not death. 
 
    This was life. 
 
    Then one of the startled horses burst through the line of Hetakor’s troop. He realized as the beast charged toward him his chance. Grabbing the pommel, he hoisted himself atop the animal and then held on for dear life as the horse, mad with fear, galloped toward the Thultic. 
 
    Lendrius could still help. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Out of a habit honed over many winters, Skodan reached over his shoulder for Wyetgerd’s Ax. But his hand found only air, for Wisag carried it now. Smiling to himself, even as he charged a well-disciplined shield wall of men he had once respected, Skodan instead drew his sword and bellowed over the thunder of horse hoofs. 
 
    Ollax thought they were all dead. But then again, he had never expected to win this battle. He had come for all the right reasons. His closest friend, Darren, had joined this fight. And when evil men did wicked things, good men were supposed to challenge them. He knew better than to think life came with a fairy tale ending. He knew that evil usually triumphed. But all the same, good had to stand up to it no matter the outcome. So as he urged his horse faster toward the shield wall, he knew they would all die and Murrghad’s terror would continue. 
 
    But then he heard Skodan’s war cry. 
 
    For several winters Darren had served Skodan. He had pestered the old warrior into saying yes and accepting him as his squire. Darren knew he would learn far more from the mighty Skodan than Skodan would gain by taking him on as an apprentice. But the legend relented and took him on. He had yearned to ride into battle at Skodan’s side ever since but now a sadness filled him. Though they did the right thing, he felt no joy and no exhilaration, merely a grim acceptance that he would die. 
 
    But then he heard Skodan’s war cry. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wisag glanced once more at his father, Erwyn.  
 
    Murrghad’s warriors had formed a shield wall that was five or six-men deep. As powerful as the horses were, they foundered against the shield wall like a small eddy crashing against a great stone jetty.  
 
    Erwyn was thrown from his saddle, disappearing in the melee of men all around. 
 
    “Father!” Wisag shouted. 
 
    His horse trampled a man and another as he urged his terrified mount forward. On the other side of him, Callotrox bellowed a war cry and hacked into a man’s neck. Wisag drove himself forward, but there were still two lines of men between him and the cave lit by the dark, purple fire. A blade tore across his thigh. His horse jolted as swords pierced its flank. 
 
    He screamed again and swung Wyetgerd’s Ax with all his might. The ancient weapon rang hard against one man’s helmet, sending him to the ground. Wisag reversed the cut, slamming the blade into another man’s shoulder, as his horse went down to its knees. Murrghad’s warriors were everywhere, just too many. 
 
    Skodan pushed forward and killed two men, forcing his way to Wisag. Erwyn suddenly appeared next to him too, a gaping wound open on his face from a blade. His father was a magnificent swordsman, killing three others and putting his back against Wisag’s. 
 
    Skodan was still, miraculously, mounted. He had the best chance of pushing his way through the scrum. 
 
    Wisag held the Ax up and charged the resurrected warriors blocking Skodan’s path. He roared as he crashed into them. 
 
    “Kill Murrghad!” Wisag yelled to Skodan, before losing sight of the aged warrior in the melee. A man with piercing green eyes tried to cleave him, but Wisag sidestepped the blow and drove his Ax into the man’s neck. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw—too late—a blade coming. In vain he tried desperately to bring the Ax up but knew it was a futile effort. 
 
    The blade destined for his neck stopped six inches short as it clanged against another sword. Darren stepped forward and drove Wisag’s would-be killer back. Skodan, seeing the opening they had created, urged his horse forward. But Murrghad’s warriors did not, like other men, fear trampling, for they knew they could be summoned once more to life. 
 
    The opening, there a moment ago, closed and the shield wall formed an impenetrable barrier once more. Skodan’s horse crashed into the first line of men, killing one instantly. But then the animal was pushed back and skewered by a long spear. At the last moment, Skodan jumped off the beast before it trapped him. 
 
    Callotrox came running forward. With one bloody hand clutching his side, he charged into the shield wall beside Wisag but was easily repelled. 
 
    “Together!” Erwyn yelled. “We must do it together!” 
 
    “They’re behind us!” Darren yelled, whirling to face more of Murrghad’s warriors. 
 
    “They’re getting back up!” Ollax screamed in pure terror. 
 
    Wisag saw several dead men climbing to their feet. One warrior drew a sword from his belly, the blood spilling. He crumpled to the ground, but within moments Wisag saw his fingers begin to twitch. 
 
    They were surrounded now. Wisag, Erwyn, Callotrox, and Skodan engaged the shield wall blocking the cave entrance. While Darren, Ollax, and a few other brave souls stood at their backs to fend off the reanimated warriors closing in. 
 
    “We must get inside!” Wisag shouted, knowing it was an obvious and futile thing to say. There were just too many of the enemy, and each man they killed rose again within moments. 
 
    “Keep fighting!” Skodan shouted. 
 
    But even as he did so, Wisag saw so many of their brothers falling. The Guards from Yrlot and Lutre were dead, the two men Callotrox had come with fell … and Murrghad’s warriors just continued to rise. 
 
    To make matters even worse, none of Wisag’s men were mounted. All their horses had been killed or lamed. They engaged Murrghad’s larger force on the ground. A half dozen men could not penetrate a shield wall, not without horses or luck. 
 
    And they had run out of both. 
 
