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Where were we? Oh yes… a synopsis of Book One

Nimblejack, Captain of the Company of Bones, challenges Tar Hardhammer to single combat. To stall for time, Nimblejack recounts the tale of Dreadfalls, the Company Champion. Dreadfalls, a half-orc, flees the northern forest after his family is killed by orcs and crosses paths with the Company as they hunt the Vine Canton gang, wanted for the murder of Lord Benjamin’s wife. Garlan, a notorious gambler, unknowingly infiltrates the gang to repay his debt to the Broker, while they seek a witch terrorizing the northern colonies of Len’Neth. Friar Wetzel Hayfield escorts four Learner priests of Bulfur on a quest for a relic, only to be ambushed by the Vine Canton gang. Dreadfalls unwittingly saves the ‘witch’, an injured treefolk, who later saves him when he succumbs to his orc blood. The Friar uses his presumed death to abandon his family name and becomes Friar Deadwood. Dreadfalls beats Tar and the warband flees.
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Prologue

Green-eyed Witch

North of Glanfield, Len’Neth, year 511

Man-stink, a sour tang mixed with the sharp, rancid smell of moldy cheese.

She raised her pitted black nose to the wind and sniffed again. Not a human woman among them. The women pilgrims of her past had smelled of fruit or wild onions, pungent but pleasant compared to the acrid sting of unwashed men.

Many men. Far more than the five priests she had been avoiding for days, with their terrible, whistling slings and small, deadly bows. Her enormous triangular ears swiveled, taking in every brittle crunch of the dead leaves and dry snap of a twig.

Many, many men. A pack, and hunting. Her tiny, fluttering heart clenched for a moment. The soup-soul, an unfamiliar mix of human and orc, the one who had protected her, fed her, rubbed behind her ears, was in the hunting pack’s path. The shiny, tiny knight, as the soup-soul had called him, lay sleeping with the priests in the path of the pack just in front of the soup-soul, but rarely did packs contain themselves to a single kill if there was a chance to gorge.

The green eyes of the fox looked down at the bandage wrapped around its front leg. The soup-soul had told her things, important things, but the words felt lost in the incredible commotion pouring in through her ears, nose, and, to a much smaller extent, her eyes. It was as if the world had risen in volume tenfold, until every beetle trudging beneath the fallen leaves and every squeak of the voles deep in their tunnels sounded as if it was happening at the tip of her snout. She could smell them all in vivid hues of odor.

It was a frightening way to live, but little could catch the fox unawares.

She stared at the knot of the white bandage and tried to close off her mind to the cacophony of the forest. She pictured the soup-soul leaning back against a tree, scarred hands feeding her hunks of fatty meat as he delicately unwrapped and rewrapped her leg each night. She suddenly wished she had not been so intent on the meat, but after days of not being able to hunt, she was hungrier than she ever had been in her long life.

The air changed, causing her skin to tingle. The russet fur across her thin body stood on end. It felt like the hot prickle of a lightning storm suddenly rolling in, but there was no hint of rain in the pre-dawn sky.

“Shoot him,” a human voice cried out in the half-light. “Everyone, loose.”

The smell of blood, metallic and growing stronger every moment, drowned out the individual smells until her nose was all but useless.

Ambush. The hunting pack of men were most likely attacking the tiny knight and the clever, bookkeeper priests sleeping beside him.

She desperately tried to remember what the half-orc had said as he wrapped the bandage. If she sought her people’s totem before removing it, there was a good chance she would lose her arm or worse, become stuck somewhere in the middle of becoming. The totem, her people’s collective spirit, was weak and easy prey. Every youngling of the treefolk had to prove they had the strength to become, and quickly, before they were allowed out of the dens and hollows into the dangerous world.

What had he said? The fox crouched in the shadow of the stone ruins she had found the day before, trying to remember, but there was only the moment, loud and intoxicating to her heightened senses. She did her best to fold her ears down and buried her nose in her front paws.

“Come and get it demon.” Somewhere close by humans were fighting and dying.

What had he said? The knot. Something about the knot. She stared at the white ball of fabric and willed herself to concentrate.

She was not a fox. She was not a fox. She was not a fox.

There. The half-orc’s strange, sad laughter after he had told her he was leaving her an end to pull should she need the bandage off. He had laughed at himself for explaining his thoughts to an injured fox. He had laughed, but it did not stop him from telling her more stories of his life after he had finished changing the bandage.

He had just needed to talk and feel like someone, anyone, was listening, even if he was not understood. At first, it was the delicious meat that had kept her curled on his legs as he talked through his tears. Somewhere during the second night something changed. She wanted to listen, and she only wished she could have done more than yip back.

The fox bit down and pulled on the loop of bandage sticking out sideways from the knot. The whole bandage tightened around her leg. There was a moment of panic. She let go of the loop and tried to remember. The panic and the noise shooed away the memories, and she trembled. She did not want this to be the end.

Something tickled her thoughts. The end. The true end.

The fox put the back of its jaw to the knot, trying to get her teeth around just the small, tattered end of the fabric, and tugged. The strip of clean fabric began to unravel, but too slowly. The muscles of her neck strained as she began frantically wrenching back and forth as hard as she could.

The morning breeze swirled, pulled by the sun still just waking behind the eastern horizon. The blood of the fallen was overpowering. She was momentarily stunned by the fox’s instinct to scavenge and feed. She suddenly feared she had spent too long surviving by the snout, the paw, and the russet ears.

She was not a fox. She was not a fox. She was not a fox.

In her fear and confusion, overpowered by the heavy scent of rust, the new smells had almost gone unnoticed. Man-stink to be sure, but a woman among the new pack. She wondered what it could mean, but knew none of it would matter if she could not get the bandage off.

With the paw and the tooth, she worked the strip of cloth enough that the loops finally loosened and landed on the ground in tight rings around her paw. She was free, but a new fear gripped her.

The russet leg felt like it could hold weight again, but could it run? Could it gallop, or hold her weight at the bottom of a leap or hard landing? Not limping was all well and good, but she could not repay her gentle half-orc protector if she could not move quickly.

She wondered when she had begun to think of the half-orc as hers, but she did not have time to follow that tunnel deeper into the twisting warren of her thoughts.

Something roared. The birds that had been content to hunker down in the branches of the trees as the humans fought and died below suddenly took to wing in a great, noisy exodus. Every beast that could not fly scurried for their dens and deep burrows, hoping they might go unnoticed.

There were no discernable words to the howl, but she knew it was her half-orc. There was hate and madness in quantities great enough to drown the world, but there was pain and sorrow buried beneath. Though he did not need bandages, he had been wounded deeply just the same.

Nothing fought so fiercely, so desperately, as a trapped and wounded beast.

Still, the soup-soul was greatly outnumbered. Despite his terrible fury, he would be brought down, just as the great elk would be brought down by a pack of hungry wolves eventually.

There was no time to test her leg. She would save him, as he saved her, or her bones would nourish the soil beside his.

She concentrated, willing herself to shift. She condensed all her thoughts down into a pine needle’s tip of consciousness, a tiny speck of a seed buried deep in mother soil, held it there in her mind for a long moment and then-

She became. It felt like a pebble dropped in the center of a pond, starting at her chest and rippling outward to her fingers and toes in a heat just shy of unpleasant. Her skin shimmered as it dissolved, a hundred hundred motes of light huddled together in the loose form she had been. Under her guidance, the motes drifted apart, dancing playfully until they joyfully reformed into a familiar shape, the true form of her people.

After too many long, cold nights as the fox, the totem felt like sunshine on her face. The songs, stories, and wisdom of all her people surrounded her thoughts, buoyed them, warming her as if in a tight embrace. They welcomed her as if it had only been a summer’s night apart, and not the countless winters since she had last seen them in the flesh.

There was danger here she knew, of living in the memories of her people, warm and splendid as they were. There was no pain, sadness, or cold, as the totem trembled and danced to her peoples’ songs on its tiny hooves. The world looked reborn in vivid unseen colors that sparkled and throbbed as the souls of her people sang around her like rays of sunshine piercing the clouds.

But the totem still existed in the waking world of claws and teeth, slings and bows. It was senseless and vulnerable as a day old fawn. She could not stay.

She concentrated. A boar, thick and powerful. Sharp tusks to save the half-orc.

The inhuman howling stopped abruptly. She did not let the fear of what that meant penetrate her thoughts. She walled them off, and then pulled those walls closer and closer until they surrounded a single point of light. A perfect seed of light and hope.

She became.

The weight and balance of her new body was disorientating. The fox had been slight, almost weightless on its paws. The boar was top heavy, most of the weight crowded in its enormous shoulders and chest. It would take an entire afternoon just to feel natural walking after such a dramatic shift.

But there was no time. Not to practice. Not to worry about her leg buckling underneath the incredible weight bearing down on the front hooves suddenly.

She would save him. She would repay his kindness.

The boar pounded off through the underbrush towards the smell of the half-orc and the human pack surrounding him. Bursting through the dense foliage, she saw her half-orc, prone and helpless, trembling in fear. There was a short, thick arrow protruding from his abdomen. A slight, balding man was just beginning to reload the wicked weapon that had sent it.

He would be the first to feel her wrath.

The boar tore across the distance, kicking up mulch as it barreled towards the man. While the fox could move slightly faster at first, it had all the weight of a fallen leaf. The boar moved sluggishly at first, like a heavy log carried as a battering ram, but she could feel her momentum building with each great furrow her hooves left. She dipped her head, turning it slightly to aim one of the thick tusks sprouting out sideways from her bottom jaw at the balding man’s middle.

She had not joined true battle for a hundred years, perhaps more, before she was the last of her people and there was nothing left to fight for. But she remembered how.

The thick rooting muscles of the boar’s snout and neck tensed as she drove her full momentum into the balding man’s leg, just below where it met the hip. From the sound of the bones cracking, the upturned tusk was unnecessary, but it tore a ragged gash nonetheless as she tossed her head sideways. The man tumbled end over end until a tree trunk abruptly stopped his awkward flight. He flopped soundlessly into a heap at the roots.

Too long as the agile fox, she attempted to turn immediately, but the boar’s momentum had not begun to bleed off nearly enough despite the ramming. As she turned her head and shoulders, her hips attempted to continue moving in the direction she had been going, pulling her violently. Her back legs lost balance, and her rump flopped over.

She squealed as she slid, frightened by the sudden loss of control, angry she had been corralled into such recklessness. When she finally got her hooves beneath her, she shook off the debris and moved to check if the half-orc lived.

Even from two strides away she could sense the wrongness of him. This was not her half-orc, the soup-soul, a mixing of strange blood. There was no humanity left. She could smell only orc and feel the intense heat bleeding off his vibrating muscles as he roared soundlessly. For now, he lived, and that was enough. The rest could be sorted after the immediate threats were remedied.

She turned, sniffing the air, and pounded off along the soup-soul’s backtrail. At least one of the humans had followed him, hoping to take half-orc from behind. After only two touches of all her hooves, the man stepped out from behind a tree, his bow raised in front of him. She jumped sideways as best as her weight could manage in the strange body. It ended up more of an awkward lurch that almost saw her tumbling sideways, but the arrow passed through the large space where she had just been. Luckily, the lurch had cost her very little of her precious momentum, and she fed everything she had left into a galloping charge.

The man fumbled the next arrow, torn between attempting to put the boar down with a well-aimed shot or fleeing. Instead, he did neither. In the end, he simply held out the bow like a shield and closed his eyes.

He was saved from the goring. An arrow sunk into his chest up to the fletching, and he slumped to the ground while she was still three strides away. Instead of trying to turn, she leaned back and sat on her rump. It was far more unpleasant then she had imagined, but it saved her from the choice of a long, wide turn or falling onto her side. Finally stopped, she turned and pounded back towards the soup-soul.

She had to know, had to see it with the honest sight of her people. Was he still a soup-soul? Was there any humanity left? She hoped beyond reason the man that had saved her, had cried and confided in her, was still there.

If there was only orc, she would kill it herself.

Two strides away she had begun to lose hope as she slid on her rump again. Up close, she saw his eyes were missing, swallowed by the dark hate of the dreaded orc god as he trembled. His mouth gaped too wide, and veins pulsed unnaturally across his body as he screamed in silence.

She concentrated despite the risks. She would need to be quick, as they were surrounded by enemies. She closed her eyes and focused, hoping there was still a they, that she was not alone again. It was dangerous, foolish even. She was tired and weak from the wound threatening to reopen on her front leg.

But she had to know.

The comforting warmth was seductive. Twinkling motes of sunshine danced and sung around her, vying for her attention, bathing her with love. Her people rejoiced at her communion and crowded around her, but she ignored them as the totem stood over the trembling, scarred body.

On the ground at her feet a being made of distilled hate fought against the strange, silvery bonds that held it. The crude shape was a writhing mass of tattered shadows the color of a bruise, a living clot of dark purples, foul yellows, and sickly greens. It pulled in the warm light of her people, devouring it, but gave nothing but pulses of unnerving disquiet felt in every part of her.

She stepped closer, ignoring the songs and questions of her people as they seemed to shun the terrible beast among them, a corporeal problem that no longer concerned them. She doubted they could even see it, though she noticed they had begun slowly drifting further from its unsettling form as they romped and rollicked.

There. Between the bruised shadows, as they writhed and thrashed like a school of razorfish devouring itself in a feeding frenzy, she could see hints of light. Underneath the tattered shadows she could see the form of a faintly glowing human child hugging its knees.

Something left to save, but the child’s light was fading further with every heartbeat.

She was exhausted, but she had to try. He would have to break his own chains, but she could remind him of who he was. She became a mountain cat and prepared for her last battle.

Their fates were bound.


One

Third Chances

North of Glanfield, Len’Neth, year 511

The half-orc’s reaction was instant, born of deep-rooted instinct.

The blonde mercenary captain did not have time to lean away before the scarred, stoic half-orc pivoted on the balls of his thick calloused feet, toes digging deep furrows into the mulch as he turned. Threatened, the half-orc’s heavy fists flew up to the lanky black hair hanging at his temples, and he dipped into his wide-spread legs, ready to lunge.

In less than a blink Dreadfalls was looming over the slight man, readied for violence. The motley band of mercenaries seated around the small cooking fire tensed and, without taking their eyes off him, deliberately began moving their hands toward the weapons leaned against the wagon behind them or resting on their laps.

“What?” Dreadfalls said, gruffer than intended, his round shoulders suddenly shrugged up into his ears.

The tiny knight’s brutal death earlier that morning still felt like an open wound while all the injuries of his flesh had already puckered closed and begun to harden into shiny white ridges. He had survived, unable to save those he loved, again, and the shame poisoned his every thought. In his weakness, he had given in to Ur’Ulg, and the guilt promised never a moment’s rest.

Worse, the scent of the gang’s blood made his own sing for more. Dreadfalls had tried moving further away from the mercenary company’s meager camp to try and catch a sweeter smelling breeze, but the scent followed just the same. The sharp, metallic tang of the Vine Canton gang still permeated his heavily scarred skin and mangled shirt despite a long, hard scrub in the cold river for both. He could no longer remember the original color of the shirt, now permanently dyed varying shades of brown even after drying. The smell made the hair on his neck stand rigid as he trembled in anticipation.

“I said ‘are-you-awake’,” the strange blonde mercenary said looking up at Dreadfalls and then shook his head slowly, his gloved hands still tucked into the pockets of his heavily patched coat. Dreadfalls had not noticed his approach. “Clearly I need to have a long sit and consider where you are in the chain of command.”

“Chain of command?” Dreadfalls rumbled, though the deep, foreign tone of his voice still hummed strangely in his ears and jaw. For his entire life, Dreadfalls had sounded like his father’s kettle whistling to his own ear, but since he had been forced to leave his home, his voice had dropped into a deep chasm, booming out of him if he did not mind his volume.

Dreadfalls shuddered at the thought of the murderous orcs as a sudden warmth in his muscles threatened to send him back to the orc god’s dark cave, where he would listen to his failures for an eternity in the cold. The unseen battle made him tremble. Dreadfalls took four deep breaths, trying to relax his shoulders enough to match his new war chief, who looked as if he were strolling through a garden.

“It means-,” a voice whispered in his opposite ear. Dreadfalls’ shoulders jumped back up to his ears, not realizing a second face had gotten so close. He took another heavy breath and forced his shoulders down, fighting the voices whispering in his head to take up the challenge. The Blackhat Laststand seemed pleased at Dreadfalls’ surprise.

“It means, ‘who’s in charge at any given moment’,” Laststand added gently, the way one might talk to livestock that needed calming, a wary bend to his body as if readying to be kicked. He was a short, stocky man with an enormous, finely kept mustache and a great black tri-tipped hat. Dreadfalls had been told to respect his every word, but the enormous moustache twitched close enough to his right ear to make it tickle every time the Blackhat spoke. “It’s the main principle of how a free company operates. How any army fights really.”

“Like a band of goodly knights, from the stories?” Dreadfalls asked, trying to focus his burning thoughts away from the hideous whispers. Dreadfalls had always loved those stories best, the brave and valiant deeds of goodly knights, and his father always seemed relieved to tell them.

His father had also told tales of mercenaries as well, greedy, craven sellswords who valued gold over legend, even principles, but Dreadfalls did not think it wise to say so. The green-eyed treefolk, Dur’Oor, had assured him that their band of mercenaries had tried to save the priests and were nothing like the bandits and scoundrels he had read about.

The Blackhat snapped his head to one side aggressively, almost losing his hat, and narrowed his eyes like a hawk. Dreadfalls leaned away, closing his eyes, fighting the urge to break the man. He stepped back and almost toppled, catching his calloused heel on the edge of a well rooted rock.

From the moment he had agreed to join the Company that morning, the Blackhat seemed to love nothing more than testing Dreadfalls’ vows to the Company of Bones, startling him every chance he could. Whenever Dreadfalls had turned, the Blackhat always seemed to be scowling too close behind him with his fingers lightly drumming on the hilt of his sword.

“Goodly knights? We’re trying like demons to be,” Laststand said with a wry smile. The Blackhat suddenly stood straight, adjusted his enormous black hat as if something had been decided, and walked off toward the fire, adding loudly, “That is his first and only chance at watch, Captain. Warn him. He’s yours, this one and only time, but if it happens again, he’s mine. This is his only warning.” It was not quite anger, as it weighed too heavily with disappointment to stoke, but it was close.

“Noted Blackhat, noted,” said the strange, energetic man, who had introduced himself as Nimblejack, Captain of the Company of Bones, rubbing his temples while he nodded in deference. He turned his piercing brown eyes back on Dreadfalls and lowered his voice. There was a sudden comfortable weight in the words that melted the tension from Dreadfalls shoulders, even as the small man stepped uncomfortably close.

“Yes,” the Captain said. “Yes, to being a band of knights. Just with gold, lots of it hopefully, attached to those deep, spiritual feelings of doing the right thing for the right reason. Unfortunately, I have been warned it will not be cheap to feed you as we dash across the realm doing goodly deeds. This, added to the fact that I like the finer things in life, especially when I’m pitting said life against the delegations of destructiveness… no, that’s no good. Contingents of the corrupt? Perhaps. Well, let’s just humbly say, for the greater good of all humankind. All creaturedom perhaps?”

The leader of the free company quieted and looked the half-orc over slowly, from crown to ankle, as if in appraisal, and Dreadfalls wondered if the Captain would ask to see his teeth. Instead, the man just grinned as if trying to touch the corners of his lips to the ears that held back his blonde shoulder length hair.

“Where was I? Ah, yes. You can’t change the fates without either gold, luck, or good looks,” the Captain continued. “So, I’m hedging my bets and just going to make sure I have all three in my pocket. We are a band of goodly knights. We simply don’t have a lord. Or a temple. Or a lonely, wealthy patron, yet. So unfortunately, we need our own financial backing. That means while we stake our lives in the mortal interest of humanity, it does come with a reasonable fee.”

“What am I to you?” Dreadfalls rumbled, looking over the slight man at the efficient camp of two oiled tents, a well-dug fire pit ringed by hand-whittled roasting spears, and a smaller oiled tarp hung from the gang’s captured wagon, covering packs and spoils.

The six other mercenaries had been smiling, cleaning weapons, mending gear, and complaining about the rain on the horizon as they sat around the modest cooking fire, pretending not to be listening, but the smiles were gone. While none of the mercenaries had drawn their blades, they had emptied their hands of the labors and kept their twitching fingertips flirting with the pommels and hilts.

“A good first question,” Nimblejack said to himself, as if a proud parent, then added much louder to the retreating Blackhat. “Hear that Laststand? Our Champion’s got a head on his shoulders. A good first question.”

Dreadfalls felt the gentle breeze on his neck as the Captain shifted closer to whisper, and his muscles instinctually tightened with a cold shiver of anticipation that ran down his spine, bypassing all thought. He feared finding himself in the cave and swayed away from the Captain’s leaning head as if dodging a fight ender of a swing.

His Captain. That was what Dreadfalls had agreed to when he woke in the woods, surrounded by mercenaries, only to find that the fox was some strange treefolk creature, able to take on living shapes, who had given up five years of her life just for the chance to save him. His deepening voice seemed to be the least of the changes in the last two full moons.

The Captain smiled affably and leaned even closer.

“It’s not that Laststand is a bad guy, you understand,” Nimblejack whispered. “But you just happened to find the skeleton key to all that pent up hate and discontent a good Blackhat of the Company should always keep close to his heart, for moments just like this one. Falling asleep on watch is an offense so grave, it bears with it the death penalty amongst some of the prouder hill tribes of this charming continent. Truly, falling asleep on watch is of no small concern in any culture or society.”

“I didn’t fall asleep,” Dreadfalls rumbled loudly. Blackhat Laststand only chuckled silently to himself as he continued moving back towards the fire. Dreadfalls’ chest tightened, and each breath suddenly felt bigger than the last as he began rolling his shoulders around threateningly. It was like hot candle wax beginning to flow through his veins, starting at his chest and working its way to his wide fingertips and thick, dirty toes. With each moment, it became hotter and flowed quicker.

“I did not fall asleep,” Dreadfalls growled menacingly. The Blackhat froze on the balls of his tall boots and began to pivot as the Company began to rise as one behind him, weapons suddenly in hand. Nimblejack lifted a single finger up over his shoulder for all to see, not taking his eyes off Dreadfalls as he tilted his head slightly.

It was not unpleasant at first, the warmth of what Dreadfalls had once imagined ‘power’ felt like when his family had read about it in books around their cozy hearth. It was more than confidence, it was the whisper of invulnerability, and Dreadfalls could feel its rhythmic pull growing with every beat of his heart. The little blonde man was challenging him, the voices whispered. The frail human was questioning Dreadfalls’ word and legend, Captain or no.

“I-Did-Not-Fall-Asleep-On-Watch,” Dreadfalls roared, fire blooming at the edges of his vision as his back and buttocks tightened, and his nails began to draw blood from his palms. Nimblejack nodded to someone behind Dreadfalls, his smile deflating slightly with concern.

“They know,” Dur’Oor cooed gently, suddenly beside him, rubbing his trembling arm with her soft fingertips. Dreadfalls looked down at the small treefolk wrapped in the tiny knight’s undershirt and cloak. Her giant, green eyes blazed like lanterns underneath her short, branched antlers, and Dreadfalls thought he would never see anything as beautiful. After two great, heaving breaths, he felt the warmth run from his muscles, leaving them heavy and tired. “They know you didn’t fall asleep.”

“Yes, yes, I promise you, we’re not accusing you of ‘falling asleep’,” Nimblejack said in a sigh. “Of course not. Of course not, but… we do have sort of an unwritten rule that if Laststand, as acting Blackhat of the Company, cannot get your attention immediately with just a word in your ear when standing watch, especially from right beside you, you might as well be asleep. He views it as one and the same, you see. Best not to ask why, just know there is a tragic story behind it, and that has led to no surer way to upset the man than to fail at your duties as our guard and protector while on watch.”

Dreadfalls opened his mouth to protest, but the young blonde mercenary cut him short with a guilty smile, and the single finger became an open handed shrug. “The blame is entirely mine though. I should never have let him assign you watch so shortly after, well, after all the unpleasantness that has happened. I can’t imagine what you must be going through. You have told us your story this morning, and we have given you a proper name, but it was far too close to being ‘Sadhammer’ if any more had voted for Lazybones’ idea. That speaks volumes, and it was my fault as Captain of the company to not have caught it sooner. Blackhat Laststand?”

“Yes, Captain?” Laststand hollered back, coming to something resembling attention.

“I am assigning someone else Dreadfalls’ firewatch for the time being, until he sees himself fit to stand.”

“Lazybones or Bootneck, as they still have extra watch for that big tavern row before we left the Empire, but you also had me put that on hold for the time being,” the Blackhat replied.

“So, I did. So-I-did. What next watch would Dreadfalls be on tonight?”

“As a green recruit he was supposed to be on the tail end of Scout Cullem’s shift, right before the-,” Laststand said, pausing as he pointed at Dur’Oor. His great mustache twitched. “Right before the, well, whatever we want to classify her as.”

“I’ll stand that shift,” Nimblejack called out for all to hear as he turned to face the Company. “I’ll take it until Dreadfalls decides he is ready to be a man and take back his duties from me. Or half-man, if that’s the most he can muster on that side.”

Dur’Oor squeezed his first two fingers in her hand as Dreadfalls took in a long inhale through his nose.

“Captain, I-,” Laststand began, but Nimblejack was quick to cut him off, throwing his hand down to his side in something resembling anger.

“I said I would stand it. That’s an order,” Nimblejack said, slowly enunciating each word crisply as he raised his narrow chin.

“I was just asking if you wanted me to put the leaves on to boil at the end of my watch, Captain,” Laststand replied with a satisfied smile. Nimblejack tilted his head back and forth, his eyes unfocusing in deep thought.

“Ah. Yes, well, that does sound wonderful actually. Just half a pot, thank you, Blackhat. Now, where was I? Oh yes. What you are to me?” The Captain said, turning back to the Dreadfalls. “Well, you certainly aren’t going to improve my good looks unless I stand next to you all the time, and it’s going to cost a literal fortune to feed you, if the past day is to be any indication as what it’s going to take to keep my end of our bargain, so that leaves luck.”

“Luck?” Dreadfalls rumbled, feeling always a step behind the Captain’s words no matter how hard he tried to keep up. Of all the things in the world Dreadfalls felt, lucky was not one of them.

“A goddess to some, a succubus to others, but all cultures agree she is a fickle mistress to those who neglect her. Until now, we were unfortunately limited on the size of the jobs we could take on safely.”

“Nothing safe about it,” Lazybones, a tall, gangly young man, snickered from the far side of the fire, and the rest of the company snickered as along with him.

“Safe-Rrr then, safer. No one’s gonna put up gold for something a family or old crone could handle for free. There are certain risks that must be accepted for this line of work to even pay the expenses. But we try to operate as safely as possible, and everyone gets a vote on how it’s done. Unsurprisingly, when everyone has an equal vote, the risky battles willing to be waged significantly decrease. There is a very lover-like relationship between the amount of gold offered and the risk that also must be accepted and planned for, so my office in this illustrious free company is figuring out how to increase the contract payouts without increasing my own personal risk.”

The Captain swung his upturned palm in a wide arc, from the treefolk holding Dreadfalls’ fingers to the last of the Company, who had begun to sit and take up their chores once again.

“Poor luck has brought us all together, but our luck has changed. Luck has given you shelter and safety from the cruel world, and luck has given this Company the siege engine it so desperately needs. I believe you are going to help this Company do feats of legend that will be sung about for ages, or at least a couple of years after we disband, fatted by our tremendous spoils.”

“Like that legendary job where we had to clean up our employer’s sick?” Bootneck asked without looking up from oiling the leather of his armor, his perfect white teeth grinning in the heart shaped frame of his mahogany face.

“Or the time that all we all got blisters because we had to walk everywhere?” Oldways called out, his gray knotted beard shaking as he spoke. “Wait, that’s been every job ‘til recent, because we’ve basically been walking since we met.”

“We ran first, but those were terrible blisters, agreed. However, if cleaning sick off everyone’s clothes is the worst thing we have to do for a nice sack of gold, I consider us well compensated,” Nimblejack nodded.

“We had to kill the prime bear that attacked his village not two turns of the bellglass before he threw up on us at the celebration feast, and Bootneck and you almost died doing it,” Lazybones brayed, and the company, save for Nimblejack, joined in, saying ‘aye’ in various tones as they laughed.

“Exactly,” Nimblejack said, grinning as if they had proven his point all along. “Now, no more ‘almost dying’ for contracts. Dreadfalls here is going to usher in a new age for the Company of Bones. Sergeant Donemore has already briefed me on the possibilities, and on the poor end, I believe we may have leapt forward years from where I had hoped to be. Years.’

“I believe this will hasten putting the Company of Bones in the mouths of the lords and the rich merchants, where we belong. And as consequence, in better taverns,” Nimblejack added, waving his hand around the small, efficient camp huddled next to the large wagon and its cargo wriggling in the back. “All we must do is make sure Dreadfalls is ready. He has been through a lot for someone so young, things I cannot begin to imagine at his age, when I could hardly handle being turned down by a passing fancy with grace. All our job is, for the next, I don’t know, one, maybe two years, is to train him. To feed him.”

Nimblejack stepped closer, without a trace of defense, until his narrow shoulder was almost touching Dreadfalls’ wide chest. He fought the fear shaking his limbs to act, to grab up the small mercenary, but kept his Captain’s expectant gaze. There was a distance in the look, as if Nimblejack was seeing past him to a Dreadfalls of the future.

“You are the half-man who will save lives,” Nimblejack stated proudly, as if he was giving a speech of the deed already done. “You are the half-man who will topple vile kingdoms, save princes, and make kings. Your legend will make bards hoarse.”

Dreadfalls could not explain the pull of the words, not out loud, as the scrawny mercenary leader stared up into his eyes with such faith, such smug confidence. It simply felt like fact coming from the Captain. The sensation and the hope were not unpleasant.

“But until you learn to control that fire you got hidden inside you,” Nimblejack whispered for only Dreadfalls. “You may very well burn us all, including your-,” Nimblejack paused, grinning as he looked for the word. “Mate?”

The memories of the stone hut and the tiny knight burned away all other thoughts. Dreadfalls huffed breathlessly, his chest and shoulders swelling. He felt the heat begin to prickle his skin uncomfortably, like he was standing too close to a well-stoked fire.

“Control it, that heat, that burning,” Nimblejack commanded softly. “If you give in before you’re ready, you’ll kill her. And you’ll remember, every bit of it, for the rest of your sad existence. Fight it until you’re strong enough to control it. Give in before then and she dies somewhere in the massacre you are the only survivor of, every time, forever. That’s what you’re fighting for. And when you control it, think of the unbelievable good you will use it for.”

Dreadfall’s chest rose and fell in great heaving waves as Dur’Oor wrapped both of her soft hands around his forearm in concern. Nimblejack continued his gaze for a long moment and then gave a sad smile. “Please remember all the nice things I just said. Hold onto them, cling to the good and the terrible, whatever you need to fight it. You’re about to be publicly challenged, and I need you to not kill us all, because I don’t want to be humiliated, and so unbelievably wrong.”

“Challenged?” Dreadfalls rumbled, trying desperately to contain the roar as the heat that had calmed to a comfortable boil came searing back, burning through his muscles.

“Fickle gods, I’ll serve any of you,” the Captain whispered before adding louder, “Witch, if you would.” Dur’Oor squeezed harder, her eyes full of hope. Nimblejack took a deep breath and then turned, taking a step towards his Company seated around the fire, showing his back to Dreadfalls. “I invoke my Captain’s right to dismiss Dreadfalls from the fighting line. Dreadfalls is not ready for battle.”

“Another one? We already got Pursey who can’t fight and has to have a fulltime bodyguard on top of it,” Lazybones said mournfully, already speaking before Nimblejack had even finished his last word.

Dreadfalls felt a rush of heat course through him, like the forest fire he had barely outrun, and his heels lifted off the ground ever so slightly as his every muscle wound in anticipation. The Company nodded and murmured in agreement with the lanky complainer, especially the Blackhat.

“He already ate more than all of the rest of us combined today, Captain,” Laststand added.

“I will pay for him, food and all, out of my own wages,” Nimblejack shrugged. “I forfeit my Captain’s shares of the Company profit until he is ready to join the fighting line and watch rotation.”

There it was. Everyone knew, the voices whispered. Dreadfalls was a failure and could not save anyone. The world began to dim as he trembled, and he could feel the faint cold already beginning to gnaw on his toes.

“Stay with me,” Dur’Oor said, squeezing his arm with each word. “Stay here.”

Dreadfalls blinked and looked down at the delicate treefolk holding his forearm as if seeing her for the first time. Her enormous green eyes. Her antler-branches. The intricate swirl of greens and browns across her soft, scaly skin.

“You’re in the forest, amongst friends,” she said with a reassuring smile. Dreadfalls blinked again and shuddered as the vertigo finally released its grip on his thoughts. She leaned closer. “I was hoping I could still sleep on your chest tonight, even though you know I’m not a fox anymore.”

“Uh, sure,” Dreadfalls brayed awkwardly, feeling the warmth all rush to his face. “Of course.”

“Is he gonna kill us all, Witch?” Nimblejack asked loudly, still staring ahead at the rest of his Company seated around the fire.

“No, Captain, Dreadfalls here is gentle as a bobcat cub,” Dur’Oor replied even louder, looking up into Dreadfalls’ scarred, trembling face. “We were speaking of our sleeping arrangements when he comes off of whatever punishment you are making him do.”

“It’s watch,” Laststand hollered, throwing up his arms and closing his eyes as his face tightened. “I explained it to both of you not half a glass ago, when I assigned him the first watch. First’s not even a hard watch. All you have to do is walk the perimeter of this very small camp for one turn of the bellglass and make sure nothing sneaks up on us while we prep. We’re all awake.”

“I will take this watch as well,” Nimblejack nodded, holding up his hands. “Any assignments, duties, any censures you dispense, I shall take. He falls in the river, I’ll be the one to get wet. He drinks too much ale, I will be the one with the hangover, do you understand me, Blackhat?”

“Yes, Captain,” Laststand snapped, suddenly driving his heels together and touching the brim of his enormous black hat with his stiff hand.

“Not since the founding of this great free company have I ever demanded any of my rights as Captain. I’ve suffered and bled beside you all. I’ve cooked your meals and stolen for your bread, though we did pay her back when we could. A very nice woman and a deft baker,” Nimblejack said, biting his lip to the nods and agreement of the company. “That impossible crust on the outside but the most perfectly cooked inside. When I am rich enough, I will make a pillow from of the inside of that bread. Laststand make a note for Pursey to purchase us a nice bread soon, or make it appear, or whatever a quartermaster does.”

“There will be no touching outside of my head on your chest,” Dur’oor whispered while the mercenary leader droned on about bread. “For that you would have to fulfill a courtship. Is that something you would agree to?” Dreadfalls nodded, enraptured. “That makes my heart happy. I can’t wait until our courtship is at an end and we will be one.”

“One?” Dreadfalls choked, looking down at his enormous, dirty feet.

“At the end we make a single body,” she smiled, the half-orc’s knees threatening to collapse. “But we’ll see if we make it through that many moons of courtship.”

“How many full moons will you lay on my chest in courtship?” Dreadfalls whispered, his voice quivering with longing and anticipation.

“So very many,” Dur’Oor whispered back, sprouting an impish grin. “But, if we make it, we will be rewarded.”

“-Oh yes,” Nimblejack said, and his voice swelled suddenly. “I’ve tended your wounds, and we’ve protected each other’s back. You’ve trusted me this far to be your Captain, and by the fickle gods we have beaten the odds and exceeded all expectations. We all knew shame together, and now we sit around a warm fire at night, eating well, and the worst of our troubles is occasionally getting thrown up on after giving too good a drubbing. We have a life where once it was forfeit, and now we have each other. Priceless. And you have me to thank for that. I welcome your praise and cheers of agreement any time now.”

“I agree,” Dreadfalls rumbled loudly, a half-smile crossing his wide, strong face.

“I hoped you would,” Dur’Oor said, rubbing his arm as she moved to stand directly beside him as they faced the Captain’s back.

“Your lackluster cheers are noted and will be taken into consideration during bonuses,” Nimblejack continued. “If you have ever believed in me, I’m asking you to believe in me now. Dreadfalls is a seed. What you see, what some of you witnessed, is nothing compared to what he could be. I have read the accounts of half-orcs before, none from loving homes I might add, orc ‘sires’ tending to simply take and then leave their victim for dead. Dreadfalls will be twice the size he is now. Twice as wide, and certainly a bit taller at least. A walking siege ram with the soul of a well-tended child. He is a bloody miracle.”

“Looking to upgrade your title to Savant?” Oldways grinned.

“Your words,” Nimblejack replied with a slight bow of his head. “But yes, though an honorary title for now. We have a company full of some of the most talented individuals I have ever met, though I fear it may say more about my insulated upbringing, but I’ll take that chance. If we all could just train him.” Nimblejack turned and swung his thin arm up, pointing at Dreadfalls’ face, a single, maddening finger stabbing directly at his left eye.

“This company has a half-orc cub with manners, and all we have to do is feed him, protect him, and maybe he murders us all in our sleep because he rolled over onto a root and goes wild thinking the tree is challenging him, but what if he gets there? What could he be when the little cub is full grown, which I do not believe is far off. What if he could be the first ever half-orc grown to full size for the last hundred years, to be shot like a ballista bolt as an opening salvo, or armored like a warhorse to hide behind as we advance at a full sprint to crack open shield walls like walnuts? Imagine the contracts we will be able to fulfil with the pay of a full military-sized company but with a fraction of the numbers to feed and split the spoils between. Ok, maybe not feed.”

The Captain swung back around, putting his hands on his hips as he placed a fancy boot up on a rock and leaned into his hips, chest tall, as if striking a pose for an oil painting.

“This is our Champion. I know it. If you have ever believed in me before, believe that he is the keystone to our blazing success. With him, we’ll set the world on fire, though hopefully, no more forests.”

The company whooped and hollered. Dreadfalls grinned despite himself and was glad for the excuse to blush slightly, as he tried not to stare at Dur’Oor. For a moment, he even let himself believe the Captain’s fine words.


Two

Seeds of Distrust

North of Glanfield, Len’Neth, year 511

Laststand would let the Company wear themselves out late into the night before starting proper watch, their secret hopes and dreams stoked into popping embers by the Captain’s speech. It was a good speech, as far as speeches went, at least for morale. A bit heavy handed on the optimism, but a good speech. Fighting spirit had been waning painfully low after the too-close fights and boring escort contracts for the far flung nobility of the Empire.

“Captain, a moment,” Laststand said, coming to a loose attention.

“Ah, an official moment then,” the Nimblejack replied, standing from the rock he had folded his cloak upon. He waved his hand graciously toward the shadows at the far end of the camp, only a few steps past the first trees that surrounded the small clearing where the wagon had fit snugly. Laststand nodded and followed behind the man awkwardly, unused to such a leisurely pace.

“Captain, keeping the half-orc, uh, with us, is a mistake,” Laststand said quietly to the Nimblejack’s back, unable to wait any longer as they walked.

“I know you do,” the Captain said, smiling sadly as he turned to face his second. “And while I appreciate you not saying ‘alive’ right there, and waiting to voice this concern out of earshot of the Company, I sincerely hope you are following it up with a solution for parting with our mad, rutting half-orc and his shaman-witch-betrothed, while somehow finishing our task before we die of old age.”

Laststand gritted his teeth and clenched his fists down by his side, out of sight of the Captain. Half-orcs were an abomination, and Nimblejack had purposefully breezed over the many reasons why none had been allowed to reach maturity, each one a grave marker after the Slaughter reared its ugly head. Unfortunate mothers who hid their shame usually became the first victims.

“So, no plan then?” Nimblejack said with a sigh after a long silence.

“He’ll kill us all,” Laststand said. He was startled by the man’s sudden closeness as Nimblejack stepped up to the toes of his tall black boots, their noses almost touching. The Captain’s face tightened, the muscles of his jaw fluttering as if trying to contain a deluge of painful words.

“We were all dead men already,” Nimblejack said, waving his gloved hand back towards the Company, his voice unusually strained and frustrated. Nimblejack closed his eyes for a moment and the snarl disappeared as quickly as it had taken hold of his face.

When he opened his eyes there was no hint of the frustration from a moment before, only the twinkle of absolute faith in his large, brown eyes. “He is the means back to the Sunlands. He is the curiosity and the legend that will get us an audience. Without him, we won’t get closer than the third ringwall of the White Spires. You want to beg off now, when the gods have dropped this gift, this bloody miracle, into our laps?”

“He’ll be the death of us all,” Laststand said quietly, stepping back and looking away into the shadows of the trees, unable to hold against the absolute certainty in Nimblejack’s eyes any longer.

“Perhaps. But it is our path forward. Besides,” Nimblejack said, grinning as he leaned into Laststand’s peripheral. “I believe I have a plan that I think both you and Pursey will find most interesting. All I ask is that you get this band of porcupines back to Glanfield without anyone getting pricked, or dying. That’s your job, my angry, black-hatted friend. I’ll do the rest.”

Laststand shook his head and let out a long, exasperated sigh.

“It’s such an ugly hat,” Laststand said finally.

“I know that too,” Nimblejack said, grinning as he brushed past Laststand on his way back to the campfire.

Laststand took off the large tricorn hat and stood at the edge of the light for a long moment, staring out into the darkness. He ran his hand through his greasy hair, wondering if he would at least be granted a final bath before the half-orc killed them all. He snickered, realizing a bath was rather far down the list of last requests, and slid the black hat down on his head.

All he could do was trust Nimblejack. He had gotten them all this far, and it was certainly much further than Laststand ever thought they would get.

The Captain was already holding court at the fire when Laststand rejoined the Company, not a hint of doubt or worry in the Captain’s august bearing. He had already cast his glamour on the upturned faces, moving his hands in wild gestures as he spoke.

“And what story shall we have tonight before we turn in? Bootneck’s harrowing adventures sailing across the Oilwood Sea? Or how about when Eclipse spoke more than a word at a time?”

“No,” Eclipse said, without looking up from the leather thong she was braiding.

“Fair enough,” the Captain said.

“Not Dreadfalls’ either,” Lazybones called out. “I don’t know if I could hear about him crying in different places for another moment.”

The Company all thumped their gear or legs in agreement. The half-orc did not even catch the comment, so wrapped up in the strange, antlered witch seated beside him. Laststand rolled his eyes, though he was honest with himself enough to know there was a sliver of jealousy wrapped up in his irritation. The road between towns was often long and tremendously lonesome.

“Also fair,” the Captain. “I’ll be sure to revise it on the next telling. To cleanse the collective palette, let’s turn our minds to the great northern forests of the Sunlands-“


Three

A Hundred Tiny Dooms

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

Too early the first fall breeze rustled the leaves, and all was undone.

The giant lizard turned its wide, triangular head away and lapped at the air with its long, blue tongue again. The russet eye disappeared as an opaque lid pulled back in a blink, a strange, sideways affair, then resumed its one-eyed stare at the bush.

He was discovered, despite the mud smeared across his face, his leafcloak breaking up his silhouette, and the thick foliage Dannel had kept between them. Not found yet, but his presence was no longer his secret to keep.

The lizard’s dappled gray body stilled, but its slender, tapering tail continued to curl until it resembled a mound of black rope surrounding the sheep carcass at its long, clawed back leg. Only the few sparse black feather-spines running across the top of its head trembled in the dying breeze.

A Forester could do everything right, from stalking to camouflage, to finding the perfect loop-hole in the foliage, but the slightest unexpected change could be the difference between predator or prey. That was the lesson of the deep forest. A misplaced step on a dry twig, the momentary glint of uncovered metal reflecting the sun, a change in the wind, or any of a hundred other tiny dooms meant death.

All a Forester could do was hope it was quick.

Dannel froze with the string of his bow drawn back to the turn of his sinewy jaw, the hood of his camouflaged leafcloak brushed back behind his right ear. A rock skink’s heart was further up in the chest than most, hidden between the shoulder joints. He did not dare risk the shot with its body in profile while it searched for him. A glancing shot could start a footrace that Dannel did not think he could win.

The rock skink stared, and Dannel stared right back, still as a wood carving. His record was fifteen heartbeats holding his bow at full draw, two off the Forester record despite his bow’s two stone heavier pull. But every heartbeat sowed new tremors along his wide, muscular shoulders, narrow waist, and long, thin legs. Each moment holding the enormous pull-weight of the bow was more tinder thrown into the fires building in his limbs and clenched buttocks. The rock skink flashed its blue tongue, tasting the air, and Dannel began to shake.

At twelve heartbeats his shoulders and back screamed.

At fourteen, the arches of his feet felt as if they would snap.

At sixteen heartbeats the rock skink turned away, quartering, just as the swirling breeze shifted back into Dannel’s face.

He waited one more heartbeat, then loosed. The heavy shaft crossed the distance in a blur, disappearing a hand-width behind lizard’s narrow shoulder. The rock skink leapt in place, its tail thrashing around like a bullwhip as it turned a quick circle searching for its unseen attacker. It landed, thrashing the underbrush with less vigor each moment, like a smoldering candlewick until there was only smoke. Finally, the rock skink fell still.

Dying, but not necessarily dead. There were plenty of tales of spiteful gorings and infectious parting gifts for the foolishly curious or overly confident. No beast wanted to cross over the Last Sea alone. Dannel could understand the sentiment and waited the hundred heartbeats he had been taught.

Slowly stepping out from behind the bush he had used to hide his movements, glacial as they might have been, Dannel pulled back the wide hood of his leafcloak. The fresh foliage he had pruned and delicately slid into its weave to mask his shape fluttered down to his soft-soled boots. Dannel wiped his muddy brow and ran his hand threw the tangle of dark, sweaty hair that hung to his shoulders. He blew out a heavy breath and rolled out his neck.

Over a quarter of the picket herd had been fed upon, and the survivors had scattered to the four winds over the past five days. It had only been strange luck that the rock skink had suddenly lost interest. With the herd dispersed, it had been impossible to know where the giant prime lizard would strike next, and Dannel had spent the better part of that time circling the meadow like a shadow looking for sign.

Putting his bow down on the lizard’s scaley flank, Dannel knelt beside the body and placed his hands on either side of the half-sunk arrow. He closed his eyes and gave a whispered prayer to Alornas for his own survival. He thanked the rock skink and assured it that the hunt had been a close thing, running his calloused hands down its scales.

After a long moment of respectful silence, he began to rise to pull the arrow, but a slight rustle in the bushes further up the hillside made Dannel pause. Fresh blood always attracted the opportunists, but usually not for a quarter bell, when the breeze had time to carry it far afield. Instead of standing, Dannel began to slowly lower his hand down towards the bow leaning against the skink’s belly. He managed two fingers upon the bent wood and bone before the bush split in an unexpected birth.

“Pinepitch,” Dannel said, no longer trying to hide his voice.

Too late Dannel realized his folly. The dead sheep had not been a deferred meal, but a mating offering. In a hail of leaves and twigs, the object of the rock skink’s courtship burst from the bush. The female skink was smaller, but only just. Its backward pointed teeth would still grin in Dannel’s face, should it have stood upright on its long back legs.

Instead, it used all four of its thin, powerful legs to throw its sleek, scaly body down towards Dannel, the long bullwhip of the tail still stirring the bush long after the body had shot out.

Dannel’s arm moved before he could think and flung his Guide’s bow up into the skink’s open mouth as it lunged. To his relief, the sudden unexpected assault pulled the skink up short. The bow’s grip fought against the teeth and blue tongue while the string brushed back past the black feather-spines on the crest of its head, trapping the bow in place like a muzzle.

The rock skink issued a terrible distorted hiss as it thrashed its head back and forth trying to free itself. It was a fine bow, hand carved from Oldwood heart and goblin bone by his Guide’s delicate hand, but it would not hold against the serrated teeth for long. He would have to thank Alornas later.

Dannel turned and let fear open his stride into impossible lengths as he tore recklessly down the slope, abandoning his laden pelt frame and supplies without hesitation. He would be mocked for returning empty handed, but he would bask in the others’ loud contempt so long as it meant he returned. With only his skinning knife and the pocket rations Dannel snacked upon between meals, it would be a miracle for him to make the three day journey back to the Iron Fang without becoming a meal himself.

“Pitch, pitch, pitch,” Dannel said, huffing loudly as each stride tried to reach further than the last. Behind him, Dannel heard the shattering of wood and the snapping of bone. The rock skink had finally worked its teeth through the bow and freed itself of its confusion. It barked out a shrill birdcall and kicked debris high up into the trees as it tore down the slope in chase.

The only advantage Dannel had was that he had pored over this slope, memorizing the various possible trails as he had searched and ascended in silent pursuit of the suitor. His long legs danced and kicked as he pumped his hands, jumping deadfall and ducking those branches he could. He simply plowed through those he could not, or tried to at least.

A sapling proved more stubborn than his tangled thoughts had guessed, and Dannel felt his shoulders smashed sideways hard enough to threaten his footing. Where he had expected to reach out, catch, and fling his momentum to the right using a small tree just ahead, he flew straight past, his arms too busy flailing as if Dannel was trying to fly.

He had hoped to follow the shallow brook that silently traced the base of the small slope, using its constant murmur to cover his sound. Instead, he found himself dancing and splashing across its slippery rocks at a full sprint waiting for the inevitable snap.

“Pitch, pitch, pitch,” Dannel moaned as he tumbled over the brook and out into the open meadow, a favorite grazing site for the picket herd until they were scattered. In the gnarled puzzle of the underbrush Dannel had been losing ground but not nearly as much as he would in the open meadow.

Whatever course he chose, Dannel needed to decide quickly, and on the run.

Climbing was not an option, as the bloody skink was built for that and would snag his leg to drag him down before he had made it even a few strides up the tree. He would need to turn and face it, but Dannel could at least lure it someplace where he could limit its advantages.

He needed to persuade it he would not be an easy meal. His skinning knife was sharp, as sharp as a blade could get, but at barely a hand in length, it would do little to help his reach. Dannel longed for the long, heavy brush blade strapped to the side of his abandoned pelt frame, but he might as well have wished he could fly for all it was worth.

He would have to find a den or small cave to back into. Dannel began scanning the far tree line rushing towards him for a break in the underbrush.

Half way across the meadow his search ended abruptly, as Dannel felt his foot slip down into an unseen burrow. He was agile enough to take most of his weight from the ankle, staving off a break, but at the cost of tumbling end over end through the sharp grasses and vibrant wildflowers. After a few tumbles, Dannel tried his best to find his back and face his backtrail as he reached for the skinning knife he hoped he had not lost in the fall.

“Pinepitch.”

The rock skink had been far closer than Dannel had hoped, barely a few strides behind him. It took two more clawed steps and jumped, leading with its wide, triangular head. Its front legs were splayed wide, as if readying for a tender hug. It leapt high into the sky, tucking its back legs beneath it, claws splayed, as it prepared to land on top of him.

Dannel had one chance. He pulled his knife but kept his elbow tucked to his ribs.

Only a perfect stab would-

Only a perfect-

Only-

Only fools did not accept their place in the endless hunt, his Guide had said.

He was going to die. Dannel might take the rock skink with him across the Last Sea, but there were too many teeth, too many claws, and its thrashing death throes would not be pleasant. Dannel used his last moment to thank Alornas one last time, as the rock skink fell upon him.

But accepting did not mean giving up, and Dannel stabbed out with the tiny knife as he instinctually closed his eyes. The noise was horrific, a duet of piercing shrieks and rending flesh. Shadow and wind. A hot wetness splashed across his face. Shadow and wind. Shadow and wind.

“Kee-eeeee-arr.” No lizard made such a sound, and Dannel peeked out from behind his wet eyelashes.

The hawk’s beating wings blotted out the sun for three strides in either direction as it wrestled to keep the skink in its massive talons. The hawk was a prime, the gigantic beasts of the Oldwoods, but thankfully still a young one by its wingspan. It held the rock skink tightly by the neck and upper chest, but the lizard fought savagely to turn and face its attacker. Its tail thrashed as it tried to roll, whipping against Dannel’s face before he could throw his arms up with a weak yelp and roll out from underneath the bedlam.

A moment later the prime hawk lost its hold on the lizard’s neck. The rock skink crashed back into the meadow where Dannel had been laying, tearing up clods of wild grass and flowers with its back legs as it thrashed to free itself. The enormous hawk tucked its wings, dropped heavily, and snatched at the skink’s neck again. After a successful second attempt, the hawk spread and beat its wings furiously, rising to ride out the storm. It wrenched the skink’s head back and lifted its feet off the ground. Finally, the bleeding rock skink stopped fighting and drooped in the long, black talons.

From far closer than he would have hoped, Dannel lay helpless on his back looking up at the hawk as it turned its piercing eyes and sharp beak toward him. It studied Dannel for a moment and then, with a ferocious beating of wings, began lifting the limp lizard further and further into the sky.

Dannel waited for the prime hawk to disappear over the top of the trees before rolling over onto his hands and knees. With all the patience he could muster, he slowly crawled his way back across the meadow. Running would just attract more eyes, and Dannel did not want to test his ankle unless he had to. It did not feel broken but it was thick and tender enough to pretend it was. He might escape the deep woods yet, but he would certainly do it limping for a day or two.

Back at his pelt frame, Dannel strung his single-limbed, wood shortbow as fast as he could without mistake. It would not send the long, heavy arrows whittled for his twin-limbed longbow nearly as far or fast, but it was still a sight better than a blade should it come to it.

Leaving nothing wasted, Dannel dressed and skinned the first rock skink as quickly as he could. The scavengers would have already begun their curious circling, drawn by so much sweet-smelling commotion, and he was covered in blood. He still had to clean himself, or at least make himself smell far less tempting, and find a safe harbor site before something clever caught his trail.

Nothing was made easier by being hunted.


Four

Wanderers of the Wood

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

For three days Dannel marched tirelessly under the heavy load, stopping often to make slow, quiet turns to check his backtrail for anything that might be following the rich scent of the fresh pelts, beautiful feathers, and rare flora strapped to his wooden frame. He had been loath to leave so much meat behind, but without snow to pack it, he could only eat until his stomach hurt, and leave the rest as a tempting distraction.

On the afternoon of the third day, Dannel came to the crest of the final ridgeline that separated the cruel, deep woods from the tamed valley of the Iron Fang. Where most of his Lord’s lands were steep, rocky folds and lush, narrow vales, the valley below spread out in a wide, inviting basin that would take more than half a day to cross.

The Iron Fang, a tall, slender mountain, rose lonely from the middle of the verdant basin, casting a long shadow like a sundial. A vast wasp nest of metal, wood, and stone chimneys grew out from the top half of the lonely peak, an unnatural mushroom cap ruining whatever natural majesty had been hidden beneath.

Dannel stopped short of the crest, feet still firmly planted in the deep woods. A single step further and Dannel would leave the deep wood, crossing into the subdued lands of the valley. Instead, he closed his eyes and took a long, deep inhale through his nose. The corners of his flat, thin lips curled ever so slightly, the closest thing to a smile his mouth could seem to make.

There was a reassuring peace in the song made from the honest sounds of nature. The song of the forest was humbling and made Dannel feel as vulnerable as he truly was in the deep wood, in the never-ending struggle of predator and prey. He preferred the whispers of the forest to any traveling bard’s voice, no matter how raucous the drunken applause around the Lord’s fire pit.

But the song of the woods was as demanding as it was beautiful. It demanded mindfulness and discipline. It demanded terrible patience and nerves hewn from Oldwood. It was not a trifle to be taken lightly. Those who did not hear the song, and hear it well, did not survive the shady Forester trails that skirted the vast Oldwood groves and darker places like feint spiderwebs.

Dannel took another deep inhale through his wide, flat nostrils and bent his knees to scoop up a handful of mulch. He held the rich, pungent smell of the dark loam directly under his nose for a long moment before pocketing it. There was an intense comfort in the aromas of the woods and the sweet blossoming fields that occasionally found the sunlight past the canopy.

Things smelled as they should in the woods with rare exception, and those exceptions had been drilled into him by his Guide until he could stake both their lives on Dannel’s decisions, showing significant trust in such a hostile land. Spoiled meat smelled foul, as did most of the poisonous mushrooms up close, and stagnant, unsettling waters that could dry a person out no matter how much they drank of it, often smelled faintly of eggs gone to rot.

His Guide had taught Dannel that if one listened and one smelled, they would not need their eyes for a short journey in the Wanderers’ Wood, where predators were rare. The ears and nose took in the song, but the eyes and heart were reserved for the bow and the skinning knife, the tools and trade of the Forester, wardens of the Lord’s woods.

Dannel opened his eyes, and the slight curl of his lips returned to a pensive line as he looked up at the enormous fortress that clung to the narrow mountain, still a quarter-day’s journey away. The fact that the Lord’s hunting lodge was a phallic blight on the otherwise beautiful vista was not a giggled about secret but excruciatingly joked about by the Lord himself whenever he was deep in his cups. The Iron Fang was as much a proud statement of his ancestors’ triumph over the forest below as it was a clever fortress far above the reach of most hungry monsters and greedy men.

Dannel sighed heavily. There was an abundance in nature, a contentment in the solitude, or more likely, there was simply too much chaos in the hives and dens of men for Dannel. He desperately wanted to turn about and disappear into the ferns and foliage once more.

But his wants did not matter. Should he not check in with his report and tithe, he would lose his place among the Foresters and be exiled from his Lord’s lands. That did not stop him from looking back over his shoulder wistfully, into the beckoning shadows of the deep woods and delaying his next step a few moments more.

The last stretch of the journey was always the worst. Dannel had to go through the Wanderers’ Wood, the wide swath of forest watched over by the Iron Fang. The Wanderers, the young Forester aspirants, were tasked with culling any beast in sight of the Iron Fang that could harm a newborn lamb or the fowl that sometimes wandered out from the safety of the wall that ringed the base of the mountain.

Most predators were skinned and eaten, but the bloodpits in the White Spires paid handsomely even for the malnourished primes desperate enough to tread so close to the unnatural bustle. The Lord would not pass up such easy coin, and there was much legend to be gained by a Wanderer taking a predator alive.

Dannel slipped over the top of the ridge and into the unnatural silence of the tame woods. The Wanderers’ Wood might have no predators, but Dannel did his best to move even more quietly than he had over the past day and a half. Since the death of his Guide, and his own unexpected elevation to Forester only a year earlier, Dannel had yet to take on a Wanderer to train in the graceful dance of a Forester.

He had less wish to be a Guide than he had to be eaten by one of the cunning monsters or giant primes of the Oldwoods. Dannel chose to walk the hidden trails alone in peace, though it led to loud gossip around his Lord’s great fire pit whenever he was in earshot.

The mockery and brow-beating disapproval was never so much that Dannel had needed to make a formal challenge of skill, but there was always enough insinuation in the jests that it gave Dannel a headache from clenching his jaw. Each time he returned to the Iron Fang to drop off his tithe and report, there were always new, unflattering trail-names for him, like a cold, heavy rain testing his patience.

Dannel the Recluse. The Island Dannel. Dannel the Lonely.

Dannel the Abandoned.

As the ridge gave way to the level ground of the basin, the few cardinal paths in the Wanderers’ Wood became well-worn ruts and Dannel fell into a fast, open stride. The path, at least, would remain blessedly empty for the rest of the journey. If Wanderers were caught on a trail by a Forester, it would be told around the fire pit and much legend would be lost, crippling the hopeful’s chances of finding a willing Guide.

But that did not stop the Wanderers from giving chase.

Dannel could not see them, but he heard at least two trailing behind him from a safe distance. If a Forester was able to identify a Wanderer from the trail, they might get a trail-name that haunted them the rest of their days, ‘the curious’ or ‘the cross eyed’, but Dannel had no interest in chastising anyone around the fire pit in front of their Lord. The fewer words he needed to speak, the better.

Still, he could only accept so much vulgar trampling in the silence.

“Break another branch and I say your name at the fire pit, Tabitha of the Wide Blade,” Dannel said loudly, his runner’s lungs carrying his voice far into the underbrush as he slowed to a walk. “And don’t think I’m not a light breeze away from seeing both your eyes, Gremic of the Rabbit Furs.”

“How’d you know it was me?” Gremic rumbled out of the underbrush, far off to the left side of Dannel’s backtrail.

“Didn’t,” Dannel said with a light sigh and a great rolling of his eyes. “Until now.”

“You big, dumb ox,” a female voice said, breaking into glorious laughter on Dannel’s right. A Forester from a butcher family was rare, but Dannel knew Tabitha would be chosen soon. She was twice the wit of Gremic and half his size when moving through the underbrush.

“A female voice is rare Tabitha, and that laugh is unmistakable,” Dannel said, trying to keep the squeak from his own voice as he pictured her.

“Voices don’t count at the great fire, and you couldn’t say what I’m wearing if you crossed half the distance, though you are welcome to try.”

“Most likely mangey furs from chipmunks that died of sickness and an enormous pink rat tail,” Dannel called back, the left side of his lip curling slightly. He liked Tabitha and hoped she got chosen by a Guide soon, just not by him.

“Take me on Forester,” Tabitha said, suddenly closer than before. “Listen to the stories of the wolf I took with my game-rope at the Lord’s fire tonight. You’ll beg to guide me after you hear how big it was.”

“I’m sure it was mighty and ferocious as befits your legend. I’m sure you’ll both get chosen very soon,” Dannel said, adding the last so there would be no tinder to any rumors of his playing favorites, while still shirking his duties as a Forester.

Dannel was too close to choose. Most of the Wanderers still hiding off the trails had been hiding in the brush beside Dannel only a year before, when they had called him friend instead of a formal title. The thought made the corners of Dannels eye glisten.

It had not been a planned hunt. There were supposed to be many years under his Guide’s wing before Dannel stalked his first monster, the huge, unnatural predators of the forest, but there was no justice in the endless hunt. Without warning, Dannel had looked down at his shaking bow to find he had slain a monster all by himself.

The moment he had pulled his litter inside the wall, he demanded the skills test of a Forester through gritted teeth and teary eyes. His litter was stacked efficiently with two corpses; the monster, reduced to only a toothy head at its thick neck, and his Guide, both pieces.

He had stalked the deep forest alone since.

“You’ve not heard the story yet,” Tabitha said, her throaty laughter from concealment sending his skin to gooseflesh. “You’ll come around.”

Dannel did not feel the calm, cool reason of a Forester travel through his blood as he listened to Tabitha’s beautiful laughter, and that was half of the problem. He was ten years too young to be a Forester, ‘just past growing his fur’ as the men of the mountain would say. A Forester was supposed to guide their charge, emotionally aloof, in the harsh ways of the deep woods, hoarding compliments and condolences until the arrogance had been properly cured out of the Wanderer.

The only place Dannel wanted to guide Tabitha was to a shady glen he had found, where a cascading waterfall babbled so sweetly that he had never slept so well. Sleep was not his hope however, and the feeling filled him with shame. It was strictly forbidden for any touching outside of any necessary healing between a Guide and their Wanderer, on judgement of exile.

Foresters were storytellers by nature and prone to exaggeration, but when pressed for the truth, their honesty was a great part of their pride and legend. Should she ask him directly, he would be torn in half to answer. Dannel knew he could not simply bury his burning feelings for Tabitha, two years his senior, as she waited for a Guide of great legend to witness her kill a monster alone and be eligible for the skills test.

All he could do was hold fast and walk faster.

“I hear Sorens is hoping to cull her first soon,” Dannel said picking up his pace. “Less than a breeding season and you’ll be guided by Forester Alebette. I hear she has tricks to teach that most other Foresters haven’t even seen.”

“Take me on Forester,” Gremic pleaded from further back, most likely fearful of being truly named. “I’m every bit good as Tabitha, and I’m a harder worker.”

“Neither of those are true,” Dannel said, a low tone of warning in his voice.

“Nope, but at least I’m honest about it,” Gremic said cheerily. The whelp crashed through the brush like a blind buck in rut. With the passing of a few more years, he would most likely resign himself to being a Spearcarrier, guarding the Iron Fang or its visitors as they traveled the few roads. For some it would have been a relief, but for all his lack of fieldcraft, Gremic never gave up hope.

“That you are Wanderer Gremic, honest as they come. Work on your footing and camouflage a bit more, and maybe we’ll discuss it next time I come back,” Dannel offered.

“I can’t wait a whole year,” Gremic said in a groan, and Dannel flushed again as Tabitha’s bright laugh filled the woods.

“Bountiful hunt, Wanderers,” Dannel said gruffly, trying to keep his voice from squeaking and walked on.

“Talk to me at the fire while you’re back,” Tabitha cooed quietly, from a bush that leaned more heavily into the trail since the last storm, her voice so close Dannel imagined he could feel her breath on his cheek. He flushed and trembled, eager to turn and see the smile he knew would be only just visible there amongst the leaves.

Dannel bent forward and sped up into a heavy lope along the well-worn trail, at a pace that neither Wanderer could hope to match in the underbrush. He would never visit, they both knew, not until he could sit beside her at the Lord’s fire as equals. Tabitha just seemed to enjoy making him blush, and just the thought of that made Dannel blush even deeper.

Foresters seldom married, even those few who survived, retiring to run the Wanderers’ Hall to teach the basics to the green aspirants or become Wardens. Romance for a Forester seemed a short, rushed affair, with many moons of separation for every single day together. It happened, but was often just a shallow dive into pleasant waters just too wet the skin, a quick dry-off, and then back walking the trails.

Not that Dannel would know, often to the amusement of those around the great fire pit, but he had ears when he did attend one of his Lord’s nightly feasts, during his rare visits to the tower. There were just as many ‘fishing tales’ as there were great hunts told around the fire, after the ale and wine had begun to sprout smiles, as every Forester was expected to add to the stories of the fire pit.

Dannel hurried on, eager to be done with his tithe and report.

He wove through three picket herds of shaggy cattle and a prime herd of sheep the size of fat ponies grazing in the open fields that surrounded the wall of the narrow mountain. The prime herd had seen more than a few seasons out by the Oldwoods by the size of them. The Lord would be pleased, but Dannel’s only concern was their enormous leavings as he passed between them.

The wall surrounding the fortress was not meant as a defensive measure for war, only a deterrent for the large herds that roamed at will, so none would cause mischief inside the dense human hive and accidentally be killed. There were many bustling gates for supplies, both coming and going, and wide chutes for bringing in the prime herds in manageable lines.

Dannel aimed for one of the sturdy doors used only by the Foresters and Wanderers to avoid having to clean scat off their soft-leather soles all night.

“Bountiful hunt,” Dannel called out as he neared, raising a hand to one of the Wanderers, who took turns tending the herds outside the wall for practice and acting as runners when needed.

“Bountiful hunt, Forester,” the taller of the two young women called back, and Dannel braced for the next round of pleas, but was pleasantly surprised by the gracious silence that followed as he moved nearer the door.

“A stag and a rogue prime boar on the spit tonight,” a young man with a crooked nose, shortest of the three, said helpfully. Dannel nodded absently, knowing he would not be eating around the fire, but the boy seemed to take it as a sign to continue. “Lots of good stories to be heard at feast, as a few more Foresters arrived in the past few days. Lots of movement to the west. Some think it could be a monster.”

Dannel nodded again, not wanting to argue that it was more likely a clowder of mountain cats, based on the last few moons of reports, and squeezed between the group without asking their names.

He caught the disappointment on the taller girl’s stern face but only offered an apologetic shrug as he looked up at the massive hive of stone, metal, wood, and flesh that hung over camp like a permanent eclipse and shivered. The faster he gave his report and refit, the faster he could be walking back out the gate again.

“Forester,” the young man said, opening his hands to start his pitch to Dannel as he passed.

“No,” Dannel said evenly, not even giving a sliver of hope by looking back.

“But you didn’t even hear what it was,” the young man protested.

“Still no,” Dannel said in a heavy exhale, already weary of his visit.

What little space there was between the wall and the first steps of the winding staircases was tightly packed with the workshops of the mountain and the artisan families that worked them. Butchers and bakers, tailors and tanners all huddled on top of each other in tiered lodges that seemed to reach a little higher every time Dannel returned.

Dannel put his chin down and wove his way through the teaming paths to the Wardens’ Den. He ducked inside and took a breath of relief. The three ancient Wardens on duty greeted him warmly, eager to hear his report and relive their own halcyon days among the trees as Foresters, before age had stolen their ability to stalk or even teach.

They counted and separated his pelts, feathers, and rare herbs, nodding as Dannel began his report on the movements of the picket and prime herds, as well as those that might feed upon them. The Wardens frowned at the curt manner Dannel delivered the information, as if he were paid by the word and not by the pelt. Finished, Dannel delivered the last of his fresh forage to the community larder as the Wardens rolled their eyes at his back.

His ruck empty, Dannel collected his coin once the Wardens had finished valuing his load. It was a pittance to the caravan value of the pelts and rare herbs, but still far more than the butchers and tanners earned for their scarred and puckered hands. Dannel slipped back into the stream of artisans outside and began weaving his way to the hot spring lodge, to boil his leathers and body.

Despite Dannel’s distaste, those who scurried between the workshops and staircases smiled genuinely and laughed often between the singing of their labor songs. While Dannel looked within the wall and saw burden, he knew most, if not all, of those who tended the needs of the mountain looked out beyond the wall and shivered in instinctual fear. They were grateful for the wall and their place within its safe embrace.

Dannel envied their happiness and that made him want to flee out into the deep woods even faster, where there was no one to envy.

Or fear.

Or lose.


Five

Split Knuckles

Glanfield, Len’Neth, year 511

Blood can be drawn from the slightest of nods if accompanied by the right word or the right look in the eye.

At least, that had been Oldway’s experience anyway. In the feast halls of the wilder places, it had taken just a glint in his eye before the stink of trembling, unwashed muscles invaded his every sense, forcing his forearms instinctually up in front of his gnarled, sun-beaten face. In the ‘civilized’ places, they just needed a little more push, a public insult to their pride or the like, but it always ended in the same wonderful place.

Oldways looked around the brightly lit hall of the tavern, one of the only two choices in Glanfield, and knowing how frugal Pursey the Quartermaster was, not the finer of the two.

The long tavern’s stone hearth sat farthest from the front doors to keep the heat in come winter, while the squat bar ended next to the doors to more easily keep the riffraff from slipping out without paying. Clusters of uneven tables with benches lined opposite sides of the long walls like shy lads and ladies at a harvest dance, while the middle was crowded with small, chipped tables and rickety stools, easily moved if anyone finally got the nerve to jig and spin. The pox-faced sons of the tavern keep raced about, ladling from the simmering kettle and trying to keep the tankards full.

At least a few nights’ worth of spills, spit, and sick rolled around in damp clumps of sawdust covering the floor, and the stew over the fire was mighty thin and bitter, but the ale was sweet enough. It was busy despite the sun still hanging above the horizon, with Resting Day only a long, rowdy night away. Still, none of the sturdier townfolk who worked furthest from the safety of the enormous black wall surrounding the frontier town had yet to make it in.

Anyone would do, but Oldways wanted one of the latecomers, a rowdy lumber whelp from the dangerous forest, or a Tender bored of counting the herds under the watchful eye of their Shephard and eager to prove themselves. It took a thick spine to overcome the Great Fear and step outside the wall into the untamed wilds of Len’Neth, especially when the rhythmic pounding of an axe or the constant bleating of the sheep was nothing more than a dinner bell for the beasties.

It took a thick spine to leave the walls, but bravado without the wisdom to tamp it down into something usable became like the unpredictable violence of a rutting animal. Oldways was looking for just such a rutting whelp in the crowd, but it was still early, and the ale was only moving across the heavy plank bar in a trickle instead of the waterfall he was hoping for.

Oldways sipped his own ale and surveyed the flock of townfolk huddled around the rude tables and worn stools. The good people of Glanfield gossiped and traded suggestions on how to improve the crops while they leaned over their meager meals, laughing and catching up. Hard living seemed to make for the biggest laughter, and Oldways smiled just to be among them.

A handful of harvesters hustled in, eager to get a table near the hearth, and Oldways’ shoulders finally dropped after his initial excitement. Harvesters still left the walls, but only for the few strides it took to reach their section of plowed furrows. They were trained to run at the first sign of trouble. He needed a young buck from further out, trained to stand their ground, though he still picked out the tallest of the harvesters just in case nothing else panned out.

A long reach on that one. Easy to get thumped from a range Oldways was not used to. The man would do in a pinch.

Starting a fight was easy. Winning a fight was just a matter of perspective and the true intent.

Getting thumped in the face was often times just a strategy, if it meant getting a better angle to land one of his own chewed up, sledgehammer sized fists with a bit more hip behind it. Winning could mean being bloodied and heckled for almost the entirety of the contest, losing every exchange for a quarter turn of the bellglass, just to have the final say when the moment was finally ripe.

And sometimes, winning was earning the knowledge that his opponent was stronger, or faster, or just plain luckier when Oldways finally came to. There was winning just in the knowing he couldn’t win, though few could understand it. The line in the sand needed to be tested, just to see if it was real or something he had only started telling himself.

Losing a fight was still a win if the Great Fear was conquered just by stepping into the circle.

There were many ways to start and win a fight, but quickly was always preferable. The moment everyone knew beyond doubt they were in the fight, end it, fast as possible, just like his Da had always taught him.

But the Captain had specifically said to draw out the encounter and not punch back too quick, though the little blonde leader had used ‘retort’, like it was some kind battle of words rather than who went unconscious first. It curled the long gray braid running down past his shoulder blades, that Oldways had to hold back on laying one of the louts out cold, should they decide to come on in earnest, but he had given his word to his war chief, just so long as it could be him who started the fight.

Oldways eyed the shoulders and necks of everyone in the tavern, looking for a feral brute who valued pride over the loss of gold or blood. One that even a misplaced smile could boil them proper.

“You want anything Pursey?” he asked, leaning closer to the sickly, whisp of a man, who looked up at Oldways with tired, watery eyes and pulled his thin, chapped lips up into a half-smile. Pursey nodded for a moment but then stopped to wipe the too-green snot that had been shaken loose with a well stained cloth, examining it for a moment before scraping it off on the end of the simple bench almost half of the Company balanced on.

Pursey did not even try to hide the phlegmy wipe or pretend to be disgusted. He was like a child, simply being. Oldways tried to keep his barking laugh to himself, but Onetime looked over sharply, shook her head with narrowed eyes, and then turned back to the story the Captain was telling. It was probably a good story, it always was, but over the din of the tavern Oldways could barely even hear Pursey’s strange bird-like giggle, pleased to be noticed and asked.

Onetime and the others thought it was a degrading chore to guard Pursey, but Oldways enjoyed it immensely. While the man was a walking sickness, and often napping wherever he had sat down, he was as good natured as Oldways had ever seen. Despite his constant, ever-changing illnesses, the man did whatever he wanted when he could and always found everything funny, so long as it did not impact the Company’s sums.

Not like the new whelp, thought Oldways. He stared at the young half-orc seated next to the Captain, who was gesturing wildly with his whole body as he spoke, though it all sounded like a flock of spot-tailed geese to Oldways in the din of the tavern. The half-orc found nothing funny, and Oldways knew he would be able to start a fight with him without the slightest effort.

He inhaled and exhaled slowly through his oily, gray beard, a silent sigh of frustration. The Captain had specifically said it was the whelp who was going to end the fight, for feast or famine. The Captain had looked up at Oldways square in the eyes and used the word ‘profoundly’ in his description of how important it was that the half-orc whelp fight whoever Oldways picked.

Oldways leaned back, grabbed an ale from one of the serving lads passing by, and put it in front of Pursey, who had to pick it up with both of his shaking hands just to have the strength to get the dented rim to the flaky slit of his lips. It took about a thimble’s worth to get Pursey falling out of his chair, but that happening was good odds even without the ale. Oldways said nothing as it ran out around the tankard and down onto the Quartermaster’s scarf, threadbare from Onetime’s insistence to boil and wash it every chance she could.

The table roared in laughter again at some turn of wit from the Captain, but the half-orc just took turns frowning at the table or blushing at the green-eyed woman seated beside him. The shaman Dur’Oor had chosen to wear the skin of a sharp-chinned older woman, graying heavily around her ears, but the half-orc blushed all the same. The half-orc did not look that tough, pouting with his ridiculous, twinkling mooneyes. Oldways wondered if the shaman was the reason the half-orc spent most of his time tripping and bumping into everything whenever he moved.

Oldways itched to fight him, just a quick tussle, to see if what the Captain told Onetime, Pursey, and himself was true when the Company had returned from the Vine Canton battle. Was the whelp really a murderous beast? Oldways had his doubts and let out a half-chuckle as he took another pull on his ale and pictured how he would start it.

Laststand had taken Oldways aside after the Captain’s tale around the fire and explained that, if anything, the Captain was underselling the half-orc’s danger but that just made Oldways itch all the more to see it for himself, like a warband of fleas had invaded his bedroll. A ferocious prime, Laststand had said, and told Oldways to ask the weaselly, balding gambler if he was in doubt, but Oldways did not even need to ask. Suckerpunch had not stopped giving the half-orc malignant glares whenever he thought the half-orc was not paying attention, which was often.

Pursey toppled, giggling, and Oldways caught him well enough to keep him on the bench. Onetime frowned, but Oldways waved her concerns off and put his arm around the Quartermaster as his giggle turned into a coughing fit hidden inside his striped scarf. The half-orc looked over, frowned, and turned back to his green-eyed shaman.

The Captain had ‘expressly’ forbid Oldways from provoking a fight with the half-orc whelp, which was unfortunate, but a war chief’s orders were ironrule, the unbreakable clan law, for better or for worse. But the Captain was a better hand than most. When the Captain said a thing, he did a thing, and Oldways would follow that kind of war chief all the way to the dead ends, ironrule.

Still, he wondered if he could put the whelp down before whatever beast lurked inside him reared its hideous head to howl.

A wave of noise, like the warning of birds, swept from outside the moldy doors of the tavern across to the where the Company sat in the back corner. The townfolk all took up the murmur as they turned as one to witness and judge the excitement for themselves. The Captain did not stop his story, though Oldways thought it more because the man seemed incapable once he began, like a music bird in love with its own trill, rather than any lack of danger. They were fine stories when he could hear them, but Oldways was far more interested in who was coming, and propped Pursey up as best as could be hoped before throwing a leg over the bench to stand. Habit found his hand sliding down to the hatchet in the loop of his belt as he took his weight off the wood.

Lazybones, all gangly limbs and swagger, lumbered through the front doors of the tavern with all the beauty and elegance of a drunk ogre. Nothing about the whelp suggested of violence or grace, but he was tall, taller than most Oldways had met, and his athletic frame spoke of long days of toil. He did not look dangerous, but Oldways knew the truth of it. When he sung his deathsong, there was no one he would rather have at his offhand, not that he would ever tell the whelp.

While nothing about Lazybones spoke of violence, his gigantic, infectious smile was a weapon all its own. It was devastatingly sincere, and that made it disarming. Folk were as likely to buy him an ale as to give a dirty look, which was good, as Lazybones was pulling on a length of leather belt, leading a dirty-faced child gnawing on a dirtier gag in behind him. Lazybones moved so calm and peaceful-like, no one seemed to give him a second glance.

Oldways grinned to himself underneath his shaggy gray beard. He had lost his bet with the rangy whelp Lazybones, that the hunting party would be successful in a town with so many nooks and hidey-holes, but he could not ignore the warm pride at seeing the quarry caught.

Sergeant Donemore swept into the room behind the child like a greased weasel, his narrow, goblin-bone crossbow held flat against his leg underneath his undyed, wool cloak. His long chestnut hair was pulled back tightly in a leather thong, accentuating the square, dimpled chin and cold, dark eyes traversing side to side in hunt for an ambush. He was a serious man, too serious for Oldways to want to sit next to at the campfire, but he could admire the man’s dedication to his craft, silly as it seemed when guarding a trussed up child.

“Ah, you found him,” the Captain said, standing suddenly and opening his arms as if to embrace the gagged and bound child. The half-orc turned towards the door and Oldways watched the old woman Dur’Oor was ‘wearing’, or however she changed forms, put her wrinkled hand against the side of the half-orc’s chest as he drew in an impressive breath through his flaring nostrils. “Dalo, you remember my good and seemingly furious friend here. No? Let me help refresh your tiny memory then. You stole the last worldly possession of his murdered family from a hayloft not far from here, under the guise of friendship no less. Ring a watch-bell? By your face, I see you do indeed remember. I believe you are going to tell him exactly where you were storing it for him for safe keeping and then help us retrieve it in the utmost haste, were you not?”

“No need Boss, he took us right to it,” Lazybones said, turning to show the cinched ruck hanging off one of his round shoulders and flashing his grin around the tavern.

“Even better,” the Captain said with a loud clap. “Now, I believe it is in your best interest to run very quickly as soon as he unties you and find the deepest, most narrow bolt hole that our Champion here could never hope to fit inside, or dismantle, by the time we leave in the morning.”

“Just one night?” Lazybones groaned and then immediately threw his eyes to the sawdust floor as fast as he could when the Blackhat snapped around on the bench, trying to light fires with his stare. Oldways’ grin broadened.

While Sergeant Donemore’s dedication to his craft was admirable, it was a weak flame compared to Laststands’ heated gaze when the ironrule of the Company was questioned or violated. The clans had called them First Shield, but the Captain insisted on everyone in the Company calling him Blackhat and made him wear a silly hat, though no one was foolish enough to call it such in front of him.

Whereas Oldways believed in the ironrule, the Blackhat loved the ironrule, no matter what the Captain called it. Oldways tilted his head, wondering long and hard if he could take the stocky scrapper with the enormous mustache while the child ran whimpering from the tavern. Without Lazybones’ smile to soothe them, the crying child seemed to wake some of the dusty townfolk from their friendly stupor.

Oldways watched their eyes, their arms, and their feet as the child passed out of view, guessing which would be the one as the Captain spoke to the half-orc, who was hugging the ruck, smelling the finely-crafted leather with tears in his eyes.

The tall harvester was saved when a group of five laborers from way out, lumber whelps by the look of their brawny muscles and sawdust covered braids, pushed each other into the tavern. It was a gift from Iona herself, and Oldways made a quick prayer of thanks.

“And you are our Champion,” the Captain said proudly and loud enough to recapture Oldways’ attention now that he located his quarry, or at least the herd from which he would pluck from. Oldways waited to catch his war chief’s eyes before giving a curt nod.

“The duty of defending the Company’s legend falls to you, should the need ever arise. However, and I cannot stress this enough, you must not use the howling, Slaughter-beast for any reason. Under penalty of forfeited wages and, more importantly, the murder of us all. If you cannot keep your oath by the time we are at the foot of the Artists’ Bridge in Bridgehead, you will be released from the Company. Now, another round on the Company to toast our new Champion.”

Oldways checked how the group of five were ripening as they loudly called for tankards. It would not take long for them to boil, and Oldways grinned, peeking a glance at the Blackhat’s face as he stared icily at the moon-eyed half-orc showing the green-eyed woman the fine ruck. Cold as a stone in winter.

Laststand had no intention of letting the half-orc live when he lost the Captain’s protection. A rogue half-orc was not a tolerable thing, and the Blackhat had said as much during the long shadows of watch as they exchanged the baton. When Oldways had agreed and swore himself to the deed, should it come to that, it was the only time he had ever seen Laststand grin enough to show teeth, a man suddenly not alone in an impossible cause.

“I understand and will follow the orders of the Company of Bones,” the half-orc rumbled, the shaman’s hand squeezing his upper arm as he fought the words like they were a sour berry in his mouth. Still, he had said them, and Oldways believed him, despite the shaman woman’s guiding hand. Not a terrible reason, a woman, to trip over or to be agreeable for. Oldways suddenly had two types of quarry on his mind and looked about the tavern for anyone that caught his fancy between checking back on the five men as fresh tankards at both tables were touched and tipped.

Oldways doubted they needed any ale. The lumber whelps already seemed ripe for the plucking and turned back towards the Captain, who had fallen into silence at the other end of the table as the Company began to laugh and talk over each other across the feast the Company was providing in celebration, despite Pursey’s slurred protest. The Captain nodded back, mostly with his eyelids, subtle-like, and Oldways’ lips turned up in a grin

Oldways turned all the way around on the bench and glanced across the crowded tavern at Bootneck, who was leaning without a tense muscle against the roughhewn bar, chatting casually with the red faced tavern keeper as if they had shared the same campfire since birth. Bootneck caught the look, nodded, and then turned his lantern-bright smile back on the keep, slapping the counter and shaking with mirth as the man finished some tale or jest.

Oldways grinned wider, though still hiding his remaining sensitive teeth like a miser, unwilling to lose any more than he already had to a life hard-lived. He pictured a fine lass smiling at him from across the way and aimed his best come-hither smile like a short spear, hurling it across the tavern at the group of five laborers. It had probably looked much comelier twenty years earlier, when his hair was still blonde and not shot through with bright silver like a freshly sharpened edge, but chances were good it would strike at least one hard enough.

It did, faster than he had guessed. Oldways stared, and the largest of the saw-and-axe men stared back across their wobbly table, though in no way reflecting Oldways’ amorous grin.

Some men were game snares, just itching to be stepped into, and the burly man looked as if he had rolled in a patch of poisonleaf, the way he jittered at the sight of Oldways’ bait. Oldways obliged and tilted his head slightly, chuckling to himself as he stared directly into the man’s eyes in a way that no beast enjoyed.

It was easy to start a fight.

The man’s stool toppled backward to the ground before Oldways could take two more breaths. The lumberman had felt his pride challenged in front of his friends and sprang to his feet, adding ever more woodchips to the sawdust floor as they rained down from his quaking body. Oldways could smell the musk of the whelp’s eagerness from across the wide space between the two clusters of tables on either side of the tavern.

Too easy.

“What you staring at, whitebeard? Ain’t nothing for you over here, so look to your tankard.”

Without taking his eyes off the tall, wiry whelp, Oldways reached slowly across his body and found his wooden tankard on his first blind grasp. He did not move a muscle in his weathered face as he brought the tankard to his lips and took a long, slow tug, until it could not be raised any higher without blocking his view of the lumber whelp’s eyes. He placed the tankard back down in the silence that followed and then slowly licked the bitter froth from his graying beard like a bear after a fine honeycomb.

The man went taut as the Scout’s bowstring while his friends tried to hide their laughter in their dirty sleeves. Oldways guessed how many strides it would take the lumber whelp to reach him. Eight? Seven if the whelp’s friends chuckled any harder or the less foolish cleared a path.

“Careful gentle sir,” Nimblejack called out from behind Oldways’ back. “He has done you no ill, but for his rictus face, partially frozen in such foolish regard during an immense chest-squeeze that brought him sweating to his knees only last season. He simply has no control as to how ugly he may look.”

The Company laughed, though Oldways noticed the half-orc and Suckerpunch kept quiet. Probably just not used to the Captain’s fancy words quite yet, he chuckled silently. The lumber whelp frowned, confused and offended by a joke that did not even drench his own sleeping roll. Oldways would follow the Captain just for the entertainment, ironrule or not.

“Glanfield don’t need no more treasure hunters, no more cure-all thieves, or uncalloused hands unwilling to share the load. And we ‘specially don’t need immoral mercenaries crawling about like ticks, threatening townfolk just cause they think themselves some sort of prime outside of the black walls.”

“How dare you, sir,” Nimblejack said with a frown. “Mercenaries. Mercenaries? I’ll have you know we are immoral bounty hunters right at the moment. There is a marked difference between the two. Well, it may be rather subtle now that I think about it, more just a matter of when we get paid, actually.”

“Jassun, you think about your next words,” the tavern keeper called out in the silence. “They tip well, and no one in town has had a single ill word about them. Cal Whitehall might take it personal, what with their fine words about him.”

The half-orc whelp finally laughed, a great, rumbling bark that echoed off the tavern walls. The Scout had told tale of the strange, feral noises and barks some of the rare monsters made and Oldways imagined it sounded dangerously close to the laugh. The itch to challenge the half-orc spread like he had rolled in poisonleaf himself. His grin grew enormous under his course beard, and he let it beam at the whelp across the tavern.

“While the tavern might enjoy watching you fight such a decrepit, tactless, fool of a graybeard, I have a superior solution that might solve all our problems. Not only are we base bounty hunters, shameless sellswords, and prudent purveyors of the finest sundries and baubles this side of the Murderfields, but we also hang a shingle for tussle matches.”

“What’s he saying?” the lumber whelp demanded, casting a side glance at the red face tavern keep.

“I think he wants to pay you to throw fists with him.”

“Gold to be precise, and not with me,” Nimblejack added, suddenly holding up his gloved hands in surrender. “Our Champion is undefeated in every tussle match I have ever witnessed since meeting him but one, though his inexplicable fit should not count against his prowess. Because of this, I do not expect an even outcome. I will only ask you to put up one gold to my ten pieces.”

“I win eleven gold pieces if I beat your man,” the lumber whelp said, narrowing his widely spaced eyes.

“Well, ten, but, uh-yes, yes, eleven gold coins will be placed back in your hand should you win.”

“If’fen I kill him?” the lumber whelp said, puffing out his chest.

“Twenty gold, but you dig his burial hole,” the Captain replied cheerfully and then turned towards the half-orc, urging him up with two fingers. As the half-orc stood, the Captain leaned over and added quietly, “if you can’t win this fight without keeping the beast at bay, you’ll never be able to fight beside us, or protect her.”

The tavern keep was no fool and sent young criers down every narrow, moldy street, loudly ‘warning’ of an imminent fight between an ogre that had eaten twenty soups after polishing off a whole sheep and a bark-covered giant, all at the tavern with the best ale in town. Festival was declared by enough that the entire town relented. Everyone for a day’s walk seemed to pack in to the tavern until Oldways missed seeing at least a little of the filthy sawdust on the floor.

“All bets through the tavern or you can hear about it after,” the tavern keep warned, pulling out a bowl of two different lengths of thin reed. “The house is only payin’ equal, one gold per reed.”