    “There are too many of them!” Ollax yelled as he and Darren struggled to hold the other warriors back. Wisag and his men were being closed in from all sides. He felt the sting of another sword in his left shoulder, before he whirled with the Ax and gored another man. 
 
    “There’s not enough of them!” Skodan roared back. “By the gods, I’ve never lost in battle! And I’m not going to start here!” 
 
    His words, as encouraging as they were, had little effect on the reality of the situation. Murrghad’s warriors continued to close. Darren was stabbed in the hip and fell to one knee. Ollax fell back again, feeling the crush of too many warriors. 
 
    Wisag looked past the grim shield wall to the cave lit by dark fire. So close.  
 
    They had almost made it. 
 
    Now they would die. 
 
    “I hope I have made you proud, Father,” he said. 
 
    Half of Erwyn’s face was covered in blood, and he heavily favored one leg. But through the pain and terrible certainty of death, he smiled as if it were the best day of his life. 
 
    “I love you, son.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Captain Lendrius knew all hope was lost. As he rounded the final bend, with Hetakor and his troop in close pursuit, he did not need much time to survey the scene. A handful of his brothers were surrounded near the cave mouth by … hundreds of warriors. Like he had just witnessed in the pass, he saw several of Murrghad’s men pushing themselves up off the ground, their lives renewed once more through terrible, dark sorcery. 
 
    The plain stretched both north and south. He could have ridden off and taken his chances. 
 
    But then he would have died of shame. 
 
    Lendrius screamed and urged his mount toward the scrum. He would drive this animal to the cave entrance, the gods be damned. With one last glance over a shoulder, he found Hetakor leading the pursuit, impossibly close. Lendrius tore his eyes away from the unstoppable warrior and focused on the men in front of him. 
 
    They were not expecting an attack from their rear. 
 
    Lendrius’s horse shouldered them out of the way. Unable to form a cohesive shield wall and caught unawares, they were pushed aside easily like reeds bent to the wind. Lendrius was amazed by his good fortune. His horse charged through the melee. The men Darren and Ollax jumped aside at the last moment as he went past. Wisag and Skodan, facing the shield wall at the cave mouth, parted like curtains too, and then Lendrius’s horse slammed into the warriors blocking the path.  
 
    They had not been expecting him. 
 
    Lendrius was thrown forward by the collision. He landed painfully on a shoulder, feeling muscle, bone, and sinew shifting in ways not good, but forced himself to roll to his feet. 
 
    The shield wall was broken. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wisag and his men surged through. He could not believe they had gained entry to the cave, but Lendrius’s surprise mounted charge had opened a hole for them. Now they were all in the cave, which narrowed ahead. No more than four men could stand abreast. The small troop rushed forward to the narrowing in the passage. 
 
    Now they could take advantage of the mountain’s design. They could form a shield wall, hemmed in by the walls of the cave, and withstand a much larger force. 
 
    “Hold them off!” Wisag ordered. “My father and I will—” 
 
    “No, son,” Erwyn said, turning to face the warriors rushing to meet them. “Take Skodan!” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “No, Father, I—” 
 
    “Your father is right,” Skodan said. “You and I are the best swordsmen here. We must face Murrghad.” 
 
    Erwyn took a knee in the middle of their shield wall as Darren, Ollax, and Callotrox lined up around him. Lendrius, breathing heavily, had found a long spear and would stand behind them to give the attackers another weapon to worry about. 
 
    Wisag did not want to leave his father. He could not lose him again! 
 
    “GO, SON!” Erwyn shouted. “You are the best swordsman I have ever seen! That is why you must face Murrghad!” 
 
    With tears in his eyes, Wisag spun around. He and Skodan ran down the passage, which continued to narrow until they could barely stand beside each other. The light of the dark fire glowed even brighter, a strange purple glow filling the walls and making Wisag’s eyes hurt. They charged on, Wisag forgetting his exhaustion as the tunnel finally gaped and the dark fire burned so bright now he had to squint against its purple light. 
 
    They emerged into a cavern that stretched as far and wide as the eye could see. The chamber was so tall, the dark fire was only a faint glow on the rocky ceiling. 
 
    “You will join me,” said Murrghad. “Or you will die.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Wisag did not want to believe his eyes. 
 
    The floor was littered with dead bodies, mostly young women. The sight of all this carnage turned his stomach. Ahead, in the vast gloom of the chamber, a man who stood taller than seven feet stepped away from an ancient stone altar that was painted with the blood of innocents. 
 
    Murrghad wore a long black robe. His skin was pale enough to be almost translucent, but there was that same strange purple glow about him too. He and this dark force were one. 
 
    The wizard walked calmly toward them. Wisag gripped the Ax tightly and spaced himself apart from Skodan. 
 
    “The mighty Skodan,” Murrghad said. “It is a pleasure to see you again.” 
 
    Skodan grunted. “It will be your last pleasure.” 
 
    Murrghad laughed and moved toward them without fear. The chamber pulsed with its sickening purple light. 
 
    “And you are the one who carries the Ax now?” 
 
    Wisag said nothing. 
 
    “Wisag.” The dark wizard looked him up and down. “You were fortunate to beat the mighty Skodan. Or perhaps not so fortunate.” 
 
    Wisag stepped toward him, but Murrghad drew a long broadsword and held it out like it weighed nothing. 
 
    “I was always adept with a blade. And now I fight with the power of Death.” Murrghad regarded them like they were minor nuisances. “You think you can even challenge me?” 
 
    “Your terror ends here,” Wisag said. 
 
    “Foolish boy.” Murrghad shook his head. “The Guerondot will come to our shores this year when the weather turns and the seas grow calm. The King needs an army. Who do you think commissioned my work here?” 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “The King is content to let peasants in the west be terrorized then.” 
 
    “For the greater good,” Murrghad said. “You men call yourselves heroes. But are you truly? I would think a hero would give his life for his country. Braedhait needs an unstoppable, legendary army led by men like Hetakor. Led by men like you, Skodan. If she is to survive.” 
 
    Skodan spat. “Enough twisted words. Now you die!” 
 
    Wisag took the warrior’s cue and rushed in. He swung with the Ax, but Murrghad easily parried it. Then the dark wizard blocked Skodan’s attack and sliced his sword across Skodan’s stomach. 
 
    Easily. 
 
    Skodan staggered backward, his blue eyes simmering. He was bleeding badly from the wound in the stomach. 
 
    Murrghad laughed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Erwyn held the shield wall together. The men beside him were well-trained and brave, but he had the most experience. Murrghad’s warriors grew increasingly frustrated, unable to create an opening, though Erwyn and the men were forced to slowly back up, giving away precious inch-by-inch of ground.  
 
    “Hold just a while longer,” Erwyn urged the others. “My boy and Skodan will kill Murrghad and then all these whoresons will fall!” 
 
    Callotrox roared and drove his sword into the face of an oncoming warrior. Lendrius, at their backs, picked his spots carefully and each stab with the long spear was a killing one. More and more of Murrghad’s men fell as they tried to breach the shield wall in vain. Their brothers merely stepped over them and pushed on. But always the dead rose again, the force swelling once more and pressing forward with inhuman force.  
 
    Erwyn was so, so tired. He had not fought in a shield wall for nearly eight winters. He was grateful the men fighting alongside him still had their youth.  
 
    “Hold!” Erwyn shouted. “They just need more time!” 
 
    Darren killed a warrior but lost his sword in the process. Enemy weapons clattered against the shield he had taken from another. Erwyn pressed a spare sword he had picked up into Darren’s hand. 
 
    Ollax’s side of the shield wall began to buckle. The man was brave and strong, but the weakest of the bunch. The force of Murrghad’s warriors was too much for him.  
 
    “LENDRIUS!” Erwyn shouted. 
 
    The Captain of the Guards moved behind Ollax and got low. He pushed hard against the young man’s back, while he drove his long spear toward the enemy. But he had moved in desperation, not carefully timing his attack, and one of Murrghad’s warriors grabbed the end of the spear. Lendrius was forced to let go of the weapon. He drew his sword and rammed it into one of the men pushing Ollax. 
 
    Erwyn fought on but kept his thoughts to himself. This was how the end came. A man lost a sword, one side of the wall began to buckle … with one more blow, they— 
 
    Murrghad’s warriors suddenly parted. Erwyn stayed in his crouch, his eyes just above the shield. He felt the force of their constant push dissipate. 
 
    He wondered what was happening. 
 
    Until he saw one approaching. 
 
    The mighty Hetakor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wisag charged once more, but again Murrghad easily blocked his attack and unleashed a vicious riposte that nearly took his head off. Only at the last moment did Wisag get out of the blade’s path, feeling a rush of air near his head. 
 
    Skodan attacked almost simultaneously, but the dark wizard deftly avoided him and sent him reeling backward again. Frustrated, both men regarded each other. 
 
    “You cannot beat me,” Murrghad said. “For I fight with a power of more than a man.” 
 
    The wizard shot an arm behind him. His hand clawed and purple light pulsed from his palm. Wisag did not wait to see what the man had done. He attacked again, this time his blade ripping through Murrghad’s robe, but his sword did not find the wizard’s body. Worse, he had left himself open to attack. The cold sting of Murrghad’s sword pierced his back, and Wisag screamed and stumbled away, falling against the sacrificial altar. 
 
    Behind him, he heard Skodan roar and attack again, then there was a clatter of steel as the two men engaged. Wisag pushed himself up off the altar, but his hands came away sticky. The blood on this stone had just been spilled. 
 
    And Wisag realized what the wizard had just done. 
 
    Gazing deeper across the chamber, he saw two soldiers emerge from the darkness. Newly resurrected from the dead through the power of blood sacrifice, they drew their weapons and came at Wisag. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hetakor’s sword crashed with such force, the blade cleaved Erwyn’s shield. Erwyn was forced to dive backward as Hetakor swung again, the sword missing him by inches. 
 
    “Back!” Erwyn ordered, but he did not need to give the command. The shield wall was suddenly broken, and the men raced down the tunnel. Hetakor gave pursuit, with hundreds of Murrghad’s undead warriors following. 
 
    They had no time to form another shield wall now. Erwyn took up the rear, running backwards so he could pace the enemy. Hetakor ran with such speed and swung with such ferocity, though, that merely fending the man off required all of Erwyn’s skill. The strange purple light grew brighter, the deeper they penetrated the cave. 
 
    “Murrghad!” someone yelled behind Erwyn. 
 
    He hazarded a look back and spotted his son and Skodan engaged with a tall, black-robed man and two warriors. Seeing Wisag, despite the perilous situation, filled him with pride. 
 