With the mercenaries willing to put up ten gold to the lumber whelp’s one, the bets were anything but equal. The tavern keeper covered each bet against the lumber whelp with a grumble about ‘not having enough pride in their own town’. When Bootneck loudly bet five gold on the half-orc, the tavern keeper got a cold, hard look on his face, but handed over five of the longer reeds with a slight scowl. His noisy confidence only made the fervor grow as the townfolk clamored to get their bets in and soon the tavern keeper was sending a whelp to collect more reeds.

The lumber whelp snickered when the half-orc tripped crossing into the small, oblong clearing that had opened up in the center of the tavern. The blood thirsty, the intoxicated, or in most cases both, made up the writhing walls of the circle while the more cautious peered over their shoulders or stood on benches. The half-orc looked around wide-eyed, like prey suddenly realizing their role in a great hunt, and Oldways rolled his eyes. Despite his impressive size the half-orc looked like the weepy boy of the Captain’s fireside tale, not the fearsome prime Laststand had colored him as.

The Captain gave a brief speech, at least for him, but was cut short by the baying of the crowd. He asked the keeper to call the start, as Oldways wondered if the half-orc had ever been in actual fight before, with his big doe-eyes and sad, frowning mouth working nervously like he was chewing cud. The lumber whelp only looked pleased, a fox finding himself in with the hens, and Oldways wished he had made it over to the bar for one of the short reeds.

Until the first swing.

Oldways jumped with the rest of the crowd when the half-orc suddenly snapped to the side, trying to avoid the wild, fight ending swing the lumber whelp had thrown in a wide arc. The blow landed, but the half-orc had lifted his round shoulder like a shield and took most of the sting away in a retreating twist, backing away from the lumber whelp. He raised his forearms up on either side of his wide jaw, like he was glaring out from between two thick trees.

In a blink, the Champion of the Company went from a pregnant doe, terrified of the dangerous world, to a rutting buck lowering his rack. Oldways hooted a chuckle, slightly embarrassing in its high tone, but unable to stop himself. Instincts of a beast indeed, just as Laststand had sworn his legend on. Oldways leaned forward onto the ball of his soft-soled boots. Perhaps the whelp half-orc might prove a fair challenge in a tussle.

The half-orc was suddenly very interesting indeed. ‘Dreadfalls’, the Captain had named him, from a poem no less, and Oldways had chuckled at the wagon show of it all, but his mouth tightened into a blade of grass, not a laugh to be found as he watched the half-orc boy move.

While the half-orc had yet to throw a punch, he blocked three more of the heavy, craft-less swings. Poor as they might have been thrown, the lumber whelp still had a lot of weight and reach to put behind them, but the Company’s Champion let them slap ineffectually into his meaty forearms and shoulders as he leaned away from each blow. The boy had instincts, or at least enough for Oldways to know the fight was all but over the moment the half-orc finally went on the prowl.

The crowd roared, eager to see the local whelp winning despite the long reeds clutched in most of their hands, while some just cheered to see sweat and blood, whatever the outcome.

What kept Oldways silent, despite the rest of the cheering crowd, was that the Company’s Champion looked like he could break bone with his trembling, coiled muscles, but was fighting himself not to. He was specifically not fighting, trying to simply withstand the heavy blows, but it seemed to physically pain the half-orc to keep a beaver dam built around his fury. The Champion seemed to be in the tussle of lifetime, not with the lumber whelp, who already seemed blown, huffing and swinging twice as slow as before, with little of his weight behind it, but with his own pent up potential.

But oh, the fury Oldways saw bubbling right beneath the surface. The fury grasped at the half-orc’s mouth, drawing it up into an awful, feral snarl, though not a sound escaped the Champion. It was if he were incapable of making sound, by birth or by accident, but Oldways could still hear it in his mind, or what it should have been; a bestial roar, the feared war cry of the grayskin orcs. Oldways turned to see if the rest of the Company understood the weight of what they were all seeing.

The lumber whelp made a last wild gamble, throwing his hip unsteadily behind a hopeful haymaker. The half-orc barely responded, turning just enough for his thick forearm to catch it, but the stinking heat of the tavern betrayed him. The fist slid across the sweat like a greased pig, past his guard, and into the half-orc’s face. It had been barely a glance, nothing a good headshake could not clear, but it was enough.

“Eclipse,” the Captain shouted, just as the slight, black haired woman went still, her eyes growing into great pools of white with only a speck of dark sand in the middle, before the specks rolled up as if to look at the inside of her own head. Oldways felt the bench tip as the rest of the Company erupted into movement. Bootneck dove through the crowd towards the Champion, one hand reaching for the keen blade at his hip as he swam through the cheering townfolk like they were liquid.

Oldways had seen a lot of things in his long life, but never had he seen a man change so quick. Suddenly, there was nothing but shadow and death in the half-orc’s wide, trembling eyes, no hint of light left be seen. It would have been less frightening if the half-orc simply had empty holes, and Oldways knew without doubt Laststand was a man of his word, if not sparse on the necessary words to truly describe the unnatural horror.

The boy was not a prime beast when his blood was up. The half-orc was a bloody monster, though he stood stiff as a plank, trembling so hard his bare feet quietly rattled the floorboards under the sawdust. It was only luck that most of the frozen snarl was hidden from the crowd by the thick trunks of the half-orc’s forearms.

Oldways decided his tussle with the half-orc would be a draw, and knew he could live with the verdict as Bootneck caught the Champion in his long, dark arms, the knife forgotten. He began a skittering drag towards the stairs and rented rooms beyond where Suckerpunch was guarding their bounty.

It was not accidental that Bootneck had one arm hooked under the half-orc’s raised elbows but the other wrapped around his head, covering the obscene looking eyes as he tried his best not to snap his own spine under the enormous, stiff weight. Oldways had never seen eyes so unnerving.

“Oh, fickle fortune!” the Captain hollered over the cheering crowd, throwing up his hand with a dramatic flourish, in what Oldways guessed was supposed to be fury. “No, no, no,” The Captain screamed, climbing up his chair and onto the table. The tavern’s cheering began to die down as the crowd looked away from the fallen brawler being secreted away by more and more of the Company to the vibrant stranger standing up on a table. The Captain certainly did not hide from the attention.

“It bloody happened again,” the Captain screamed, stamping his foot foolishly on the already untrustworthy table. “He gets one more chance. Just-one-more-chance. We cannot have our bloody Champion falling to fit every time he’s given a solid punch. If he has another fit in the middle of a fight, he’s done. Do you hear that, Blackhat? Done.”

Laststand tipped the ridiculous black hat at the Captain, his mouth drawn tight.

“Yes, Captain.”

“Right, yes, well then,” the Captain said. “Dear people of Glanfield, I do apologize. Our Champion did not live up to his namesake, and we are ten gold poorer for it. It was a bitter taste for us all, so I will sweeten our futures. At last bell, an ale on me for everyone still present.” He held up three gold coins and the tavern keeper nodded appraisingly. “Be sure to cheer our bested Champion for your good fortune when you raise your tankards.”

The crowd roared their approval, ordered ales, and fell into individual conversations as everyone silently agreed that last bell was not so many bells away that a free ale should be turned down. The Captain coughed loudly, regaining most of the tavern’s attention.

“Until then, may I pose an open challenge to the young gentleman who so easily beat our Champion? Fight him and I’ll give you two gold if you win, but a gold even if you don’t.”

The crowd followed the strange mercenary’s finger down to the old graybeard with the staring problem and then back to the lumber whelp.

“What I got to put up?” the lumberman said, strutting for the crowd after his harrowing victory.

“Just your legend,” Oldways chuckled. “No one wants to be remembered as the fella who got put down by an old… whitebeard, was it?”

“Keep them entertained, Oldways,” Captain smiled back warmly. “Long time til last bell and every moment is a gold piece.”

“Much obliged, Captain,” Oldways grinned, shrugging off his leather shirt and tossing it across the bench beside Pursey. He gave his liver-spotted shoulders a quick tug with each arm and waded out into the open space where the lumber whelp waited. Oldways closed the distance without another word, as eager to regain the Company’s pride as to test his own mettle against the lanky man. He lost as many as he won, but he never minded. Winning was just a matter of perspective.

Oldways would follow the Captain anywhere, ironrule.


Six

A Tink in the Hand

Eastow, Len’Neth, year 511

Old habits were hard to break.

It took everything in Garlan not to let the coin ripple down the boney knuckles of his fingers and be secreted away by his thumb, only to reappear at the top to roll down again. While calming, the simple folk of Eastow would not appreciate the realization there was a wolf hiding in the fold, not when their hard-earned stacks of tinks, and even a few gold, lay vulnerable on the table.

They were not a rich people, Eastow, just one more overlooked splash of a skipping stone for the valuable lumber and raw goods coming down from Glanfield. They were farmers and they tended herds. Their fields and folds ventured out into the parkland much further from the palisade than their brethren further north in the woods, where sightlines were poor. There may have been a couple bulging purses from trade somewhere, but the tavern seemed filled with only undyed tunics and sun bleached hair, with more dirt and sheep scat under their fingernails than metal in their purses.

But what they lacked in quality, they made up in quantity. The tavern, an enormous barn with a low ceiling, was fit to burst.

Garlan’s fine clothes might have given him away once, but the unpatched rips and bloodstains of various shades worked in his favor, looking as if he had been desperate enough to dig up a merchant’s grave with his own ragged fingernails just to keep from freezing. The smell alone kept anyone from getting too interested in his past. Nothing about Garlan’s person suggested that Luck stood beside him, nor would anyone elect to until he had a proper bath, and there was no finer camouflage than the truth.

Fortunately, everyone was welcome at the tables. The gossip of a proper tussle had brought them all in from the fields early, while the ale loosened their grip on their purse strings, along with their judgement. The promise of blood was always good for business if Garlan could wait out their passions, but boredom threatened to overwhelm his patience.

The first few times the half-orc monster had been pummeled, stiff as a plank of wood, eyes just enormous pools of trembling ink, Garlan had enjoyed it immensely. The feral beast had tried to kill him after all. He could not forget the monster’s big, writhing arms cocked back for the final grasping lunge, its trembling jaw impossibly wide in anticipation. Garlan had never seen a human mouth open that way, not once. But it was what would have come after it had caught him, what the half-orc had intended for that too-wide mouth and those huge, gnashing teeth, that haunted Garlan’s dreams. Probably would forever.

There was a time when Garlan would have stolen anything, done anything, to stop dreaming about Vine every night, until the monster had done just that. The Company’s Champion had banished Vine from Garlan’s dreams, it was true, but only to replace it with something so much worse. Nightly, the monster’s terrible strength and dark, dead eyes took apart Vine’s men like poorly sewn dolls in front of Garlan, before the monster inevitably turned its empty hunger on him and lunged. Most nights, it was an even bet that Garlan would startle awake to a game of guessing what the dampness in his bedroll might be. He cursed the monster, though always under his breath.

Still, Garlan began to feel a slight pity for the scarred man outside of sleep. The half-orc bounced off the floor heavily, vibrating and dancing like a spun tink rolling around in its death throes before settling on the table as the crowd cheered. Garlan winced and looked down at his cards, though he had them memorized the instant he saw them, along with a fairly accurate guess as what every other man and woman at the table held. Their own cards had been forgotten, and it would be a spell before the table would be ready to finish the hand.

It was unnatural, the half-orc’s stiffness as he was bested, again, but no one even seemed to notice or care as Garlan studied their screwed-up faces and sighed heavily, hoping Nimblejack did not offer up the graybeard for another fight. It was hard enough keeping their attention on their cards, or off visiting with their neighbors, as was.

The locals cheered mightily, pride in their own fighter and the town’s reputation dousing the disappointment of their lost bets. Some had bet on the Company’s Champion after Nimblejack made his speech and even more bought his reed after Nimblejack himself had put up ten gold. Not all had, but enough that Nimblejack had certainly seemed pleased with the result. Though the half-orc monster had lasted longer this fight, weaving and having the same argument with himself, the Company’s Champion had still taken an unexpected blow and started to vibrate a heartbeat before he went stiff. He had not been put down, but the smokey-eyed beauty Eclipse had not given him time to win before the fight was called in the local’s favor.

“I believe it’s the lady’s deal,” Garlan said, louder than the first time. The townfolk ignored him, again, too busy exulting in their man’s victory.

The vaunted Champion had been defeated for the fourth fight in a row. Every fight, Garlan realized. The half-orc monster had fought a bit longer each time, but they all ended the same, with the Champion trembling in a silent scream. Each time it took more hands to help hold the half-orc down, hands and fingers Garlan was not keen to put near the black-eyed beast’s mouth ever again. It had become so difficult, the simpleton Lazybones bragged about nothing but his heroics in pinning the great monster to the bed almost single-handedly until the witch brought him back to himself after the last fight.

“People, there is a hand itching to be finished,” Garlan said to the backs of those who had been sitting at the table but now stood, watching as the Company rushed the circle to secret away their failure. As always, no one seemed to hear him.

Worse, the only thing the entire Company seemed to talk about when the Nimblejack was not present was what to do when the standoff ended in a surprise breakout, when the monster could no longer be held and inevitably tried to maul every living thing. The Scout was quietly confident he could put the half-orc down given enough forewarning and the graybeard Oldways had chuckled that he would fight the monster, though without a word of outcome, while the rest promised to hold their ground and no more.

Garlan had waited to cast his vote in favor of fleeing, but that proposition was regrettably never brought up. He would vote with his feet when the time came. Garlna considered himself more of a behind-the-curtain element, due to his unique set of skills, which were not appreciated nearly enough by the stinking, boorish warriors of the Company. Or the law. He had been ordered to stand in the reserve line, as Laststand and Donemore called it, whenever the Company ran their silly Routines and what-ifs, but Garlan thought of it more as a head start in his fleeing.

Garlan threw his cards down on the table and watched the theatrics play out as Nimblejack stepped up on a chair, addressing the crowd like he had grown up amongst them. Nimblejack announced a free round of ale at last bell on the Company, and the townfolk cheered him as a friend. He was a strange, confusing songbird, but Garlan liked the man despite himself. Still, Nimblejack was not half as clever as he believed himself to be, and his golden tongue seemed to cost the Company more gold than it earned.

Bootneck no longer dove in to help the monster, leaving it to the simpleton Lazybones and the warbling graybeard to drag the slab of vibrating muscle off to the backrooms. Instead, Bootneck turned towards Garlan for a moment and grinned across the cheering crowd from the plank bar he leaned back against, his knobby elbows holding the weight of his enormous, heart-shaped smile. Garlan gave a weak wave back, unsure if the lithe, coal-skinned man was watching him out of kindness or under orders. Bootneck nodded slightly in acknowledgement, turned to the barkeep, and fell back into friendly conversation. Garlan felt better he was being watched, and yet, it still chaffed a little.

The fight over and the stiff half-orc ushered out of sight, the crowd fell back into drinking and their cards, which pleased Garlan as he already had the measure of the table. By and large, they were simple townsfolk, pink-cheeked with ale, and less concerned with the outcome as the thrill of a night without thought for tomorrow’s toils. Talented as some would inevitably be, it was no match for Garlan’s experience and nimble fingers.

He would turn his small stack of tinks into great mountains, with golden summits perhaps, and then get himself a proper room alone, and the proper company to spend a night alone with. Garlan smiled to himself, picturing it, as bets were tossed into the middle of the wooden table with a sound like raindrops on metal.

“Captain’s calling for all hands,” Onetime said from a few strides behind him. Onetime’s voice, a pleasant sing-song of a holler, carried surprisingly clear across the din. She was not a shy woman, despite claiming she had just celebrated her womanhood ceremony a year earlier. Onetime was comely, with long, soft red hair and invitingly plump, but her eyes were hunks of gray ice that made Garlan look away whenever they threatened to meet his. “Suckerpunch, all-hands.”

“Yes,” Garlan replied, and after another moment of her withering stare added, “Yes, I hear you.” The woman could give Laststand a run for Blackhat, and it was not worth trying to coax a hand or two more out of her, not without her staring at him like she was ranging to throw a knife at him for disobeying.

“Now.” Onetime’s intensity was made all the worse because she believed in the Nimblejack. While the entire Company seemed to pay the man deference, Onetime treated the strange, rambling songbird like some goddess’s chosen Champion.

“Bother,” Garlan said quietly, standing with enough punch that his chair slid back noisily, regaining the attention of everyone standing around the table trying to see where the fighter having fits had been shepherded off too. “All of it, no tax,” he added, plunking the few tinks he had collected in the middle of the table.

“But we haven’t even seen first one,” one of the more drunken loggers with a pile of tinks in front of him snarled, obviously unhappy with what he had seen under the blankets when he had peeked.

“Luck is a lady,” Garlan grinned. “You got to respect her, trust her, before she’s ever gonna show you everything you wanna see.” A few of the men around the table chuckled, and Garlan knew he had hit the mark when the logger’s heavy brow furrowed. A moment later his pitch-stained hands hurried a matching pile of tinks into the middle. That was good, but Garlan wanted more. “Surprised so many of you wish to spurn the Lady. Might as well spit at the mention of her name.”

The rest of men at the table quickly sacrificed the few tinks to the pot, having seen too many miracles and horrific travesties to take the chance that Luck might actually be listening. The one holdout was a thin, rugged looking woman who rolled her eyes, tossing her two cards into the middle. Garlan smiled at her as the dealer tossed out three cards beside each other; a king, a lord, and a two. Men around the table cheered as they laid out their pairs, the man with the two kings whooping the loudest.

Garlan grinned and tossed the pair of twos from his hand into the middle before deftly scooping all of the stacks to his left with his right. “You just have to believe.”

The woman snorted loudly as Garlan rounded the table like a terrified shrew before any of the other men could peel their eyes from the triplet twos staring up from inside the shield wall of their tankards. Onetime flashed a satisfied smiled and then stared at the table defiantly for a long moment after Garlan had walked past, daring them to delay him further, before following his weaving towards the Company’s rented rooms.

“Why aren’t you dragging Bootneck by the ear? All-hands, you said,” Garlan said over the shoulder furthest from the plank bar.

“Captain said Bootneck is looking out for the Company’s interest and would be briefed later,” Onetime replied, with something of a half-shrug. “Captain said leave him, so you’re the only one I’ll have to drag by the ear if you stop going willingly.” Garlan held up his hand in surrender as they slipped into the larger of the Company’s rented rooms.

It was cramped and Garlan was glad the half-orc and the witch were in the next room, though the monster sobbing like a braying donkey and the witch’s singing made it sound like they were very present. The extra leg room was nice, but the smell was still terrible. Baths were not high up on the Company’s priorities whenever they spent a night in a civilized establishment, and the room reeked of sharp skunk spray on a damp, fungal blanket.

With his cut of the winnings from the table, a bath was the first thing Garlan would purchase the moment the briefing was over. He only wished he had made enough to purchase a tub for the entire night, so the rest could practice the ‘bodycare’ the Blackhat was always going on about to the Company. Even the Captain seemed loath to clean the filth from his cheeks before disappearing to wherever he spent his nights, though Garlan had noticed his fond looks whenever they passed one of the tiny bath stalls.

“Company’s up, Captain,” Laststand said with a curt nod, and the sparse conversations quickly ended. “Except for Dreadfalls and Dur’Oor, of course.”

“Thank you, Blackhat,” Nimblejack said, rising to his well-shined boots, pacing out into the small circle of knees as he smiled at each of them. “I hope you all still have a bit of jingle in your purses from the last pay ceremony, as this will most likely be our last night with a proper roof until we make Bridgehead and prepare to cross over.”

“Bridgehead?” Lazybones groaned. “Captain, we could easily stop at Dunfield, and we already missed it on the way out.”

“As well we should have,” the Captain smiled, holding up his finger to keep Laststand from voicing whatever was grinding away in his wide jaw, making his enormous moustache twitch.

“But it’s Onetime’s home,” Lazybones said with a shrug, as if that would outweigh anything the Captain could say.

“It was never my home,” Onetime said, springing to her boots, her arm cocked back behind her like she was about to swing on the red-faced young man. Garlan had to stifle a chuckle as Lazybones scrambled back like a venomous snake had suddenly appeared at his feet, raising his long, calloused hands in front of his face.

“It’s… it’s where we picked you up, I meant,” Lazybones said in something of a hopeful defense.

“And a good thing we did, when we did. Dunfield is haunted,” Nimblejack said.

“Haunted?” Only the Blackhat and Cook seemed unsurprised by the answer.

“Haunted,” Nimblejack said with gentle nod. “Any in the employ of the Company of Bones who enters Dunfield without express permission from the officers table will find their wages greatly reduced, if not vanished, for a very, very long time.”

“Haunted, Sir? Like ghouls and spirits, and such?” Sergeant Donemore said, his hand raised as if waiting to be called upon by a schoolmarm.

“Yes, haunted,” Nimblejack said, his patience seemingly boundless.

“Well, can’t hunt a ghost with a lumberaxe,” Oldways chuckled. Lazybones shot him a look that implied he was willing to try and then turned back to the Captain.

“Spirits? Are we sure? Could be, they just need to be offered a drink and-“

Nimblejack opened his mouth, but his finger could not hold back the Blackhat’s wrath any longer, as the great moustache trembled. The Blackhat sprang to his boots, red-faced.

“If the Captain says Dunfield is haunted, it’s haunted, and you all best spend the rest of your days casting your eyes away from that cursed town’s name, even on a map. You best look the opposite direction whenever we ride wide of it,” the Blackhat seethed, glaring at each person in turn. “You best scream out in your sleep if you even dream about Dunfield, and whatever twisted abominations a blood artist has likely conjured there. You-”

“That’s enough, Blackhat, thank you. I believe they have it, thank you,” Nimblejack said, gently waving everyone back down into their seats. Onetime was the last to sit, and it took both of the Captain’s waving hands to lower her down, but he waited patiently until she no longer looked like a coiled snake. “Where was I? Ah, yes, Bridgehead. That is our destination, so tonight is your last night to enjoy whatever funds you have for a stretch. Pursey has been instructed to give you all a two tink bonus after this briefing. As there is nothing else, Company dismissed.”

“And if the half-orc loses the next fight?”

Nimblejack turned and looked at the Blackhat, the smile falling into a thin, sharp line. Garlan leaned back despite being on the far side of the tight circle from Laststand and found he was not the only one. Nimblejack took a deep, disappointed breath and shook his head.

“He’ll win,” Nimblejack replied, as if the matter had already been decided.

“And if he doesn’t, Captain?” the Blackhat asked again.

“He’ll win,” Nimblejack said with an indifferent shrug as he sprouted an infectious grin. For a moment Garlan knew it for certain, such was the man’s sincere belief. “I’ll see you all in the morning, recovered and fit for duty.” The Captain said nothing more, only turned on the toes of his fine boots and slipped out of the cramped room in the silence that followed. The Blackhat held up a hand and waited for the sound of posh boots on wood to disappear completely.

“Sergeant Donemore and I have discussed contingencies, and I’ll brief you all separately as we travel. There will be absolutely no revel of any kind when we get into Bridgehead, despite what the Captain may say. Not until that fight ends.”

“Could we at least start drinking right before the fight? I really don’t wanna have to fight that, uh, thing, sober,” Lazybones said, aiming his thumb at the braying coming through the wall from next door, and everyone chuckled nervously.

All except Garlan. Not that he did not find it funny, but every muscle in his body had gone rigid. The Great Fear was inside him. It froze the blood of his veins until all he could do was gently tremble at the writhing mass of ferocious half-orcs that had invaded his thoughts, leaping at him from every dark corner as they prepared to eat him.

“Dur’Oor too. Females of bonding pairs often just as dangerous,” Scout Cullem said, thoughtful and quiet, as if he was wary of the sound of his own voice.

“Bloody fates, she might be more dangerous,” Lazybones said. “Let’s just stay drunk from now until then.”

“Sergeant Donemore and I have already thought about that. She’ll be asked to guard Timoth in the back rooms,” Laststand said, only having to wait a moment for the weak laughter to die. “If Eclipse can hold the half-orc long enough for us to get to him, even a troll wouldn’t be able to heal fast enough. But just in case, Pursey, dispense the Company bonus and add two tinks each against my next pay. I do believe I’ll join you in an ale, Lazybones.”

At the sound of a heavy sneeze, Garlan found the sickly, skeleton of a man staring at him with an intensity that was unnerving. It was always how Pursey looked at anything, but Garlan still found it unnerving each and every time, as if it were the first.

“The Company’s investment, Suckerpunch?” Pursey said, between what felt like years of phlegmy breathing. The remaining Company turned as one and stared at Garlan, suddenly very interested in what was in his hand as he crossed to where Pursey sat like dirty laundry draped across a chair. It was quite a handful of coin, and Garlan felt oddly proud as he poured the lot into the large, flat bowl Onetime placed on Pursey’s lap. The Quartermaster’s pale, skeletal fingers quickly spread out the coins around the lip with a dull, unseeing stare.

“A healthy take for the Company. Your cut,” Pursey said, holding up five tinks for Garlan in between his pale, skeletal fingers.

“First ale’s on Suckerpunch,” Lazybones said enthusiastically, and Garlan allowed himself a small, satisfied smile. He did not trust a one of them, but he had his fingers and his life, and he owed them that much at least. It did not feel terrible, hearing his name spoken in admiration for a change, either.

“I’ll save my cut for a guess at the Captain,” Garlan said and everyone nodded in appreciation, knowing their winning jackpot just got bigger. “But I would play for a percent again, if the Company will patron me.”

“Suckerpunch has won three times for every loss,” Pursey said in a sucking wheeze, then held up his waxy fingers, the color of turned meat, to signify a necessary pause as he fell into a terrible fit of coughing. Finally, he spat into the damp depths of the striped scarf he wore for just such occasion and lowered his emaciated hand. “He is a sound investment as of now, and without an objection from a member, and the backing of the Blackhat-“

“Seconded,” Laststand said with a short nod, and Pursey signaled for the colossal leather-bound tome. The book was for the Captain to pretend to understand. Pursey kept the vast web of debts and investments under his greasy pelt of thin, brittle hair and could recall a single missing tink as if it was a bosom companion. The Captain often called Pursey the Company’s most prized possession.

“The Company of Bones will patron,” Pursey began, reaching for his quill as he droned on about the terms and conditions, but Garlan stopped listening. To his surprise, the phlegmy Quartermaster had not chided him the first time Garlan came back with his pocket turned out, cleaned out of the Company’s investment. Pursey had not even shrugged, only jotted a quick, scratchy mark in the giant book and went back to sipping on the boiled herbs the Scout had foraged for him.

It was never mentioned again, and the next handful of coin in the next town had been even bigger. The Company bet on Garlan, and that was worth something at least, minus their cut, of course.

Garlan was quick to duck out of the musty, crowded room as soon as the last tink was safely wrapped up in his thin, curled fingers. The tavern’s blood was up, and decisions were never made better by the addition of free ale.


Seven

Heirloom Vendetta

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

The Iron Fang fortress was a ravenous beast, its stairs writhing with those straining to feed it.

Dannel stood at the base of the mountain proper, his leathers boiled clean, and his skin scoured a bright pink, which helped hide the burning anxiety in his cheeks as he looked up. He would have rather scaled up the fortress side with picks and a pegged rope seat, than walk either set of stairs up to his Lord’s great hunting lodge at the top. The enormous hive of wood and metal balanced precariously atop the mountain required an equally enormous amount of food, supplies, merchants, and servants to maintain it. If there was a more unnatural sound than the grating buzz of the stairs, Dannel could not imagine it.

The main stair was three times the width of the servants’ stair, but both seemed impossible in their architecture. The stairs chased each other up the mountain like chipmunks, winding around and around the great peak, but always on opposite sides. They seemed to cling hopelessly to the mountainside for six coils each, without any visible support beyond the slender metal frame that ran along each step like a thin charcoal line connecting stars in a constellation chart. Here and there, doorways led inside to the carved-out warren of tight hallways, sleeping chambers, and storage rooms of the hollow mountain, while long, thin windows marred the rock face wherever the stairs could not reach.

For all his foolish leaps and hopeful catches while walking the trails, Dannel still walked tight to the inside of the stairs, always keeping the stone within easy reach.

The servants’ stair was trod by the Foresters and those they guided, along with the ‘unseen’ who served the ale, stoked the fires, and tended the dust. It was a quiet blessing compared to the ruckus of the main stair, where the meat, hogsheads, trophies, and dignitaries flowed night and day in two disparate currents. Even from the servants’ stair Dannel could hear laborers above and below him on the main stair, singing songs together from under their heavy loads as they wound their way up and down the mountain. Those who did not sing, laughed or gossiped loudly, and the whole buzzing ruckus made Dannel’s palms sweat.

Village-cursed, his Guide had called it. Afraid of nothing but the gathering of his own people. It would forever be the price Dannel would have to pay to keep living in the peaks and hidden valleys of the woods he loved. To serve the Lord was to report and that meant braving the stairs to the great hunting lodge at the peak.

Dannel gritted his teeth, his lips becoming a straight line no thicker than a pine needle, as he wove his way up the stairs like he was being chased, until he finally came to the simple, flush door that served as a side entrance to the fortress. Dannel took one last look at the beautiful landscape sprawling for a quarter-day’s journey in every direction, then disappeared inside the hive with a heavy sigh.

Despite the vast silhouette of the bulbous fortress from the outside, the hallways and sleeping cubbies were cramped, stingy spaces, seemingly sized for the short and underfed. Dannel found himself hunched and often ducking his head as he navigated the less public spaces of the hive. Heavy curtains hung in place of most doors, making privacy a matter of how quietly one could whisper, and even then, the hallways were still haunted by the whispering echoes of surreptitious conversations.

Of the few doors, none were more magnificent than those that protected the Lord of the Iron Fang. The doors to the Lord’s hunting lodge were solid Oldwood, intricately carved with a sprawling depiction of a prime boar hunt, and always guarded by two Spearcarriers stationed at the enormous doors’ flanks. Most of the proud Spearcarriers wore the ornate boar helm because their hulking size did not lend itself to a silent step in the woods, but it did make for a rather sturdy pylon in an unbreakable shield wall.

“In a hurry then?”

But some, the bitter mostly, wore the boar helm only because they had neither the magnificent size for the shield wall, nor the patient ear for the song, and had failed as Wanderers.

Dannel stopped and stared blankly at the stunted Spearcarrier who stepped in front of the ornate doors, barring entrance. The sardonic smile behind the finely wrought helmet guard told Dannel which type he was faced with. “Can’t just be sprinting up to the Lord’s great hall. What if we took you for a raider? Or a disgruntled waif, come to kill the Lord with pine needles and bad breath? We might have had to defend our Lord.”

Dannel stared at the man impassively, as if the Spearcarrier was not there, his thin, pursed lips unmoving as Dannel let his body relax in preparation for an extensive wait. After a long, silent moment the two door guards exchanged glances and shook their heads.

“Hope you have better stories than last time, Forester,” the Spearcarrier sneered. “Last one was sorely lacking. Lacking blood, lacking jest, and lacking a voice that didn’t stab like a dagger.”

Dannel fought to keep the left side of his lips from curling up in a smile. His ruse had worked better than he had hoped. The less those of the Iron Fang liked his stories, the less likely there would be calls for them beyond his curt reports.

“What’s the point of roping the biggest and culling the most dangerous, if you’re going to murder the bloody story after? Let someone with a tongue cull them, save us all the headache,” the Spearcarrier added.

Dannel blinked, but not often, in the long, drawn-out silence that followed, as he continued to patiently stare through the short guard at the door behind the him.

“Bloody feral,” the short Spearcarrier said, finally hefting his loud, bulky armor out of the way.

“If I didn’t hear him murdering those innocent stories of his round the fire, I would swear he didn’t have a tongue,” his partner grunted, following suit and turning to grab the handle. Together, the Spearcarriers heaved open the heavy Oldwood doors and Dannel slipped between them.

The first Lord of the Iron Fang had conquered the wild forest and brought it to heel for all to witness. The hunting lodge at the top of the Iron Fang was a thunderous declaration of that triumph over the wilds below. Where the rest of the fortress was miserly in the use of space, the hunting lodge was vast in a way that made one feel like they were still outside.

Each of the many support beams were intricately carved to mimic the various types of trees of the forest. The beams were not uniform in their placement and from around the fire pit, not a single wall or door was visible. Higher out of reach, above the trophy mounts, delicate branches supporting broad-leaf sculptures sprung out of the beams in a dense, layered canopy that hid the ceiling and the many chimney vents that riddled it.

The whole of the enormous cavern was built around the peak of the mountain. It’s final four strides had been meticulously chiseled into the Lord’s throne before being entombed in wood and metal. A carefully tended stone fire trench, ten strides long and two wide, ran away from the foot of the throne, casting wicked shadows on the strange and enormous skulls hung below the canopy from every beam.

In an act of snickering spite, the shorter of the two Spearcarriers banged the blunt end of his heavy spear against the floorboards just as Dannel appeared from between the first carved trees into the dancing light of the great fire. Such an announcement was usually reserved for royal dignitaries or merchants of great legend and wealth.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Everyone in the great hall, including the massive bear of a man seated with one leg over the fur-covered arm of the Lord’s throne, stopped whatever rowdy things they had been doing to turn and look. The corners of Dannel’s thin lips dipped as his eyes widened, the entire hall staring in anticipation.

“Another Forester returns my Lord,” said a fur-clad Shaman from the shadows beside the carved throne. The bones, teeth, and pungent herbs in her hair rattled gently as she touched a curled finger to the bright runes painted on her forehead in welcome.

The great hall hunched in silent anticipation. Dannel touched a curled finger to his own forehead in acknowledgement and then looked at the well-worn boards as he moved to the fireside in his long, trail-chewing strides. He reached his hand into his pocket and ran his fingertips through the soft, cool soil he had saved from the boil to sooth his gut, which trembled beneath his clean leathers and light furs. He longed for the quiet honesty of the canopy and the security of a lofty nest, but Dannel could not evade his duties.

“My Lord of the Great Hunt, I have returned from walking the trails and am prepared to give my report on the herds as such,” Dannel said, quiet enough that the murmurs died down completely as those in the great hall strained to hear him.

While few of the Fang were muscular beyond their tasks, their Lord was almost twice as large as any of the Spearcarriers on his hunting council. He towered over Dannel, who was wide with powerful shoulders, but otherwise too little meat strung out over too long of limbs. The Lord’s bright, lively eyes danced from the fire to Dannel and back to the fire, as he stroked his long, brown beard.

The Lord’s leg, cast over the stone chair, had more meat than Dannel did in the whole of his body. The enormous, knee-high boot kicked impatiently as the Lord stared into the flames, reminding Dannel of a mountain cat’s tail swishing as it tensed to pounce. Dannel waited patiently in the silence until the great tree-trunk of a leg swung off the armrest of the stone chair and came to rest beside its enormous twin brother.

“Have you given your full report to the Wardens below?” His Lord asked in a great yawn, making no attempt to cover his cavernous mouth as he idly looked for his horn of ale.

“I have, my Lord,” Dannel replied, staring at the Lord’s boots out of respect but unafraid of the man himself.

His Lord was enormous, a man of colossal strength with a loud, fidgety sort of aggression, who could hurt many men before he even broke a sweat when armor and the longer reach of a weapon meant something. His physical prowess alone bound the mountain together, either out of hope for his protection or fear of his wrath.

But it was because of that very size that Dannel doubted the man’s skill out in the deep woods. No amount of strength could win a wrestling match with a prime wolf, and no amount of armor could hold out under the prodding teeth of the fearless goblins, who swarmed heedless of losses. And while his strength was legend, the Lord’s inherited drunkenness was fact. Dannel did not think for one moment the Lord could even scratch him in the man’s perpetual state of half-drunken idleness.

“Just the red, wet bits then,” his Lord said, irritated until he pulled the finely carved horn out from under one of the rare skins covering the chair and half of his enormous frame. He scratched himself with the sharp nub of the horn and then took a long, noisy gulp without bothering to wipe the wet ends of his thick beard as he settled back. He burped and opened his legs wide to slouch into his furred throne. “Something to work up an appetite with.”

“My Lord, I am not known for my tales,” Dannel replied, not raising his eyes from the man’s boots. “And there is little beyond the movement of hooves to tell.”

“Is he not?” the Lord of the Great Hunt asked over his round shoulder as he squinted at Dannel, apparently not recognizing him from any of the other Foresters surrounding the fire. The Shaman frowned and shook her head with the sound of a snake’s warning as she whispered into the Lord’s ear.

“No,” the Lord said. “No, I guess you’re not, Forester Dannel. But see that the next time you present yourself to my fire you have something worthy of telling. You’re supposed to be my best, or so says my Shaman, and she is stingy with her praise. Bring me a tale that even you cannot dull. That is a command.”

“Yes, my Lord” Dannel replied, the corners of his mouth suddenly turning up. His Guide would have been aghast that Dannel had mangled his venerable tellings so terribly, but the thought and his own secret delight just made Dannel wish for the silence of the wood even more.

“My great Lord,” a gruff, pleased voice called out from behind Dannel. “Are you forgetting the tale of how Dannel became a Forester? Well, I don’t want to spoil it for you if you don’t, but it was the biggest…”

The entire hall kept still and waited as Sefile stepped into the light, but Dannel did not turn to greet him. The slight, sharp nosed man rubbed his short, well-greased beard and shook his head. “No. No, it’s not my story to tell Lord, apologies.”

The Lord pushed himself up in his stone chair enough to lean forward, one palm holding his enormous chest out over his knees. “The biggest? The biggest what? Bloody dramatics. Forester, what was the monster you killed?”

“A nightsky badger, my Lord,” Dannel replied, closing his eyes as his pursed lips became all but invisible.

“Perol’s blood, you killed the biggest nightsky badger? My thanks, Sefile, I most certainly had forgotten,” the Lord said in a barking laugh, slapping the wide plateau of his knee, spilling some of his ale as he did. He stood, shedding enormous pelts of prime wolves, bears, and badgers like a priceless waterfall onto the chair. “Bank the fire! Ale, meat, and cheese, too,” he boomed. “Council, Wardens, treasured guests, Foresters, we are going to hear a proper tale of the hunt.”

The hall erupted, like the sound of twenty beehives all hitting the ground at once, deafening after only a heartbeat. Dannel felt his teeth clench together so hard he wondered if they might break.

If another Forester had not liked Dannel for something he had done, he would have understood, but Dannel himself had never done Sefile a single wrong. As an enemy, Sefile was an unfortunate inheritance gift from his Guide, an ancient grudge from when they had both been Wanderers together. Dannel simply made easy quarry in Sefile’s hunt for vengeance.

“A fine choice, my Lord,” Sefile cheered, raising his own horn, sloshing ale into the fire. The amount of cheers was disheartening but not surprising to Dannel. An army of unseen servants appeared out of the extravagant pillar-forest, and the hall was suddenly overflowing with spit meat and ale.

“It is not that exciting, my Lord, I assure you,” Dannel said, but the Lord had already sunk his teeth into the idea, as well as a large joint of boar he had been handed.

“Then I’ll make you tell it every-single-night, until you make it exciting,” the Lord said with a grin, pointing the dripping joint at Dannel like a sword. “Tell it exciting the first time and you can be sleeping under the canopy in a few turns of the glass. Quiet, quiet, the Forester offers his tale to the hall.”

“I was tending the northern herds under my Guide, Helden of the Longjaw Wolf,” Dannel said, turning towards the fire and staring into the soothing dance there in the coals as he slipped his hand back into his pocket, seeking the touch of the soil. The murmur of approval at the name was encouraging. Sefile’s constant downplay and questioning of his Guide’s skill was a rumor so open that even Dannel had heard it.

“A fine Guide,” the Lord said, overdramatically, finally realizing he was supposed to recognize the name in the pause.

“The Wardens had sent us to check on one of the prime herds of shaggies, who had been migrating erratically from the reports. We tracked the herd, but there was a gut feeling of wrongness, their grazing irregular. My Guide had never seen them act so strangely, huddling together, trying to constantly bury themselves in the middle. Even the great horned bull. My Guide believed the picket herds that had disappeared over the few earlier seasons were not from squalls but a predator, picking them off so quick they couldn’t even make it back down to the more trod lowlands.”

“A nightsky badger,” the Lord said in a booming voice that echoed throughout the enormous lodge as he threw his arms into the smokey air, flecks of grease and ale spraying into the hall. “The biggest nightsky badger.”

The hall thundered with stomping boots and slapping thighs as everyone cheered, the first red cheeks of the ale beginning to glow. “Then what happened, Forester Dannel of the Nightsky Badger?” The Lord roared.

“On the seventeenth night of camp, my Guide whispered for me to knock my bow,” Dannel said and then paused, closing his eyes before continuing. “He told me, tah… he told me to aim at his chest and draw. His own bow was there beside him, but he didn’t reach for it.” Dannel paused again and took a deep inhale. “Instead, he leapt backwards. I had just begun to draw my arrow when the nightsky badger opened its mouth to keep my Guide from smashing into its snout. It had been less than a stride behind us. It took him about the waist before I could even understand what I was looking at. My first arrow was away before I had even realized I had released.”

Dannel drew in another long slow breath and turned to look Sefile in his sharp, leathery face.

“The only way most Foresters can see a nightsky badger is when it finally attacks. Not a smell, not a sound, not a single movement. It’s just suddenly there, opening its jaws. Helden of the Longjaw Wolf didn’t get eaten by a nightsky badger as is rumored. He jumped knowingly into its mouth to save his Wanderer.”

“A worthy end for a Guide,” the Lord roared over the stopping of boots. “Just as Guides must watch many of their Wanderers perish in the harsh teachings, so too must they sacrifice to keep my people safe.” Everyone cheered, even the shadowed Wanderers, who were forbidden from talking when in the great hall, Tabitha hidden somewhere among them. “Your parents must be proud.”

“I was a Tall Spruce before I was a Nightsky Badger, my Lord,” Dannel said, turning back to face his ruler.

“A Forester’s whelp? Oh, that is rare. You father must be very proud.”

“Not nearly as much as my mother is, my Lord. I hope that was acceptable?” Dannel asked, dipping his head and placing a curled finger on his forehead in salute. The Lord of the hall barked a terrible, howling laugh.

“Acceptable? It was spoiled and the rhythm was fitful, like a man’s first coupling,” The Lord said in a great chuckle. “Kersteen of the Mountain Troll, or even bloody Dedric of the Prime Bear, could make that story last for five nights on end with barely the afternoons to sleep. I could have pissed, and it still be sizzling in the great fire by the time you had ended that feeding call. Are his reports duller than this? Was this good, for him?”

“Yes, my Lord,” Warden Ulan said from further down the great pit. “My wife’s cupboard list is more exciting that his reports.”

“Something exciting next time Forester,” his Lord said in a heavy sigh, as he shook his enormous head in disbelief. “That is an order from your Lord.”

“I will bring back something worthy of the Lord of the Great Hunt,” Dannel said, his narrow chin dropping in a curt nod of deference.

“See that you do, and send your father to me tonight,” the Lord said, slumping back down on his stone throne and wriggling deeper into the pile of soft skins. “Perhaps he might tell the story a bit more proudly, and with some suspense. Something more satisfying to be sure.”

“My father was my Guide,” Dannel said softly. The Lord looked away uncomfortably and waved Dannel to be anywhere but in front of him.

Dannel ignored Sefile’s awful smirk and slipped out of the servant’s entrance as the gossip grew into a flock of geese behind him.


Eight

Frog in a Slow Boil

Bridgehead, Len’Neth, year 511

What was better than kissing?

It was difficult to keep the question lodged in his thick skull, as Dreadfalls’ head snapped to the side, persuaded by the weight of a grown man fully committed to the punch, while all of Bridgehead seemed to be screaming at him from only a stride away.

The entirety of the town seemed stacked to the rafters of the cavernous tavern, ready to crash into him in an undulating wave of unwashed flesh. They were even over him, a sky of red-faced flesh raining down ale and frothy spit as they leaned precariously over the railings of the second floor.

The bar, a fine, polished affair, would have taken Dreadfalls ten strides to walk down, large enough to be attended by two men and a woman. Their hair was matted back with sweat at they struggled to keep up with the demands of the shieldwall worth of thirsty patrons all pressed against it three ranks deep. The rest of the first floor crowd were pressed tightly between the walls and the chest-high tussle barrier, all screaming themselves hoarse, salivating for his demise.

What was better than kissing?

Dreadfalls wondered if it was like one of the Learners’ unanswerable questions, meant to bring calmness, as his opponent snapped off another two quick, stinging jabs to keep the range as they slowly rotated in the middle of the thick wooden railings built for just such occasions. The crowd, more people than Dreadfalls had ever seen in one place, sounded like a single great beast, deafening in their exultation as his body rocked with each blow.

What was better than kissing?

Though slightly smaller, the man circling him was considerably better than the others Dreadfalls had fought, but they all punched like children compared to his full orc mother from the very first day they had started training in the small break. If he had carelessly dropped his weapon, so had his mother, but that only meant a straight contest of hands, knees, and elbows, and Dreadfalls had never come out a winner on those days. He had learned, painfully, to never drop his weapon.