    Then Hetakor’s sword gored him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    More warriors poured into the chamber. Wisag killed one of the two newly-resurrected warriors then rushed to aid Skodan. Lendrius, Darren, Callotrox, and Ollax fought wildly near the tunnel, doing their best to keep the rest of Murrghad’s warriors from entering. But Wisag knew they did this in vain. There were simply too many of them. 
 
    Nor did Wisag see his father … 
 
    Blinding rage filled him. 
 
    Wisag broke into a dead run and then launched himself at the last moment toward Murrghad. The dark wizard slashed Skodan’s sword arm, then whirled as if expecting to find Wisag in the air behind him. Wisag brought the Ax down as hard as he could, but the wizard easily blocked it. He crashed into the much taller man, feeling the wizard’s dark vitality. Murrghad drove a knee into his stomach, robbing him of air, then kicked him so hard that Wisag felt a rib crack. He was thrown backward once more, hitting the ground hard. He gasped for air, each breath hurting like the stab of a knife. 
 
    Skodan attacked once more. But without even looking, Murrghad swung his sword and sliced through Skodan’s face. Wisag thought the old man dead once more, but Skodan stumbled away. The dark wizard was skilled with a blade and very powerful, but his other advantage was simply reach. Incredibly tall and long-limbed, they could not get in close. 
 
    Wisag pushed himself to his feet as more of Murrghad’s warriors filled the chamber. In the distance he saw Callotrox fall. Darren and Ollax were surrounded. Lendrius staggered away, clutching at a bloody wound. 
 
    Skodan had rallied, though. Somehow, some way. A nasty sword cut had opened up one whole side of his face, marking him with a grotesque smile. Limping forward, Skodan raised his sword one more time at Murrghad. 
 
    “Now you die, wizard!” 
 
    Murrghad smiled cruelly. “I will live forever, Skodan. And you will be an afterthought in the tome of my history.” 
 
    Skodan moved into attack, but he did not see Hetakor closing behind him. 
 
    “BEHIND YOU!” Wisag yelled. 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    Hetakor drove his blade through Skodan’s back. He rammed his hilt home. The blade came through Skodan’s belly. The mighty warrior looked down at the weapon that had killed him. Hetakor jerked the sword free, and Skodan fell to his knees. 
 
    “You never beat me, Skodan,” Hetakor said. “Think about that, as your spirit wanders Braedhait for all of eternity.” 
 
    Skodan’s eyes glazed and lost their focus. Then he fell to the ground. 
 
    Wisag, trembling, turned to Murrghad. He had one chance left to kill the dark wizard, for Murrghad’s warriors were coming for him now, and Hetakor had turned to him. 
 
    He raised Wyetgerd’s Ax, feeling the weapon’s impossible weight. And he remembered what Skodan had told him. 
 
    The first swing is difficult. Each successive one gets easier. 
 
    Nothing can stop momentum. 
 
    Wisag screamed and ran at Murrghad. 
 
    His first swing was slow, awkward. The dark wizard easily avoided it, but Wisag did not stop moving. Murrghad stepped back, then aside, then back, then aside, repeatedly blocking his attacks, but Wisag did not stop moving. The Ax seemed to grow lighter in his hands. Again. And again. He kept swinging, the Ax singing. Its double-blades whipped through the air, faster than any blade, mightier than any sword. And still, Murrghad avoided Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    Wisag imagined himself the mighty Skodan, and he fought like Skodan had outside the tavern on that rainy night, giving Murrghad no chance to attack. He conjured the spirit of the mighty warrior, who had just died for the second—and final—time. He imagined himself the best fighter of all time. 
 
    And he became that man. 
 
    Fear filled Murrghad’s eyes as Wisag continued his onslaught.  
 
    “Aid me!” Murrghad yelled.  
 
    Wisag knew they were closing and time was short. But he gave Hetakor and the rest of the resurrected warriors no thought. Instead he imagined he was Skodan, and he imagined he was his father, and then he imagined he was all the best things about them. Time seemed to slow down, while the Ax gained speed and power. 
 
    And then, somehow, Murrghad’s sword seemed to slow as well. Where before there were no openings, now Wisag spied vulnerabilities. Incredibly fatigued, Wisag could barely hold his arm up but he continued to attack. With heavy legs and chest heaving, he feinted an attack high and then saw his opening. 
 
    He drove the Ax into Murrghad’s stomach. 
 
    “NO!” Hetakor yelled from behind him. 
 
    The dark wizard’s eyes rolled into the back of his head as he slumped to his knees. Wisag could barely stand but he found leverage and wrenched the Ax from the dark wizard’s belly. His grip failed and the Ax fell. Murrghad’s blood and guts spilled to the cave floor. 
 
    “NO!” Hetakor yelled again, his face ashen. With wild eyes, he looked to his brothers-in-arms. The other warriors looked sickly, their skin sallow. 
 
    “I cannot die …” Hetakor said breathlessly. “I cannot …” 
 
    Murrghad fell to one side as the rest of his lifeblood drained. His resurrected warriors began to slump to the ground. Some screamed terribly. Others were too gripped by pain to make any sound.  
 
    But they fell.  
 
    All to a man. 
 
    The chamber was filled with dead warriors. Murrghad’s sorcery, which had kept them alive, was now gone. None would rise again, in Braedhait or in Vastagi. Their bodies turned sickening colors and the stench of death filled the air. 
 