Dreadfalls pushed his shoulder up by his ear to cushion the next blow, letting his hips and legs ferry most of the weight away in a strong lean. The man’s fist slid across his jaw with only as much force as when Dreadfalls’ father had taught him how to razor his cheeks smooth, though by the cheer of the crowd it sounded like a fight ender. The man allowed himself a triumphant grin, even holding up an open palm to his neighbors and friends as Dreadfalls slid back a step and waited for the next hailstorm of blows after the man caught his breath.

But what was better than kissing? The question, and its impossible answers, clouded Dreadfalls’ thoughts like blue dye dumped into a tanning basin of water. Dur’Oor had whispered from his chest that if he won the fight, he would not be forced to abandon their courtship, and if he proved his quality in courtship, he might find out what was better than kissing.

Dur’Oor’s lips against his already felt like a lightning strike tearing down through an Oldwood, and twice she had to stop and sing softly just to keep him from passing from the rut into the Slaughter from her kiss alone. If he could not conquer the terrible curse of his orc blood, Dreadfalls would never know the end of a proper courtship without risking her safety, or everyone else’s.

Lost in the memories of their kiss, the next punch slipped straight through his guard and caught Dreadfalls squarely where his jaw met his thick neck. Such a blow would have sent him to the cave before, but after a handful of fights, he had begun to weather anything that did not draw blood. He threw a half-hearted jab of his own, just for a bit of breathing room as he fought to keep calm.

The thought of leaving Dur’Oor’s side seared through his swollen muscles like he was being filled with white-hot liquid metal, as if the orc god was forging a weapon in the cast of his body. He took two heavy breaths and tried to calm himself as he swatted away the man’s next haughty jab.

What was better than kissing? Dreadfalls closed his eyes and envisioned some of his father’s awkward conversation of how mating worked. There had been so many allegories and analogies, and Dreadfalls had a hard time picturing them all, but that had not stopped him from spending much of his free time trying. His head snapped back, another of the ineffectual jabs slipping between his upraised forearms as he lost concentration, lost for a moment amongst the birds and the bees.

He could do this, Dreadfalls huffed to himself under his unruly breath as he fought the heat with the slow, calming breaths of the hunter’s trance his father had taught him. All he had to do was not give in, that is what most everyone in the Company had said. The entire journey from Glanfield to the Bridgehead, the gateway of the Artists’ Bridge, there had been nothing but talk of how he could win.

Some of it was advice, but most were conversations that seemed to just be happening around him as the Company argued with each other as to which way was best. Unfortunately, no one in the Company agreed.

Another arcing rainbow of sweat flew from his forehead, another jab taking advantage of his muddle, but the fighter was experienced enough to avoid the weaker follow, as the surprise straight had put his balance off slightly. Dreadfalls dropped back two quick steps as the man raised both arms, goading the crowd. To his regret, Dreadfalls could hear his breathing coming quicker and more ragged as the man and crowd celebrated. His orc blood howled, disgusted by his backing away from a rival’s challenge.

Dur’Oor and the Captain had both said to focus on the good things to come, should he succeed. The Blackhat had said nothing, only stared coldly with his big moustache dipping in a frown. Sergeant Donemore had told him it was his duty, and that should mean something. Bootneck told him to focus on his revenge against the orcs, but Eclipse had said that was a terrible idea without suggesting her own.

The leathery graybeard had shrugged, said it was not a curse, just something a warrior needed to make a deal with, or aim it like a bow. Some men just needed killing, Oldways had chuckled. Eclipse had said that was a terrible idea as well. Lazybones shrugged and grinned, mumbling something about not being embarrassed if his stomach revolted.

The Bridgehead fighter finally swooped in after six breaths and the cheering inside the tavern became almost deafening. They wanted blood but the Captain had told him to make the spectacle last for at least as long as it took to drink two ales, three if Dreadfalls was enjoying himself, before winning.

It was Dreadfalls’ last chance; prove he could resist the fire in his veins, or head north-west in the morning. Without Dur’Oor. Alone. Forever.

What was better than kissing?

The man’s fist drove under Dreadfalls’ frozen elbow into his unprotected side, smashing his ribs just under his armpit with a heaving twist of the man’s hips. Dreadfalls’ muscles swelled, coiling painfully, as his body prepared for its ruthless response to the challenge. The man slid back, shaking his hand in pain as if he had struck a tree.

Dreadfalls was desperate to know what was better than kissing. Dur’Oor had explained that courtship did not have a definitive duration, that the length was different for each couple. Could be ten moons, could be a hundred hundreds. It was simply a matter of trust. Dreadfalls knew he could wait forever so long as she continued to walk beside him in the day and slept on his chest as a fox or large eared cat each night.

So long as he did not give in to the fire, beginning to eat at the edges of his vision.

Undefeated after thirteen bouts, the Bridgehead man knew how to earn his coin. He tightened up, slithering rather than stomping as he came on, and kept his aching hands in tight. Dreadfalls elbows were still as high as when the tussle had started, even after the hard shot to his ribs, and the man picked up the pace, looking for the opening to end it all.

What was better than kissing?

Dur’Oor’s kiss often tasted of the minty teaberry leaves that grew along most of the trails and roads in Len’Neth, which the Captain would boil if nothing better could be found for his kettle. Some of the Company had even taken to chewing them. It had been strange at first, but Dreadfalls had grown to love the sweet, earthly taste of her lips.

His own lips suddenly tasted of salt and metal, smashed like fat berries against his clenched teeth by the sudden jab that shot right through Dreadfalls’ raised forearms. He concentrated on her minty lips and the fire whispering for him to simply let go was doused into merely painful steam for a moment.

The next punch was even faster, a snake that slithered around Dreadfalls guard and bit deep into his cheek and nose.

What was better-

The only thing worse than the fire of the Slaughter was the damp, biting cold of the cave.

“No,” Dreadfalls whispered in the darkness, but only his feint echo bouncing off the unseen rocks and endless caverns replied. “No-no-no, no-no, no.”

He had lost, again. They had been wrong to bet on him. They deserved better. After a lifetime of being tortured and mocked in the cold cave by the orc god, he would be sent back to his body, still in the same heartbeat or two that he left, to watch the Slaughter make war upon the world. The Bridgehead man would just be the first casualty if Eclipse did not restrain Dreadfalls in time.

Dreadfalls rubbed his bare shoulders and shivered as the cold began nibbling at his limbs in the gloom. Only the dripping of water kept him dimly aware of the passing of time in the emptiness, until the voices.

Sometimes his slain parents and sister tortured him, telling him the things he feared most about himself in the darkness. Sometimes the tiny knight reminded him how useless he was. The worst moments, however, were when no one spoke for an age in the cold darkness, and Dreadfalls was left to dwell on his every failure, alone.

“No,” Dreadfalls whispered, his slight defiance echoing into a sad crowd among the caves and caverns out in the emptiness. “No, not like this.”

What was better than kissing? What bright, beautiful dawns were there to see amongst the hurt and drudgery? There had to be more, Dreadfalls told himself, bracing against the implacable, lonely cold with his last thin sinew of hope.

There had to be more.

The graybeard, with his lifetime of hurts and hurrahs, had the measure of it, though his constant chuckling had hidden the wisdom. The Slaughter was a part of Dreadfalls, as real as his numb fingers or toes, and all he could do was make a deal with it before it saw him dead. Dreadfalls stood, dropping his hands from off his shoulders in defiance of the cold gnawing at his weary bones.

“If I dance to your war drum and try to kill this man, I’ll be dead before I can move a muscle,” Dreadfalls rumbled into the darkness directly above him. At first, nothing for an age, then finally the wet, sticky sound of flesh rubbing against itself as the dread orc god leaned out over him, its hot stinking breath suddenly pouring down over him like a vile waterfall. “I’ll dance for you for a moment, and then I’ll be dead, unable to fight for you ever again.”

The allusive tinkling of the water droplets landing in pools of varying sizes continued their song for years. Or maybe, just a few seconds. Time felt frozen to a standstill, just as Dreadfalls would be eventually if he did not warm soon.

What had the old graybeard said? Perhaps he could at least aim it.

“I would be your champion. I would oath to kill every orc, as long as it takes, and as many as there might be, or die trying. But not for five years.”

Dreadfalls vividly remembered Dur’Oor signing to the company for five years and had quickly bound his own legend for the same length. He might even die before the five year contract was fulfilled, fighting some prime or monster from the way the Captain had been explaining to bolster enthusiasm. Five years would be enough.

“For five years, I would call on the wardance as I require, like a frog dipping in and out the water as he pleases. I will be able to stop. And then, after five years, only orcs until I am dead, or they are.”

After a long, cold season of dripping despair that he was truly alone, that he had been forgotten, Dreadfalls felt a sudden breeze steal the air from around him in a chilling, deep inhale. His wait was over at least. There was little left to do but wait to return to the enormous Bridgehead tavern in a haze of fire and pain.

“Hmmmfffff.” The hot, stinking gale of the orc god’s exhale blew Dreadfalls’ damp hair from off his broad shoulders, and he fought to keep the sick from running up the back of his mouth. The exhale carried the sharp, stinging scent of spoiled meat and congealed blood. They called them tiny gods, but Dreadfalls could only imagine the colossal being as big as a barn, leaning down over him from a throne of prime carcasses.

“A frog must not spend too little time away from the water, or it will dry and turn to dust.” The two voices spoke as one. The first he felt one across his skin, like a sharp hailstorm, but the more terrible voice whispered inside his skull, like a wet tongue slithering in through his ear. Dreadfalls shivered but opened his clenched jaw enough to reply.

“Five years to train and grow as I please, and then every orc, but only them. A battle without end in your name.” For what seemed like years only Ur’Ulg’s wet, heavy breathing could be heard. It made the impossibly long gulfs of silence between breaths all the quieter. And colder. And hopeless.

Dreadfalls had completely lost control of his near frozen limbs as he shivered in the endless wait, trying to remember the faces of his family and friends. Every moment he found it harder and harder. Finally, his spine clenched as the twinned voices of Ur’Ulg slithered across him, in him, like filthy worms.

“Five years, you are a frog, able to slip out of my waters as you please, and then every orc, unless one of my sons or daughters in the deep places is found to be stronger. All of your sacrifices will be named in my honor, on your oath.”

Five years was a long time. Almost as long as he had been training with his mother and that had felt like a very long time. Dreadfalls could fit a lot of living into five years, he reasoned.

Could the courtship last more than five years? Did it matter? The courtship would mean little to his corpse, or worse, to hers.

“On my family’s legend, but it must always feel like fire,” Dreadfalls whispered into the darkness, and the darkness chuckled back.

“Until the orcs, my gift will continue to burn you like a candle,” the god said ponderously. “Then, when you cannot control yourself, I will make you think of nothing else but the ecstasy of my blessing. You are one of mine now.”

Dreadfalls frowned, but decided there was little more he could do. Just before he had slipped into the cave, he had seen the ambush forming in his peripheral, by his own Company no less. Dur’Oor had been ushered away by Laststand before the fight just as the Captain was making his final speech. Dreadfalls had not had time to ask why before the count-down had begun, the keep’s hand dropped, and he was suddenly fighting hard to keep from fighting.

But he knew.

His mother had warned him. No one in the Company would want to find out how many villages a rogue half-orc, their rogue half-orc, could wipe out, not when Eclipse could hold him defenseless with a look. He had seen the cold resolve in Laststand’s eyes from the moment they rolled into Bridgehead. The Blackhat would make it mercifully quick, but he would make it certain.

The Bridgehead fighter was as surprised as the crowd when Dreadfalls slipped away undaunted from the vicious head blow. He moved his scarred arms around in front of him and squeezed his hands, staring at them like he had never seen them before. The jeering followed quickly, but Dreadfalls found himself smiling despite the insults being hurled at him for acting the jester during a fight.

Dreadfalls whipped his head around, searching the crowd for Eclipse, who would be visible but well back. He grinned when he spotted her and winked. Her eyes flashed briefly in surprise before narrowing back to judging the distance to her prey. Dreadfalls dropped his fists down to his chest and let his weight rock back into his dirty, calloused heels as he silently laughed, tearing up as he took a long shaking breath.

The crowd screamed for his blood and Dreadfalls’ opponent was not under attacking a crying man, especially one who did not seem to tire. He took a step forward as he drew his bloodied fist back into a wicked gamble of a fight ender.

After countless fights of having to simply take and bleed, too scared to strike out without becoming the feral beast, Dreadfalls could finally defend himself. He would make the fight last five ales and give the Captain the spectacle of a lifetime.

The fighter closed the distance between them in a quick shuffle step, his body twisting around in a wind-up meant to wrench Dreadfalls head from his shoulders. Dreadfalls dipped into his knees, letting himself fall forward into his wide toes as he brought his elbows tight to his chest. Like a rabbit he uncoiled his legs and drove up with his elbow, thinking of the counter-attack he would have to defend against if it were his mother he was fighting. He pictured the next three quick blocks and the possible opening at their end, if all went right.

The terrible sound of the man’s teeth clacking together made the crowd all wince and hiss as Dreadfalls scything elbow continued up towards the rafters. The fighter’s neck snapped back, throwing a rainbow of sweat until the momentum of his head was stopped by his bunched shoulders. The fighter’s hairy toes pointed loosely at the floorboards as he lifted into the air, his arms trailing like streamers from his relaxed shoulders.

The man landed in a boneless heap and lay still.

“Wake up,” Dreadfalls whispered, his lips barely moving as he stared down at the fighter. “Please wake up.” But the man did not twitch, and his own heavy breathing made it hard to see if the fighter’s chest was rising at all.

Dreadfalls suddenly hoped more than anything that the man could wake up. The crowd was eager to see their local tavern champion stand back up, or at least see his limbs move. Anything but his terrible stillness. The crowd’s red faces seemed torn between terrible loss and building rage, like a mother prime coming back from hunting to find the predator still feeding on her offspring.

“I knew it!” the Captain shouted triumphantly in the awful silence, only adding coal to the furnace of the town’s fury.

His father had warned him that townfolk could be tribal out in the wilds, tighter than even familial blood after having stood the walls together in the towns lucky enough to get them up before something hungry got past their grueling nightly watches.

Dreadfalls slowly backed away from the body to the far edge of the wooden ring, frantically looking for Dur’Oor. He wanted, needed, her beside him before the town decided it had not been a fair fight, but murder. His chest tightened when he remembered Dur’Oor had been secreted away by the Blackhat.

Dreadfalls inhaled the hot stink of the tavern but exhaled in the cold, dark cave. Terror and anger fought like rabid dogs inside his thoughts.

“We had a deal,” Dreadfalls snarled, anger standing triumphant for the moment. After an age, a great booming chuckle raked across the gooseflesh of his skin.

“Oh, we did. We did,” the orc god chuckled. “But you were hurt, and you were scared, like a fawn finding itself alone in a dark wood. You sought me, little frog. Terrified, your blood called out for me, as it always will. You brought yourself here, to me, to hear my offer of exquisite gifts.”

“I deny your gifts,” Dreadfalls said defiantly. “I will choose when and for how long, that was our deal, our oath.”

“It was,” Ur’Ulg chuckled. “It was indeed. But I must offer each time your blood calls to me, and you must decide, each time, to protect my… investment.”

“I deny you,” Dreadfalls repeated. Only hideous, rotten laughter replied.

The laughter turned into the roar of the crowd, and Dreadfalls had to shut his eyes for a moment against the bright light of the tavern. As he blinked and squinted, Oldways ducked underneath the barrier to stand at his hip, facing down the angry crowd next to him as if the graybeard was his bodyguard. The Blackhat nimbly hopped over the railing into the circle and began bellowing out orders across the cavernous tavern.

The Captain continued to smile smugly as the Blackhat yelled for the tavern keep to pour a free ale for everyone on the Company’s coin and then crouched down to look over Bridgehead’s prize fighter without actually touching him.

Dreadfalls tried to guide his mind into the good places, to the hopes of the near future and the memories that made him smile. He huddled his thoughts around their light, like a candle in a storm, while he tried to relax his shoulders and neck with the slow hunter’s breathing his father had taught him.

But the light seemed little more than an ashen afterglow and smoke, and his breathing remained shallow and rapid.

He closed his eyes and felt Oldways nudge up against him protectively, as the promise of a free ale only seemed to pacify those crowded up against the bar. Those pressed up against the railing waited for the Blackhat’s verdict, and whispered their fears and speculations loudly.

What was better than kissing? Even the loveliness of that thought could not keep his fears at bay. Dreadfalls opened his eyes to find Oldways half-turned, staring up at him. An unusual melancholy pulled at the graybeard’s weathered face while he muttered what sounded like a dirge under his breath.

More bodies jumped over or ducked the railing, until the Company was forming a tight shield wall around the fighter. Eclipse disappeared beneath the press while Lazybones stood with his broad smile aimed at the crowd like a catapult. Lazybones nodded, winked, and waved at each individual in turn, like he was running for town elder, and the townfolk smiled, blushed, and waved back enchanted, eager to cast their tile for him.

After two more heartbeats, the fighter was pulled to his feet by Onetime and Sergeant Donemore, to the raucous cheers of the crowd, despite his loss. The fighter looked around wide-eyed while they held his hands up to the rafters as if he had won. As one the crowd turned like a flock of birds towards the bar for their free ale.

A cold realization swept over Dreadfalls. Oldways had still not taken his eyes from him, despite the rest of the Company smiling and clapping the fighter on his sweaty back. The frowning graybeard had never been a bodyguard.

“You supposed to kill me?” Dreadfalls asked, surprised, as the old warrior had seemed the only one to truly warm to him and Dur’Oor since they had signed to the Company. The graybeard stopped his silent singing, took his hand from the hatchet on his belt, and grinned enough to show his few healthy teeth.

“Try at least, but doubtful. Was just hoping to stall you as long as I could, which might have been only a handful of breaths,” Oldways replied, then quickly looked Dreadfalls up and down before adding, “Okay, two breaths, if I got lucky.” Dreadfalls chuckled and the graybeard grinned wider. “You leash it, like I said?”

Dreadfalls heavy brow collapsed in the middle as his chin dipped in disappointment. ‘Leashed’ was certainly not the word he would use if he was speaking honestly. It felt more like being one of the eels his father would keep hooked in the brook long after he had caught it, a meal, but just not ready to be eaten yet.

“Careful,” the graybeard said, lowering his voice. His grin went flat, and the bushy beard grew longer. “The wild warbands, clans, and tribes, those still in touch with the land, say there are hundreds of tiny gods, small, forgotten names, and just like any herd, there is bound to be a predator hunting among them.”

Dreadfalls’ shock must have shown on his face because Oldways fell into a throaty chuckle without a twitch of tension in his body, just a thin, sapling blowing in a gale.

Laststand finished loudly thanking the fighter for being such a modest man, and presented him with a heavy bag of coins that pleased the crowd mightily, as well as the dazed fighter. The locals cheered and hooted when the Blackhat announced that it was probably just a lucky hit, and Bridgehead’s champion should be considered undefeated until the Company returned to make an earnest attempt for the title. The enraptured crowd gave a hearty cheer, though the fighter suddenly looked like prey hearing wolves in the distance.

When the dense forest of the Company uprooted and began slowly moving towards Dreadfalls, he turned to the stringy graybeard. They regarded each other for the entire time it took the Company to cross the distance as the tavern exploded in song, led by Bootneck, who was suddenly behind the crowded bar helping serve.

“It was good advice, and I’m glad it was you they picked,” Dreadfalls rumbled.

Oldways grinned up at him and closed one eye slightly, as if trying to guess Dreadfalls’ exact height.

“I volunteered, so you know. You’d have gotten to fight the Blackhat next though, on his legend, and probably the whelp, if he didn’t slip on his own sick first.” They shared a quiet chuckle. “Wish I hadn’t volunteered though, knowing as I do now. I saw the flicker in your eyes and knew you had beaten it, but doesn’t mean a man can’t feel pity for the jaw you most likely broke into a hundred splinters, and imagine he’s next. Still, we were to keep stalling you, possibly the shaman too, until the townfolk escaped.”

Until the townfolk escaped. The weight of the graybeard’s words felt like an Oldwood log across Dreadfalls’ shoulders as the Company herded him and Eclipse toward the rented rooms in the back. How close had he come to villainy? He thought of Glanfield’s high black walls and realized they were for the true monsters.

For him.

Dur’Oor shot out of the smaller room the moment Sergeant Donemore got the latch, and the Company jumped aside in fear of being injured by the stampeding elderly woman she wore. Dur’Oor vaulted up onto Dreadfalls, wrapping her legs around his waist and her arms around his thick neck. He stumbled, but was saved by the wall as she hugged him so tightly he wondered if he would pass out from lack of air. Scout Cullem laid the slumbering body of Eclipse down in the smaller room, checked on Timoth’s bindings, and then sat on the heavy chest to start his watch while the rest of the Company piled into the bigger gang room next door.

Dreadfalls carried Dur’Oor into the room and lowered the green-eyed woman down onto a cot before sitting beside her, shoulders touching, as the Company whispered excitedly to each other. Their hands found each other and intertwined while everyone else found a seat. Lazybones laughed, quick and breathless, as if staring at the quivering arrow that had barely missed him, while he recalled his view of the fight. The others smiled manically and laughed along.

Only the Captain seemed immune to the shaky laughter and strode out into the middle as if he himself had won the fight.

“I believe proper congratulations for the Company’s Champion are in order,” the Captain said and waited for those present to finish stomping in agreement. “I asked him to put on a show and not even the boy-king of the Sunlands, or the Emperor himself, has witnessed such a poetic display of physical prowess. Pursey, remember our Champion when we discuss bonus pay later at the officer’s meeting.”

“You’re not mad I lost all those other times? It’s been so much gold in lost bets, every time I couldn’t control it,” Dreadfalls said, confused.

“And yet, the Company never did lose gold, did we Pursey?”

“No, Captain,” the waxy Quartermaster replied, pausing for a terrible cough that ended with him spitting into his scarf. “The estimations were correct for every single bet.”

“But-,” Dreadfalls began, his brow dipping lower. “But… I lost.”

“Well, the Company took a healthy percent of the taverns’ take for putting on a spectacle, which was not inconsiderable,” The Captain explained. “Plus, we bet against you. Every time.” Nimblejack made a sudden wild flourish with his silk covered arm as he bowed slightly. “Until tonight. We bet the stead that you would win tonight. Despite the enormous amount of coin, it was surprisingly easy to cover, what with the ghastly rumors of your abysmal record thus far being spread about town earlier today. The man you fought had a legend that would have been a rather long-winded speech should he have felt the need to list his triumphs. You were supposed to be prey, bloodsport for the locals to palpitate and slobber over. Pursey, a rough estimation of how much our profits from the bets could buy?”

“Two fine wagons, teams to pull’em, and supplies enough to get us to the capital of the Empire,” Pursey said, putting a skeletal fist to his thin, desiccated lips to stifle another coughing fit. It was not a healthy cough, but the Quartermaster seemed quite accustomed and showed no signs of worry.

“A Company bonus, Captain?” Laststand asked, though it sounded more like a suggestion to Dreadfalls.

“To be discussed at the Officers meeting after Pursey has browbeaten the shop keeps into their best prices,” The Captain replied, before closing his eyes and releasing a deeply satisfied sigh. “Company. Brothers and sisters of the Bones, I don’t feel as if you all grasp the magnitude of this moment. This was it, the moment I have been talking about since the glorious founding of this Company. We have our very own half-orc, our Champion, ready to be aimed like a ballista. Bigger jobs, more gold, and the chance to make the legend of this Company heard all the way to the White Spires.”

The Captain stood with his head slightly tilted, lost in his self-satisfaction, for a long moment. He shook his head, snapping his eyes wide open like a man waking suddenly from a dream.

“But for tonight, we celebrate,” Nimblejack added. “The Company of Bones has won a great victory, and not just a spiritual one, but a truly profitable win. Pursey, please see the entire company gets a double share of the profits of tonight, courtesy of our Champion here, and donate all my share to the pile to boot. Well, give me enough for a little vice surely, but donate the rest to the general profits.”

The strange, sickly man nodded. Dreadfalls was warmed by the looks of unabashed adoration as the others looked up at their leader. Only the Blackhat, mustache dipping in agitation, still seemed unhappy with the outcome of the fight despite the sudden wealth. Or that the Captain had simply stolen his bonus suggestion.

“Company, pay ceremony in the next room and we’ll establish the night’s rotation for watch of the chest and Timoth. The gods won’t be able to help you if you are late for watch,” the Blackhat warned, his moustache twitching like a rattlesnake’s tail. The Company rose to their feet and made for the door. The Captain held out a hand to stop Dreadfalls and the venerable form Dur’Oor had taken as they stood.

“You two, stay a moment. I would like to have a word,” The Captain said. Dreadfalls and the elderly green-eyed woman sat back down on the cot as the Captain rummaged through a saddlebag, removing a stamped leather purse that clinked heavily. Dreadfalls’ thoughts began to drift to all the delicious food so much coin could buy until he recognized the crest stamped into the purse. It was the tiny knight’s purse, and Dreadfalls felt his muscles tighten.

Laststand saw the look and took a step towards the Captain to cut between them.

“I should stay to, in case.” The Blackhat said, without trying to whisper at all as he stared at Dreadfalls.

“No, just the three of us, thank you, Blackhat,” Nimblejack said with a dismissive wave of a single finger. To Dreadfalls’ surprise, Laststand nodded and left with the rest of the company without looking back. The Captain waited for the door to close behind the Blackhat before he turned back to Dur’Oor and Dreadfalls. “The thing about Friars that I now feel comfortable telling you is, they are apparently nigh impossible to kill.”

Dreadfalls leaned forward, his bodyweight shifting to the balls of his feet. The Captain smiled and took a seat next to Dreadfalls, but leaned out enough to be able to look at the both.

“I believe you will want to hear this story, and by the time I’m done, I’ll probably be leaving you two to your exhaustion for the night. Enjoy the quiet comfort. The crossing of the Artists’ Bridge over to Brittlewood in the Empire will be long days and endless nights. There isn’t a tree to be seen, and the wind howls so loud as to drive you mad for sleeplessness, so rest up. For now, let me start by giving you this, what I believe to be a considerable sum, and telling you how I came by it.”

Seasons of emotions passed through Dreadfalls’ body as the Captain explained how the tiny knight had survived the savage beating by the Vine Canton gang. Anger came first, then shame, but that passed quickly into a deep hurt of abandonment. The Captain shook his head and tried to sum up the bards’ stories of Friars, the heroic deeds and selfless devotion to helping others, and how they almost all ended up wandering alone until being called upon.

“He drank, heavily,” Dreadfalls said in a low rumble, wrestling with his memories of the tiny knight and the great legend of the Friars.

“People can be both a champion on the front line and a sad fool behind closed doors,” The Captain said solemnly, gloves rubbing his knees absently as he looked at his fine boots. “Doesn’t make their actions any less worthy of their legend, and doesn’t mean they can’t change. Friar Deadwood seemed a good man, who felt a very sudden and potent reinvigoration in his oaths and hymns. The Learners in his care owe him their lives for his selfless bravery, as does most of this Company.”

“And I almost killed-,” Dreadfalls whispered, tearing up, unable to finish. The Captain waved off the dark thoughts as if shooing a fly.

“None of that. I didn’t sign you because of who you were, or what you’ve done. I signed you because people can change, and I heard your true heart when you told your story. I knew you could win, eventually. That’s who I signed, that future battering ram with a heart of gold, because I’m betting it’s a very big heart worth an exceptional amount of gold.” The Captain held out the coin purse and dropped it into Dreadfalls’ large hand.

“He didn’t abandon you. The Friar believed in you too, every night by his fire, and asked me personally to look after you two. The Friar was betting on you eventually winning as well. Or so I have to remind myself whenever I think of Pursey’s sums on feeding you, while I’m lying on threadbare sheets or the damp ground. You were the greatest wager the Friar or I could imagine making in life. And we won.”

Dreadfalls felt Dur’Oor squeeze his arm, as if to punctuate the Captain’s words. He wondered if he should tell the Captain about how he had won, but Nimblejack had not directly asked, and after a long pause, he decided to keep his oath to himself for the time being. Five years seemed a very long time.

“I’ll keep winning, Captain,” Dreadfalls said, and the Captain glowed at his earnest tone.

“And I’ll continue standing beside you, which is both a bold statement of my belief in those words, and reminder in case you need to swing at anything.
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Harold had joined the army to escape the snag and slow death of the Lowdocks, horrified of becoming another withered husk working all day just to pay for the poison to forget for the night. He wanted more than scraping barnacles, the smell of rotting fish, and the sun rising on at least one new corpse every morning.

For years, he had watched helplessly as the gangs and dangerous jobs took life or limbs from the older children as they aged out of the almshouse. A twelve year old Harold promised himself he would escape the Lowdocks and never look back. Always much bigger than the other children, he lied about his age to every recruiter until one believed him, or simply did not care. He was handed a drum, a hand-me-down uniform, and shipped out with an imperial military company the next morning.

He had escaped, or so Harold thought. The Lowdocks had let him run, like a strong fish on a thin line, letting him tire himself, only to reel him back in again when he had nothing left to fight with. Now he served ale to the dregs of the Lowdocks, to give them courage for the jobs that would inevitably cost them their limbs or lives.

Harold had become the snag.

“Cheers,” Harold the Broker said, raising up the half-filled tankard with his thick, hairy arm. No one in the busy, poorly lit tavern looked up. They were either too scared of the hulking, grizzled barkeep or too engrossed in their lawless machinations to hear him toast himself. Harold closed his heavy eyelids, exhaled slowly, and took another long sip.

It was only water after all. There was still work to be done.

It was said that the Broker never slept, and Harold only wished it was much of an exaggeration. The Broker’s word was gold and gospel on both sides of the river, as far out as one could still smell the sea, and as high as the first bridge of the merchant’s district. The Broker’s black market was a kingdom unto itself and required more attention than a crying babe still slick with its own birth.

“If you reach for that blade, Lenk Blackfoot,” Harold called out, pointing his tankard fast enough that a few drops sloshed over the rim. “So help me, I’ll make you stand on the bar, holdin’ it between your pale cheeks for the rest of the night, and take a trophy with it should you let it drop before last bell.”

The Tipping Tankard was built to be a honeyed trap, as lethal as Harold and the blue-fingered builders could envision. It was dimly lit, with only a few lanterns hanging above the sturdy Oldwood bar and the narrow walk to the reinforced door. The shadowed alcoves attracted all the wrong sorts of folk. Folk who valued privacy in their dealings, folk with ugly faces they’d rather not have recognized or remembered, folk who would pay five times more for an ale knowing the only town guard who dared enter would be climbing right up into the Broker’s pocket for a suckle at his golden teat.

It was a slaughterhouse moonlighting as a tavern, with beautiful fields of fire and easily defended bottlenecks at the entrance to each alcove. It would take a mighty big army to eventually take the Tipping Tankard, and even then, all Harold had to do was hold out long enough for the gangs of brutes stationed in the safehouses across the street to earn their pay.

A petty criminal had not built a temple to vice. A veteran sergeant had shaped the entirety of the Lowdocks into a killing field.

Still, if the Broker’s hidden kingdom was a crying babe, then the Tipping Tankard was a rebellious teenage daughter. Harold loved her with all his heart, but the daily interactions wore him thin. Between the two, Harold never quite rid himself of the dull headache that sat just above his wide, flat nose.

He ran a calloused hand, the size of a salted ham, up his wide, square jaw, across the greying sandpaper of his unshaven face, and to the bridge of his wide, crooked nose. He rubbed and pressed, closing his eyes for a few moments without relief. He had always been a big, muscular man, wide as a wagon, it was said, but the years of standing behind the sturdy bar had added a bit more cargo than he would have hoped. It surely did not make the overly tight arch of his toeless foot or the headaches any less painful.

Lost in the aching burden of his years, he did not hear the bell ringing over the carousing, but Harold watched Tallo emerge from the small room beside the front door and press his heavy brow up to the slit. Satisfied, the doorman pulled the single sturdy bolt he minded during drinking hours and opened the door wide enough to allow a fancy blonde peacock to pass, before locking it behind the flamboyant coxcomb. The tavern quieted, as half of those hidden in the shadows eyed the new arrival while he removed his traveling cloak and brushed off his obnoxiously yellow sleeves.

The man was a mark, if Harold had ever seen one, and would be lucky if half the tavern did not try to follow him back into the Uphills when he was finished with his taste of the dangerous life for the night. Tallo gave the Broker a wry, knowing smile before lumbering back through the shabby curtains of the small waiting room. Living dangerously usually ended in dying dangerously, but at least once a moon a noble son would still turn up, looking for a story to bring back to the swooning daughters of court.

The Broker wiped a bit of sand off the bar with his free hand, and took another sip of water as the man made a straight line for the Oldwood bar, smiling at anyone who caught his eye. The brighter lanterns hanging above the bar were not kind. The cloak was threadbare and his bright yellow shirt, silk by the look, had as many tiny holes as a sifting pan. The once-fine boots had seen better days as well.

It was the scraggly beard that had hidden the truth, until the mercenary was close enough for Harold to see the unmistakable, smug smile hidden in its scraggily underbrush. The mercenary leader looked to have seen better days as well.

“The Company of Bones was magnificent,” the young mercenary captain said, bowing deeply before mounting the stool directly in front of the Broker.

“Humble,” The Broker replied.

“One should never deny their god given talents,” the mercenary said before leaning forward, looking around behind the bar. “Do you have anything else besides that terrible bilgewater you call ale? A fine wine, or tart cider perhaps?”

The Broker nodded and took two heavy steps down the bar to the sweetness barrel. He surveyed the tavern, checking for signs of building aggression as he poured, and dropped the tankard down in front of the mercenary without spilling a drop.

“What do you call… this?” the mercenary asked, looking down into the frothy brown liquid with a sour frown.

“Anything else,” the Broker said, trying to keep the grin from the corner of his lips. Without another word the young blonde mercenary lifted the tankard, tapped it against the bar once in salute, and then threw his head back to swallow the vile mixture down as quickly as possible. Brown ichor crawled around his beard until he put the empty tankard on the bar and wiped his face with his dirty yellow sleeve.

“H-h-hints of citrus, very… complex,” the mercenary said, nodding thoughtfully, trying to keep himself from gagging.

“Probably the tobacco and teeth floating about,” the Broker said, then slapped the bar and let loose a deep, booming laugh. Bloody hells, but it felt good to laugh. As Harold wiped the corner of his eye, he realized he could not remember the last time he had heard his own laugh.

The mercenary captain was a strange bird, but he never failed to break up the monotony of a den full of riffraff who took themselves or their addictions too seriously. The mercenary shivered uncontrollably as the aftertaste crept up and forced a smile over his grimace as he gently pushed the tankard to the side.

“As I was saying, we were-,“ but the Broker stopped him short with a raised palm as he shook his head.

“No business during drinking hours. You can wait for last bell, or you can come back after. I don’t pass gold across the bar in front of the savages,” the Broker said with a one-shoulder shrug. “Saves us both trouble.”

“Shame,” the mercenary said with heavy sigh, spinning on his stool away from the Broker, and staring out into the dimly lit alcoves. “And here I thought you’d want to know about our prisoner straight away.”

The Broker stopped wiping the sand from the bar and stared at the young man’s back. If it was a joke, it was a poor one, and the mercenary would regret it. But the little prig was not even looking at him to enjoy the punch if it was.

“You got one? Alive?” Harold tried to keep the mixture of surprise, respect, and fear from his voice.

“Irritatingly alive,” the blonde mercenary said, spinning back around to face the Broker, smug smile drawing up the whelp’s beard to his ears. “He’s ready to confess all and trust in the mercy of the Empire, for what that’s worth. He may just think anything would be better than being trussed up in the back of the Vine Canton gang’s own wagon for weeks, listening to Oldways sing. I imagine the relentless salt spray of the Artists’ Bridge was quite maddening, not having a free hand to wipe his face. Still, he was fed better than any prisoner in history, so it couldn’t have been all bad.”

“And the rest of the gang?” the Broker asked, already looking over at the runners’ table, picking out who he trusted the most to carry his message.

“Ash of a pyre, though not before I had a Friar of Bulfur sign witness to their persons,” the mercenary said, as if idly talking of the weather.

The Broker snickered as he turned back, opening his mouth to demand the real story, only to be greeted by a wooden tube and a sheet of parchment held out to him. Harold took it and read, though not without having to hold it much further away than he had needed just a few years ago. After the first line of introduction Harold skipped down to the wax and the imprint of the seal, which he could only assume was genuine, before returning for the rest. His head began nodding more with each name on the list.

“A Friar and a live prisoner. Dye me impressed,” the Broker said, rolling the parchment and tucking it back in the tube. “Don’t envy your losses though.”

“Ah yes, losses, terrible things. It’s why I try to avoid them altogether. All of mine are uninjured and impatiently waiting for their share of the gold from this contract. Triple, I believe it was?”

“Now I know you’re talking out the side of your mouth,” the Broker said gruffly, irritated by the mercenary’s pride. “As I said, no gold across the bar until after drinking hours.” The mercenary captain shrugged weakly, as if he expecting to hear it.

“Can’t blame me for trying. Still, we’d like to turn over Timoth to the town guard as soon as possible. He’s difficult to get up on bar stools, what with being trussed up so tight. Quite a damper on the night’s celebration. So, if you’d like to catch a glimpse before we deliver him…“

The mercenary let the implication hang in the air until the Broker dropped a heavy bag of gold on the bar between them. “A downpayment on what’s owed. I’d like more than a few questions answered before he’s turned over, so I’ll relieve you of the burden. I’ll have one of mine escort you and your gold, then take him off your hands.”

“What of the Company of Bones legend?” the mercenary gasped, clutching at his chest with one gloved hand. “This would be quite a feather in our cap, if it’s our illustrious name attached to turning in such a-“

“Name it,” the Broker growled, his huge hands curling into fists. “How much?”

“Your spy,” the mercenary captain said, dropping his hand to the bar. “No strings, all prior liens against him disappear. He’s mine now, free and clear.”

It took a lot to surprise Harold, but the little blonde prig seemed to be full of them. The Broker’s hands relaxed, and he even allowed his stone slab of a face to crack a smile again. He had worried about Garlan more nights than he would admit to anyone, and the strange mercenary captain rose a bit in the Broker’s regard.

“He made it then,” the Broker said, then rocked his head back and forth as if he was contemplating the proposition, and not already decided. “Done. But he keeps his body out of the gambling dens in Confluence and his name from being spoken over this bar ever again. And half his debt comes out of the contract. Come back tomorrow night after hours and we’ll settle the rest.”

He did not wait for the mercenary to agree before pounding the thick bar with his enormous fist. It was simply fact.

“Closing early,” the Broker said loud enough to be heard by even the unlit tables in the far corners. “Everyone out.”

There was no argument, and the large doorway quickly funneled the patrons into a criminals’ parade out across the dock. After a mad rush, only the Broker, Tallo, the mercenary, and the table full of shadows were left in the tavern.

“I’ll be sure to send a runner soon as something noble and proper comes up again. I’ll know where you’re staying before your newfound riches even leave your purse, don’t you worry.”

“Not staying unfortunately,” the mercenary leader smiled, once again surprising Harold. “Just long enough until our cup runneth over, preferably a few times, and then we’ll be making a slow turn around the Empire, delivering bewitching baubles and inbred imperials for a few moons at least. Not that we didn’t enjoy almost dying in your employ. The gold was nice, but too much excitement for my blood for a bit, and I have a sneaking suspicion you wouldn’t have enough of the ol’ ‘noble and proper’ to keep my company busy full time. But rest assured, my good man, the moment we return, I’ll stop in for a tipple of that delightful delicacy, and we’ll see what’s on the bill of fare. I’ll send some of mine tomorrow after last bell for the rest of our payment.”

The Broker stared hard, unused to being told how things would be, but the little prig had come through on all his promises and that was worth letting his mouth run for a little. He might even come in useful, if he did not end up at the bottom of a tankard or surrounded by husks in some alley, like so many in the Lowdocks did after being handed such a big bag of gold.

To be seen, Harold shrugged and then turned to the runners’ table once again.

“Lana, escort our guest here to his prisoner, and let anyone who looks at him sideways know he’s favored. Grab a few bruisers from outside to help you get the prisoner in a cart and then to the northern warehouse.”

One of the shadows seated around the small table peeled off, and a young, flat faced woman with hard eyes slid up beside the mercenary. Harold nodded and watched the mercenary captain jerk off the stool, leaning heavily against the bag of gold. The heavy door swung shut behind the staggering mercenary and the doorman began bolting the door.

“Can you believe the mouth on him?” Harold yelled across the tavern. Tallo chuckled as he slid the heaviest of the bolts, locking the door, and stared out the small rectangular spyhole for a long moment. “I need to know the tavern they celebrate in, the name of the gilly that twit takes to mattress, and the color of the blanket covering that mattress.”

“Yes, Broker,” Tallo said, signaling the rest of the shadows to him.

Harold pursed his lips, shaking his head gently to himself. It would have been better for all that the mercenaries failed. Better for Lord Benjamin, better for Harold, and certainly better for Timoth. Harold did not feel pity for the blackguard, but he did not envy his probable end, which would be neither clean nor quick.

“Deanna,” the Broker said, singling out the shortest of the runners.

“Yes, Broker,” the young woman said with a slight curtsey. Her pleasant manner belied the iron stomach and quick fists that had quickly made her Harold’s favorite runner. She would make a House team soon, maybe even be running it before long.

“You take my personal carriage and go to the northern warehouse. You tell them to be ready to receive our prisoner, and our benefactor. You stay there until it’s ready and then you bring the carriage back here to tell me who you saw, what they said, and how they said it.”

“The carriage? Yes, Broker,” she said, her plump, freckled cheeks grinning at the thought of her legend growing so quickly. The young woman gave a second, deeper curtsey and began for the door. Harold nodded approvingly to himself.

“You,” the Broker said, pointing at the oldest of the group. The sweaty, gray skinned man startled as if suddenly noticed by a predator and trembled in the silence. He was a green recruit, a white-lip deep in debt, but if he was as half as eager to get back into the Broker’s good graces as he had promised on his knees, he might work out. He would need to be tested.

“At the witches’ bell, you’ll find a man waiting for you in an alley between Greenwood and the Babbles. You’ll know him by the smart way he’s dressed. You’re going to say everything exactly how I say it, or I don’t know you anymore.”

That did not help the man’s nerves and Harold tried not to grin as he thought of exactly what to say to the Lord’s Steward.
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The sweaty, gray skinned man put his lips close enough to his ear to tickle the hair and send a cold, involuntary shiver down Dax’s spine.

“A mutual friend-,” the white-lip runner began, the sound of his chapped, alabaster lips making a sickening, wet buzz inside Dax’s ear. The runner paused, looking around like a mouse caught out in the middle of a large, open field. “A mutual friend says, all lost sheep have been shorn, er, for, for the season and… and… and he leaves the shearing of the last wayward sheep to you. Its pen has been delivered to the northern, awaiting a word with your… with you poor… poorly run s-s-security, so that you could take over from the true artisan who delivered the sheep.”

The runner’s mouth tightened expectantly as his eyes winced, waiting for the inevitable fist, but he was at least stubborn enough to keep his arms pinned to his sides.

“He paid you extra to say, ‘poorly run’, didn’t he?” Dax asked with a sigh, his shoulders relaxing as his hands unclenched in his pockets. The man continued wincing, unsure if it was a ruse. “How much?”

“A tink,” the man croaked, and then, after a moment of visible turmoil, added, “Sir.”

“Oh, there-he-is, the big churl. You’re a bloody nutter. I thought the ‘poorly run’ was a bit light this time. The ‘sir’ was a nice touch. For the record, I was enlisted and actually worked for my pay, just like you. How much to call me ‘sir’?” Dax grinned, rolling out the tension in his shoulders as he slid far enough away that his natural reflex to repel the man physically finally quieted.

“A full gold gainst my debt,” the man whispered, his knees threatening to buckle.

“First day working for him?” Dax asked, slowly removing his hands from his pockets. The man nodded pensively, wobbling. “If you faint in this alley, I promise you’ll never live it down. Relax, I ain’t gonna hit you, or hold a grudge.”

Dax waited until the man finally stood tall and let the last of the tension flee from his waxy neck. The man’s shoulders hung surprisingly loose, and Dax nodded, slightly impressed. The man had been willing to take a drubbing for the money. It was a rarer quality than most people believed, and a good Steward always watched for talent to recruit.

“You got a thick spine, I’ll give you that,” Dax smiled. The man suddenly beamed. “But, if you think you’ve gotten off easy, new guy, oh no-no-no. The extra gold you accepted wasn’t for telling me, you see. It was for what you have to say back to him,” Dax grinned. “You have to be brave now, because he likes it verbatim.”

Dax paused and then tilted his head, watching the man for a moment. “It means you have to say the exact same words, exactly how I say them, plus any gestures. Exactly. I’m going to take a moment, think of a proper response, something terrible. It’s probably going to be a real bees’ nest in your boss’s britches.”