    Wisag stood. Darren and Ollax and Lendrius were wounded but still alive. Callotrox was injured badly. He rushed to his friend’s side. 
 
    “We did it, Callotrox! We did it!” 
 
    Callotrox smiled weakly. “We did … didn’t we?” 
 
    “Rest now,” Wisag said. “You will be fine.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that … horse …” 
 
    Wisag gripped his hand and forced a sword into Callotrox’s other palm. “Hold onto this.” 
 
    Callotrox laughed weakly. “Do I look … that bad? Bound for Vastagi?” 
 
    “No, my friend,” Wisag said, tears streaking his face. “Just in case these warriors decide to live again.” 
 
    Callotrox groaned against unimaginable pain. But he managed to smile. 
 
    “Wisag,” Darren said. “Your father saved us.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “Help me with Callotrox.” 
 
    Exhausted, the men carried Callotrox through the tunnel. Wisag stopped a moment to stand over the body of his father. Erwyn looked just as Wisag remembered. Tall, strong, proud of chin, with hair just beginning to grey.  
 
    “You were worthy of the Ax, Father.” Wisag did not bother to wipe away his tears. “You walked the Path your whole life.” 
 
    As he spoke, Erwyn’s body began to fade. A few moments later, there was no sign of the corpse. Erwyn was gone once more. 
 
    “I love you, Father.” 
 
    Outside the night air was chill in the Thultic. Darren had found cloth to staunch Callotrox’s serious wound, and Lendrius had gathered enough horses for them. Ollax had scrounged for food and water, taking what he could find from Murrghad’s lair and dead warriors. 
 
    “Where should we go?” Darren asked. 
 
    Wisag pointed east. “You men return to Lutre. I will stay here with Callotrox till he mends.” 
 
    “And what should we do there?” Ollax wondered, looking to Wisag for guidance. 
 
    “First things first,” Wisag said, just beginning to appreciate what they had accomplished. “All these men that died here deserve honors. Pass their names to any bard you come across. Their songs must be sung.” 
 
    Ollax hesitated. “I do not know all of them.” 
 
    “Spread the names of those you do. These men gave their lives so the people of Braedhait could live without fear of sacrifice.” Wisag took in the violent tableau, spotting his few men amongst Murrghad’s warriors. Tears filled his eyes. “Attulis, Wytoc … Gimor, Galen …” 
 
    Once the battle had started, he had never seen them again. But now the two Guards and twin brothers lay fifteen paces away, dead. He had shared all of twenty words with Attulis and Wytoc. And only once during their mad rush to the Thultic had Wisag found the time to speak one-on-one with Gimor and Galen.  
 
    All four had died under his command. 
 
    Wisag shook his head. “Attulis slayed fifteen men … and Wytoc stepped in front of a blade for his friend. Gimor and Galen fought back-to-back, holding off twenty warriors so we could enter the Thultic.” 
 
    “You saw all this?” Ollax asked honestly. “I was too busy watching the swords intended for my throat.” 
 
    “I saw it all.” Wisag gave him a knowing look. “And make sure the bards hear of it.” 
 
    Ollax nodded. “It is my honor.” 
 
    “Every warrior that rode with us fought like Skodan.” 
 
    “Yes.” Ollax smiled. “They did.” 
 
    Darren gazed intently at Wisag. “What should we do at Lutre?” 
 
    “Find Voranna. She sees many things hidden to everyone else.” 
 
    No man spoke for a moment, but Wisag sensed the weight of the world on their shoulders. 
 
    He said, “The King will come for us. We must spread word.” 
 
    “Of what?” Ollax asked. 
 
    “Murrghad worked under the King’s orders. That is why His Majesty turned a blind eye to this,” Wisag explained. He was so incredibly tired. But there was much that needed doing. “We must tell everyone. The King is not worthy of the throne.” 
 
    Each man fell silent as they contemplated the repercussions of such an action. 
 
    “This is just the beginning,” Wisag said. “We will face His Majesty’s wrath. We can do that alone, or …” He could not believe what he was about to say. “Or we can rally the countryside.” 
 
    “How?” Ollax asked. “How by the gods can we do that?” 
 
    “The King let Murrghad do as he wished to these people. Daughters ripped from home to be slaughtered … That is why everyone must know.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Ollax said, with a sly grin. “Things are looking up.” 
 
    Wisag laughed and helped Lendrius into a saddle. “Are you able to travel, Warrior?” 
 
    Lendrius smiled his appreciation of the respect. “Without undead warriors nipping at our heels? This will be an easy ride.” 
 
    Wisag nodded. “Much gratitude.” 
 
    Darren, Ollax, and Lendrius were saddled, and they gave him one last look. Then they rode east, returning the same way they had come. Once they were gone, Wisag set about starting a fire near Callotrox. 
 
    “Wisag,” Callotrox spoke, after a long silence. “If I die, you must tell my father I am sorry.” 
 
    “You will tell him yourself,” Wisag said. “And I’m certain he’ll forgive you for being a hero.” 
 
    Callotrox smiled and lowered his head to the ground once more. He went to sleep as Wisag built a fire. 
 
    Wisag gazed out over the passes leading away from the Thultic. All these men had died riding with him. For him. And he wondered where his father and Skodan were. 
 
    He hoped the gods had opened the Pirrayus to them once more. They had earned their place. They were true heroes.  
 
    And though he knew this was only the beginning of the Path, Wisag, for the first time in his life, found himself strangely at peace. 
 
    “The burden is lifted,” he said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    “Truly?” the Captain of the Red Dragon asks. “Truly?” 
 
    Will this whoreson every stop baiting me? 
 
    “It is all true.” 
 
    “Men speak of Attulis and Wytoc like they are Baston reborn.” The Captain guzzles more ale. “Baston was the—” 
 
    “I know who he is.” 
 
    There is nothing friendly about the Captain’s grin. “Baston was the greatest swordsman to ever live. So you’ll forgive me if I find it difficult to imagine that two young men like Attulis and Wytoc, never blooded before, were able to best twenty warriors each.” 
 
    “It was closer to thirty,” I say. 
 
    And how many times have I told that tale? Of Attulis and Wytoc, and of the brothers Gimor and Galen, of men I knew but a moment so long ago that now it feels truly part of some story and not life? Once the battle began, I never laid eyes on the four of them again until they were just corpses. I do not know if they killed a lone warrior, never mind thirty as the saga songs would have it. 
 
    “Truly?” The Captain resumes his endless baiting. “The mighty Skodan himself trained the men? And Murrghad could raise long-dead warriors to do his bidding? And Wisag’s father returned also from Vastagi? And Callotrox survived those wounds?” 
 
    “It is all true,” I say. 
 
    I grow so tired. We have spoken at length, and only now have I concluded the battle with Murrghad. This is one of my favorite tales to recount. Usually it only takes a half hour to relate, but the Captain of the Red Dragon has seen fit to interrupt me at every turn, seeking clarification and demanding insignificant details to gauge the truth of my account, for a liar can be easily revealed through pointed questioning. 
 
    “Remarkable.”  
 
    The Captain signals for more ale. The man brags constantly about Guerondot wine putting Braedhait ale to shame, and yet he drinks our liquor by the barrel. Because it is free to him. Because he can take what he wants. 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    Bilas, the tavern owner, rushes over with another pitcher that seems to have been ready-poured. Oh, how I hate to see good folk of Braedhait reduced to obsequious servants, ever fearful of the wrath of the Guerondot that now rule this land. 
 
    I smile kindly at Bilas, reading the thinly-veiled fear in his eyes. The Red Dragon are cruel, cruel men. They go where they wish, take what they want, and enjoy the wives of other men. That is what peace means these days. Dismissively, the Captain waves Bilas away. The tavern owner retreats to the bar. 
 
    The rest of the Red Dragon troop have crowded around our table. I am surrounded by the cretins, with their oiled hair and weak chins and casual cruelty. 
 
    “Utterly remarkable,” the Captain repeats, pouring us both another mug of ale. “A man hears of such things and thinks them a fairy tale.” 
 
    I say nothing. 
 
    “Sir,” one of the Red Dragon says, “the hour approaches.” 
 
    The Captain nods, smiling absently at his man. “I could sit here and listen to your tales all day long, old man. But I fear a soldier always has business, does he not?” 
 
    “You are young,” I point out. “I am old and have not the stamina for such a conversation. Just sharing the conflict with Murrghad has wearied me.” 
 
    The Captain’s smile broadened. “I apologize for my bad manners earlier. You are a warrior. Few of our kind live to your age. You must be very, very good.” 
 
    I give the man another look, wondering at what seems his sincerity. “Maybe once. Now I am old. I cannot read a tome without a special glass. I am fortunate if I can sleep four hours a night without having to get up and piss.” 
 
    The Captain laughs. “May I be so fortunate to have those problems!” 
 
    “May you,” I say, though it is a terribly difficult thing for me to speak. 
 
    The Captain extends his hand, offering me a warrior’s grip. “My name is Pollagius. I am honored to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    My skin crawls at the thought of touching this man. Never mind doing the honor of gripping his forearm as if we are brothers-in-arms. 
 
    “And remind me of your name?” he asks. 
 
    So far I have deftly avoided giving away my identity.  
 
    “Jadisag,” I lie. 
 
    “Jadisag?” he asks, suspicion creeping into his voice. “It is true what they say: the gods mock us with coincidence!” 
 
    I take the man’s forearm in the warrior’s grip, hating myself for doing it. But what I hate even more is the strength I feel in the young man’s hand. He has a vitality I have not felt in many, many winters. 
 
    He stares hard into my eyes as we grip each other’s forearms. I think him about to order my death, but finally he lets go and we both take our chairs again. 
 
    “Jadisag,” he repeats, shaking his head. “What are the chances I meet a man, also an old warrior who wears the black, called Jadisag?” 
 
    I shrug. “It was given to me at birth. I cannot help that the name Jadisag came to mean what it did.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the Captain says. “I suppose you are right. Still, it is a remarkable coincidence that you carry that name.” 
 
    I shrug again, hating how I shiver from the cold in this moment. Captain Pollagius will, undoubtedly, think it a sign of fear. 
 
    Pollagius smiles tightly. “I do hope you and I cross paths again. I wish to hear more of the story of Wisag and his warriors. To think a low-born could become so great a swordsman and oppose his own King! What a tale!” 
 
    “Not all great men are great,” I point out, unable to help myself. “Not all low-born are low.” 
 
    He nods. “You Braedhait are so sentimental and romantic. It is a shame your philosophy did not prove true.” 
 