The man swooned and Dax shot forward to put his hands on the messenger’s shoulders. “You should be proud. The last messenger, she didn’t say ‘sir’ for the extra gold for at least a full moon, maybe two. I do hope it was bravery and not desperation, because those who do well by our mutual friend are generously rewarded for their efforts. So long as you stay clean though, understand? If you stay serious, a man with your determination would be an asset to anyone, could even go honest in a respectable House Guard if you prove yourself.”

“S-sir,” the man gasped, awed by such an honor, and then suddenly horrified. “No, sir. Not-sir. I’m so sorry, didn’t mean it. Please.”

“Oh, I do hope you last,” Dax said with a smirk. “You’ll be lots of fun.”

“Thank you,” the man replied, though it sounded more like a question. Dax began to turn, eager to slip back down the small, dark alley in the merchant’s district of the great capital city and return to his Lord’s residence.

“Si-, uh, mister,” the man croaked, closing his eyes. Dax looked back, eyebrows turning down in annoyance. “The reply message? For our mutual friend?” Dax barked a surprised laugh.

“Brave. Oh, I do like you,” Dax said. He looked down at his fine black boots and thought of Harold. “Tell him… tell him ‘thank you’. And then, for two more gold tell him, ‘you’re a great limping fool if you don’t give me a raise, and I might be poached by a far prettier man before long’.”

The runner’s bloodshot eyes narrowed in thought. Finally, he nodded.

“Oh no, I’m not giving you the two gold,” Dax grinned. “This here is my test. He’ll pay you the two when he finally calms down, and maybe even give you that raise, on my legend. The ‘before he calms down’ part is what you have to worry about. Verbatim, remember. All of it. You can beat this with help. Spears forward.”

“Spears forward,” the messenger said in relief, entwining the single blue spear of his middle finger between Dax’s three blue fingers. After a moment Dax smiled, dropped his hand, and turned crisply on the balls of his feet, looking down at the wooden tube that had been the true object of the meeting.

He moved with purpose back down the narrow alley, pulling the papers from the tube and reading them quickly as he walked. He stopped and read them both again carefully, before sliding everything back in his pockets, biting the inside of his cheek in thought.

Benj would be pleased the Vine Canton gang had met with justice, though Dax was surprised it had come with proof of the bounty under wax seal of the temple of Bulfur. He had seen the strange priests with their books chained around their necks, constantly writing and asking questions, though never a rare Friar. A seal was not a thing lightly given and that made Dax ever more curious.

As he stepped from the narrow alley, Dax nodded absently to the team leader of his House Guard detachment and crossed straight to the shabby looking carriage. The rest of the guards continued vigilantly watching their areas, the stocks of their short, goblin-bone crossbows nestled against the leather padding of their shoulders, at the ready.

The thick, heavy bolts were lightly waxed into the grooves, always prepared for a single powerful shot before the crossbows were dropped to their tethers, out of the way. Goblin bone never lost its enormous tension. It did not warp over time like wood, despite the short lathes being kept bent so far they almost touched the tiller. They were a rare, expensive piece, usually only afforded by the palace guards, as was the fine, reinforced armor hidden under the guards’ faded surcoats and dingy cloaks.

Despite their appearance, the handpicked House Guard surrounding the ugly carriage were as rare and expensive as their equipment. Steward Daxmishell had poached more than a few from the palace for House Benjamin, though those few had been walking out of summary meetings that had ended in their expulsion from service, or had reached Harold’s ear for a vice best hidden from the very seat of authority in the Empire. Only the best for his Lord’s House, Dax grinned to himself as the five, hardened veterans stepped backwards as one and mounted the narrow running boards still facing their cardinal directions. The Steward boarded the unassuming carriage and listened to the door shut behind him.

“On to the next meeting, Valet Jacons,” Dax yelled at a small slit in roof.

“Yes, Steward,” came the gruff reply, just audible over the sounds of the carriage beginning to lurch forward behind the tall, powerful horses. Dax’s head snapped back and when he finally managed to sit up, he pounded on the carriage wall that separated him from his second. The Valet always started the wagon like they had been ambushed, and Dax rubbed the back of his head as he fixed the short rim of his fine black bowler.

“Slow down, you great dulltip,” Dax hooted, followed by the five guards balancing on the running board of the wagon showing their agreement with light stomps.

“I’ll scrape every last one of you ungrateful whelps from my convoy like barnacles, the first narrow alley I find,” Jacon stated loudly. “There’s plenty below you waiting to be promoted.”

“Doubt they’ll enjoy your driving any better,” Dax chuckled.

“If someone likes my driving, I’m not going fast enough. There’s plenty in the ranks below these dulltips that might know you never spit at the driver while you’re hanging off the side of his ol’ girl.” The stomping stopped abruptly. “Better,” Jacon barked in a sharp laugh.

The convoy fell silent as the wagon sped along the few, narrow roads behind the great warehouses and shipping houses of the Lowdocks. While a House crest was fine armor for any convoy in the Uphills or the merchants’ district, there were plenty of budding gangs, envious guilds, and rival houses in Confluence always looking to move up in the world. Robberies and ransoms in the Lowdocks were not uncommon, especially if they veiled a grander scheme.

Only the legend of the Benjamin House Guard kept it to mere clumsy first attempts. Few ever took the first shot, terrified when they were spotted and called out as the wagon approached, but those foolish few who managed a first shot never took a second.

Confluence passed by the cleverly decorated firing slits in a blur, and Dax put his boot out, slouching until his heel caught his weight on the bench across from him. It had been a long wait and Dax allowed his body to sink into the luxurious, over-stuffed seat until the next errand. The reinforced wagon only looked meager from the outside, hiding an interior fit for the lord of a great house, a fact that Dax, at least, enjoyed immensely. Benj seemed to enjoy nothing anymore.

Lord Benjamin had naturally taken his wife’s murder quite poorly and had retreated from his public duties. It was like watching a caged prime pace back and forth in some lord’s private gallery. It was the same smoldering violence that had consumed Captain Benjamin during the last Evergreen campaign, after Harold had been clipped.

Talia’s death had made Dax equally as cagey, but it felt more like trying to catch an endless stream of arrows on his shield, just hoping one did not finally get by. If Benj did something foolish and lost the title of Lord in some impossibly public brawl, or worse, was tried for sedition for some drunken folly he roared while in wide witness, the whole plan would be lost right along with his head.

Dax held up the wooden tube containing the Broker’s missive and Bulfur’s seal, fingering it absently. He hoped the news and the poor ‘sheep’ would satisfy whatever blood debt Benj felt compelled to pay, but he somehow doubted it.

Blood debts had been outlawed for a hundred years in the Empire, but some of the aristocracy had been most reluctant to give up the more brutal faiths that had won them their estates in the first place. They publicly attended the various acceptable faiths of their subjects, while secretly worshipping at the bloody feet of Bethol or Calus in their hidden temples. It was known to very few that the Benjamin line was still two-faithed, and Dax could only pray it stayed that way.

“Two to starboard,” the Valet yelled out and the call was echoed by the other guards. Dax did not bother to look. The ‘clear’ signal was passed around shortly after, as the carriage rattled beyond the two terrified laborers. It sounded like a never-ending children’s game of ‘lookey-see’, but Dax had learned to drown it out until contact was called.

In a single generation, Lord Benjamin had become the third richest noble on the continent of Darl’Neth, if the Emperor was included. First, if he was not, and all of Harold’s hidden funds were included. The last thing House Benjamin needed was to raise suspicions and have their books inspected or their House Guard, overstaffed by a factor of twenty, called to muster.

At least Benj’s House Guard were smart enough not to throw the first punch. Dax had a harder time dealing with the Lord himself since his wife’s death than with his well-oiled House Guard, especially with Jacon’s broad shoulders holding up discipline and morale. It was an enormous, rowdy bunch, but Jacon kept them busy rotating through various assignments of guarding the Lord’s vast interests, both above board and below, or secreted away in reserve forces throughout the capital.

“Passing first bridge,” Valet Jacon called down from the driver’s box of the carriage. After the first bridge, the Broker’s tight grip on the underbelly of the sprawling capital of the Empire relaxed entirely. The narrow strip between the Broker’s influence and the first gilded archway of the Uphills was neutral territory, patrolled only by the merchants desperate to seem noble and the lone noble desperate for privacy. Its lawless reputation kept any of Lord Benjamin’s peers from visiting unexpectedly, as he was not obliged to answer straight away, and they would be forced by decorum to wait in the perilous street for the Lord of house to make ready for an official visitor.

The wagon slowed at the tall gates of House Bejamin’s vast capital estate and turned in. Like a true prime, the estate had quickly eaten and grown fat on the abutting merchant residences until it could hide an army, though on paper it still looked to be eight separate owners. Few knew the true extent of Lord Benjamin’s wealth and great lengths were taken to give the impression of being one poor investment away from poverty wherever possible. That the Lord’s diplomat house was located outside the Uphills was scandalous and often whispered about, though Lord Benjamin waved it off as mere frugality whenever pressed.

Dax sighed heavily. Bloody hells, but it was a cold, uninviting mountain of a house.

Enormous unpolished slabs of drab stone were stacked without curves, and there were so few windows or doors. Dax hated the place, missing terribly the great open terraces and majestic views of the Lord’s ancestral home in the great north. The diplomat house had been built to look like a pauper’s grasp at majesty, colossal but without funds left over for indulgent architecture or filigree. Still, it could withstand a major siege long enough for the entirety of the House to have tea and then stroll away down one of the many hidden tunnels at their leisure.

While the outside was an ugly, squat plateau, the inside of the diplomat house was a mausoleum, or had been since Talia’s death. Dax found himself hesitating, uneager to discover out what madness he would find waiting for him inside this time. The best and most often occurring of the lot was Benj passed out in a puddle of three equally repulsive possibilities. The worst madness though was when the grief and guilt were only spurred on by the fine spirits, and he would find Benj making splinters of a room full of priceless furniture, screaming or sobbing in equally terrifying fits while the servants hid.

“I wouldn’t even light a pipe,” Dax warned Jacon as he strode out of the carriage towards the thick, Oldwood doors hidden beneath the enormous spiderweb of metal reinforcement. The guards looked dejected, the old Valet worst of all. It had already been a long night waiting to receive the Broker’s weekly report and then making the rounds to the check on the vast web of the Lord’s interests. The wooden tube in Dax’s hand suggested it would only get longer.

As Dax stepped through the small crack that had appeared in the colossal doors, he jumped to his left and brought his fists up instinctively.

“Steward Daxmishell, welcome back,” a tired squeak of a voice piped out from underneath a small cooking pot worn like a helmet. A fine blanket had been pulled up under the pot into a cowl, exposing only the top half of a wrinkled face of deep mahogany. Many colorful silk scarves were wrapped around the woman’s neck, spilling out wide enough to protect her bony shoulders as well. Dax’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the expensive sheets tied in bunches between the joints of the woman’s limbs and her heavy apron stuffed with a pillow leaking expensive down.

“Caretaker Chamale,” Dax began, but was cut-off by a loud cheer deeper from inside the cavernous house. He turned and listened until it came again.

“Steward, he… he ordered us,” the woman said in explanation.

“Not another word, Cham,” Dax said holding up his hand for silence. The cheers came again, and Dax began running towards the sound, leaving the Caretaker to slowly plod after him in her luxurious armor. He shouldered his way through the door of the largest guest bedroom and burst into the strangest arena he could have imagined.

The priceless Oldwood furniture had been pushed to the edges of a room that could fit inside it most dwellings in the Lowdocks, with room to still walk around them. A four-poster bed the size of a small ship was pushed in one corner, while the various couches, chairs, tables, and priceless rugs had been pushed into the others. The bare floor was spotted with the dark circles of sweat it had already absorbed.

Dax winced.

Lord Benjamin towered over the trembling servants of his estate, his bare shoulders visible over the top of even the tallest pot and helmet covered head. The Caretakers of House Benjamin stood in a loose circle around their Lord dressed in the finest, most expensive cookery and bedding on the continent. From head to toe, they were armored in tattered fabrics worth small fortunes and cookware that could stand up to a catapult shot, all fastened together with fashionable belts and hosing, reinforced with hemp twine.

Stranger still were their weapons. The raised broomsticks and mops had their ends covered with only enough bedding to keep them from breaking skin. Benj’s own raised hands were two great balls of pillowing and twine, wrapped so thick as to render his fists little more than splinters, rather than the heavy, dangerous blocks of wood they normally were. Shirtless, the Lord’s chest heaved underneath a sheen of bruises and tangy sweat. His wild, manic eyes turned on Dax, but the Lord of the house spoke to everyone in his employ.

“Twenty gold to the one who lands the blow that puts me down for good,” Benj roared and the trembling group of elderly servants encircling him cheered, charging as they swung their sticks as hard as their gaunt muscles could muster. Caretaker Chamale nudged Dax out of the way as she squeezed by and broke into a shambling run towards their howling Lord, who had covered his head with his arms as he crouched over, taking most of the blows on his wide back and thick limbs.

Dax watched, awed, as the Caretakers vented all of their pent up fury on the Lord in heavy but slowing blows of their ad hoc weapons. The Lord tried a jab but received a red welt on his forearm before retracting it. He roared and jabbed again, knocking the wind from Caretaker Ayer, who tottered backwards a few steps, holding his convulsing chest despite the absurd amount of padding. Benj threw a hard left, thumping heavily off a potlid the size of a shield and knocking back the servant a few steps before they howled and charged back into the scrap.

Lord Benjamin sent two more Caretakers from the circle to catch their ragged breath and threw his arms out wide, roaring at the ceiling, as if the countless blows only made him more powerful. He lowered his head and gripped his fists tightly inside their priceless cocoons, a most terrible smirk crossing his rectangular face, just as a broom handle came down across his square, unshaven chin like a lightning bolt from the gods. The light in the Lord’s eyes went out and he toppled like a heavy sack to the boards.

“You heard him, Steward,” Caretaker Chamale chirped out from under the pot that had slid down her forehead during her coup de grace. “Twenty gold.”

From the ground, the Lord Benjamin drooled out a chuckle and quivered but made no attempt to pick his face from the floor, where his nose had begun to bleed. The chuckle became an unnerving cackle that curled the man’s great frame up in a fit of coughing laughter, before subsiding into a long, wailing sob.

All around the room, the servants bowed their heads and began to weep with their Lord for their Lady’s tragic passing. Caretaker Chamale kneeled and placed a hand across the back of the Lord’s sweaty hair, her sobs mingling with his. Dax fought against the tears but only managed to keep silent as his cheeks began to glisten.

“Brave,” Benj said into the stillness finally, when everyone’s tears had been sacrificed to his wife’s quiet legend. A few of the more composed Caretakers managed a sniffling laugh. “Lady Talia would have been proud. Pay the woman, Steward. And two gold for everyone else in this room, plus whatever they say I owe them for their previous victories.”

“How long have you been doing this?” Dax asked, stepping closer.

“We had to pause to take a meal for vigor,” Caretaker Chamale grinned, obviously glad she had.

“Clear the room please. Caretaker Chamale, I would be indebted if you would perform a pay ceremony in my absence, after everyone has time to shower off the stink of battle and change back into proper uniform.” The Caretakers bowed as one and scurried out of the room as they helped each other tally the amount of clean blows they had managed to land.

Dax looked down at his Lord and master, a quivering heap of tears mingled with blood, and shook his head. He could only hope the wooden tube in his hand could cure the sickness that had taken hold of Benj.

“Harold found them. All accounted for, and… one waiting for you at the northern warehouse,” Dax said hesitantly. Benj’s eyes grew wide and his nostrils flared.

“The leader?”

“Unsure. There was this,” Dax said holding out the wooden tube to the prone man. Benj pushed himself up enough to roll onto his side, and finally sat up when Dax did not lean down to hand it to him. He nodded guiltily and reached for the tube.

“Sorry.”

“Sorry? Sorry? You could’ve been killed,” Dax said, not trying to keep the anger from his voice. “Then where’d we all be? It isn’t just my hopes that rest on those weak little twigs you call shoulders. You catch ‘grene from some unnecessary cut getting infected, or get brained by a greedy whitebeard sprier than you give ’em credit for, and it all dies with you.” Dax withheld the message tube a moment longer before sighing and leaning down enough for an exchange. Benj pulled both pieces of paper and furrowed his brow at the small wax seal.

“Imperial?”

“Religious actually,” Dax said. “From a Friar of Bulfur, if you can believe it. According to the good Friar, the company Harold hired ambushed the gang, and when the gang chose to fight, they put down all but the one. Even saved Harold’s favorite purse-cutter in the scrap.”

“Losses?” Benj asked, scanning the Friar’s missive.

“Apparently the company is, and I quote, ‘magnificent’ and without so much as an injury. That’s what they told Harold at least, instead of the usual sob story of mass losses to squeeze out a few more gold pieces in charity. Harold even seems to have a soft spot for ‘em according to his note that came along with this writ of confidence from the Friar. Might be something there, and Harold says he has some jobs to test them a bit more. If they pass muster, that would make five companies so far.”

“Take me too him,” Benj whispered, scanning the last of Harold’s note.

“Harold? He’s still-”

“The survivor,” Lord Benjamin growled as he pushed himself up. Without another word, Benj began walking towards the front doors, his bare chest and feet at odds with the lavish décor. His dropped the tube and papers carelessly, already forgotten. The Friar’s wax seal pulled the letter quickly to the floor in Benj’s wake.

“Of course, of course,” Dax said, walking backwards in front of Benj with his hands up. “But you look like snot, and you’re not even dressed. If they don’t see expensive cloth, they’ll talk, and then we’ll be answering questions.”

Benj stopped and looked down at his sweaty, bruised chest. Without another word, he strode over to the tall, heavy curtains on one of the few front-facing, heavily-barred windows and pulled. Five strides worth of expensive fabric tore from its metal holding rods and poured down like an avalanche at the Lord’s feet. Benj gathered up two armfuls and pulled it over his shoulders, holding the ends together in front like a great cloak that dragged on the carpet behind as he made for the door, glaring at his Steward, daring another word.

Dax was glad for the silence as the wagon sped across the great city. He absently tried to adjust the excess fabric crowding the small passenger compartment of the carriage like a dense fog. A dangerous fire burned in Benj’s eyes, and there was nothing to be said or done any longer but hope he could move on once the blood debt was fulfilled. Not even Valet Jacon, perpetual saucebox, dared a comment or jaded observation as they sped along, only calling out potential threats to be repeated by the guards hanging off the side of the wagon.

The carriage pulled into the open gate of a warehouse loading yard and stopped in front of the western structure, a small building compared to the other two dominating the plot. A score of well-armed guards greeted the wagon and ushered Lord Benjamin and his Steward inside. Dax followed behind the long train of Benj’s curtain cloak as they walked towards the single, well-built room sitting in the middle of the warehouse shell. Four more guards began to greet Benj, but he silenced them and demanded the door be opened, all with a quick flick of his massive hand.

The door was opened for him and Lord Benjamin let the cloak slide from his bruised shoulders and thick neck as he padded in towards the room’s sole occupant. A potato shaped man with long, thin legs and bright, alert eyes suddenly began fighting the thick leather bindings holding his wrists and ankles. It was as if a prime rockcat had turned its malevolent eyes on him and begun swishing its tail. The man fought with every sinew of strength as Lord Benjamin took the last barefoot step up to the chair, his fingertips twitching eagerly. Benj loomed over him, grinning down at the trembling man with a smile so awful, Dax knew he did not want anything to do with what came next.

“Timoth, is it? I’ll stay away from your head, so you don’t pass out too quickly each time,” Dax heard Benj whisper coldly. “I’ll hear you beg my wife’s-Ssssssss.” Benj suddenly trembled and exhaled like a kettle whistling, as if he was unable to keep contained whatever was boiling inside of him. After a moment, and with a great amount of will, he managed to continue. “I… I will hear you beg my wife’s name. You’ll beg for Talia’s forgiveness.” Lord Benjamin leaned down so his nose was almost touching Timoth’s. “And when I finally hear my wife’s voice reply back, when she says ‘stop’, then I’ll stop, but only then.”

Lord Benjamin turned, his wet teeth showing in a feral grin that made even the hardened, veteran House guards take a subtle step back.

“Get me a mattress, right there,” Lord Benjamin said, pointing to the ground next to Timoth’s chair. “Have the kitchen send all my meals. I’ll be here as long as it takes, until he screams loud enough that I’m sure Talia can hear him all the way across the Last Sea. You’re in charge until I surface.”

Dax signaled for the guards and closed the door behind him, eager to be away. He could only hope the blood debt would be enough.
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Servants leapt out of the way as Dannel scurried by. He quietly apologized for his rudeness, but was unable to slow himself as he raced down through the narrow hallways of the fortress. Commanded and dismissed by his Lord, Dannel was eager to quit the Iron Fang and begin his dutiful march into the deep woods.

He hurried through the tight hallways to his rarely-used sleeping cubby and ducked inside the heavy curtain. Sleeping would have been difficult even if Dannel was tired without a hefty bit of organization. The cubby was crammed with arrow shafts, gear, and everything one might need to craft or mend more.

Dannel took down and pulled open the wide, oiled flaps of his heavy-framed ruck. His Guide had always joked that, in the worst, Dannel could always crouch down inside it and pull the flaps closed, if he needed a warm place to sleep out of the rain. He had stitched it together himself under the steady hand of his Guide and it had traveled with them as deep into the wood as any Forester dared.

Into the enormous mouth of his ruck, Dannel put every stitch of warm fur, bundle of twine, spare leafcloak, and all his snow gear, in case the squalls came early. Almost everything he owned, including his hand-forged broadhead collection and a good deal of spare shafts, was tucked, buried, or strapped to the enormous pack, and even then, it was just over three-quarters full.

Lastly, Dannel removed the longbow from the pegs on the wall and began checking it for cracks or splinters. He had hewn it himself, though his Guide had provided the goblin bone.

“Forester Dannel,” said a voice from the heavy curtain, startling him. Suddenly recognizing the voice, Dannel’s hands began to tremble, and he quickly hid them down in the ruck as he turned his head.

“Wanderer Tabitha of the Wide Blade, how can I help you?” Dannel asked, making no gesture for her to enter, nor moving from his hunched position over the growing pack.

“I just wanted you to know that Sorens just came in. She got her monster,” Tabitha said from the half open curtain. She leaned her wide, glowing face further into the small cubby and smiled broadly, her wild mane of curly black hair falling to just below her chin. Dannel’s palms grew sweaty in a way a hunt had never achieved and was glad they were hidden. “She has decided to take the skills test on the next moon and Forester Alebette has agreed to be my Guide.”

“You deserve it,” Dannel said quietly but sincerely, and Tabitha blushed.

“Thank you, Forester. It means a lot coming from one of such great legend and lineage.” It was more of a purr than anything, and Dannel coughed, suddenly feeling like was he unable to breathe. She tilted her head ever so slightly, clearly enjoying his discomfort.

“Yes, well… uh, kill a monster, uh, real soon,” Dannel finally managed. Tabitha’s smile grew, as did his own sensation of drowning.

“Thank you for the advice, Forester, though I don’t know if Forester Alebette would be too keen on so early an attempt,” Tabitha said, whispering conspiratorially as she leaned closer and winked.

“From the soil, that’s… that’s not what I meant to say,” Dannel winced, his cheeks on fire. “I meant to say, uh, that I think you would, will be, a skilled Forester. I look forward to that day.”

“Is it because when I’m a Forester you can stop being so bloody strange around me?” Tabitha asked, her smile curling into a wicked grin as she held Dannel’s terrified, cornered gaze for a hunter’s wait. His thoughts tumbled in conflicting directions.

Finally, Tabitha conceded and began slowly withdrawing her glowing face from his cubby. “Yes? Alornas, I hope that’s why, Dannel. I know you can stay unmoving forever so, bountiful hunt I guess, and I hope you come back soon from wherever your trail leads. Next time you see me, we can hopefully have a conversation without you having a prime take your tongue.”

Tabitha disappeared from the curtain and Dannel listened to the silence where anyone else’s footsteps would have been. His respect for her only grew, as did the fire in his cheeks.

“Me too,” Dannel silently whispered and hefted the heavy ruck up onto his back.

As he steppped out into the hallway, Dannel quickly remembered how cumbersome the wide, tall ruck and the longbow were in the labyrinth of narrow hallways and sharp turns. The four limbs of the unstrung bow were almost as tall as he was and rapped off the low beams and walls constantly if he let his mind wander for a moment. Though the Oldwood and the long willows of goblin thighbone would be hard to break, it was not impossible, and a single unseen crack would spell disaster the first time it was under the enormous stress of full draw.

Much like himself, it was the finest of weapons out in the deep woods, but its awkwardness made it burdensome inside the walls.

Dannel flew down the servants’ stair as if he was carried on the winds of a strong fall storm. He could not believe his luck. Not even Sefile’s tight, angry face, watching from a few twists higher up on the stair, could wipe the smile from Dannel’s own.

The snickering drunkards around the fire pit had thought he was being chastised and punished. Well, he was, but only Dannel seemed to understand the unintentional gift it presented

He had been given permission to skip seniority, of which he was one of the lowest, and choose the most challenging hunt available by command of the Lord of the Great Hunt himself. Dannel was finally getting his pick of the hunts, before they were all gobbled up by the older Foresters, or, more embarrassingly, deemed too dangerous for the less experienced by the Wardens. His Lord had finally given Dannel the excuse to trek back north to the Far Mountains and the enormous, impenetrable belt of Oldwoods that stood sentinel at their base.

Hopping off the last step of the servants’ stair, Dannel idly wondered if his mother was still awake. With the promise of such a legendary hunt in front of him, Dannel knew could not sleep inside the Iron Fang, if he slept at all, so there would be no possibility of a morning visit.

Torn, he wandered off the main artery that led to the gate.

The sprawling camp huddled underneath the Iron Fang had bedded down for the night and no one took notice of Dannel as he wandered hopelessly. He stopped twice, trying to remember where the butchers’ wedge lay in the chest-tightening confusion of lodges and workshops, and laughed silently at himself. Dannel could walk onto a specific bend in a stream three days’ march away but had trouble finding an entire section of the hunting camp in a circle.

It should have been easier to find her.

After his Guide’s death, his mother had given up her fine room in the mountain and moved back in with her kin down in the butchers’ wedge. Dannel had been upset that his Guide’s hard-won chamber had been given up so easily, weakening an already fading legend in his absence. His mother had only shrugged indifferently at his resentment, saying she hoped he might one day understand, but her face showed only doubt and deep hurt.

Dannel hardly had time to know his mother in his determined rush to find his way outside of the confining walls. When Dannel was too young to range the deep woods with his Guide, he had thrown himself fully into sharpening his skills as a Wanderer. He had practiced anything he could to be prepared for the day when Dannel’s Guide finally finished teaching his current pupil. He had spent weeks on end in the Wanderers’ Wood, months in the warmer seasons, practicing his woodcraft and aim, his flint and his memory songs.

But he only saw his mother for brief moments, in the day or two he had begrudgingly returned for refit, and even then, he spent most of that time in the long sleep of the young.

Once, he had hoped his legend and stories that inevitably drifted down out of the Iron Fang made her proud, however badly told, but as Dannel searched in vain for where she even lived anymore, he wondered if she had stopped listening. Or had she ever cared for the tales at all. Had she ever been proud?

Could he blame her? He had for many years, in the churning thunderheads of his emotions.

The terrible fall storms, early snows, and the constant hunger of the deep woods had still been easier to bear than his mother’s sullen stare during Dannel’s infrequent stays. Whenever he began packing to leave, too soon, always too soon, his mother would always say she did not birth a child but a chipmunk, before kissing him on the forehead.

Dannel was finally old enough to understand that it had never been a compliment.

The butchers’ wedge smelled of rust and was quiet but for the gossip of a few dogs when Dannel finally stumbled to its edge by accident. He stared at the darkened windows of the tall, tightly packed lodges and wondered which one his mother slept in, or how he would even begin to find out. Dannel sighed heavily.

Next time. He would visit her next time, he told himself.

Despite the late hour, the Wardens’ Den was still brightly lit. Eight intricate map-tables dominated the middle of the narrow room, each representing one of the last eight full moons. The prime herds, pickets, and predators were pinned with tiny, colored flags all over the clay mountains and deep vales of the Lord’s lands, as well as the ornate crests of the Foresters who had spotted them.

Dannel carefully checked the closest maps to ensure his last report had been properly marked. The three Wardens on duty shared a wry smile with each other but asked no questions. He walked back and forth beside the tables, comparing the movements of the picket herds and the prime herds, looking for patterns.

Through generations of breeding under the Foresters’ protection, the herds that grazed at the roots of the Oldwood stands had become massive beasts and valuable beyond imagination. The picket herds were fodder, earning their chance to graze one day while they baited and mapped out the movement of the predators of the Lord’s wood. Between the movements of the two, a story began to coalesce.

Dannel walked between the maps a second, then a third time, before finally closing his eyes and looking for the places where the herds treaded lightest, if at all.

There. An empty space in the north and a picket herd of sheep heading straight at it for their first grazing should they keep to course. Dannel quickly tapped a curled finger to his forehead and fled the protective wall of the fortress as the Wardens snickered and rolled their eyes at his back.

While the Wanderers’ Wood was something of a quickly fled annoyance, it did offer Dannel the occasional chance to smoke his long stem pipe as he walked in the shadow of his tall, bulging ruck. In the darker places of the old, dense forest, the smoke would draw curious beasts, and fire of any type, even a smoldering pipe, was tightly guarded inside the walls of the Iron Fang given its flammable nature.

It was a guilty pleasure he could only enjoy in the Wanderers’ Wood and, maybe even more than the heady smoke, Dannel enjoyed hiding it. He could hear the Wanderers tromping about around him as they tried to name him without being caught themselves, but Dannel slid off the clean rut of the trail and disappeared into the moonlit shadows, leaving only the whiff of smoke to tease them.

It was tradition for Foresters to visit their old burrows or nests, to check if any Wanderer had found it and see what improvements had been made. They would light a small fire together, a great honor, and spend a few turns of the bellglass passing on knowledge and stories to the next generation.

Dannel did not bother checking. He would eat his bow if his burrow was ever found by another Wanderer. Dannel had climbed halfway up a sheer rock face and smoked out an angry nest of prime squirrels to claim it. Once fortified, it had made for a very comfortable burrow, but Dannel had cleared all his barriers and deterrents when he had left for the final time to follow his Guide into the deep woods. The beasts had surely taken it back.

Dannel had left a leather marker though, and told himself that whoever presented it to him, he would become their Guide. He never expected to see that marker again.

Standing on the basin ridgeline, Dannel gently gnawed at the pipe stem between his teeth and listened with his eyes closed. The song of the forest followed the same daily dance of the sun and moon as the awful human hives. The bard’s jig of late morning sounded nothing like the lusty, close dances of dusk, and Dannel never entered the dance without knowing the tune.

He would sleep out past the boundary, where the wanderers had not crawled over every stride, making their clumsy burrows and nests, drowning out the song of the forest. Dannel spit in his hand and tapped out the embers of the pipe into the white glob, mashing them into a cold, black paste, before putting it back inside his many-pocketed vest. He wiped his hands dry in the soil and then cupped his palms around his nose, breathing in the rich aroma.

It smelled like home.

He winced, wondering how his mother might feel about such a belief, but he took a deep breath and let any thought outside of the song drift away as he exhaled. Dannel fell into a long legged shuffle and began counting his strides silently, a comforting habit rather than necessity as he absently fingered the first few beads on the stride-string attached to his belt.

The Far Mountains were not a nickname made in jest. It was not just the distance on the map that made them feel a lifetime away. The deep forest was a washboard of steep hillocks and lush, secluded valleys. Dannel often had to climb a stride up or down for every two strides forward, and that was before trying to give a wide berth to the copses of blue-leaved Oldwood trees, sacred groves of dark, almost impregnable tangle.

Beasts, like the herds of sheep and shaggy cattle, even chipmunks and rabbits, grew colossal foraging at the lush margins of the Oldwoods, as did the sharp teeth that preyed on the grazers. Primes were dangerous in their proportion, but comforting in their keeping to the long-established habits and temperaments of their smaller kin.

The Shamans said Primes served to make a person feel smaller, more reverent to the wonder of nature, and Dannel thought that a fine thing for most. But if the Primes were intended to make a person feel more reverent, the unnatural beasts that sometimes wandered out of the Oldwood groves must have been intended to keep people’s defecations regular.

Sometimes, it was a large wolf with thin, stilt-like legs and the elongated jaw of a razorfish, as with his Guide’s namesake. Or a mountain cat with a hide so thick that by the time it was brought down, it looked more like a massive porcupine for all the harmless arrows stuck in it. Or the tree-rat that strangled their prey with their long, pink tail dropping down from the branches like a living noose.

Familiar but twisted. Oldwood-kissed the Foresters called them, and they were rightly feared, but at least they danced to the same song of the forest as the primes.

It was the monsters that slithered and crawled, flew and leapt out of the Oldwood groves that were truly terrifying. Strange, unearthly variants that danced to their own tune as they wrote the song themselves, cheating the light as they moved, or with tongues smelling of a fresh kill, leading the scavengers willingly into their jaws. The unsettling ones slaughtered just for the joy it seemed, leaving very little eaten before moving on.

It was fortunate for all that most monsters were seen only a handful of times, culled before they could take root, but new breeds were always wandering out in their absence.

Despite the horrors that occasionally found their way out, the sacred Oldwood groves were still considered a blessing at the Iron Fang. The Shamans were always quick to remind that without the unbroken Oldwood forest at the base of the Far Mountains to the north, the orcs and goblin swarms would pour out of the endless warrens beneath the rock to drown the land in blood.

The Oldwoods were a test of faith, they said. But what they never said, at least out loud, was that without the Oldwood groves, the herds could not grow fat, and the Lord’s purse along with them.

For days Dannel followed the harder trails, staying wide of the Oldwood groves and deeper valleys as he wound his way towards the snow covered peaks of the Far Mountains. He had walked the same faint trails only once before with his Guide, but his feet moved along them with the confidence of old friends. Dannel never forgot a trail once he walked it, which allowed him to focus on the song as he hunted for his quarry.

Dannel stopped at the edge of the wide break, just inside of the tree line, and whistled quietly to himself as he adjusted the weight of the culled buck on his back. In the middle of the wide field, Privilege Bonfire, the leaf eaters’ northernmost fortress, rose up higher than the trees surrounding it, save for the single giant Oldwood that grew at its center. Dannel had only traded here once with his Guide and he had whistled then too, though much shriller and louder.

The fortress was an enormous wooden bowl of terraced gardens, sleeping lodges, and nonfatal deterrents. Partially sunken logs leaned outward steeply, balanced against each other’s weight by ropes thicker than Dannel’s thigh, and were covered in a thick layer of loose wooden shingles that would pull free under the weight of anything heavier than a racoon. Should a desperate monster somehow make the treacherous climb, the tight weave of the sloped roof between the mooring lines was shot through with manicured razorvine, loose enough to allow the rain and bigger insects but little else.

The first Lord of the Great Hunt had decreed only one law; to kill any animal bigger than a honeybee without the Lord’s permission carried the penalty of death. The Foresters had both consent and the unfortunate duty of upholding the Lord’s law, but those who lived outside the protection of the Iron Fang walls had to survive without killing any animal, even in self-defense. They bartered their vegetables and crafts for meat as tax for the privilege of living on the Lord’s lands.

For two hundred strides in every direction, razorvine surrounded the fortress in a tangled sea of hip-high brambles, with thorns like great vegetative fangs. The whole tangly mess was pruned into a clever maze of narrow serpentines that would confound most beasts and give the leaf eaters time to persuade them out with slings. Even the most ravenous of monsters would eventually seek an easier, less painful meal.

Though the path through the manicured maze was clearly marked for humans, navigating the narrow lanes with his longbow and the young buck strapped across the top of Dannel’s ruck quickly became a prickly affair. Behind the thorns, tiny clusters of shriveled red berries hid, but Dannel did not reach for any. Even after the heaviest rains, they were tart, unpleasant pebbles that got stuck between the teeth unless tediously ground to a paste.

At the end of the correct path was a sturdy rope bridge with a sign at its anchor that bore the inscription, ‘Bridge will drop at beast sign’. The nervous Pinholders standing watch at the taller end of the bridge looked as if they would not hesitate to pull the clever holding pins at the first sign of danger.

The bridge was more rigid than Dannel had guessed as he stepped onto it. Despite its sturdiness, Dannel certainly did not want to be on the bridge when it was unceremoniously unpinned, and he broke into a quick jog. The young guards snickered but Dannel did not feel like trusting a broken leg, or worse, on their ability to tell the difference between a rat and a rattlesnake. Leaf eaters were notoriously skittish, and rightly so.

Dannel could not imagine a life of picking wild berries and tilling the rickety, hanging gardens but he understood their attitude. The leaf eaters were refugees from around the Sunlands who had tired of their lord’s or leaders’ heavy thumbs upon their backs. Bartering for their meat sounded like a reasonable enough tax for those ready to take the chance at a fresh start. Better to take the chance on being eaten quickly with a full belly than be assured of starving slowly elsewhere.

But every leaf eater Privilege was built on the bones of those who had not gotten the first walls up fast enough, or been vigilant enough against the night. His Guide had spoken of a swarm of goblins eating their way through an entire Privilege in the dead of night, leaving an empty structure bare of all life when the sun finally rose, only to be recolonized two seasons later. Even with the clever walls and razorvine maze, mortality was high, but there was never a shortage of takers willing to risk everything for steady food and a taste of independence.

Dannel shivered and tried to remind himself of their bravery as the young guards snickered above him. Those who stayed inside the protective wall of the Iron Fang never knew a life of hunger or worry, or being hunted. Dannel respected any man or woman willing to brave the deep forest for a chance at a better life. He just wished they would show the same.

“Bountiful harvest,” Dannel called out as he climbed past halfway. The bridge held stiff despite the young spikehorn weighing down Dannel’s gait. From the Pinholders’ looks, the fresh meat would be welcomed and fetch a nice price, though the bulk of the coin would go back to the Iron Fang along with his eventual report.

While Dannel had little use for barter, Privilege Bonfire was the last civilized people before heading into the foothills, and the last chance for supplies, especially brush-leaf for his pipe. It was not the fine stuff traded at the mountain by the merchants coming from the distant White Spires, but it would do. The northern smoke tasted far more bitter, but it still scratched the itch all the same.

“Warmth by your fire,” Dannel said as he neared the top of the rope road. None of the young guards hailed back but looked to each other with barely restrained laughter. “I’m a Forester. I can prove it if you need and-“

“No one but a Forester carries a family’s worth of baubles on their back,” the Pinholder on the left said, making the three others lose the reins on their snickering. “Look like a bloody snail peeking out from under that well-oiled shell.”

Dannel only nodded slowly, weighing the words.

“It was the snails that stood watch for the red years it took your forebears to build this hive, keeping them safe from the prime beasts and monsters as they worked.”

“Pinepitch, course I get the dour one on my watch,” the Pinholder said in a whisper easily enough heard. “Was a joke, Forester, nothing more. Just a bloody joke.”

Dannel stopped and stared at the Pinholder’s young, freshly washed face and his upper lip covered in light down. Too young to have witnessed the last attack and still naïve to what lurked just outside his narrow view.

“No offense taken,” Dannel said with a curt nod. “Just keeping their memory alive so neither side forgets the blood we’ve shared.” All of the Pinholders’ heads drooped into their shoulders and Dannel knew if they had tails, he would see them sticking between their tense legs. “As you say, just a joke, nothing more. Is the trading post still open?”

Dannel knew that leaf eater trading posts did not close until after full sundown, when the wares would be too dim to haggle over, and even then, the trading post were always a ripe offer away from being reopened. After dark, the fortress would be sporadically lit by a species of bug the size of Dannel’s thumb, with hindquarters that glowed like a small candle, flickering to a slow rhythm. The only time Dannel and his Guide stayed the night, he had been amazed how bright the synchronized glow had been in the areas where the leaf eaters spread the sweet, tacky bait they blended from their hanging gardens.

“Yes, and they will be happy for the business, Forester,” said a heavily scarred man, stepping into view and staring needles through the young jester. The four Pinholders brought their feet together and stood rigid as he walked among them. The man’s gray hair fell loose at his shoulders in an attempt to cover the extent of his scars, but the shiny, white gristle of what was left of his right ear peeked between the thinning strands as he slowly surveyed the Pinholders under his charge.

“I’ll have Pin Hardthumb lead you there if you wish, Forester, while Pin Michal and I have a long conversation about how we treat guests and potential trade.” The young man trembled at the thought.

“No need, I’ll have Pin Michal show me so we may continue our banter. It’s been too long since I’ve laughed.” The older veteran looked at Pin-Michal and narrowed his eyes for a moment before his shoulders relaxed and his fists unclenched with a sigh of guilty frustration.

“Yes, of course, Forester. I must not understand the humor of these young whelps. Getting old enough that tending the hoe is starting to look easier than dealing with this rabble. Always acting like they’re in rut.”

“Young whelps,” Dannel huffed in distaste with no hint of humor. The veteran Pinholder looked at Dannel and startled, realizing Dannel was at least two years Pin Michal’s junior, if not more.

“Yes, uh, well, Pin Michal will gladly show you the way,” the veteran Pinholder said, nodding to the younger to see that it was done immediately.

“Yes sir,” Pin Michal replied, suddenly standing much straighter. Dannel attempted a smile but settled on simply moving towards the group as a show of trust. He did not miss the veteran’s eyes narrowing again at Pin Michal as Dannel walked between them to enter the wooden hive.

After the first turn out of view Dannel stopped abruptly, causing Pin Michal to pitch forward on his toes in an attempt not to run into the Forester.

“I know the way. You can go back, or wait a bit and then go back,” Dannel said quietly.

“Bountiful hunt, Forester,” Pin Michal said, bowing his head and presenting the palms of his hand in a bowl when Dannel looked back over his shoulder. Pleased, Dannel took the few moments needed to turn under the load and faced him.

“Bountiful harvest, Pin Michal,” Dannel replied, imitating the formal parting of the leaf eaters. He did not wait to see if the young man had anything to add and marched off to the trading post in long, determined strides. While he had carried far more weight on his back for longer distances, Dannel always enjoyed the floating feeling the sudden lightening of his load gave.


Twelve

The Hung Shingle

Two Rocks, Darl’Neth Empire, year 511

Nimblejack cursed to himself in the silence.

Laststand had been correct. The life of a soldier was as boring as watching grass grow, which Nimblejack swore he could actually see happening for how slowly the wagons moved as the Company plodded ever onward to the next town. Always the next fort, the next town, like a campaign without a battleline.

Laststand chuckled as Nimblejack privately shared his bruised feelings on the matter, adjusting for the tenth time on the unforgiving plank seat of the wagon.

The Blackhat, the stern hammer of the Company when on duty, looked much like his friend Laststand, but Nimblejack appreciated how different the two men were in the few moments of shared peace together, away from titles and duties. While under the weight of the ridiculous black hat and its responsibilities, Laststand was a cold piece of iron. Bareheaded, or at least free of his immediate responsibilities to the Company, he was as agreeable a fellow as Nimblejack had ever met, quick to laugh and quicker to forgive, though the rest of the Company would never know.

“It’s what you asked for,” Laststand grinned, giving the reins a quick flick. “You wanted safe and uneventful while still making proper coin for wagons and gear. Now you get to see if we are a proper company. The true measure of a soldier isn’t how brave they stand the line, though that matters a bit, but how quickly they can recover from long boredom at the first sign danger. How quickly they can be back in the saddle or get a shield on in time to ward off a surprise attack. And they’re mostly all surprise attacks against a proper enemy. The true test of a soldier is how sharp they can stay when tedium threatens to weather the edge dull.”

“Sergeant Donemore has the Routine well in hand whenever we stop,” Nimblejack said, rubbing his sore rear and flanks from sitting for days next to the Blackhat in the second of the five wagons. He might be the melodious voice issuing orders, but Nimblejack was clever enough to admit, if only to himself, who the brains were behind those deft orders, whispering from underneath the great mustache what should come next.

“That’s why I haven’t come to you with a worry,” Laststand mused. “The Routine is keeping the Company sharp, scanning the sides of the roads and their weapons at hand, despite the crucible of uncomfortable, endless boredom. You want to buy safety for the half-orc to grow and stop tripping over his own two feet but still make proper coin, Pursey says we have to spend time. Well, that and a heap of vittles.”

“Yes, yes, I understand, and I trust the Company to achieve a level of proficiency otherwise unheard of in any royal bard’s song. This is simply not the life of a free company I had dreamt about after the rousing bedtime tales from my nan. There is just a lot more-,” Nimbjacks began, then frowned as he searched for the words.

“Blisters? And yet we always seem to be sitting to pass time?” Laststand asked.

“Yes, gods, yes,” Nimblejack said, sighing heavily as the wagons continued their slow rolls down the wide-laned road. The monotony had only been broken by axle breaks, thrown shoes, or when the contract, the Lord with the fraying purse strings, had wanted to stop for yet another long afternoon luncheon by a particularly beautiful bend in the meandering brook that the road traced alongside.