    I cannot take any more of this man’s casual insults.  
 
    “How did it not?” I ask, a challenge in my voice. “Wisag became a great man!” 
 
    Captain Pollagius smirks, not bothered by my outburst which irks me even more. “Yes, and then what happened to your people?” 
 
    I do not even realize what I have done, until the Red Dragon lay hands on me. 
 
    “Take your filthy hand off that peasant’s weapon!” one shouts in my ear, and I let go of the knife inside my cloak. 
 
    “Filthy Braedhait!” another screams. “Now you die for trying to murder our Captain!” 
 
    I try to squirm out of their grip. But they are young, and I am old. They are many, and I am one. They are Guerondot, and I am Braedhait, and despite the so-called peace that exists between our peoples, they rule this land now and do what they wish. 
 
    “Your Captain insulted me,” I say, knowing it will not help me in the least. 
 
    “You insulted our Captain!” the man screams in my ear. “You have insulted him time and time again for these many hours. We should kill you for that alone!” 
 
    I give up trying to wrench free of their iron grips. Damned fool I am. I knew all along it would come to this: these men would find some pitiless excuse to kill me. I should have drawn my sword at the first. I could have taken at least one of the whoresons with me. But now they will do what they please. 
 
    “Let him go,” Pollagius says. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “I said let him go.” Pollagius waves his hand. “He is just an old man.” 
 
    Just an old man. 
 
    The Red Dragon curse and force me back into my chair. This is, somehow, worse a treatment than death at their hands. Pollagius stands and closes his red cloak. He gulps the remainder of his ale, belches loudly, and then tosses the wooden mug onto the table.  
 
    Hot tears burn my eyes, but I refuse to let them escape. This man has done nothing but insult me and my people, and what I have done about it? Nothing. So what that I am old? So what that I have no brothers in here? 
 
    Sometimes we have help. But most of the time we must walk the Path alone. 
 
    “We are under strict orders,” Pollagius calls out. I realize he is speaking to Bilas, the tavern owner. “The King wishes to hang the Ax in his great hall, a more fitting place for such a prized possession.” 
 
    What? 
 
    No. 
 
    No.  
 
    I will not let him take Wyetgerd’s Ax. 
 
    I WILL NOT. 
 
    Bilas, the tavern owner, gazes miserably at the Captain. “But our lord, sir, he said the Ax could—” 
 
    “Your lord?” Pollagius scoffs. “Your lord bent the knee to the King, did he not?” 
 
    Bilas looks ready to burst. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The Captain of the Red Dragon nods imperiously. He looks to one of his men. 
 
    “Fetch the Ax. I do not want to be late.” 
 
    A young man, no older than I was when I took up the sword against the King, smiles savagely. For a moment, he takes in the despairing eyes that fill the tavern. The patrons stare disbelieving, all of them seeming to shrink in their seats. 
 
    Wyetgerd’s Ax is ours.  
 
    Not theirs. 
 
    Only a man worthy can claim it. 
 
    The foot soldier of the Red Dragon steps around me and goes to the hearth. As he reaches for the weapon, I speak: 
 
    “I challenge you to single combat. The victor claims the Ax.” 
 
    The foot soldier’s hand stops before it touches the mighty, double-headed Ax. He eyes his Captain. 
 
    Pollagius shifts his eyes to me. “You cannot beat my man, warrior. He is at least forty winters younger than you. And even if the gods give aid and you miraculously win the swordfight, I will be forced to execute you for disobeying the King. He wishes the Ax to hang in his great hall.” 
 
    “Then you will have to kill me,” I say proudly. “If you can.” 
 
    Pollagius smiles and then bows his head in another surprising sign of respect. 
 
    “Gods, you are a warrior,” he says. “You earned that black cloak, old man.” 
 
    “Yes. I earned this cloak. And now I will take the bloody Ax!” 
 
    Pollagius nods. “We have a warrant for your arrest, old man. I know exactly who you are. But I was willing to honor a fellow warrior and look the other way, let you go off and die somewhere peacefully. Now you have forced my hand.” 
 
    How could he know who I am? Ah well, it hardly matters now. 
 
    “Sir?” The foot soldier regards his Captain. “Should I fight him?” 
 
    “Get outside, boy,” I spit. “Or do you really need your Captain’s permission to act like a man?” 
 
    The soldier’s face reddens. “I have no wish to kill an old man! But you leave me no choice!” 
 
    I am unsteady on my feet as we step outside into the cold wind of a hard winter’s afternoon. Though I only had a few drinks, it was still too much ale. Damn old age! And damn these Red Dragon, and damn my hands for shaking! 
 
    And damn Wisag for giving up the Ax! I know why he did it and for all these years I have never judged him, for I knew his motives and I knew it was the most difficult thing he ever had to do.  
 
    But now anger consumes me. 
 
    Bilas brings the Ax outside and holds it with palms up, extended away from his body like he touches a holy relic. I take it from him and bury one blade in the dirt. 
 
    A crowd forms and it reminds me of all the other times the Ax was contested. So many men, both good and bad, yearned to carry it. The chill wind slashes and I tremble from the cold. The men of the Red Dragon laugh at the sight of me, thinking me a silly, pathetic, old man who cannot still the shaking of his hands as he draws an old sword nervously. 
 
    The foot soldier faces me. 
 
    “What’s your name, boy?” I ask. 
 
    “Merocinus,” he says, and it makes me smile to hear the tiniest bit of fear in his voice. He does not think he will die, but he also does not want to look a fool in front of his brother-soldiers. He knows if I score a hit, I will humiliate him. 
 
    And he has nothing to win here. If he defeats me, he has beaten a liver-spotted, weak old man. If he loses to me … 
 
    This is an advantage. 
 
    “I like to know the name of a man I am about to kill,” I say. 
 
    This draws raucous, disbelieving laughter from the Red Dragon. The foot soldiers double over, unable to contain themselves. Only the Captain is reserved. He eyes me warily, perhaps seeing the warrior I once was, and not seeing the stooped old man I have become. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you, you old bastard,” Merocinus says. “And I’m going to enjoy it by the gods!” 
 
    I smile, thinking back to an old trick taught me, many winters ago. “You will not even score a hit on me, boy.” 
 
    Merocinus loses his temper. It is just what I want to happen. He attacks me viciously, but stupidly. I see the opening I had hoped for and swing my sword, knowing I will kill him. Oh, how sweet this will be! 
 
    But Merocinus steps back, out of my blade’s reach. He looks at me mockingly. 
 
    “Is that as fast as you can move?” 
 
    I try to hide my embarrassment and batten down my rage. Twenty winters ago—no, ten winters ago—this man would have just lost his bowels. But my body no longer moves the way I will it to. That opening I just saw? It was for a much younger man to exploit. 
 
    Not for me. 
 
    “I want to savor this fight,” I say, hoping to rally. “Killing you that easily would have robbed me of the pleasure.” 
 
    Merocinus loses his cool again. He comes at me with another vicious series of attacks. Despite what I said to him a moment ago, he easily scores a hit on me, slicing my shoulder and then opening up the right side of my face. The pain is not as bad as I remember it, and I can feel the blood flow through my veins like it used to. Even though I am about to die, it is a marvelous feeling. 
 
    We continue to battle. The Red Dragon, mocking me a moment ago, now shout encouragement to their brother. They realize, as slow as I might be, I yet possess skill. The Braedhait crowd is brave enough now to cheer me on as well.  
 
    “JADISAG!” Bilas shouts, and the crowd takes up the chant. 
 
    Merocinus, however, has regained his composure. He has a feel for me now, realizing he faces an opponent he must respect. I try to hide how tired and winded I am from the short scuffle, but my chest heaves with each breath, and my sword arm feels like a great weight is tied to it. I must lower my weapon for a moment to rest. 
 
    The boy soldier smiles, his confidence returning. “You are good, old man, I’ll give you that. But now you’re for the otherworld.” 
 
    Before he can attack, I step in and swing. Until this moment, I have only shown defense. He does not expect offense. For a moment, I begin to think I’ve scored a hit, but he brings his sword up and blocks the attack. Merocinus pivots and brings his sword back around, and I know this is it, this will be the killing blow. 
 
    So I do the only thing I can. I do the one thing a swordsman is trained not to do from the first moment they wield a blade. 
 
    I fall to the ground, giving up my feet. 
 
    I have no time to hope or pray that his blade misses my head, but it does. I feel the rush of air as it hisses past and then I drive my own sword into the Red Dragon’s belly. 
 
    The young man’s eyes widen in shock, then pain, and finally narrow in despair. He slumps to the ground in front of me, my sword still buried in his gut. In the short time I have known this man, I have hated him. But even so I find myself saying: 
 
    “Go to Vastagi, warrior.” 
 
    The man dies before the rest of the Red Dragon can gather themselves. Captain Pollagius’s haughty eyes betray nothing as he gazes at me. The crowd ringing us falls to silence, the Braedhait people realizing it is not a smart thing to cheer my victory with the Red Dragon here, angry and shamed over the fall of their brother. Bilas, though, offers me a proud smile, standing a little taller. Next to him is the boy from earlier, the one he whispered something to. The boy is breathing heavily, as if he’s just sprinted here. 
 
    “I salute you, Warrior,” Pollagius says, with no guile. “You have claimed the Ax. Now I must kill you.” 
 
    “You must challenge me for the Ax then,” I say. I leave the blade buried in the dead Red Dragon and climb wearily to my feet. It is all I can do to stand. “In single combat.” 
 
    Pollagius frowns. “I do not want the Ax, Warrior. It is for my King.” 
 
    He motions and the Red Dragon spring to action. Even though I am unarmed, the Ax five paces away and stuck in the ground, they draw their weapons and advance carefully toward me. I spin in a slow circle, looking at each man, wondering which will have the honor of killing me. 
 
    But before any blade can find a home in my heart, there is a cry. 
 
    The crowd scatters. 
 
    There is more shouting. 
 
    Men wearing black cloaks suddenly appear, each carrying a sword. 
 
    The eleven men of the Red Dragon, Pollagius included, find themselves suddenly surrounded. I should count my blessings, but long ago a warrior taught me to always act rather than hesitate in the midst of a battle. I quickly draw my dagger, ready to attack once more. 
 
    And then I see him. 
 
    Among the men who have suddenly emerged from the crowd. He stands tall, proud. His shoulders back. The age lines have deepened. The eyes are a little cloudy. When he removes the black hood, the once thick, iron grey hair is now thin and white. 
 
    He has returned … 
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