“Better than riding the pack horses, before the wagons,” the Blackhat said, stretching his wide, squat frame before settling back in with the reins of the long, tall-wheeled cargo wagon.

“Better than walking, before the horses, and far better than running screaming before the walking,” Nimblejack added, wiggling his toes inside his fine boots as he remembered the pair he had worn out and struggled to replace from far too many days of walking. “Not what I had dreamt, but not a bad life. Never slept so well, and Onetime cooks a fine bowl from the larder and what the Scout forages.”

“Bloody fine vittles,” Laststand said, nodding in agreement. “No officer has eaten better in any army or warband on the march. Not even kings.”

“I wonder what the Emperor eats when he travels?” Nimblejack said absently, staring off into the river as it narrowed and plunged down into a small, deep pool. Idle banter passed the time as well as anything. “Has he ever even left the palace?”

A sudden, low-pitched holler from the front wagon caught both men’s attention and Nimblejack watched with only passing interest as their enormous, scarred Champion stood up on the front wagon next to Dur’Oor with a heavy creak. The five wagons squeezed tighter together as Dur’Oor brought the front wagon to a slow halt to let Dreadfalls sniff the air properly without losing his balance, which was not uncommon.

Nimblejack turned and watched his share of the dense foliage. Most of the time it was an unnecessary precaution, but the Blackhat made sure each stop was treated like it was the first time, as did Nimblejack’s nerves. The Scout stood without tension next to Sergeant Donemore on the seat of the fourth wagon, a wicked arrow knocked on his huge bow until both he and the half-orc were both satisfied all was clear.

‘The Captain’ was not in charge during times of physical calamity, and Nimblejack was secretly glad of it. He fell into the paranoid breathing of imminent attack, though he tried to hide it from Laststand beside him, who sat calmly watching his own side of the road. Nimblejack’s eyes flickered over every pool of shadow under the thick canopy of greenery, from the second wagon to the gilded back of the third wagon, where hid Lord La-tee-da-bow-and-grovel, their current contract and excuse for traveling.

Towns tended to receive a Lord or Lady’s caravan guards selling the fine and the necessary far better than they did a gang of armed strangers who might have simply stolen it. Lords and Ladies of the Empire had been executed for even the slightest infractions of their oaths and were generally trusted, some even respected. Pursey had required a noble, Voice, or Magistrate of the Empire be in tow during their cheese and linen runs to quicker build their funds and legend, but he also never had to deal with their constant, insufferable complaints from his fitful, noisy sleep in the bunk wagon.

Laststand rested his thick buckler on his lap before checking on his short, wide saber with a thump of his elbow to the belt sheath. The whole Company jiggled and jingled, checking weapons before falling completely silent, save the light panting of the horses in their harnesses and Nimblejack himself. He slapped at his own thin blade and gave a prayer he did not have to reach for one of the spears stowed against the sides of the long wagon.

Everyone listened to the awkward, creaking clamor of the Champion as he slowly dismounted from the front wagon. He had tripped and fallen half of the time he had tried, still drunk on his ever growing proportions, but Nimblejack did not hear a rumbling curse and gave thanks. In a fight, the black-eyed half-orc could slither and twist, pounce and flip, but Dreadfalls, the half-man, moved like a blind whelp who had just found out what feet were. Nimblejack never enjoyed hearing the judgmental hisses from the Lords or Ladies they escorted whenever the Company’s Champion hit the top of his head or tripped on his own suddenly gigantic feet and toppled onto the road.

For a hundred breaths the Champion walked up and down the edge of the well-kept trade road, sniffing and staring with an eagle’s gaze into the hidden places. Onetime bellowed out the final few numbers of the long count and Dreadfalls shrugged, climbing heavily back up beside Dur’Oor. The Scout had explained how even large monsters did not like to truly fight for a meal and would search for easier prey if it was simple hunger. Only creatures of ill will did not retreat from the enormous wagon-serpent when it stopped and began searching for their scent. Greed, either for coin or simply of a territorial nature, were the only reasons anything would confront the wagons.

The trick for defeating most monsters and wicked men was starting the dance before they had decided if they were the predator or prey. Few prey actively tried to seek out their predators without having some ruse hidden in the pantry, and the tall bow of the Scout had let none of the true predators make it much closer to the Champion once Dreadfalls had pointed out a direction. A few cheap, tipless arrows fired into the underbrush at random sent most creatures scurrying back deeper into the forest.

“Nothing, Sergeant,” the Champion rumbled and sat beside Dur’oor under protest from the axles, the front wagon lurching in loud creaks until he had settled.

“On your lead, Dur’Oor,” Sergeant Donemore called back, and the line of wagons spread back out as the hooves gained traction.

“Boring keeps the meals and mornings coming,” Laststand said, lowering his buckler back between his knees with a private smile.

“Fair enough,” Nimblejack said with a slow dip of his chin. “I just wish it didn’t come with so many splinters in the tender spots.”

“Two Rocks is only a few more bells up this road. Slump down a bit and get some shut eye. I’ll wake you when it’s time for Onetime’s speech.”

Nimblejack did not protest. Sleep whenever possible was the first lesson the Blackhat had taught him about life as a soldier, and even Lazybones infectious, braying laughter, all the way from the fifth wagon behind them, could not keep Nimblejack from being rocked to sleep. It was not the worst place he had found himself sleeping in the past few years, and he did not fight the deep, dreamless sleep.

“Hark! Be it known that Lord Oakwidow and the Heir Oakwidow do seek beds and comforts here tonight,” Onetime’s clear, pleasant voice rang out. Nimblejack sat up suddenly, wiping the spit from the corner of his mouth.

“I thought you said you were going to wake me,” Nimblejack grunted, pulling himself higher up on the seat.

“I thought you would rather her pleasant voice wake you than mine,” Laststand said, standing up and stretching his short, thick legs.

“Yes, well, let’s hope that this village goes indoors to the warm, comfortable places when the sun goes down,” Nimblejack replied, rubbing the tiny barbs from his legs as he tried to get some feeling back in them. “Still a bit of sun left despite the stops.”

“And welcome one and all,” Onetime continued with a sweeping flourish of her arms as if addressing a large crowd. “To the Company of Bones traveling sundries, baubles, and apothecary. Barter as welcome as coin.”

The single spectator, the inn’s stableboy, blinked up at the five enormous wagons before running inside the inn, crowing out their good fortune to his da behind the counter. Supply wagons were common enough, but Nimblejack found that townfolk who stood long watches to protect kith and kin did not need much of a nudge to celebrate life loudly. The greater their perils, the deeper they seemed to drink of life before it was taken from them. That was good for business, and Pursey always helped encourage it along with a few tinks, or a bit of sweets, for any willing to spread the word of their arrival.

Sergeant Donemore, Dreadfalls, and Eclipse helped the Lord and his loud, complaining whelp into the inn while Bootneck helped Pursey inside to begin negotiating with the inn keep, a courtesy and show of good faith to the people who generally controlled the gossip of the fortified towns. Lazybones and Laststand began setting up the simple stairs and opening the heavy doors to three of the tall, long wagons.

Nimblejack grinned. It was the strangest market he could imagine, where nothing was on display but a soggy blanket of a man who could tell a customer exactly how many of anything was in stock, in what wagon it could be found for the runners, and the various ways it could be obtained. Folk came as much to watch Onetime try to keep up in the book with Pursey’s trades as they did to replenish their needs and rare, simple indulgences.

It was entertaining as it was necessary. The villagers and even some of the few who lived outside of the walls would put away their toils early for the day to investigate. By time their supper had settled, the entire village and surrounding lands would be crowded around the wagons.

Dreadfalls appeared out of the inn doorway. Nimblejack watched him lumber back for the company’s heavy paychest, which had taken two or three of them to move before. The half-orc carried it across his broad chest with both hands on either handle, if not easily, then at least without complaint in comparison. Pursey and the paychest were not to be parted or left unprotected. Nimblejack had made it an unofficial title for Dreadfalls, ‘steward of the paychest’, to help the rest of the company swallow his absence in the watch rotation, when he was allowed to simply sleep through the night until his enormous breakfast.

It was not the life Nimblejack had imagined, but he felt a warm pride bubble up inside of him as he watched the Company go about the less stressful routine of simple traders setting up their strange market. It was not grand or gilded, but it was his, rump sores and all.

“We’ve secured two rooms, one for the chest, and one for any of the company who don’t want to pass out around the common fire,” Onetime said, snapping to her own stiff version of attention, her cherub cheeks more pronounced by her infectious grin. She was eager to be free from the nightly cooking of the road and be fed for a change. Nimblejack could not blame her. The sheer amount of food she was required to produce in the morning and then again before the nightly watches started was absurd.

Nimblejack nodded at Onetime, dismissing her, and she trotted off towards the inn to inquire about what she might expect to be served from the kettle. Nimblejack surveyed the town as he waited for his next order.

Few towns south of the Grayfur Mountain had walls taller than what might trouble a determined man, and stationed garrisons were rare. North of the soaring spine of rock that cut the Darl’Neth in two, the Lords’ armies needed to be supplemented by Empire soldiery just to keep the road clear of cutthroats and primes that wandered in from the darker places. Beasts and bandits were just fleas however, compared to the giants that still stalked the nightmares of the northern folk. The towering Oldwood walls in the north were testament.

It would take a determined giant to risk the legion of sharpened stakes lining the deep ditch that hugged the massive wall. Long spears with wicked, four sided tips the size of a forearm were leaned against the inside every ten paces. Any prime, monster, or giant that attempted the climb risked both stomach and sight with so many spears jabbing for the soft spots during the vulnerable scramble.

It was a quiet, skittish existence but the townfolk were all the more thankful for each breath because of it, and that was good for business.

Nimblejack grinned at the thought. So far out from safety and reliability, townsfolk bought the necessities in great quantity, for the next supply wagon was never a sure thing. What sundries and staples would be in demand, in which town or colony, seemed to be Pursey’s singular genius. The phlegmy, blunt man was a bloody oracle of commerce. Nimblejack and the Company were simply Pursey’s bodyguards and coachmen. It was a trivial price to pay for the man’s keen mind with the coin, especially when running a thriving supply business that moonlighted as a mercenary company.

The Company went about setting up the market inside the cramped town square with the same efficiency as they did everything, which Nimblejack appreciated. So far north, Laststand had his work cut out for him trying to fit the five long, tall-wheeled wagons into the cramped town square without injury or a broken wheel. Few towns were lucky enough to receive even one wagon to harbor for the night and had surveyed accordingly. The dirt to build on was as precious as gold inside the walls. Buildings shot up like weeds around the tight square. Curious faces peered out from every small, dingy window as Laststand hollered orders like a general orchestrating a battle.

The town was ripe, and Nimblejack could almost hear their eager coin jingling in their purses.

Coin was needed, in great quantity. Sadly, armies did not form themselves, not without a proper title to use as a whip or healthy down payment with the promise of significant, steady pay. Nimblejack eagerly awaited the day their legend was loud enough to be heard by the right ears, and by no coincidence, the richest ones in any of the great trade ports. Company of Bones, investors welcome.

“Captain? Sir?” Onetime repeated.

“Mm?” Nimblejack said, looking up from the view of his fine boots his eyes had apparently dipped down to.

“The Blackhat says the watch has been established, to tell you you’re not on it, and that the market will open presently. You are officially relieved of command until the morning, Captain,” Onetime repeated, before bowing smartly instead of the normal salute. The pleasant cook was earnest in a way that made Nimblejack want to be even half of the leader she treated him as.

“Thank you, that will be all then,” Nimblejack said, bowing crisply. The least he could do was return her the same fine ceremony.

“Captain,” Onetime replied with a final nod, not to be outdone, and trotted off back towards the inn to enjoy her rare private time. The paychest was being guarded, as were the wagons, and Nimblejack was desperate for a proper shave and a deep sleep.

It was not the riches he had expected to be enjoying at this point in his life, but Nimblejack did not mind one bit. It certainly was not dull and, so far, blessedly without regret, and that was far better than he had dared hope when they all ran the goblins at Hata’s together. Everything looked rather sweet when the alternative was being one of the many brought down by the swarm they had been bait for.

Nimblejack wandered towards the inn, hoping to be well into his sleep before the paychest was brought back in by Dreadfalls and watch began. He hoped the Lord would want to stay an extra night inside the tall walls.

Sleep between towns, even on the most patrolled roads, was a shallow, restless thing, and one never knew when a lucrative contract would appear. The gold was beautiful, but they tended to be dangerous, sleepless affairs.


Thirteen

Feel The Burn

Polder Hearth, Darl’Neth Empire, year 511

A swamp could gussy up its name, ask to be called a polder, a fen, or even a bog if it was feeling a touch more honest, but it would steal a boot first chance it got just the same.

“Again?” the Blackhat growled. Lazybones grinned sheepishly and curled his toes up against the top of his boot as he leaned into a yank that nearly saw him topple over backwards on the opposite side of the narrow stone track until he corrected. He tried to scrape off the clod of black mud, but gave up when he almost stepped off the stones again.

“Dreadfalls fell in more than I have,” Lazybones said, pointing at the half-orc’s legs, black from the knees down. While Lazybones did not have the best sense of balance walking on the crude, stone bridges, twin lines of rock a hand higher than the mud and only as wide as two boots, toe to heel, the Champion looked to have just given up altogether and spent most of the time trying to just wade through the terrible stink.

Lazybones had thankfully only stepped in between the stones and risked a boot. The black mud on the outside of the stone lane looked like it would steal his belt and breeches, the main reason the Blackhat had left the horses and wagons back in Pinehaven, half a day’s walk back to higher ground.

“He don’t got boots to save every time,” Oldways said, grinning.

“But he will require a vigorous scrub should he not want to sleep alone forever more,” Dur’Oor added from the back of the two columns as they crossed onto another patch of dry land.

Dry-er, Lazybones frowned. There was nothing dry about Polder Hearth. The eastern shore of the Empire bred nothing but fog, dense razorvine, and wet socks. The towns were no fools though. They named their damp, mossy outposts Polder Hearth, SunFen, and Caelan’s Respite in hopes that the tinkers and caravans would try their luck for a few tinks profit rather than keep to the drier hinterlands.

A splash to their left brought the two columns to a halt and each side turned outwards, scanning what little of the swamp they could see. In the thick gray mist, everything was just a suggestion, a dark smudge of hopes or fears, and Lazybones shivered.

The Scout had warned them of the dangers of a swamp in a disturbing song at last meal. A toe left in too long would bring schools of razorfish. The sucking sound of a stuck wheel would bring the mossy green kobolds, almost invisible against the black water, in terrifying numbers. The loud snap of a broken axel would bring the prime racoons, curious for shiny treasure, or the stiltbirds, eager to impale the day’s meal on their sharp beakspears.

Or just breathing, which would attract the attention of a silent twigman, chittering treerats, with their disgusting, pink bullwhip sized tails, or an inkblot of daggerflies, which could drain a sheep dry in less time than it took to shear it.

Lazybones shivered again as he tried to hold his breath, silently wishing the Scout had not been so bloody specific. He could have just as easily sung that everything wanted them dead in the swamp and saved his breath.

“Clear,” Sergent Donemore said after a long, cold wait where every silhouette in the fog seemed to move if Lazybones stared at it too long. The call echoed around the Company and Lazybones tried to keep the nervous crack from his voice on his own turn.

“Not gonna make it back to the wagons before nightfall,” the Blackhat warned. “Maybe not even make it to Polder Hearth before nightfall, not at this rate anyway.”

“No faster,” the Scout said quietly from a few strides ahead of the patrol as he studied some tracks. Two words was downright chatty for the young man and that made Lazybones even more nervous.

“Then we will be lavished with goodwill and warm cider for a night in Polder Hearth before returning to the wagons in the morning,” The Captain said cheerily. The Captain’s voice was a tall ale for the nerves and Lazybones felt his trembling miraculously dwindle until it was only an occasional tremor whenever a drip ran down the back of his neck. Nothing seemed to get the Captain down and just being near him seemed to be a balm against the ills of the world.

“Think they’ll have cider?” the half-orc asked hopefully, as he attempted to shake the black filth from his ankle, however ineffectually. Lazybones was soaked to the bone. The idea of cider and the fire that would warm it sounded very fine indeed.

“Think they’re alive?” the Blackhat said, as much a warning as a question. “The Empire doesn’t pay gold for friendly visits. Polder Hearth has been silent for too long and none of their neighbors thought knowing why was worth the risk of being caught out at night.”

“Perhaps they are simply too busy taking in the bogberry harvest to be bothered. And while it won’t be one of Onetime’s lovely meals, I’m sure bogberries make just as good a pie as apples, and we’ll be treated as treasured guests, if not saviors,” the Captain countered. “Perhaps we’ll even get savior prices on their harvest to color our own meals.”

Lazybones cheeks suddenly burned. It was not the thought of a proper meal. The camp Cook was beautiful in a way that made his chest hurt, like he was being bear-hugged by the half-orc whenever he looked directly at her. Her smile should be framed and her constant humming while she tended her chores was sweeter than any bard’s song. Just thinking about thinking about Onetime made Lazybones blush.

Sergeant Donemore called the march, and the Company began forward again as the Scout slipped silently out of sight in the fog ahead.

Lazybones wondered when the last time he had spoken directly to Onetime had been, whether to measure in days, weeks, or moons. Just hearing her speak his name turned his cheeks red and sent him into a rapture that seemed to constrict his throat, choking his voice into a squeak. She had shown no signs or symptoms of returning his feelings, but Onetime had not laughed at his jokes any less, or any quieter, and that was something.

Lazybones was in no rush. If it was worth its weight, it was worth the wait, or so the old saying went. The chant had made the long rotations at Hata’s Wall slightly more tolerable, at least.

“Varmint-hole, Lazybones, watch where you’re stepping,” the Blackhat growled from behind but too late. Oldways snickered as Lazybones fished his boot from the black filth again.

“Weren’t the sun supposed to eat this fog at some point?” Lazybones asked absently, scraping the bottom of his boot on a sharp ridge of the stony path.

“Sun? What sun? Not a brighter patch of gray anywhere,” Bootneck said, his dour tone at odds with his constant smile. He pointed to the sky without looking, showing where the sun should have been. It was just as dark as the other breaks that could be seen through the saturated canopy that drooped down from the white, skeletal trees. Their trunks looked like twisted bones fused together but their crowns were wide, greedy things, spreading out over the black swamp until they made their own wet, green sky. Somehow the constant water droplets always found their way down the back of Lazybones’ neck.

“Fog ate the sun,” Oldways chuckled, but no one joined him, chilled by the implications.

“How do folk live like this?” Lazybones asked the fog. The Captain perked up on the stone rail opposite him.

“Humans are perhaps nature’s most resilient beasts. I’ve read of tribes found clinging to the highest peaks, eating snow and hunting the spotted cats that just as often hunt them. In the deepest deserts of Al-Darl, there are folk said to live in colorful tents despite the lack of water for days in every direction. The warring tribes of the Murderfields defend barren territory from each other, despite the awful monsters that bubble up from the cracks in the steppe all around them,” the Captain said, still turning his head nervously as he checked his section of the bleakness to his left.

“But they ain’t constantly wet,” Lazybones said. The Captain opened his mouth, closed it after a moment, and tilted his smile to one side as his foot squelched inside his fancy boot on the next step.

“Fair,” the Captain said. He let the rest of his lecture die in a disgusted sneer before the smile returned to his face.

“Captain,” the Blackhat said, and everyone stopped to watch the Scout coalesce out of the fog like a wraith, only the top of his bow sticking up out from the front of his damp gray leafcloak. Whereas Lazybones could not seem to keep his balance for more than a few steps, tromping along until the inevitable slip, the Scout loped silently across the mossy stones without even looking.

Somehow the young man’s slow, sad head shake was worse than any words that could be said aloud.

“Right, we make a full sweep of the town, find a secure hole for the night, and report what happened to the next magistrate on our route north,” the Captain said. Everyone nodded as they checked their weapons and gear. “Dreadfalls, I want to see hazel eyes the whole time. You’re still in audition and any sign you’ve slipped will be considered a dereliction of duty.”

“Der-“

“It means failure, Lazybones,” the Captain added. Lazybones nodded, as if adding the word to his knowledge and not thinking about all the terrible beasties that could make thirty people run off into the swamp.

“We go handsign only from here,” Sergeant Donemore said, releasing the loop on his scabbard and checking the bolt waxed in place between the short arms of goblin bone that were swept back in an impossible bend. While Lazybones preferred something a bit heavier in his hands, the little crossbow was devasting inside a few strides and certainly could make time for the Sergeant to draw his shortsword.

The rotting gray bones of Polder Hearth’s palisade appeared suddenly, the difference of a few strides, and the Sergeant pulled the patrol up short. He made a series of handsign that Lazybones understood less than half of, but everyone nodded, so he did as well. There could not be too much to the plan.

The town sat on a long, thin mound. Thatch and moss huts lined up on either side of the wide lane that lead to a squat, well-jointed blockhouse of light-gray stone on the highest ground at the far end. On the shoreward side of the oblong island, a second, smaller palisade had been sunk out in the dark water to match the size of the island, corralling an uncountable number of red berries the size of Lazybones fingernail so closely packed they hid the water they floated upon. Moss and lichen, fat with moisture, clung everywhere it could find purchase giving the town the look that had it been grown rather than built.

The two wings of the sturdy gate were still closed, and the thick crossbar holding them shut was visible between the hand sized gap. It was not a wall and gate to keep out greedy men. Not even the worst whitelip or brigand was desperate enough to risk the journey for a handful of berries or dried kobold meat.

Dreadfalls looked back at the Sergeant, who looked back at the Blackhat, who pointedly ignored the Captain, and the nod was given. The half-orc put down his axe and used both hands on his long sledgehammer to try and convince the crossbeam out of its snug brace. Finesse was not the Champions strong point, and the crossbeam flew high into the air before clattering against the paved stone beyond. Oldways stifled a chuckle, and a heavy breath pushed from the Blackhat’s nose as his eyes narrowed at the embarrassed, shrugging half-orc.

The noise did not matter. The gate was hinged with rope and did not give up its vows quietly, sounding like a weak child’s scream in the silence. The Company entered the town in a single file and began moving towards the dark smudge of the blockhouse at the end of the lane while the Sergeant and Scout hastily checked the small huts from just inside their doorways.

Baskets lay on their sides, their berries spilled out onto the ground in wide, red circles like pools of blood that unnerved Lazybones. Everywhere valuable heirloom tools lay on the wet ground to rust, and meals sat molding on their crude wooden platters.

Polder Hearth was abandoned and had been in a hurry.

Lazybones could not blame them as he swatted at another of the gathering mosquitos. It would not take much for him to run for higher ground either.

Halfway through the village the half-orc perked up, his enormous shoulders rising as he sniffed the stagnant air. Lazybones desperately tried to think of the handsign for ‘what do you smell’. His stomach dropped at the sight of the half-orc so agitated, and he could only think of ‘stop’ and ‘gather’. He took two steps closer to the half-orc to whisper.

“Pinepitch,” the Scout spat from three huts back down the lane and before Lazybones could begin to react, the half-orc fled towards the blockhouse.

The Scout tumbled backward out into the lane, a rainbow of dark blood painting his backtrail as he hit the ground and went still. Ducking low to fit out the door of the small hut, the troll followed its prey into the lane.

The troll seemed to be nothing but long, sinewy sage-gray limbs that all ended in black talons the size of Bootneck’s favorite dagger. Its fingers, the length of Lazybones’ hand, hung below the great boney knobs of its knees and twitched eagerly as it stood to its full height, sniffing the air. Even the half-orc would have to look up into the yellow beads of its narrow eyes, almost hidden between the gaping caverns of its extensive nostrils and the leathery wings of its sweptback ears. Despite its long flat head, the mouth tucked back in the shadow of its nose was remarkably small, just a fist-sized slit crowded with thin, spiny teeth, but that seemed even worse to Lazybones.

Sergeant Donemore put a heavy bolt straight through its speckled hide as soon as the heart shot was guaranteed. The troll stumbled back as the bolt sailed through its chest and then out through the back of the hut. There was a muted cheer which cut off abruptly as its veins bulged and pulsed rapidly. The hole puckered closed as the troll regained its balance.

Lazybones turned to chastise and rally the craven half-orc but froze as he saw Dreadfalls trying his best to contain the second troll coming out of the blockhouse door, swinging and hacking desperately just to keep the cagey creature inside.

But it was getting the better of him, as it could stab with its claws straight through the doorway where the axe and hammer were not nearly as effective without a proper swing.

Lazybones turned back to yell for reinforcements, but it was all the Company could do to keep their own trouble from the prone Scout, who had rolled over to his side and was fiddling dreamily with an oiled pouch.

No one could ever call Lazybones a coward. He had charged goblins, bandits, and a witch without a lick of hesitation, and he was proud of that. But no one had ever called Lazybones a thinker either. He suddenly found himself stuck in place, like the fire in his brain had been doused and sizzled into a steam of uncertainty. For the first time in his life, his legs refused to carry him, not for fear of the dangers, but out of the terror he would choose the wrong one.

A tiny fire kindled in the fog and Lazybones grinned.

Even with both legs in the Last Sea the Scout had kept his head and pulled flint and tinder from his dry pouch, curling his body around the weak flame to protect it as he fed it with pale, trembling hands. Lazybones charged back down the hill, flailing his axe and hollering loud enough to make the troll pause. Laststand danced closer in the distraction and slashed the troll heavily across its wrist, almost taking the hand, but barely got his blade back up in time to take the worst of the raking claws of the other hand.

Lazybones pulled out one of the sticks holding up the thatch from the nearest roof and fed the end into the fire growing in the hollow of the Scout’s leaking body. Bootneck broke off from trying to corral the troll and grabbed his own stick. Lazybones pulled his from the fire, the end ablaze, and charged back up the hill.

Twenty strides.

Seeing the brand charging up in the hill, the troll inside the blockhouse no longer tried to avoid the heavy blows raining through the doorway and took the axe head deep in its shoulder to gain the wide doorway to escape. The half-orc growled and pushed back, crossing the sturdy wooden hafts of his weapons before shouldering into the troll.

Sixteen more strides.

The troll stabbed deep into the half-orc’s thigh and chest, but Dreadfalls did not budge. His growl turned sour with pain. Still, Dreadfalls held.

Twelve more strides.

With the fire so close, the troll gave up all pretense of battle. Instead, it tried to slither out between the thick wood of the jamb and the half-orc.

Eight more strides.

Realizing he could no longer hold the troll with his weapons, Dreadfalls let them fall from his hands and clutched at the writhing torso with his thick fingers. The troll thrashed, twisting in his grip like a slippery eel, and suddenly the half-orc was facing Lazybones, a look of surprised horror frozen on his face as the troll began to gain his back, using its talon for purchase.

Four more strides.

As the troll moved between Dreadfalls and the sturdy frame, the half-orc put a muddy foot on the opposite jamb and pushed, pinning the troll with his broad back. It was enough to give Lazybones the time he needed. He planted his foot and drove out with the stick like a spear. The flaming end of the stick shot towards the troll with all of Lazybones’ weight behind the jab.

Halfway to the sage-green flesh, the weak flame sputtered and died in the sudden wind. For the second half of the journey, it was just a stick trailing a thin wisp of smoke behind it as it crossed the remaining distance and nudged the troll’s exposed shoulder feebly.

Without the fear of fire, the troll stopped trying to escape. It began to hunt and feed.

Dreadfalls eyes went wide with shock as the troll’s tiny mouth sunk into his shoulder, its claws continuously stabbing him from behind with a terrible squelching sound. Lazybones stood with the charred, smoking end of the stick still held up uselessly between them as the half-orc caught his eyes.

The fear and sadness contained within the wide hazel eyes was maddening as they flickered, the half-orc caught in a terrible loop between the Slaughter and the Captain’s orders. Lazybones was only glad that the time he had to dwell on them would be mercifully short before the troll turned its attention to him. There was little to be done without fire.

“Give in,” Lazybones whispered, lowering the charred stick in resignation. He was about to be killed one way or another. He would not survive the black eyed monster, but neither would the troll. Eclipse would just have to hold out until the second troll was put down.

The half-orc’s eyes somehow went wider, staring at Lazybones for a heartbeat. Lazybones nodded and the half-orc’s eyes snuffed out like a blown candle.

Dreadfalls was gone.

Bottomless oblivion filled the half-orc’s eyes as its muscles began to swell and vibrate. The troll seemed to sense the change and bit again while its talons became a blur of constant rending, but that only seemed to hasten the vibrations. The half-orc put a second foot up against the opposite jamb, his legs grotesque with pulsing veins, and pushed harder.

The sturdy doorframe creaked. The black eyed monster slid its top foot further up the opposite jamb, never letting off the pressure as the troll began to thrash. Further and further, the vibrating half-orc walked its muddy, black feet up the jamb until it was hunched sideways, its knees close to its chest, while its shredded arms held the troll corralled against the jamb behind it.

The wood of the doorframe and the stone surrounding it rattled. Old mortar was ground to dust. Damp moss began to rain down off the front of the blockhouse as its roots were sheared off by the grinding teeth of stone. The blockhouse trembled and the troll flailed against the great pressure building against its thin, bony chest.

In one abrupt effort, the black-eyed monster stood sideways. There was a deep groan of splintering wood and bones snapping like branches as the half-orc unraveled. In a great puff of powdered mortar, the stones of the blockhouse shifted treacherously as it tried to accommodate the wider opening. Lazybones put his arms up in front of his face and took a reflexive step back as the front of the blockhouse grumbled menacingly.

In all his misadventures, Lazybones had never once thought it would be displaced masonry that finally snuffed him. He cursed silently at the poor tale of it.

A heavy thud followed immediately by a second made him wince as he pictured the blockhouse crumbling down on top of him, building his burial cairn one falling stone at a time, but the silence dragged on until he had to exhale the breath he had been holding. He dropped his arms, peeking with one eyelid, and let out a shallow gasp.

Dreadfalls lay on his side as if sleeping, the hazel of his eyes barely visible behind his half-closed lids. His pillow was a sack of shattered troll bones. Its long flat head was tilted at an impossible angle, almost upside down, and its sinewy limbs did not so much as twitch.

A gurgling hiss from further down the village made him turn. Lazybones watched as Bootneck stabbed the troll a second time with a stick, burning halfway up its length like a flaming sword of legend. The troll’s gray speckled skin crackled and turned black everywhere the fire touched. It swung its dangling hand like a flail. Bootneck threw himself on his back, barely avoiding talons, but managed another quick touch of the fire on its long, narrow foot as it turned to flee.

The Company fell upon the troll like a pack of wolves upon a wounded elk. It made it no more than four steps before the blades were too many as the Company vented their fears, yelling and screaming as they struck. A green foam gurgled from its mouth as it collapsed on the ground and went still. Bootneck took no chances, making free with its every unburnt piece and the flaming stick.

Lazybones looked back to check on Dreadfalls and felt the sharp taste of bile rush up his throat as his stomach clenched.

Beneath the Champion, the second troll’s beady yellow eyes rolled, trying to make sense of the inverted landscape. With a muffled sucking sound, the ends of its shattered bone were beginning to seek out their mate underneath the thick pulsing veins that had appeared on the gray skin. Its thin, knuckly fingers began to twitch as its eyes settled on Lazybones.

“Nope,” Lazybones said, retrieving his axe. “Nope, nope, nope.”

Sergeant Donemore was constantly harping on him for carrying the axe instead of a sword or a spear, but neither of those would have made such short work of sweeping the troll’s head from its body. The malevolent eyes were still looking around for victims when Lazybones threw it in the roaring fire built up beside Eclipse’s slumbering form in the middle of the lane. The Scout sat on his haunches beside her, rubbing the fresh pink scars beneath the tattered strips of cloth the troll had left across the entire width of his chest.

As Lazybones watched the terrible thing shrivel black, he silently oathed to never say a word of the black-eyed monster that had saved them all as he frowned. The half-orc had proven himself despite what the Captain or Blackhat might judge, and Lazybones would sleep sounder knowing Dreadfalls was beside him.

But he still found himself unnerved. Lazybones had heard the black-eyed monster’s roar before, a twisted cacophony of agony, the likes of which he hoped to never know for even a heartbeat. He replayed the battle in his mind again and again, and his frown deepened.

The half-orc had somehow held the terrible roar in, suffering in silence rather than risk his place in the Company.


Fourteen

Swallowed Moon

Confluence, Darl’Neth Emprire, year 512

To call dwarves intractable was like calling water wet.

“That he sends such a lowly basket-carrier instead of coming himself is a broken haft, and if you-,“ the dwarf continued. Sa’Are continued to smile graciously but stopped listening, smoothing her simple blue frock and shifting her weight from one slipper to another.

Some of the Attendants believed the dwarves’ grating discourse came from their oath to never lie, leading to a hundred daily abrasions and grudges amongst themselves. Others believed it was their constant struggle against the goblins, orcs, and other terrible things that slithered in the darkness of the untold warrens that hardened dwarvish hearts and speech.

Sa’Are chose to believe they just enjoyed being prickly for sport, as if browbeating each other had become the only pastime they could fit between frequent battles. The oath had simply taught them to make their ‘truths’ slippery things. They hid behind their truth like a heavy shield when they wanted to take offense and then used that same ‘truth’ as a great hammer to bludgeon anyone who disagreed.

“Voice Amberdun, if I may,” Sa’Are said, trying to stop the dwarf’s spit-flinging rant before she drowned. “Voice Amberdun, if-I-may.” But she could not. Nothing save death could move a dwarf if they were in a huff, demanding their legend be satisfied. Sa’Are looked over the top of his wide, dented helmet at the open metal grate he had appeared out of and the dark tunnel beyond.

The dwarves carved most of their tunnels just wide enough that a single dwarf, with their coffin looking shield and sharp shortsword, could hold out against almost impossible odds until help was able to flank from cross tunnels. It was their genius, a people wholly unable to give a stride for a possible slight to their legend. That bulwark pride had held the warrens of the Grayfur Mountains against the ravenous throngs for hundreds of years.

But it was also their downfall. They demanded, rather than asked, and most would rather wander the warrens in exile than utter an apology or admit they were wrong. They were incredible warriors but intractable allies, even amongst their own tribes and clans, who they at least saw as equals. Of humans, their opinions were bottomless and often voiced. Sa’Are tried her best to hide her gritted teeth behind her slightly wrinkled smile.

She was sure there was a whole brood of them hiding in the darkness of the tunnel, ready to pour out at the first indication she had lied or had given offense, despite the rule of two they had agreed upon. Voice Amberdun was armored for battle despite his position of royal envoy and the flag of parley. His head, nestled between his shoulders like he was peeking out from between two boulders, was almost completely covered in metal and scaley, black leather, as was his body.

His eyes were tucked deep back in his armor, weak against the bright light of the tunnel, despite it only being lit by torch. She had heard it could take a full bellglass before a dwarf could see clearly in the sunlight after the utter darkness of the warrens. Sa’Are only wished she had brought a torch to see if she could make the meeting as uncomfortable for him as he was trying to make it for her.

While a human was all legs and torso, the dwarves looked to have decided on a more compact distribution. Amberdun’s legs, barely a thick knob of a knee hanging over a wide foot, looked to have grown wide with muscle rather than long. His chest looked to sit on his hips and whatever flesh had been saved seemed to have been given to the enormous arms that could touch the ground while standing.

They were a people built to climb, hold fast the shield, and complain.

“And where is the rest of the promised beef and grains? Certainly not in the bellies of my Kingdom’s people,” the Voice growled, looking up at Sa’Are as if he were someone she should bow to.

“That was not the deal, as King Blanka well knows,” Sa’Are said softly, trying to keep the anger out of the corners of her tired eyes.

“Not even half of the promised provisions were delivered to our doors on the last moon,” the Voice barked with more saliva than Sa’Are thought possible flecking her face and shoulders. That he had unlaced his beard-covering to talk had been a sign of respect, but Sa’Are wished she could have stayed dry instead.

The dwarven king must have believed that the Emperor was going back on their deal, Sa’Are reasoned, and wondered if she was going to have to yelp for the guards.

Sa’Are hated having to wonder the distance to the nearest guard because of a simple brute like Voice Amberdun. The need to cry out for protection was a demeaning slap in her face. But she smiled and put her shaking hands behind her back to hide their trembling, and that enraged her further.

“The Emperor will honor the agreement. If perhaps a lamp or torch could be held closer to the leaf, I believe the King, or his Voice certainly, would clearly see that both neighbors’ seals are below words that read, ‘as can be afforded in portion by the Empire of Darl’Neth’. That is the exact language of the ink that your King’s own seal is affixed under, on his legend. That was your portion, as the Emperor could afford, and the rest might just be delivered in tiny nibbles and crumbs if the needs of the Empire demand it. Whatever surplus is available after the Emperor’s people are fed, as agreed.”

“It is an outrage-,” the Voice began, but Sa’Are suddenly stepped closer. The dwarf did not step back, never that, but the flash of surprise in his eyes pleased her greatly. He could tear a human in half with his bare hands, but she would remind him who was truly powerful, despite her frail hands and wrinkles.

“King Blanka and your people thrive because of this agreement. Tell me, how are your kin in the northern ranges? In Len’Neth? How fare your people in Bah’Neth, under the rule of the boy-king?” Sa’Are asked, her voice becoming quieter with each word until it was merely a breathy whisper. She feared her voice would carry into the tunnel. The Voice looked away, anger flashing across his face, unwilling to put voice to the truth.

“They are dead, and I am truly sorry for it,” Sa’Are whispered. “They fought valiantly to the last, but they are dead. You oil the dead’s skin, wrap them in fine linen, and you intern them in carved stone, as is your people’s way. It is proper, and it is beautiful. But the goblin swarms, orcs, and slithering monsters of the warrens are willing to eat their dead, sometimes not even waiting that long. Those who fall in battle, and can’t be properly entombed or burned quickly enough, become your enemies’ nourishment and rebirth, while your people rely heavily on harvesting what little that grows in the darkness. As you say, I am just a simple basket-carrier, but even I can see that without our food, our wood, and our support, your King would not be able to hold the Grayfurs, let alone hope to take back a single pebble’s throw worth of tunnel in the northern ranges.”

Sa’Are could see the dwarf shaking and fought the urge to check on the guards staged further back in the bowels of the palace. The urge filled her clenched jaw with a sour taste, and she closed her eyes to refocus.

“But, we couldn’t keep Darl’Neth safe without your brave people holding the great spine,” Sa’Are said loudly, throwing the dwarf a bone, hoping he would choose to gnaw on it rather than bite the hand that fed.

“Don’t you forget it,” the Voice said venomously, but at least shaking far less. It had been enough. “The Emperor takes too long to honor the agreement, and it leaves a bitter taste in the mouth. Bah, why am I even bothering with you. Take me to the Emperor immediately. He will allay my King’s fears in his own words and make good on his,” the dwarf said, moving to push past Sa’Are with a slight dip of his enormous shoulder.

“No,” Sa’Are said quietly, sliding over a step in front of the Voice before he could get by. Royal etiquette was still royal etiquette, and Sa’Are was still a member of the Emperor’s house, no matter how lowly. The dwarf pulled up short of barreling over her and seemed surprised that the tired-looking woman held to her roots, but the surprise quickly turned back to a boiling rage at the denial.

“What do you mean, no? What is your title to deny the Voice of the King?”

Sa’Are waited as long as she could before answering, until the moment before the simmering dwarf would simply boil over. She would have some satisfaction at least.

“Attendant of the Palace,” Sa’Are said quietly, trying to keep her trembling hands clasped together behind her.

“You’re a glorified tunnel-sweep,” the Voice said, a sharp, disgusted edge to his voice as he slid back from Sa’Are in a way that made her dig her nails into her soft palms. “I demand to see the Emperor, or at least one of his Voices.”

Sa’Are closed her eyes and bowed her head.

“Greatest apologies, but had you come when the Emperor entertains neighbors and guests, and not simply skulked out of one of the dark ways, terrifying the guards, one might be available.”

“We are simple people of the perpetual dark, and we live by our own turn of the glass and sounding of the bells,” the Voice said haughtily.

“And yet, even the beef and wood you demand live by the turning of the sun,” Sa’Are said, clamping her eyes tight as the dwarf somehow loomed over her. She could feel the angry spit from his narrow mouth despite his short, well-kept beard. “You are welcome to wait until the Emperor or a Voice is ready to receive you, and as your luck would have it, only one of the Emperor’s tunnel-sweeps could show you to a room befitting of your illustrious status.”

The trivial nod to his legend landed true, despite Sa’Are’s sarcasm, and the Voice’s shoulders dropped as he leaned back, making some kind of signal towards the maw of the dark tunnel.

“Yes, well, it was a long walk, so a soft bed and perhaps something fresh from the spit and ovens,” the Voice replied, his own legend satisfied and armed with a pleasant excuse to be served from the Emperor’s kitchens. Sa’Are found the King’s inquiries and the trip home could always wait for after a full belly and perhaps a nap when it came to dwarfs.

Sa’Are led the way from the cold lower tunnels up toward the palace proper, while the Voice made comment on every guard, ‘needless’ decoration, and the foolish, indefensible architecture of every grand hallway. With every childish dig at humanity Sa’Are smiled a little harder and hated herself a little bit more.

Seeing a runner, emissary, or noble to their room was not Sa’Are’s position, but no job was beneath her if it would clear the Voice from her presence faster and let her return to her proper role in the great fortress. By the time the proud envoy slammed the door to one of the Emperor’s finest guest chambers in her face, Sa’Are would have walked her bare feet across broken glass to be free of him.

The Emperor would soon wake, and he would not be pleased with her absence. He was not a man she could break the routine of without consequence.

Sa’Are might have had wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, and her muscles sagged compared to the younger servants, but she could move fast when she needed to. She passed in and out of guards, priests, servers, and visiting peoples of importance to the Empire like a fish swimming up a brook. As she approached the heavy, golden doors to the Emperor’s outer chamber, she bowed deeply to the two enormous chamber guards barring the way. They bowed back, knocked a complex rhythm on the door, and waited for the reply knock before straining against the thick rings to heave the doors open.

The outer chamber was a den of wolves, a honeycomb of sleeping niches and tall, narrow stools for the whip-lean guards on watch to rest upon while never getting truly comfortable. All gangly, deceptive limbs and thin, scarred smiles, Sa’Are always made sure to bow to them deepest of all. The outer chamber guard were men and women of fierce legend, who had proven themselves in the Emperor’s Gift, the voluntary company sent into the dark tunnels to stand beside the dwarves against the primes and monsters that hunted there.

There was a flurry of excitement as the doors opened, those on watch jumping to their feet with their weapons already drawn. Seeing only the diminutive Attendant, not hostage or hostile, they deflated and slumped back into their endless waiting. Some even smiled wryly as she bowed and passed. She chuckled silently to herself, knowing they felt pity for her.

They would rather fight a horde of orcs or rebels than deal with the Emperor after his afternoon nap before a lunar festival, when he was expected to display his immense power as a warning for all to see. The sky over Confluence would be lit up with immaculate arts of colorful surprise, to awe and cower the teaming masses, but he was a nervous man, despite the inspiring displays.

That was Sa’Are’s job; to ensure a grown man was fed, bathed, and properly dressed before he orchestrated the most dazzling display of artistic power anywhere in the explored world. She did not envy the Emperor’s lonely existence, but it did not stop Sa’Are from tiring of the man’s constant anxieties and complaints. Even having artistic talents that were whispered about in awe continents away was still not enough to save mankind from feeling insecure or moaning about their lot.

After the outer doors were closed and locked again, the inner doors were unbolted and quietly parted enough to allow her to slip through into the twilight of the Emperors room. She paused, letting her eyes adjust as the doors were pulled shut and locked behind her.

“Drapes,” she cooed and two Attendants in plain blue frocks matching Sa’Are’s began parting the terrace’s grand, two-story curtains at a glacial pace. The other silent Attendants waiting in the gloom were revealed slowly, in halting stages, as the afternoon sun began to peek in through curtains enough for her to start trusting her footing.

Sa’Are quietly padded across the polished stone, nodding to those Attendants closest to her as she made her way to the chiseled marble bed. It was sized for giantfolk, and gilded in exotic flowers and smooth vines to a startling effect of realism. The Emperor was hardly a small bump on an otherwise placid lake of blue silk bedding. There were enough pillows floating around the perimeter to keep a small army in down comfort.

“It is time to wake, my Emperor,” Sa’Are sung as sweet as a frontier innkeeper. In the ensuing silence, she looked around and nodded to the rest of the Attendants she had missed before the drapes had opened further. She practiced smiling in the silence that followed the last of the polite greetings. Finally, the small bump moved.

“It can’t be time already,” the bump moaned, slightly muffled by the soft bedding.

“It is, my Emperor,” Sa’Are replied, waving for the enormous drapes to be pulled back to the ends of their ornate rails. The sun, low on the horizon, poured in and bathed the enormous room in a warm, soft glow as it reflected off the polished tiles. A heavy sigh rose from the bump and a pale, freckled arm appeared from one of the folds in the soft bedding. The hand began peeling back the layers of silk until the Emperor’s pale face and shock of bright orange hair appeared. “The festival rites begin in only a few bells, and you still must be bathed and don your robes.”

“That can wait,” the Emperor said, the bedding slipping off him as he stood, like a snake shedding its skin. He was slender and moved gracefully as he stretched in his bed clothes, first to the ceiling lost to the impossible distance and then to the great sea of his mattress. “I’d like to spar and take a lesson.”

“The underrobes alone will take-,“ Sa’Are pleaded, but the Emperor would have none of it.

“The faster I remember, the faster I can ascend. I’m only two years from when I last woke,” the Emperor said, making the long journey from the middle of the bed to the rim. Sa’Are wanted to roll her eyes but feared the Emperor would see.

“The records say it took you fifty years to remember your last ascension,” Sa’Are said, moving to receive him. “And thirty three years before that, my Emperor. It’s not a thing that can be rushed.”

“My people need me and every moment I’m not practicing is a moment wasted,” the Emperor said after a great yawn. He stretched the last of his nap from his limbs as he climbed down off the enormous bed, ignoring the hand she held out to help him down.

“As you wish, my Emperor,” Sa’Are said, bowing her head, hiding her frustration. She turned to one of the Attendants by the door. “Fetch a runner for the oracle.” Sa’Are then turned to the smaller of the two Attendants who had drawn back the enormous curtains. “Balenn, staves, if you please. And no marks on his face or hands for the ceremony.”

Balenn grinned mischievously. The small, unassuming man with graying hair padded to the open weapon rack, lined with martial twins, and selected two stout staves. The Emperor finished tying his loose, thin training garb, and the wiry Attendant tossed one of the staves before taking a wide, balanced fighting stance. The moment the Emperor caught his stave, the Attendant leapt forward, and the cavernous stone room echoed with the meeting of the hard, blurring ends.

“The oracle’s runner has entered the chamber and is wearing a blue belt with a yellow triangle,” The Emperor called out, his back to the chamber door as he was forced sideways by Balenn’s aggressive rush. The wooden ends snapped and nipped at fingers as the two men fought for a disarming. It was no secret among the Attendants that Balenn knew no joy like the humiliation of rendering the Emperor helpless below his steel, wood, or a thumb hovering menacingly above the Emperor’s eyes. Balenn fought like a prime each time. The Emperor seemed to enjoy the challenge, even though he won far fewer times than he lost, and always painfully, in either outcome.

“She is,” Sa’Are announced, ushering in one of the priestesses of their oracle wearing a tight fold of simple fabric. The murmur of approval that ran through the Attendants of the room only seemed to fuel Balenn, and the tempo of the staves’ dance intensified, from a slow lovers’ turn into a quick jig. Sa’Are ushered the middle-aged woman closer to the fight and then addressed the entire room. “The oracle speaks.”

The priestess’s voice vibrated strangely, as if it had been stuck for some time in her throat before braying each word out like a bladderpipe.

“A parcel in the north has begun discussing rebellion in secret. They whisper among the nobility that the Darl’neth Empire no longer works for their best interest. They refuse both bloodtithe and tax until their concerns are addressed. Should they openly oppose the Empire, more might flock to their cause. What would the Emperor do?”

“A fine riddle,” Sa’Are said, and the other Attendants agreed, clapping lightly. All but Balenn, who began swinging with the intent to make the Emperor ride on a palanquin rather than stand to conduct the night’s lunar ceremony. The Emperor did the best he could to fend off the attacks, but he was beginning to sweat while the wiry Attendant had barely even begun to breathe hard.

“What of our military superiority, should they not listen to reason?” the Emperor asked, punctuating the question with a hiss as the Attendant’s stave glanced off his forearm when he could not get his counter up quick enough.

“They would be a very small force compared to our own tithe battalions and your own imperial companies if the need for battle arose,” the priestess replied, her eyes fixated on the Emperor. “But while your northern tithes would fight primes and monsters, patrol for bandits, murderers, and worse, they would have a hard time fighting one of the other northern lords. Those that share borders and bloodlines might be quite loyal. Ancient oaths would be sorely tested.”

“What of their demands?” the Emperor asked. Balenn grunted in appreciation of the question, as did the rest of the Attendants, who smiled and nodded, but it did not stop him from cracking the Emperor on the other forearm, then the shoulder, in quick succession. Balenn grinned and the Emperor’s smile faltered for a moment.

“It would always be the same, my Emperor. Less tax and bloodtithe, and more imperial patrols for protection,” the oracle’s priest replied.

“Our southern forsss-,“ was as far as the Emperor got before Balenn’s stave struck him on the knuckles, followed immediately by a pulled blow across his chin that would leave quite a welt but no permanent damage. Sa’Are frowned and opened her mouth to chide Balenn, but the Emperor held up his hand as he slid back into an undefended bow.

Balenn grinned and walked forward, snatching the stave from the Emperor’s outstretched hand, before turning on his bare heels to pad across the stone back to the weapon rack. The oracle’s priestess did not wait for the Emperor to rise and answered the implied inquiry.

“Concentrated at the coast in case of an attack and a moon’s march away. The lord has begun to move his own soldiery south towards the high plains and reinforces them with the bloodtithe meant for the Empire. Should open war be declared and they reach the larger villages before they are stopped, they could create enormous destruction in the harvest supplies for an entire year, if not a notable reduction in the population and bloodtithes for a generation.”

“Let us hear from the Emperor,” Sa’Are said, her hard frown aimed at Balenn’s back as he replaced the heavy staves. She allowed a cleansing silence and then turned her smiling face back to the Emperor. “What are your options?”

“They are a threat to the region, and our northern armies are experienced from constant patrols for primes and anything that hunts our citizens. Without the threat of snow, they should already be outfitted with proper kit. Anything but a complete rebellion of the northern forts and garrisons could be quickly resolved by the sword.”

“I second the Emperor’s wise words,” Balenn said with a curt nod. “Immediate conscription and deployment of all forces, including any free companies for hire. A swift excising of the foolish would prove a good example.”

Five more Attendants agreed before Sa’Are nodded for the Emperor to continue, asking, “and the other options?”

“Trade opportunities,” the Emperor said after a pause. “Favorable terms in the future and preference when we decide to enlarge one of the northern fortresses. Their taxable population would grow nicely. The promise of a new ringwall perhaps, twice their current holding.”

“Sweet fruit held out on a branch, for that is a wiser beginning. Such a branch can always become a fearsome spear just in the way it’s held. I second these wiser words,” Sa’Are said with a long, dipping nod. The rest of the Attendants agreed with dignified nods and murmurs of approval. “The majority of Attendants are pleased with the second option my Emperor.”

“A fruit in an outreached palm, before it needs become the fist,” the Emperor recited loudly as if he had produced high wisdom. Sa’Are put the back of her hand to her mouth to hide her derisive smile and then pinched herself to refocus. “That is my answer for the oracle, and I hope to hear the answer before I am ever faced with it.”

“The Empire sleeps soundly. Your answers to these riddles are only to help you remember before the time comes,” Sa’Are replied, ushering out the oracle’s priestess with a furtive whisper and a pleased smile. Balenn did not attempt to hide his frown and returned to his curtain duties stiffly.

“Let us hope,” the Emperor said.

“You always have in the past,” Sa’Are smiled. “Isn’t that right, Balenn?”

“It is,” Balenn said sincerely, and the Emperor managed his arrogant smile despite the aching jaw. “You’ve always remembered who you were when it mattered, and kept the Darl’Neth Empire safe. Just don’t hope it comes down to staves, or humanity might be in danger.”

Balenn grinned and the Emperor laughed despite the welt growing across his chin as he rubbed. The curtain keeper was sparse in his compliments and Sa’Are smiled. Despite disagreeing, Balenn was still an Attendant first and knew his place. The compliment had an instant effect, and the Emperor stood a bit taller.

“Now, if the Emperor would be so kind as to bathe and ready for the lunar ritual, there is a lot to remember for this ceremony. All of Confluence needs to witness your beautiful, strong movements and your timing.”

“I’ve practiced the ceremony and not missed a single drum beat yet. It seems it’s only my own defense that I cannot keep.”

“You will remember,” Balenn said. “And I will regret that day when it is me gasping like a dying fish to hold off your stave.”

“Then I hope to remember sooner than later,” the Emperor grinned with a nod and a ripple of laughter ran through the Attendants.

“It was a good lesson, but it is time to begin the sacred ritual. The fabric is elaborate and the charms difficult to hang and fasten,” Sa’Are said. After a grimace, the Emperor finally nodded. Without another word he left to bathe, daydreaming about the day he would remember who he was and return a welt across Balenn’s chin. Sa’Are turned to the Attendants.

“Attendants are dismissed until morning, though I will need two and myself to stay for when his smugness returns from his private quarters in his first layers.”

Balenn and the other curtain Attendant smiled and raised their hands. Sa’Are smiled too, knowing both would just nap close by and leave her in peace to watch the lunar festival.

The Emperor was almost late from dressing and Sa’Are all but shoved him out onto the long, thin peninsula of stone that hung out over the river for fifty strides. The blind drummers and the mushroom eaters, hidden in the deep troughs on either side of the peninsula for the first thirty strides, would not start without him but Sa’Are enjoyed the awe of when the first beat of the ritual began exactly on the toll of the great temple bell.

Despite his petulance, the Emperor began on the toll and moved through the ritual like he was made of strange liquid as the sky over the capital turned to fire, ice, fog, lightning, and all other manner of strange variation. The people of Confluence, from the Uphills all the way down to the Lowdocks, cheered and teared up in wonder. It was as frightening as it was beautiful and Sa’Are was pleased.

The last beat of the ritual thrummed, and the Emperor stole the stars and the moon from the sky, on the night it should be fullest. It was Sa’Are’s favorite part of the ritual, when the stars blinked out in fear, and the Emperor held the world in utter darkness.

The Emperor who ate the moon and lived forever.

The lunar festival was many things to the Darl’Neth Empire. Nobles and knaves, sultans and kings, boy or otherwise, were reminded of the Emperor’s power, a terrible man to offend or break oath to. Generations of peace from frightened invaders had freed the imperial forces to patrol for primes and monsters, creating commerce other lands could only jealously dream of.

It was the night that the worst of humanity finally felt fear in the darkness. Every full moon, the criminal world was reminded of the Empire’s reach and crime went to bed early. Fierce superstition whispered that those who broke the peace on festival nights were cursed, and the bodies of those who did not listen were often found spread far and wide in the morning served as example.

It was the night that almost all the Attendants, except Sa’Are and the rotating chosen, were finally able to do what they wanted, without worrying about waking up early to tend to the Emperor’s training and schooling. It was the only night every month the Attendants could leave the high temple without a quarrelsome vote first.

But most of all, it was the only night Sa’Are finally got true peace. No one would dare interrupt a man using the night sky as his palette.


Fifteen

Bread and Circus

Confluence, Darl’Neth Empire, year 512

The very air of the capital burned and for all his great strength, Dreadfalls could only tremble.

“But-,” Dreadfalls began, before his jaw suddenly slackened, losing the words, and his knees threatened to buckle beneath his weight. He had lived with fire, birthed it, fed it like a mewling babe until it grew to devour an entire forest, but always it had fed. It had required tinder. Words failed as he stared up past the heaving capital fortress into the night sky at the unnatural fire that ate nothing but air as it danced and bred.

Another fire suddenly burst into existence and swallowed half of the sky, causing him to duck into his shoulders.

The journey east had brought nothing but wonder and fear in growing measure for Dreadfalls. Each new town grew bigger, taller, until he thought the narrow buildings of Bridgehead would simply topple over in their hubris. He had refused to go higher than a single flight of stairs. The unjointed black rock of the Artists’ Bridge, only three wagons wide, had gone on for days and he had never known water could be so terrifyingly wide, or that he could be so relieved to see dirt again. But even the land betrayed his trust, and the impossible bridge had ended in a vast, dark tunnel that looked to have been burrowed by a beast bigger than a barn. It had taken half a day of walking the spooked horses through by torchlight before it finally spat the Company out into the quiet, stunted orchards growing at the foot of a great spine of mountains the Captain had called the Grayfurs.

Moans and gasps tore from the throats of the uncountable upturned faces as the sky over the capital brightened, night turning to day. Blue and white fire rolled away from its birthplace like ripples on a pond. Dreadfalls fists curled, and he wondered how he would fight such a thing.

Each new spectacle had been an eddy of conflicting emotions, but nothing could have prepared him for the scope of Confluence, sprawling capital of the Empire. It was an unbroken human hive that started at the enormous palace that filled the narrow and only gap in the great spine and followed the river all the way to the end of the Lowdocks, where the brackish water heaved with the tides of the great bay it fed. The Captain had said only the Emperor could see the entirety of Confluence from the top of the palace and only on the clearest of days, and for once Dreadfalls did not believe there was a hint of exaggeration.

It had been the most terrifying sight yet, the endless hive and the uncountable faces, right up until night fell and the sky along with it. Dreadfalls tore his eyes away from the colorful fire only enough to check the graybeard’s and Lazybones’ expression, which to his dismay were as wide-eyed and spellbound as everyone else’s. There was no escaping and Dreadfalls felt his chest tighten despite the stars reappearing as the last of the fire faded.

A strange knot of lighting, white as dry bone, appeared and began to writhe like a hundred albino snakes all fighting to thread the middle. The crowd around him whooped and shouted hoarsely as the sphere began to glow brighter and just as Dreadfalls was about to shield his eyes, the lightning shot out in a hundred different directions, each cracking like a horse whip of the gods. They disappeared as if they had burrowed into the black veil holding the stars up and the crowd let out a deafening roar in the ensuing silence.

A thin sheet of ice formed, only visible because of the green fire that appeared behind it, making the pane glow for a moment before shattering into a shower of tiny shards, that immediately began turning to steam clouds. A bolt of lightning shot through the clouds like a terrible serpent from a faerietale, weaving in and out until an unnatural gust of wind pushed the steam off the starry stage to start anew.

The Emperor, his fire-orange hair sticking up from his elaborate black and white ceremonial robes, continued his slow solstice ritual far above at the end of the long stone peninsula. He traced a deliberate half circle with his foot in front of him, dipped impossibly low, and then slowly raised his hand up to the sky. A forest worth of fire blossomed above, and the solstice crowd cheered themselves hoarse again.

Dreadfalls ducked unnecessarily and a strangled whimper escaped his tight mouth.

Dur’Oor pushed on his shoulders until he was standing again and then fell into his wide chest laughing. Dreadfalls flushed with embarrassment and for once was thankful he was one of an uncountable number packed on the stairs, platforms, and the countless footbridges spanning the upper river hoping for an unobstructed view.

“But-,” Dreadfalls said again after a long, thoughtless moment. “But how?”

“The mushroom eaters can make such beautiful lights I’ve heard,” Dur’Oor said only loud enough to be heard over the crowd, her enormous eyes reflecting the fire, lighting, and ice. “Though I believe it takes them a quarter turn of a bellglass to finally ember a few trees and longer after to do it again. Nothing like this display of artistry.”

Dreadfalls could get lost in those eyes forever and leaned his head forward towards hers for a kiss. Lips almost touching, a third face appeared close enough to share in the intimate moment.

“Emperor is the only thing that keeps the Sunlands from crossing the choppy blue and conquering the unguarded south before the Empire even has time to respond,” the lanky man standing beside Dur’oor said, leaning his head in as if waiting for a pleasant conversation to ensue. Dreadfalls growled silently, shuffling around to separate himself and Dur’Oor further from the rest of the Company packed tightly around them.

Lazybones simply followed. “He ain’t an Artist of old, mind, but he’s close enough that he’s supposedly kept himself alive for hundreds of years, since the founding of the Empire. Would hate to be squared up to him when the call to charge came.”

“Privacy, Lazybones, or I’ll make you bunk with them,” Laststand said without taking his eyes from the Emperor, who moved through the strange lunar ceremony with relaxed, thoughtful control. Dreadfalls had seen the Blackhat smile a handful of times before but nothing like the look of childish amazement pushing the ends of his enormous mustache out like wings. In a whisper to nobody he added, “varmint-holes, it never gets old.”

“And you don’t want that. He snores as loud as he talks,” Dur’Oor said in explanation, elbowing Lazybones back on the platform the Captain had bought them a place on for the ceremony. A gaggle of chaperons was the only way the Captain had said Dreadfalls could see the lunar festival up close, but he had softened the blow by having the Company buy a fine patch for everyone to view from, as well as the night’s fare. The Company had raced the wagons for the last three days just to be back in the capital for the solstice.

Even for all the fire and ice dancing across the night sky, Dreadfalls found he could not look away from Dur’Oor’s beautiful eyes and the woman’s face she wore. A terrible sadness swept down from his tight forehead like an avalanche, taking his mouth as his lips dropped into a deep frown, even as a cryptic rune circle burned up the night to the raucous delight of the crowd.

He had decided and it sat heavy on Dreadfalls’ stomach, tightening his chest underneath her warm fingers.

For a year of endless linen and cheese runs Dreadfalls had speculated about the end of courting, had dreamed about it, but it suddenly seemed too soon. She would ask, tomorrow, a week, or in the coming year, but he knew his answer could not change. He could not accept whatever bonding came after.

It was not that he did not want to. Nearly every moment they spent apart he thought of nothing else but her smell and the warm softness of her pressed against his chest, no matter what form she was in. Want had nothing to do with the decision and only seemed to make it that much more of a terrible weight.

But Dreadfalls would say no. The thought that invariably followed the want was the idea of saddling her with so much grief, his grief. The thought of hurting her made him want to retch, and the twin voices would slither and hiss, whispering for Dreadfalls to give over to the Slaughter, and that only made the grief heavier, like a constant drip into yoked buckets upon his shoulders.

“You’re missing it,” Dur’Oor said without glancing from the Emperor’s seemingly endless display of light and sounds, an impressed twist of a smile playing on her lips. The spectacle was beautiful, as was the towering palace and the endless city clinging to the river that sprang forth from underneath it. All of it was beyond anything Dreadfalls could have ever imagined. Still, he wished for nothing more than to be back in the humble room he had rented on the docks, just big enough for the small bed, quiet and alone but for her.

He watched the rest of the lunar ritual with impatient toes and a feeling of being crushed. Not even the strength of an ogre seemed like it could overcome the weight and press of the crowd as he fought the anxious feeling. Dreadfalls’ every muscle felt coiled, and his jaw ached as he tried to wrestle the feelings into silence. He feared his own deep, booming growl when he could stand it no longer and kept looking towards the stairs that led away from the crowd.

The moment the Emperor took his last slow step and slid into something the Sergeant would consider attention; he brought his hands down to his mouth. The stars vanished and the moon was swallowed whole. The sky became a black, featureless veil over the great city and Dreadfalls suddenly put his arms out, feeling as if he was about to wretch from vertigo.

“No, no, no,” he whimpered silently to himself. It felt far too much like the cave and Dreadfalls desperately grasped for Dur’Oor.

Only the few oil lamps at the edge of the peninsula opposed the endless shadow, showing the Emperor as he stared out at everyone and no one. After what felt like an eternity swallowed in darkness, the Emperor threw his hands from his mouth, fingers spreading, and tossed the moon and stars back into the sky.

Dreadfalls nodded his head towards the exit, eager to flee.

The face of a woman he did not remember smiled up at him, nodding back, and Dreadfalls wished Dur’Oor could be her natural form, singing to him as she leaned back against his shoulder, sharing sausage and stories. The new woman was comely, but Dreadfalls had come to understand that any form that was not Dur’Oor’s true self, antlers, scales and all, was like him wearing armor. Her antlers meant that she was relaxing, and he liked those laughs best.

The Company followed in the generous wake Dreadfalls produced as he fought his way through the tightly packed crowd, who were all trying to savor the moment a bit longer, or hoping the Emperor was just building anticipation for an even bigger finale. It felt like swimming among dense weeds in a warm pond. It took everything Dreadfalls had not to simply run through them as he twisted and shimmied his way down the tiers of the viewing platforms, trying hard not to trip.

His body continued to grow at a pace that seemed to never let him catch up with his balance. Dreadfalls could hear Lazybones chuckle every time he bumped his shoulder off the side of a building or stumbled on a root or stone. Even Dur’Oor smiled at the absurdity of how the same warrior who had fought a troll in single combat was constantly bested by an unseen step or grasping a cup. The hearty laughs were legion, but he found his feet when he had to.

Just not on the crowded streets and fine shops of the Uphills it seemed. Dreadfalls had thought the southern docks had been crowded but the purposefully narrow streets pushed all those that could afford the temple viewing platforms up against the storefronts and expensive tavern windows, while still allowing the lords’ gated estates to remain spacious. Dreadfalls felt like a fish swimming the wrong way during a spawning run.

The merchants of Confluence would stay open all night in celebration, but Dreadfalls was glad he would not return with Pursey and the chest until the city’s hangover in the morning, when the phlegmy Quartermaster could get the best price and not fight to be heard over the crowds of inebriated wonder pilgrims.

“Ah, our gilded carriage,” the Captain said, waving his gloved hand up above the masses to catch the attention of the droopy eyed teamster who sat in the box of a wagon, half asleep despite the festival erupting all around him.

Dreadfalls sighed in relief, despite it being little more than a narrow, low-walled cargo wagon that reeked of rotting vegetables and all that had fertilized them. The Company packed in, and the wagon began its grueling descent down the long slope of the Uphills towards the docks, where the cascading locks ended and the river leveled into a narrow trough teaming with long, sleek ferries and flat-bottomed skiffs.

The blonde woman Dur’Oor was wearing slept against his shoulder, but Dreadfalls could not sleep, instead listening to the constant yelling and industry that made his skin itch. The smell of humans living so close on top of each other made the inside of his nose burn with a cagey worry. Each turn of the wagon’s wheels saw the decorative embellishment of the lords’ diplomatic estates yield to the merely comfortable merchant quarters before finally disappearing altogether, lost to the austere warehouses of the mid-docks.

The Company burst into life as the wagon finally rolled to a stop in front of their narrow inn squished between two wide warehouses in the Lowdocks. Despite the long day and the late hour, few went inside as even the Lowdocks caught a good glimpse of the Emperor’s display and had gotten swept up in the revel. The Captain himself gave a theatric bow and disappeared into the crowd with a mischievous grin.

When he finally pushed closed the thin door of the private room he had rented for the night, Dreadfalls’ shoulders slumped and he rolled his neck twice in a circle as he closed his eyes, picturing a forest. When he opened them, Dur’Oor smiled up at him from between her antlers, and it was impossible to fight the infectious urge to smile back.

“You’re safe. I’m safe,” Dur’Oor said quietly and looked about the meager room, barely a husk bed and a few stubby candles for the small, blackened lantern. “It’s not warm, soft soil but we can sleep without worry.”

“I have not been forthright with you,” Dreadfalls said, his voice strained and more of a scratchy whisper. “And I can’t be your partner.”

Dur’Oor’s enormous green eyes narrowed dangerously, and she took a step closer to Dreadfalls, who felt the urge to back against the door keenly. She could blind him with her changing if she wished and be at him as a weasel, badger, or enormous cat before he was ever able to open his eyes.

“I didn’t beat Ur’Ulg,” Dreadfalls said quietly, and in the air vibrating between them, the words sounded even worse than he had imagined they would. “I swore an oath to it.”

Dur’oor moved even closer, her mouth only a finger length away from the base of his neck, and he froze as she smelled him cautiously.

“What… what is your oath?” Dur’Oor asked with barely enough breath to force it from her tightly drawn green lips.

“I bound to him, but I can control the Slaughter now, stop it when I want,” Dreadfalls replied, though ‘want’ sounded both foolish and selfish hanging in the air between them. After a heavy sigh he added, “For five years.”

“And after five years?” Dur’Oor asked after a pause, in a sad, defeated tone that dropped his stomach into his hips and made Dreadfalls want to retch.

“Then I destroy the orcs root and stem, forever lost in the deep places where the sun does not touch,” Dreadfalls replied, and the uncomfortable conviction of his voice surprised even himself.

“Then I’ll follow you into the darkness,” Dur’Oor said matter-of-factly. The words warmed him for a moment before the implication settled on him like a heavy frost.

“No,” Dreadfalls snapped, harsher than he intended. He tried to lower his shoulders and took a breath. “No, please. I can’t have that chilling my every thought until it must happen. Promise me that when the time comes, you’ll let me go alone. Promise me. It’s not that I fear the orcs, even the deep ones, or my own eventual death at their hands. It’s what I would do to you when all is fire, and I cannot control it any longer. I can’t have that moment looming on the horizon, and I will break my oath to the Company and flee north alone to seek my fate faster if you cannot promise you will not follow when that dusk falls.”

“You… you no longer want to be bonded?” Dur’Oor whispered and the sound of her hurt stabbed at his chest, taking the wind from him.

“I daydream of nothing more than rocking chairs on some fertile plot in the forest with you beside me until we perish of old age together. I want to be holding your hand while we skip rocks from the shore of the Last Sea more than anything,” Dreadfalls said, a desperate, selfish hope quivering in his voice until he paused. He focused, sobering. “But I can’t give you the life you deserve. I can’t bear the weight of knowing I will hurt you.”

“That’s not your decision to take from me,” Dur’Oor said, stepping back with her green fists clenching. “I will choose for myself, just as you chose when you made your desperate oath. Your absence will hurt no matter what precedes the leaving, so why should I be denied the spoils of your conversation and warmth of your chest while I can? You would not be the first of my tribe, or even the first partner, the orcs have taken from me, but you would be the first to take my choice.”

Dreadfalls shifted uncomfortably and wished he had thought through his proclamation better. Dur’Oor shook her head as if he had said something naïve and foolish and the smile returned to her face. She stepped in close enough for Dreadfalls to be able to smell her dizzying scent and whispered her heart’s name, almost sending him to the floor as his knees half-buckled.

“I-,“ Dreadfalls began but even the Emperor’s display of raw power did not steal the words from his tongue like the sound of her heart’s name.

“I’ve shared all that I am with you. I only ask the same. Losing you at dusk does not mean I’d rather spend the rest of the day without you. I’d not cut off my arm because my finger got a sliver. We’ll walk together until Fate says otherwise and even then, I hope you’ll argue with her a bit, but I will not follow you when it’s time for you to fulfill your oath,” Dur’Oor reassured him.

“No children,” Dreadfalls said suddenly, his own hurt choking on the words and Dur’Oor slipped into his gigantic embrace as he trembled at the thought. He had not played ‘cottage’ with stickmen like his sister, but his own father had made the pleasures of parenthood seem to outweigh the many trials. Dreadfalls suddenly realized the full depth of his loss in making the oath.

“And that is a worthy hurt but not one I haven’t already given up until the end of our service to the Company. This isn’t a life for a child,” Dur’Oor said quietly, squeezing his chest with her own encircled arms. “Don’t steal the decision from me. I would choose to walk beside you as your wife knowing I have to lose you rather than stare across a cold fire at you as an open wound. You have walked too little, and I too long, to give up what little time we might have together.”

“I don’t-,“ Dreadfalls said, a blubber more than words. “I don’t deserve this feeling, knowing what I’ve done, what I didn’t do, knowing that I have to leave you when my oath is up.”

“If we live that long,” Dur’Oor said in barking laugh. “The Company is one sour contract away from seeing us all killed, you first, there in the front of the stack. I have slept on your chest for many moons, knowing you would be the first to die since the Captain signed us.”

Dreadfalls lifted his massive hand in an awkward lurch, hoping to interrupt but making it look more like a stringed puppet being yanked. Dur’Oor shook her head and simply spoke louder as he opened his mouth.

“I signed in exchange for your life,” Dur’Oor continued. “I had already lost you but still I stayed, betting my life on the sliver of a chance I could bring you back.” Dur’Oor squeezed his thick, aching ribs and put her head on his shoulder, suddenly talking into his neck as she smiled.

“I choose the time we could be together, walking the path side by side, until you must fulfill your oath. Childless, but warmer together. Do you know what a courtship is for? Why it has no set length of time?”

Dreadfalls had not given it much thought, happy with whatever it was they were doing by any name she wanted to call it. He shook his wide jaw in a way that made her chuckle and it was a fine, warm thing.

“Because you cannot know the heart of someone without going through enough trials to catch a long glimpse of it. You see their truths only when there isn’t enough food, or gold, or time to go around. You see your true value to them when they’re tired, when they’re in pain, and when you snore so loud they must fold their ears all the way down.”

Dreadfalls snorted in guilt and put both arms back around the treefolk. She beamed and that was an even finer thing.

“We will sever the bond we make with the same ritual on the full moon before you fulfill your oath.”

“Will severing the bond make losing me hurt any less?” Dreadfalls asked hopefully.

“No,” Dur’Oor said, pulling off his shoulder to look him in the face. “That is not the point of the ritual. If anything, it will make both of our hurts worse. The ritual will simply remind us that we had the bond to sever. Until then you will walk beside me, first as my friend, then as my clumsy, half-orc husband.”

“Then I shall continue walking beside you after we have promised our vows to the full moon and the stars, as if they were family invited to witness the ritual,” Dreadfalls rumbled, relieved of the guilt of his silence, and thankful to keep the fox curled on his chest until the end of life above ground.

Dreadfalls could not remember ever sleeping so well.


Sixteen

Counting Sheep

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

As Dannel had hoped, the spikehorn was a much welcomed boon to the Privilege and his generous offer was accepted without haggle. Besides a liberal amount of brush-leaf for his purse, Dannel came away with dried blueberries for his pocket as he walked and coin enough to please the Wardens on his return. While the open weave above allowed him to see the sky, being inside the walls of the Privilege still made his neck itch and Dannel concluded his business as if he were putting out a fire.

Dannel did not give the Pinholders on duty time to feel awkward as he marched past them and stepped out onto the rope bridge.

“Bountiful harvest,” he said quietly and began trotting down the bridge much faster than he had come up under the weight of the young buck. Dannel heard the light murmurs of reply but paid no attention, his thoughts turned to the balance of his load for the next part of the journey. An unbalanced ruck could play havoc on his hips and legs over a long journey and Dannel tested the weight in different movements as he neared the bottom of the bridge.

“Dannel of the Tall Spruce.”

Dannel perked up at the name and looked to his left to find a man waving from the shadow of the fortress. A boy, clearly a son from the shared features, followed behind as they navigated the razorvine maze back towards the bridgehead, their squat, woven basket-rucks full of red, shriveled berries. The dark haired man was tall with a broad chest but there was little extra meat on his bones. His sharp cheeks spoke to the hard life of the leaf eaters.

“Alpen of the Woven Basket, my friend, how are you?” Dannel called back as he stepped off the end of the rope bridge, thankful to be on firm ground again. “You look hale, and Conal looks every bit the ferocious bear of his father.” The boy grinned at the compliment.

“Poor whelp,” Alpen said with a chuckle, glancing back at his son, still in the gangly awkwardness of early youth, before looking back at Dannel. “And you look more like your own father every time I see you, which is far too little lately.”

“The Wardens keep me on a short leash,” Dannel said. Though truthful, he had been close enough for a visit on several occasions and he found he could not catch Alpen’s eye for a few moments, so he pointed north instead. “Even now I’m on a requested hunt to the northern foothills by the Lord himself.”

The boy gasped in wonder, not bothering to peel his eyes off the longbow held at Dannel’s side. Alpen was less impressed however and tried to keep his chapped lips from sinking into a frown.

“Not staying the night then?” In a hunt that could take two moons, both men knew one night could easily be afforded. Still, Dannel shook his head as he dropped his arm.

“Something wicked feeding on the northern herds, and our Lord is not a man to be kept waiting,” Dannel replied. Alpen nodded and looked up at the fortress, the disappointment clear as spring water.

“Anything we should be worried about? I was still a young man when your father and his Guide investigated the last breach. He was a great man, your father. He wasn’t much older than you are now, though it would be many more years before he would take the test,” Alpen said. “There was still so much blood, everyone yelling about what had gone wrong. I couldn’t stop crying. Your father knelt beside me and told me that it was okay to be scared.” Alpen turned to put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “He said that all brave men are scared, even him, but I should use that fear to make me more aware of my surroundings. Sound advice, certainly ahead of his years.”

“My Guide was a great man… Full baskets I see. Seems a good omen,” Dannel said, changing the subject with a wistful look to the tree line. Alpen stared at him for a moment as if something precious had been lost and then relented.

“Getting harder to fill them close to the fortress. Been a dry fall and the berries ain’t coming back fast. Certainly not juicy either, more like jerky. We’re almost out to the edge of the maze already just to get the baskets filled.” Dannel could sense the worry in his voice, though Alpen tried to hide it from his son.

“The prime I’m hunting doesn’t come south of the big bend in the river, least not yet,” Dannel said. “But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t heed my Guide’s advice as well Conal.” The boy beamed, happy to be pulled into the conversation of adults.

“He will if he knows what’s good for him. Bountiful hunt, Forester,” Alpen smiled, bowing shallow at the waist with his hands in a bowl. “I do hope you stay the night on your backtrail. I remember a boy whose eyes once sparkled in the moonbug’s glow.”

“Bountiful harvest, Alpen of the Woven Basket. I’ll think about it. It’ll depend on how long I am forced to stalk.” Dannel bowed shallowly at the waist, his enormous ruck tilting over his head like a well-oiled ledge.

“Of course,” Alpen replied, fighting to keep his smile. Dannel broke the bow first and began his frustrating journey through the maze.

The pace north was relentless. As the light held, Dannel kept moving. While Wanderers were encouraged to move around at night in their safe wood for practice if the worst should ever occur, only a foolish or desperate Forester risked it out in the deep woods without dire reasons. Moon shadows played faerie mischief on one’s footing and Dannel could not risk a turned ankle or worse.

In the foothills, Dannel was forced to abandon a straight march north and begin moving from known harbor site to known harbor site. Occasional Oldwood stands became frequent groves. Safe sleeping sites became crucial. Even a few Oldwood trees too close together spat out creatures that made a mountain cat seem like a lap animal. Dannel could live on very little sleep for many nights but only if he could find a safe burrow or nest to catch up in. Memorized maps were not the same as having walked the land and discovery was not a process to be rushed.

As far from the shadow of any of the Oldwood groves as he could manage, Dannel found a red tree, tall and straight as an arrow shaft. He climbed, looking for a wide fork thick enough to hold the combined weight of his ruck and himself, which was considerable. The sun was still above the next ridgeline but there was still much to do.

Each of the many tiny bells had to be fashioned back together, the two pieces being a jingling liability if allowed to stay coupled in his ruck. Dannel hung one on every branch around his chosen nest for seven strides, close enough to the branch trunks that birds and squirrels would not set them screaming in their play.

In the branches surrounding his sleep-sling, Dannel made a tight spider’s web out the thin, strong thread he kept hanging off his ruck in clever knots. He left no hole bigger than his fist. It was tedious labor, but it would give Dannel a generous amount of notice should any beast of worry become too curious.

In his sleep-sling Dannel played a game of trying to name each note of the song before sleep finally overtook him. The sleep was shallow, fitful with strange dreams. Three times Dannel bolted upright, brush blade and hatchet in hand. The dreams lingered, covering the truth like an opaque layer of ice that he painted demons and monsters upon. After ten quick breaths the dreams would begin to thaw and Dannel began the game of naming each note again.

On the dark, fertile mulch of the lowlands Dannel had moved silently, even at a loping jog, but as the pitch of the ridges increased and more bare rock was exposed, he was forced to slow to a thoughtful creep. The scraping of a foot, paw, or hoof on loose pebbles could be heard for many strides and dry twigs that might normally sink into the soft mulch underfoot, snapped like early warning traps against the unforgiving stone. Everything about the foothills wanted to announce his arrival.

So close to the impenetrable bank of Oldwoods, Dannel was desperate to find the prime herd he was tracking and disappear into the obscurity of the loud, obnoxious sheep, blithe as the passing clouds. Sheep were brave. Braver than any animal ought to be for even the most meager of meals. That, or there was simply no future to be seen by their blank, distant looks. Sheep ran fast enough when they were being chased but that never stopped them from wandering to the places where that was most likely to happen. Dannel had once watched a herd of sheep graze within a few grass blades of the still wet bones of a prime shaggy for an entire afternoon before settling in for a nap around them.

For three days Dannel slithered and crawled in search of the picket herd. A hundred strides from the looming bank of Oldwoods did not feel far enough but neither would five hundred. He tried to keep his eyes on the meadow, but occasionally his curiosity or fear would get the best of him, and Dannel would glance up into the endless stand of Oldwoods.

Only two strides inside the dense giants looked like a different world. Little light found its way through the soaring canopies of blue leaves. What few rays of sunshine that did manage to escape through the shifting breaks were quickly hoarded by the razorvine tendrils, some thick as a man, that climbed and connected every Oldwood in impossible knots. A wet, fungal sheen peeked out from between the vines, bright flowers, and the strange ferns before the next stride saw a veil of heavy darkness swallow all but the constant and terrible noises of the endless hunt deeper in.

But there was nothing for it. The mad sheep would graze in the shadows of the blue-leaved Oldwood trees or die trying. Dannel could hardly blame them. In their jealousy, the spruce and pines refused to stand next to the Oldwoods, forming a lush band of meadows between. The dense clover and scrub of the meadow grew such a vibrant green that it looked as if the color might drip off in the rain, to collect in bright, verdant puddles below.

The picket herd would be grazing in the lush meadow, somewhere. He had started to the east, where the slopes were steeper and Dannel least expected the herd, and slowly made his way west. What he could walk in a bellglass’ time took four on his belly or just the balls of his aching feet. Dannel tested and retested each gentle step before finally placing his weight, stopping to listen for a full ten count after each.

He heard them long before he saw the herd. Craziest animal of them all, sheep. Crazy, but Dannel kissed the top of their peaceful heads as he fed them each a generous slice of chicory, letting them connect his scent.

It was a small picket herd that had seen some light skirmishes. The ram’s face was a plowed field of scars with three large valleys dug into its left horn but seemed undeterred in his pursuit to scour the field of all digestible life. To him, Dannel gave an entire chicory root over a quarter turn of the bell.

Satisfied that they accepted him, Dannel finally shrugged off his ruck on the tallest rock in the meadow and took a pull from his waterskin. He climbed up and looked over the backs of the herd. He would stay with the herd until he found signs and built the beast’s story.

Huddled together over a fresh paw print in some moss where the rocks had started pushing up through the soil, his Guide had explained that every track, every runny, berry-filled pile of scat, and every toothmark told a story. The successful hunts were the ones where the Forester could guess what happened next. The stories with too much knowledge collected were told around a fire. But with too little information known before stepping towards a den, nest, or bone pile, the story would end in wet, unpleasant noises, never to be heard by another.

Dannel watched his new family graze from the large rock in the middle of the herd for two bells before relaxing. There was nothing to do but wait and continue to take a near constant head count of the noisy herd. When the count finally changed, Dannel could begin to gather what he needed to build the predator’s story.

Thirty one again, just like first time and the seventh. Dannel touched his curled finger to his forehead.

“Alornas, guide my sleep so that I may hear the predators of the forest. I offer my gratitude for your gift and ask that I may know the grains of sand in the bellglass while I dream of thy balance. I serve the forest.”

Dannel shimmied down against his ruck until his shoulders and head were propped up with his chin on his chest. He closed his eyes and allowed himself to fall into his shallow-rest, the first test of a Forester. He pictured clearly a bellglass with only a quarter of the sand remaining, and all went dark.

Shallow-rest felt like floating on the surface of a warm pond in the witch’s hour. His body slumped heavily, but his ears remained listening to the song of the forest hidden underneath the unconcerned bleating of his herd. ‘Duck sleep’ the Foresters jokingly called it, as sneaking through a flock of sleeping fowl undetected was almost impossible.

The test had been a long, grueling affair. For two days Dannel had been blindfolded and asked to continually turn a bellglass just before the last grain had fallen. Only a fingernail worth of sand could be left on one side of the glass after the final turn.

Unfortunately, the glass flip was the easiest part of the test. The Shaman had whispered words throughout the two days at random. The words had been clues in a predator’s story.

Victim. Scratches. Liver. Victims. That it had been plural and repeated was an enormous clue.

Doubledip. Scrambles. Gullet. Landmarks that told the trails taken.

Consume. Blue. Broadhead. Gibberish words in place of names, jagged and purposely hard to place within the story.

Dannel had woke for the final time in his trial and flipped the bellglass onto its side. The Shaman of Alornas had crowed loudly, pointing at the few grains on the far side of the choke before asking the question.

“Tell me your quarry’s story.”

“By Alornas, I heard,” Dannel had begun and repeated each word in order, before shuffling them into a curt report.

“And how does the story end?” the Shaman asked.

“At the Lowmeadows. The troll, fresh from a split and ravenous, moved south. I would have left it at the Deadtwins and fired down upon it from the ridge known as ‘little brother’s ledge’, as it squeezed through the narrows into the meadow.”

“You missed,” the Shaman clucked, her hair rattling in disappointment.

“Of course I did,” Dannel nodded, placing his curled finger to his forehead. “For it was sifting through my bait of deer organs and I fired into the fire-pitch I smeared across the tall, dry grasses for five strides in every direction. So skinny and fresh from split, it’s story ends.”

“And by Alornas, yours continues,” the Shaman had replied as she put her curled finger to her forehead.

Dannel remembered her sad smile the most. His Guide had paddled out into the Last Sea only a week earlier. The test of a Forester was only given once and Dannel had been one of the youngest to take the trial in memory. No one had believed he would pass.

The last grain of sand passed through the choke of the bellglass in his empty dreaming and Dannel opened his eyes to the northern meadow, bright and alert.

Thirty one.

Dannel stood and took a pull from his waterskin. Satisfied with the song of the herd Dannel shifted back onto his ruck until the next head count. Despite the disharmony of sharp bleating, Dannel sunk into the thoughtless oblivion of the long, boring wait, the true test of a Forester.

Somewhere during the head counts and minimal necessities to remain a breathing animal, the moon rose, and its face was nearly full in the cold, cloudless sky, restoring most of Dannel’s trust in his sight.

Dannel pointed at the thirtieth sheep of his herd as he tilted the half-drained waterskin to his lips. He swung his finger around and searched for the thirty-first, who seemed to have moved since his last count. Dannel lowered his waterskin and began a rapid recount with his finger.

After four recounts Dannel reached for his longbow.

While he started the fifth recount, Dannel pulled the double-string from its oiled pouch on his belt. While his eyes danced across the backs of the calm and grazing sheep of his herd, his hands strung the heavier string around the shorter, thicker wooden arm and with a decent effort bent it halfway to loop the other wooden arm. Dannel put his full weight against the first of the thin goblin bone arms and grunted quietly as he used his whole body to loop first one arm, then quickly the other against the anchor of the wood. Oldwood could be trusted to hold long enough to get the bow fully strung but had to be replaced yearly in times of heavy use.

Twenty-nine, thirty. The sixth recount fared no better.

Dannel could remember where and how thirty-one had been standing. Socks, he had named her for the dark splotches at the bottom of her front legs. She had been closest to the dark tree line to the north and had been facing away last time Dannel had finished his count.

“But why would you go further north?” Dannel asked the wind in a whisper. There had been plenty of easy grazing at Sock’s hooves and they had all just drank deep from the stream before settling for the night. The only choice of mates for Socks was two strides away from Dannel, the tips of the ram’s curving horns pointing directly at his stand, obviously annoyed by his whispering.

There had been no disturbance to the song, not in the slightest. The song of the forest had remained calm and serene throughout Dannel’s nap. Not a single sheep had moved about in any kind of fear or agitation. Socks had simply wandered off in the middle of the night without so much as a parting ‘baa’.

Dannel stayed standing, counting and recounting deep into the night. Despite his hope, there was no further sign of Socks. Dannel was not surprised, sheep being brave beyond reason, but a piece of him was still ashamed to have lost her so easily.

He sat back down against his ruck, clutching his bow in an embarrassingly tender embrace. He gave thanks to Alornas and sunk back into duck sleep with far less sand in the bellglass than before. The next four counts held at thirty and Dannel shrugged, silently promising to release Socks from whatever razorvine patch she had wandered into during her walkabout come first light.

Twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine.

Dannel’s jaw clenched, and he started the count again, whispering each number aloud as he went through his herd. There were only twenty-nine sheep.

“Eloping?” Dannel whispered without smiling. There had been no change in the pitch or tempo in the song of the forest. None of the other sheep had moved. Dannel frowned and began to accept that he would find neither Socks nor Truffle tangled in some vines.

Victims. It was plural suddenly.

With sunrise only a few bells away, Dannel decided to remain awake to watch as well as listen. Something stole Socks and her companion right out from under Dannel’s protective gaze from the dangerous tangle of Oldwood without being seen, and Dannel felt a cold shiver of energy roll down his spine.


Seventeen

Ball and Change

Confluence, Darl’Neth Empire, year 512

The Emperor’s grand balls were a grotesque insult to dancing.

The nobility rotated stiffly around the dance floor with their wives and paramours, jerking about in perfect unison like an obscene puppet show to the tinkling music. The dances were simple, effortless things that even the most obese and inflexible men could be persuaded into by their partners. Box-step-rotate, half bow, box-step-rotate, arms to the sky, and then everyone clapped and dabbed their blushing foreheads like they had achieved the height of sensual movement.

Lord Dillard Benjamin the fourth, still in the black of mourning, watched from the edge of the noble herd, thankful he was not approached and asked to take part. He could see the daughter-chattel of salivating men being aimed at him in hopes of a powerful union.

Not that the daughters had to be pushed too hard. Benj’s personal tailor was a Savant at accentuating his broad, powerful body and he had inherited his grandfather’s arresting looks. Once, he had adored the way cloth clung to his athletic body because it had attracted Talia’s eyes. But it felt perverse now and he wondered idly if he could wear the shield of mourning until it was his own funeral attire as he watched another silver tray of wine move within reach. He put both enormous hands in his pockets and let it pass, again.

The palace ballroom was a cavern of refined opulence. Every stone was polished until the joints were all but invisible and there was not a true corner to be seen, giving the impression of the room being formed by erosion rather than laid. The jewels and gold were subtle but legion, while the lifelike statues of the Moon Emperor made one feel as if he was always watching despite his never attending such trifles.

A comely woman in an elaborate red dress of impossible filigree broke away from one of the many packs of daughters huddling together for support and made for the spot Lord Benjamin stood alone, staring across the vast sea of nobility. Before she got three steps, Benj turned his head just enough to flash his blue eyes at her in warning. She squeaked and tottered back to the safety of her herd as fast as her precarious shoes would allow without a broken ankle.

As a child Benj had been awed by the palace but no longer. The wealth of his bloodline had proven as cold and empty as they had warned. If he fancied, Benj could buy the whole of the palace itself, should the Emperor finally become bored with it after the last few hundred years and decide to sell. He had the means to fill it with coin, jewels, and rare, expensive baubles until they poured down the Uphills like a luxurious mudslide. He could hire a daisy chain of servants to pass him from room to room so he would never have to touch solid ground again.

Lord Dillard Benjamin the Fourth could do all that, but he could never be warm again.

Another tray of exotic yellow spirits swooped into reach and Benj closed his eyes long enough to let it pass without grabbing two handfuls. He bet himself he could get two flutes in each hand if he did not worry about spilling any. The tray left his immediate range but as the music changed, he wondered how many strides it would take to run the poor server down.

It was not her song. Talia had hated the awful, tinkling sonata but he could clearly remember her intriguing smirk and the terrible silence as he waited in agony to hear if she would accept his invitation to dance to it. She had, eventually, and Benj had never remembered feeling so warm.

By her side, he could not remember the awful balls they attended, only the memories of her hidden smiles and private, giggling jokes as they faced it all together. He could remember every time she had taken him dancing after though, down in the Lowdocks, where she said real dancing occurred. They had changed in the carriage and danced in rags until they finally collapsed in a sweaty heap early the next morning.

The hole of her absence let in a frost that numbed the joy from the world, leaving only lonely oaths and cold grudges.

“A Burling ninety-seven,” the servant said, ambushing Benj from the rear with the tray of dark, heady wines. He began to reach but finally withdrew his trembling hand with a snarl that chased the poor servant back to the secret hallways to recover.

His oath to Talia to stop drinking had died with her, but fear kept Benj’s hand from reaching for the old, deep cellars that were being served to the lords, ladies, and the pincushions of the Empire. Dax and Harold were not subtle in their warnings. Benj had to play his role, at least in public, or the entire plan would fail. It was already hard enough when sober to keep from dropping pretense and breaking jaws whenever the nobility asked the inevitable questions of Talia’s passing. Most were crafted to be backhanded, insulting questions, tiny barbs in the perpetual smoldering House wars that drenched Benj’s underclothes as his body trembled like a war dog awaiting release.

Benj stared out across the gathered nobles and clenched his massive fists. He wished more than anything to return to his northern house, far from the scheming of the capital, and never return, spending his days hunting and laboring beside his people.

But some of them had to know, Benj reasoned. At least one of the smug, stiff pets of soft luxury knew what secrets the long-lived Emperor must have leashed under the palace. The Evergreen Wars had not ended, only changed battlefields. The blood debt of his men would be paid and only Benj could keep an ear to court.

He could not let wine upset the already tenuous grip he had on his fists and jaw. Only Lord Dillard Benjamin the Fourth had the pedigree, the wealth, and the necessary anger to find out who was in on the betrayal and truly finish the war.

“Your Lordship, how fares the Benjamin parcel up in the great north? I heard your wife passed,” asked a high grating voice from behind him.

It was not a real question, but Benj still knew what was expected. He strained through the balls of his feet to lift his lip into something resembling a friendly expression, his wide, cleanly shaven chin still on a tight leash as he turned. The woman looked like a crumbling house held together only by the absurd amount of thick, white mortar spread across her skin.

“A terrible tragedy for my House and parcel, Lady Freyna” he said with a deep nod, as if thanking the withered husk for the acknowledgement.

As if he did not want to slump down and cry, wailing and pointing his thick, scarred finger at every last one of them, demanding to hear what they knew about the filthy men who had butchered his mortal goddess and left him suspended above the cold bonfire of her absence. Dax and Harold had assured him that none of the court had anything to do with her death, and the demon Timoth had screamed and squealed in affirmation of their truth for almost a week, but Benj could not get past the feeling that the Lord or Lady who had helped engineer the decimation of the northern armies might have overcome one of his men’s oaths as well.

Harold had said to let it go and Dax had agreed but it was easy to say such things when they were not the ones being flayed by the silences her quiet jokes had once filled.

“She died terribly, at the hands of some lowly whitelips I’m told,” the Lady said, tilting her head slightly in concern, though the amused tug on her thin lips was evident. The quiet House wars were waged with such smiles, and House Freyna was said to be trembling with jealous rage at the rumor that they might soon be surpassed by a feral, northern House.

“I’m sure she fought them as best she could,” Benj said, the unbearable weight of the hag’s smile becoming tolerable for a moment at the thought of Talia spitting in her kidnappers’ faces, before pressing him down onto the bonfire of her absence once more. The Lady frowned, as if the idea was distasteful.

Benj fought to keep his shoulders from reaching for his ears. His fingers curled until his knuckles whitened, as he imagined how easy it would be to break her into pieces. Her old bones would be as brittle as dried leaves.

“I heard no one was captured either. I do hope the murderers are caught and brought to justice, so no one of taste has to suffer such indignities,” the Lady said, relishing every uncomfortable tick Benj fought to contain. “Everything south of the Uphills has just gone to rust. I was surprised to hear the Lady Benjamin shopped so close to the docks, flirting with the attention of such a valuable ransom.”

“She liked jackets, to an absurd degree,” Benj said, as he pretended to notice someone looking for him to escape the Lady. The large, ornate dresses of court did not accommodate quick turns, and Benj snaked around Lady Freyna before she had time to see the ruse, except in hindsight when it would become gossip. But better gossip than the cutting truth spilling from his screaming mouth in front of the Empire’s most easily offended.

It was a shock for Benj to find that he had not deceived the Lady at all as a plump man, well-dressed in the style of a seafarer, smiled and welcomed him with open arms as if Benj was expected. The man’s bright, pleasant smile suggested he was, but Benj hesitated, suddenly finding himself wedged tightly between the Lady’s horrific conversation and the Trader’s ambush.

“Lord Benjamin, how fortuitous,” the man grinned. “Perhaps I can borrow your ear for a moment and entice you with some ripe trade contracts that I think you will find impossible to ignore.”

“I find I can ignore much these days, Trader Mullins,” Benj replied, stopping short of the man’s embrace. “But commerce is the unfortunate grease that keeps the axles spinning. Lead on.”

“Perhaps you could find us a quieter alcove,” the merchant said looking about the crowded ballroom. “A life on the misty chop has not prepared me for so much noise, except in a boat-sinker of a storm.”

“It’s always a storm in here,” Benj said quietly and led the shorter man through the crowd of puffed collars and frilly sleeves towards one of the tiny anterooms hidden between the larger feasting halls, trophy rooms, and libraries of the great capital fortress. While the private upper floors of the Emperor’s living quarters could only be guessed at, the lower levels of the fortress were a warren of guest rooms and secret servant hallways.

Benj was a full head taller than most of the lords in the Empire and cut through the crowd like the prow of a great ship, Trader in tow, without having to ask to be let through. The prattling nobility parted as he approached and Benj did his best to not hear the whispers of his wife’s name as they made sickly-sweet smiles at each other when they thought he could not see. The Trader was pulled in his wake and made a gallant effort to meet every smile with a bigger one of his own, as they too would be his prey soon enough.

The silence of a small side chamber was a blessing as the merchant closed the ornate door behind them. The Trader’s smile fell, and he plopped down in one of the three overstuffed chairs filling the room with a heavy grunt.

“By the tremble of your jaw I would say this is your first ball since your wife’s passing,” the Trader said without looking up, removing his right boot, and vigorously rubbing the arch of his foot with his thumb. “I was surprised to find you adrift amongst the high-collared rabble as they schemed between smiles. A surprise, but a pleasant one.”

It had been Talia who had exchanged pleasantries and introductions with Trader Mullins and the other dignitaries of the Empire, and the silence that followed as Benj ground his jaw trying to find words grew more painful with each passing moment. Trader Mullins looked up and his chubby cheeks widened into a sad smile.

“She was a brilliant woman,” the merchant said softly. “And the best negotiator a Lord or Trader could ever hope to have by his side. I cannot say I know your loss, as I find my life at sea a solitary one, but I can say without a doubt that the Lady Benjamin was a rare relic indeed.”

“Thank you,” Benj managed weakly and willed himself to sit across from the plump merchant.

“I am to assume it was not a longing for the pleasantries of court that brought you out of mourning.” Trader Mullins did not wait for Benj to respond and turned his attention to his other boot. “Then let us discuss business to keep you focused. The client was not pleased that the witch in Len’Neth was not delivered and was downright livid when they heard it never can be in the future.”

“It almost killed an entire seasoned gang, who were not known for their soft hearts or hesitations. But blood weighs heavier than gold, and it was mortally wounded as they fought to the last in retreat. Can’t say as I blame them for fighting back,” Benj said, clenching and unclenching his fists as the toes of his boots tapped against the floor.

“Nor I, and I will try to calm the collector with the knowledge that the failure did not go, um, unpunished,” Trader Mullins said. “I am happy to say that a new client has made an fascinating offer, even more profitable, though not exclusive in any way. Let’s call it a broad call for help.”

“Help?” Benj replied.

“Yes, it seems the Sunlands are drowning in primes and monsters. Pouring out of the Oldwoods faster than they can be put down. Whole towns are being lost to incursions the likes of which have never been seen. They are making a call for any hunters, free companies, or anyone willing to help save them. The gold offered for any hide or head suggests they are quite in earnest.”

“And yet I have heard nothing of these attacks,” Benj replied, leaning forward. “Seems like the type of rumor that would carry on ships as fast as a plague.”

“The gold is real, I assure you,” Trader Mullins said, smiling in a way that made Benj’s muscles tense. “My client is offering a hefty finder’s fee for any soldiers, mercenaries, or hunters that are sent under your crest, and when they arrive, they will find the contracts credible, on my legend.”

“This would have nothing to do with the whispers of the boy-king readying for war with the Empire, or the only-to-be-stamped order that all the ports of the Empire will soon be administered by the military, subject to search and writs of passage. Our Emperor doesn’t seem eager to lose all the potential sellswords to the Sunlands and I imagine the Empire will soon pay a hefty price for any of my resources.”

The fleshy Trader nodded along with every word and then opened his palms in a wide shrug when Benj finished.

“Correct me if I’m wrong. You are a noble of the Empire, yes? Yes. Then they don’t need to pay you for your warriors should the Emperor insist. If I’m not mistaken, by your own House oaths you owe the Empire anyone under your banner who happens to be on the continent when war breaks out. Every warrior of age will be pressed into service should the boy-king decide to follow through on this folly. Seems it would be a waste of your resources to just leave them here, waiting to be swallowed up without a by-your-leave or even a tap on the ol’ rump. Despite your title, you are a man of commerce first, as am I. It would behoove us both that you ferry your men across the Oilwood before you are forced to risk running afoul of the Empire or paying the absorbent fees of the Siren and her knave ilk.”

“I want an oath that should I need them, they are sent straight back on the first boat,” Benj said. “I will not have my own people pressed into fighting for the boy-king.”

“On my legend,” Trader Mullins grinned. “I’ll float them back myself if need be. I tell you true, the boy-king is desperate to see these monsters killed and his people safe, or at least, he’s willing to pay an outrageous bounty for them, with an outrageous cut to you for facilitating it.”

“And what do you get from this?” Benj asked. Trader Mullins chubby cheeks bobbed up into a wide grin.

“Oh, my dear, sweet Lord Benjamin. I’m making the most outrageous cut of all.”


Eighteen

The White Note

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

“I’m a good shot, Paintbrush,” Dannel promised.

He put his forehead against the sheep’s bony brow. It did not move away but continued to chew, unconcerned by the gesture. “I’ve done this many times and Alornas has always seen my arrow fly true. Still, you’re brave, Paintbrush, bravest of the entire herd, and they will bleat your name for as long as they can remember. Which isn’t long, but they will graze in your honor nonetheless.”

Dannel stood in the late afternoon sun and squinted at the foreboding darkness leaking out from between the great Oldwood trunks. Dannel frowned but eventually tugged on the small lead he had tied around the sheep’s neck. Paintbrush followed willingly as they moved northeast towards a sharp wedge of leafy bushes that had pushed high into the meadow. He tied her lead to the greenest branch Dannel thought would be able to enthrall the sheep for the night.

“I’ll just be up there, guarding you,” Dannel whispered, but the sheep just bowed its head to graze without giving him another look. “I appreciate your confidence in me.”

Dannel slipped further east across the small clearing to the tree he had picked out. Ruck and all, he heaved himself up to the natural loophole in the foliage he had seen from where he tied off the sheep. He secured his ruck loosely and built himself a sturdy place to stand with his twine and a thick branch. He did not bother with the bells. Dannel did not plan on closing his eyes except to blink until morning.

Two bells after sunset Paintbrush shivered and looked off at the dark, northern tree line. Dannel’s heart began pounding. He took a deep, calming breath and fell into his hunter’s trance with a prayer of thanks to Alorna.

His breathing slowed, bringing Dannel’s heartbeat with it. He nocked a heavy shafted arrow but left the broadhead pointing at the ground just out past his boots. Paintbrush continued to stare north.

Nothing rustled in the moonlight. Downwind, Dannel smelled nothing of the heavy musk that would proceed many of the bigger predators.

Paintbrush leaned down, tore a mouthful of greenery from the bush, and then began a slow, unconcerned turn in the direction of the tree line. Two steps forward and the twine lead went taut. Paintbrush tested it twice more. The third time she leaned into her liberty until the thin branch snapped. Dannel had tied the twine to a smaller branch so she could escape if she must, not wander off. She did not run but began wandering north slowly between bouts of unconcerned grazing.

“No, no, no,” Dannel whispered to himself. He pulled the enormous longbow back to his ear, the goblin bone bending at such an extreme angle as to look ineffectual. But Dannel’s shoulders and arms could feel their constant burden at full draw. The tip of the broadhead ran back and forth across the tree line in a vain search for a target.

Dannel watched helplessly as Paintbrush trotted towards the darkness to the north, without any reason that could satisfy the fear collecting in a cold sweat at the back of his neck. The sheep was not being pulled, dragged, or pushed, by fang or by fear. Her short tail was swishing happily. There was nothing natural about what was happening, and Dannel shivered.

“No, no, no… pinepitch, Paintbrush, don’t be a fool.” Dannel seethed as the waggling back half of the sheep disappeared into the dark tree line. “Pinepitch, you brave, dull sheep.”

Dannel slowly released the tension from the great arms of the longbow. He rolled his head around his neck and tried to relax his shoulders as he stared at the dark slit that had swallowed the sheep. He waited, watching for any sign of Paintbrush trying to return to the herd or trashing the underbrush in struggle but without expectation.

The lack of any sign was far more chilling. Dannel quickly slung his bow for his own immediate return to the herd. Whatever took Paintbrush was still very close and animals herded together in the darkness for a reason.

The descent down the tree would have looked like a barely controlled fall to those who did not stake their lives amongst the branches and leaves. Dannel slithered down the tree like a rain drop, allowing gravity to take him the least difficult route. His hands and feet touched each branch for only long enough to aim his body at the next branch.

The enormous ruck bounced wildly as he tried to tighten the clever strapping on the run. He ached to look back but seeing the end would not make it any more pleasant. Probably quite the opposite, and the ruck’s substantial weight made quick turns a risky endeavor. Falling strapped to the great behemoth of leather and wood was its own nightmare and not something quickly recovered from. For better or worse, he was married to the ruck and ran for his life.

Sheep had never looked so incredible. Dannel resisted every urge in his body to continue running and slowed his pace to a brisk walk as he neared. Incredible as they might be, his herd would abandon him in a moment if Dannel burst into their midst at deadrun. Dannel had beaten most of the Wanderers in deadrun races, both stripped and wearing his ruck, but the sheep would not appreciate his accolades and scatter if he tore in among them.

“I don’t think,” Dannel said, panting as he bent over in the middle of the herd, gripping his knees tightly with his hands to help take the weight off his lower back. “I don’t think they’re coming back.” Dannel inhaled and exhaled in great breaths. “I think, I think they may have met someone.”

The sheep continued to bleat and graze unconcerned as Dannel caught his breath.

“Pinepitch, none of you even care. Socks, Truffle, Paintbrush, you will be missed. Ladies, I’m sorry, but I’m not losing anymore of you.” Dannel dropped his ruck and took out the twine knots, unraveling each. He tethered the herd to each other and hung all his bells on the line before staking it down. Only the ram was spared. If any of the sheep tried to wander off the entire herd would be roused.

Exhausted, Dannel climbed back onto the boulder and began a headcount. Satisfied he had not lost any in his absence, he settled against his ruck. He closed his heavy lids and pictured only a few moments worth of sand in the bellglass. When the last granule slipped through the bellglass, Dannel stood up and counted his herd again.

Twenty-eight. He sunk back down and reset the bellglass in his mind. It would be many counts before sunrise, but Dannel always tried to be a man of his word.

A tinkle of bells and Dannel’s eyes flew open. He was tracing the tree line with a broadhead before the next heartbeat. Dannel saw Dandelion, shaggiest of the herd, insistently yanking the rest of the surprised herd by their necks towards the northwest.

Dannel checked the tree line behind him quickly, and seeing nothing, slithered down the boulder to put his heel on the exposed top of the wooden stake the leads were tied to. He could not take the chance of Dandelion leading an entire six course feast to whatever waited in the darkness.

For an entire bell Dannel stood motionless as Dandelion fought her twine collar and grazed leisurely between attempts. Dannel wanted to frustrate whatever lurked just out of sight. He hoped to force a mistake but there was no sign beyond Dandelion’s half-hearted attempts. That the sheep only tugged at the twine, not thrashed or thrown herself against it, was itself a strange truth for the predator’s story. Dandelion was interested in what was out there, strongly interested, but still only enough to lean on the lead between grazing.

The sheep had not been kidnapped. Coerced, then. Gently lured to their doom.

“But how? You have all you could want here,” Dannel asked the nearest of the herd, who stared back in heavy thought before returning to the thinning grasses by its hooves.

Dannel closed his eyes and took a long inhale through his nose. Nothing seemed unusual, besides that truth itself. Dannel listened, but the song was that of any calm meadow; crickets, birds, and the occasional honeybee. The song sounded exactly as it should on any given night without the presence of a predator for hundreds of strides in any direction.

“Raaahhh,” Dannel hollered loudly, causing the whole herd to start. Bells tinkled and those sheep closest to him pushed away into their neighbors. Even Dandelion forgot about the tree line and stared at Dannel in concern.

“Raaah, I’m going to eat you.” Louder. The herd tugged at the lead, at risk of fleeing in every direction. Dannel hushed them, throwing slices of chicory to the closest and working his way out. “I’m not gonna eat you, just needed to test something.”

The herd settled and in the silence the hair on the back of his neck stood on end.

The sheep had been terrified, scared into quiet submission for a moment, but the song of the forest had not changed. Not a bee, cricket, or songbird had missed a note. As Dannel listened, he began to tap his foot slowly. His toes touched the soil every time a bird called out sweetly into the darkness. Though the type of bird and their distances seemed to change, it was always on the same beat.

Something was singing the song of the forest. Dannel’s stomach clenched and bubbled as his mind leapt to the next truth. If there was no competition from the real, arhythmic song, whatever was singing was still close enough to frighten the immediate area into silence.

Dannel threw more chicory and removed his foot from the lead peg. He climbed up onto his rock and moved about until he found a position he could lock into for a long hold. Found, Dannel whispered a prayer to Alornas in a long exhale.

Inhal-le. Exhal-l-le. Inhal-l-l-le.

Each breath and exhale he held a little longer than the one before. Longer and longer, he drew out his breathing cycle until the hunter’s trance stole the trees from the forest. The deadeye was not rest, but Dannel could hold its trance for many turns of the bell, alert but unmoving, despite whatever position he was forced into.

Dannel had always thought of the deadeye as backwards seeing, though his Guide had laughed at the idea the only time he had ever voiced it. Despite that, Dannel believed the description was proper. It felt as if he was watching an endless line of oak leaves float by on a fast stream as he waited for one to be a canoe. Dannel did not need to see every leaf, only the one that was different from the ones before.

Dannel’s vision faded into a bottomless pond under a starless sky, and he waited for the canoe to appear.

The rustle of a branch by a frisky squirrel, a fern dancing as something moved through the underbrush, everything that changed moment to moment splashed and rippled in the dark water of his backwards seeing. If nothing in his sight moved too much and the vision remained untroubled, the trance cost very little vigor. But Dannel knew he could pin a tossed apple to a tree from fifty strides in the blink of an eye should the vision change.

Despite the counterfeit song remaining unnervingly rhythmic, nothing moved in the tree line for a turn of the bellglass. Dandelion occasionally rekindled her suicidal love affair but quietly resumed grazing whenever the lead kept her from attending.

Finally, a single broken tree was pushed out of place. No, that was not quite right. Dannel rubbed the ache from his eyes and refocused. The first tree was still but a second broken tree had begun to move. Five strides tall, it moved gradually out into the moonlight.

After a long moment, another tree began to move instead, oddly pivoting from the top of the visible trunk rather than the bottom. Dannel suddenly saw the trees for what they were, a disguise.

The further the monster slowly crept out from behind the real trees, the more he could see the cleverness of it. A body the size of a prime shaggy was slung low between the six segmented legs. Each stood five strides tall at the highest middle joint and the entirety of its body has the look of mossy, rotting wood. It moved as the crab or spider did but only one wide leg at a time and with the slow patience of a glacier melting.

Despite its impressive camouflage, the snout was still the most curious part of the entire nightmare. At least, Dannel thought it was a snout, given where it sat between two swollen, cloudy eyes. The snout was twice the length of his arm, with countless strange holes of all shape and design running the entire length.

On a hunch Dannel let the counterfeit song become the center of his attention, though he did not close his eyes. Clever. The monster always played a loud ‘note’, usually an angry songbird, whenever it placed the single sharp claw of its foot back onto the ground. It was using the song to mask the sounds of its own movement. Though now clearly visible on the edge of the tree line to Dannel, the sheep were not concerned in the least.

It was perfect. Dannel fought the urge to retch.

Dannel’s vision narrowed as he pushed the song from his thought. He studied every detail and contour, counting and comparing. The monster used its wide tree-bark legs like a shield wall, keeping its body down behind them as it crept forward, but every other step created the smallest of gaps.

The great longbow bent in slow, smooth silence.

The arrow was away before Dannel had even realized his fingers had released the string, his gut instinct taking the shot a moment before a gap appeared. The arrow flew fast and true, crossing the distance in a heartbeat before slipping between the monster’s middle and front leg.

The arrow cracked into the strange bark between the first leg joint and the milky eye, where Dannel had guessed the vital organs of the monster might be. Instantly, he knew his shot was wrong. The placement was right, but Dannel had shot enough broadheads into trees as a foolish Wanderer to understand the sound. The four wide, thin blades sunk two knuckles deep into the chitinous armor of its body and no further.

The bottom half of the stump-like body parted like a trap door and a pink bladder shot through with blue veins emerged. The bladder drooped as it grew, swelling like an enormous waterskin. The monster’s body shot upwards on its bowed legs to give the bladder room as it filled. Seven strides. Eight strides. There was more room, should the legs straighten, but the body changed direction quickly, like a hook-bobber suddenly yanked under by a fish.

Pinepitch.

Pain. Pain like he had never known, despite a lifetime of burns and broken bones. It was a broadhead pushed up his nose and churning inside his skull. No thought could survive. He screamed alongside it, trying to drown it, but he could not even hear his own bleeding voice. The longbow dropped uselessly from Dannel’s hands.

Instinct clapped his trembling palms over his ears, but it did little to block out the discordant whistling, only making it tolerable enough to keep his footing and bowels. The sheep were not so lucky. The sheep spasmed and clenched as the monster blared its jagged, petrifying noise.

It was an efficient pain, not bothering with meat or bones, blood or organs. It went straight for the skull, severing it from the spine without the need of a blade.

The sheep began foaming at the mouth as their muscles revolted. Just as Dannel feared his herd would go deaf, the pain stopped completely. No ache or linger, only the hot sweat of a week’s worth of hard labor cramping his muscles as they tried to remember how to relax. The herd crumpled into quivering mounds, panting heavily.

Dannel’s sturdy young knees buckled. He chose to fall back onto his ruck rather than off the rock, not trusting his arms to catch him.

There was no song at all in the monster’s wake. Dannel listened to it flee north, crashing through the shadows. It was not mortally wounded, or even minorly, Dannel knew. The sharp broadhead of his arrow glinted in the moonlight at the base of the Oldwoods, knocked free by the monster’s legs as it fled

Frightened maybe but not wounded.

Dannel grinned despite the failure. His eyes had not stopped working and there were two truths in the monster’s story now. The most heartening truth was that the monster could not create the paralyzing noise and move at the same time. The most devastating truth was that his ears were an unlocked gate. Between those two bookends Dannel began to order the rest of the information in his head. There was precious little sign that did not lead to dangerous speculation.

He felt tears in the corners of his eyes and barked out a laugh.

“Well, that could’ve gone better,” Dannel admitted to the herd in a strained chuckle. “It could’ve gone worse, but it certainly could’ve been better for you all. Pinepitch, that was close.”

Between the days without real sleep and a terrible shaking in his muscles, Dannel felt weak and foggy, like he had spent too long in the Shaman’s smokey sweat lodge. His stomach felt like a bitter stew of sharp pinecones. His mouth trembled, caught between sobbing and cackling. A handful of dried blueberries and a long duck sleep would hone his dulled thoughts like a whetstone, but Dannel forced himself to experience the awfulness.

“I am prey, life is earned. I am prey, death is inevitable,” Dannel repeated in a whisper for a hundred heartbeats, just as his Guide had taught him. A Forester who forgot their low standings among the predators of the Oldwood groves, rushed. Those who rushed became nothing more than a name carved onto to the board of remembrance in the Wardens’ Den.

Dannel made himself feel each tick and hot prickle of his trembling vulnerability.

“Pinepitch, that was too close,” Dannel said in a whisper. The sheep bleated their agreement, panting on their sides.

Reaching behind him, Dannel wiggled free his thickest heartwood shaft. The black fletching was wide enough to be mistaken for a large crow in flight. He untied and removed the leather bag from the arrow tip, like a falcon being made ready for the hunt. He gently worked the wooden sheath off, scraping the remaining bits of candlewax that had kept it in place on the Oldwood shaft with his ragged fingernail.

Dannel named little of his gear, as was the fashion amongst the Foresters. Their bows. Their blades. Most of their gear was given a name of reverence, though Dannel believed it was more of a clever trick to make their upkeep seem less trivial and tedious. To Dannel, they were all just tools to keep him alive, easily replaced if he survived.

All except the Chisel.

The heavy, blue-silver arrowhead was longer than his hand, palm to fingertip, and fatter than his thumb at the shaft. The metal alone had cost Dannel more than the rest of his broadheads and shafts combined. But oh, the wicked point it tapered to, the secrets it kept. Inside the Chisel was a hidden army of long, thin daggers that sprang out like pedals on a flower when the tip drove deep enough to trigger. Once the Chisel bit, there was almost no pulling it out.

“Pride and hubris. Pride and hubris.” Dannel flushed, embarrassed his remains would have been found with his finest tip still squirreled away in his ruck. He had always told himself it was too valuable to use. Too valuable to lose. He wondered what the ram of the herd would say about such miserly foolishness.

No sense dying hungry too. Dannel ate a healthy portion of his remaining blueberries and chewed a hunk of jerked venison until his jaw ached. He washed it all down with half of his waterskin as he worked a lump of dirty beeswax in his hands until it warmed enough to push into his ears. It was not ideal, but better deaf than in thrall to the monster’s song. Dannel wondered idly if it would be Tabitha’s voice the monster lured him out with, quickly trying to dismiss the foolish thought when his cheeks began to burn.

The last slices of the chicory went to the herd, coaxing them back up on their shaky legs. Finally upright, they began grazing while Dannel carefully tied himself into the twine web of the herd by his wrist. He mounted his rock and took the slack out, laying the taut twine across his fingertips.

There was no need to stalk any longer. All the sharp tracks would only lead back into the foreboding belt of Oldwoods, where even Dannel dared not follow. The monster would need to be coaxed out of the tree line again, if it had not already moved on to easier prey. The Far Mountains were a vast place to hide and hunt.

The truths of the beast nibbled at his thoughts as Dannel closed his eyes. So few truths, the rest treacherous guesses. The dim light of assumptions cast long shadows for monsters to hide in.

Hubris and pride. Hubris and-
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The Hope of Excuses

Confluence, Darl’Neth Empire, year 512

“Do you remember the swim across the Clearflow? How cold it was? Remember watching Fernstead just sink, without a sound? Just suddenly… gone.”

Dax turned to look at Benj sitting across from him in the Lord’s carriage, an ostentatious display of wealth and hidden armor. At least Benj had shaved. The blood-stained savage that finally reappeared almost a week after his wife’s killer had been delivered had looked more beast than man. Except for his eyes. They had looked as if the once shining brands had been dosed in cold water, and even now were just dull, discarded lumps of slag.

“Vividly, though I try not to,” Dax replied. “I still wake up some nights in a cold sweat, drenching my sheets and whatever unfortunate lass finds herself in them. Rarely is it quiet, or dignified. Had one woman act it out for the whole tavern, after we disagreed about how much we felt for each other. It was a pretty good impression really, got the twitching and thrashing just right.” Dax tilted his head and let out a concerned breath. “You sound? Need a leech, or something stronger? It was your first ball since, uh, well… in some moons.”

Lord Benjamin turned and looked out of the only clear pane in the ornate stained glass window. He was a bull of a man, even in his fancy ball attire. No tailor could soften the hard, brutal lines of his enormous frame and instead just tried to make sure they had enough fabric to cover the whole of him. When Dax had simply been ‘Corporal Daxmishell’, Benj’s size had been one of the most reassuring parts about following him. Captain Benjamin’s enormous shadow had felt like the safest place in the world, and the men under his command would have followed him anywhere without hesitation, albeit rather closely.

Slumped in his priceless hose, leggings, and embroidered jacket, Dax could not help but picture Benj as a gigantic performing bear he had seen once, all dressed up in fine clothes, but chained and defeated.

“I felt like that tonight,” Benj said, his gaze on the ornate diplomat houses of the other lords and ladies passing by as the carriage slowly snaked down the Uphills, away from the palace. “Like I was drowning but couldn’t manage a sound as I went under. I never realized how easy it was with her beside me. Talia never needed me, not once, and I think that was what drew me to her. She enjoyed the subterfuge, reveled in it. I barely had to do anything but stand silently beside her as she spun her web. I couldn’t look away. She was intoxicating in a way that ale, or even that awful hard stuff Spearman Ernst used to brew on the march, couldn’t touch. Without her beside me, I just felt numb, like I would simply slip underneath the surface at any moment.”

Dax nodded absently, his mind tumbling through the terrible possibilities should that ever occur. Benj did not smell of ale or wine, but Dax knew it would take very little for either of them to lose focus and find the bottom of a tankard or eight. He leaned forward, clasping his hands with his elbows on his knees.

“I’m sorry, Benj. I truly am. Talia was a Lady of unsurpassed talent and beauty,” Dax said with a weak smile. “But your House needs you. Harold needs you. I need you. Mourn in public all you want, hells, that may even work in our favor if some of the other nobles see you as a wounded man. But in here, alone, we need the bloody madman. We need the fearless cur who never said no to a fight. Would Talia want the man you’re in danger of becoming? Some sad and defeated boil.”

The Lord Benjamin’s wide, cleft chin whipped away from the window and acquired Dax, like a loaded ballista just trembling to be released at point blank range. Dax grinned. “There he is. I thought ‘defeated boil’ might do the trick. I was also thinking of ‘some droopy cow’s udder’, but I knew I had you at ‘would Talia want’ either way. Because she believed in everything you, the Lord, stood for, but loved all you, the man, were risking. And she risked it too. Hells Benj, let’s be honest. She ran the bloody thing. You just became her front once you let her in.”

Benj’s neck relaxed enough that Dax knew he had his friend’s attention and not an avenue for his aggression, though still nothing near what Dax would consider relaxed in a normal person. Since the day Dax had met Captain Benjamin as a lowly Spearman in the ranks of House Benjamin’s bloodtithe to the imperial armies of the Empire, Benj never walked around with anything but the expectation to defend himself. Captain Benjamin was a man that sincerely hoped the world offered him even the thinnest excuse to give it a black eye. And if Dax was being honest, Benj was a downright demonic looking brute when he was finally given permission to let his hostility off leash.

“Do you think Talia would want all that she’s built, on the meager foundation that we had only begun to pour when you let her in, think she would want you to let that crumble? All her hard bloody work? She gave me explicit instructions, should the worst ever happen, and we lose her, the brains of the operation. She told me to slap you and remind you what’s at stake for everyone if you go limp on us.”

Benj’s shoulders relaxed further, and Dax finally stopped trying to guess how to best defend himself should the grief be too raw.

“She really tell you that?” Benj asked, his enormous hand coming to the pendant hanging hidden beneath his tailored jacket and shirt.

“She was a smart woman, far smarter than us. Who was I to question my Lady? I served her as I serve you still. As we all do. She knew you might need a reminder of who you are. Let’s face it Benj, you’re heir to her throne atop the pile, but unlike my Lady, you have no heir. Only you stand between them and us. Our Lady Benjamin is dead, now long live the Lord Benjamin. The Lady always had a plan.”

“The Lady always had a plan,” Benj said with a nod, then let his head slump back against the plush cushioning as he closed his eyes. He inhaled slowly, holding it for a long moment, then let out a great sigh, like a great smithing bellow. “Why didn’t you slap me?”

“Because I really didn’t want to be hit tonight,” Dax chuckled, though there was far more truth to the confession than he would have hoped. “We still have a lot of gossip collected by our busy Valet and guards to sort before morning runners go out. This is important, and I’ll probably need both eyes and ears to communicate in ways that don’t involve me having to write or gesture everything I want to say for weeks. We were all pretty worried that you were going to thump someone important tonight because you purposefully took a remark ungentlemanly and ‘needed’ to defend your legend, or the gods forsake, hers.”

“Bets?”

“I had you pounding Lord Delique before the second slow turns around the floor.”

“Lady Freyna, almost,” Benj huffed in something of an amused warning. “Delique too, though he was more a fly in the ear than a needle. Gods, the man never shuts up about his children, as if each one might just be a Savant. Harold reports they are watery wretches that are heavily in debt to him, though Delique himself is unaware. Had he bragged of his vicious, banshee of a wife, I don’t know if I could have restrained myself. Decorum, or distrust, saved him.”

“And our cold-fingered friend from the sea?” Dax asked hopefully.

“Says he has contracts for monsters and primes, paid for by the boy-king of the Sunlands himself.” Benj sat up a bit and began drumming his great fingers together in repeating waves. “He assures me that anyone who finds themselves in the Sunlands can make a pile of gold for the heads of the rampaging beasts. He seemed,” Benj paused and pursed his lips. “Eager… not desperate, eager.”

“Well, we have a few eager companies under our banner, whether they know who they fight for or not. Seems like a better sorting and practice than the gangers or fringes of the Empire might give, without resorting to fighting other Houses outright.”

“We could only wish,” Benj said, a smirk growing on his wide face.

“Focus,” Dax said, warmly though the warning unmistakable.

“Three to port,” Valet Jacons called out from above. Benj tore at his fine jacket, pearl buttons popping off in an expensive rain onto the carriage floor as he thrashed to free himself from its confines.

“Probably nothing,” Dax said, reaching for the small-limbed crossbow sitting on the seat next to him. Benj got to it first and pulled the small stock into his massive shoulder, smiling ferally.

“But what if it isn’t?” Lord Benjamin grinned mischievously, his neck bunching up like great anchor chains pulling out the slack. He shifted closer to the carriage door and peeked out the small clear pane hidden in the stained glass, eager to be free of the gilded cage.

“Then you let your House Guard do what you pay them for,” Dax said, sinking down lower into his seat and tipping his hat down enough to cover his eyes. “Get a wink while you can. It’s going to be a long night stitching back together all that’s come apart in your absence.”
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Hunger

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

Heat, bright white and delicious, wriggling against the dark, endless cold. A tall pillar of hot white fire among a sea of dull gray coals.

It saw them all, the gray warmths huddled together in the cold emptiness. It saw them, but it did not want them, not yet. It would consume them in turn, but what little passed for thought in the monster was fixed upon the pillar of bright white, floating above them.

It had tasted such bright heat before, with no coarseness or hard plate to slow its feeding. Rare heat. Rare and delicious.

The three dull gray coals had only stoked its appetite. It could think of nothing else but the hunger. It clicked its front legs together in anticipation and then quieted.

It listened. It trapped the noises around it, consuming their vibrations. The chambers of its great nostril opened and closed, testing, before it sung the noises back to the cold emptiness.

The thin tube of its small, sharp beak, at the base of the great nostril, flexed excitedly as its legs picked up the rhythm of the song and began to move on the beat. It slowly danced with itself across the cold emptiness, always camouflaging its own unavoidable noises beneath louder notes in the song.

It moved delicately through the crude grayscale of obstacles, patiently. Small, unsatisfying heats stilled as it neared. It had hunted them once, it remembered, when each stride had not taken it so far, but no more. They kept still anyway. It passed over them, imitating their territorial warnings and lusty calls to couple. Some foolish ones even came out, but it ignored them as they trembled hopefully, helpless against its song.

The crude map in its head told where the dull coals were as it moved away. It kept moving, one measured step at a time, though it hungered.

What did the bright white heat taste of? How much salty-sweet would it have inside?

It crossed the cold emptiness and slipped into the warm uprights out of sight from the gray heats. It turned, weaving between the warm uprights until it began to see slivers of the dull coals between them again.

There, a flare of blinding white light between the uprights. It longed to gallop and feast, but these were distant thoughts, like the hungry questions, and the legs stalked independently of the tempers. That was good. Its body had quickly learned where it could hunt silently upon the grayscale and what sized heat it needed to eat to satisfy the hunger.

Its body knew, had always known, to strike what glowed brightest. Only what glowed was tasty. The rest was obstacle.

As the warm uprights thinned and ended, it stopped. The bright white heat floated among a sea of dull coals. The heat was brighter than before, a solid vertical band of light so luminous, the dull coals around it seemed like inedible obstacles in comparison. The urge to click its front legs together excitedly was a distant tickle.

But the body knew better. It remembered. Through the hunger, it remembered the sting of the bright white heat, could feel it still, whenever its front leg reached too far.

It learned.

Pink, fleshy membranes opened and closed in the chambers of the fluted snout. It aimed its voice at the bright white heat and whistled so high pitched as to be almost soundless.

Come.

Within the first vibrations of the note, it wove the ache of appetite and the compulsion for coupling. Then, at the pitch change, it promised overwhelming fulfillment.

Come.

But the bright heat did not move. Not a wriggle, or shake.

It paused briefly, then aimed its snout at one of the dull coals closest to it in the cold emptiness. It sang the gentle command again. Instantly, the dull gray heat obeyed but only so far. It was incensed by the sudden unsingable dissonance of the dull coals, all moving and shaking at once. It stopped the gentle note, and the awful sounds stopped as the dull coals went still.

Louder then. Every heat heard the call at different distances. Some, in the true cold of the caves, had not heard it at all. It slowly crept closer, to the edge of the uprights, and aimed at the bright heat again, pushing more breath than before.

COME. But not a wriggle or shake.

Its hunger grew. Moving out from among warm uprights into the wide, cold emptiness, it continued to play the enticing song. None of the dull coals moved as it crossed the emptiness. Even as it passed over the first. The second. The seventh.

The white heat was brightest around the middle, glowing as if there were no resistance between the sweet-salty and its sharp beak.

The body knew, but the hunger was too much.

It released the song and burst forward, no longer concerned about anything but the taste. It no longer cared about stalking, or the dull heats as they tried and failed to flee. They could all be called back to its embrace in time.

It reared up, taking its weight off its front legs. It stabbed the tips down, wondering if the bright white heat would be enough to satisfy.


Twenty-One

Routinely Disappointed
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The whole lot was lousy during Routine.

“Hold, hold,” Donemore shouted, trying to keep the anger from his voice, as he gripped the broken dowel he had been using to draw in the dirt hard enough for his knuckles to turn white.

Donemore marched back across the small, debris-filled lot he had appropriated to run their daily Routine in while they were staying in the Lowdocks. Wedged between two tall, shabby warehouses, the open lot was slippery with decay and smelled of dead fish at low tide, but it was spacious enough for his needs.

He had moved most of the debris into a mockup of the Daughters gang den based on the detailed report the Scout had given, sung really, on the layout. It lacked walls and required a lot of imagination, but it was sufficient to practice their plan as many times as it took to get it ‘carved in stone’, as his old team leader used to say.

Not that they had gotten it right even once. ‘Carved in stone’ was a long way off, and Donemore looked around the abandoned lot trying to understand why. If anything, the mistakes seemed to be breeding faster than he could correct them.

At least two of the Company were always spot on their marks and had yelled enthusiastically the entire time, but the Captain and the curvy young Cook were not the focused fighters of the group, more of a last ditch reserve. Suckerpunch and Pursey the Quartermaster could not even be called that. The rest of the Company, almost the entire front line in a pitched battle, seemed wholly uninterested in the practice and shambled absently. Donemore had seen green recruits, even some of the unpromotable dregs of the rude outer walls of the White Spires, with more discipline and spark in their step than the Company.

Donemore dipped his square, dimpled chin to his sweaty tunic and closed his eyes tightly, missing his old team more than ever.

“Had Dreadfalls been just a human lad, and not single-handedly decimated the remaining Vine Canton threat, one of us might be dead right now,” he said, tilting his head back to the sky. “Had more of the Vine Canton villains remained… uh, unpopped, before he got to them, some of us would not be here right now. Mostly you Lazybones, but someone else might have also lost their fight too.”

“I don’t shy from a scrap,” the tall, affable young man replied with a grin, pushing his sweaty brown hair from his face.

“Don’t know how to win one either,” Oldways chuckled. “That’s why he said your name. You stepped right over the ghost-wall there, stead of going round through the gap, so you wouldn’t have even made it to the scrap to lose it.” Even the Blackhat joined in for an uncharacteristic snort, but Donemore’s frown only deepened.

Routine was not a time for laughter. Good men and women died unnecessarily because they had laughed off Routine. It would be Lazybones, and it would be because he had more spine than skill by an unfortunate measure. Brave as they came, but only had one swing in his axe before he would be on the wrong foot when his enemy dodged, deflected, or caught his single, massive blow on their shield.

“Back. Back to the release point,” Donemore said evenly, trying to keep the anger from coloring his cheeks. “I won’t die cause you lot think we don’t need every advantage and trick we can muster come a real fight.”

“Sergeant Donemore,” Lazybones said, dancing foot to foot with nervous energy. “I don’t remember where I’m supposed to be during, well, any of this. Or what that pile of sticks there is supposed to be.”

Poor whelp, he meant it, and that just made Donemore’s frown deepen.

“I’ll walk you through it,” Donemore said. “But, by the gods, if you laugh, I’ll make it my personal quest in life to keep you from harm by giving you the worst duties as far away from the fight as possible.”

“We’d enjoy the company,” Onetime yelled from her place between the Captain and Suckerpunch up against the wall, her cherub cheeks turned up in delight. Lazybones flushed crimson and looked away.

Poor whelp, she meant it too. The woman could talk about anything and did, at great lengths, whenever she had an ear to listen. No one ever minded because her bold, bright charm was a salve, if taken in small doses.

Besides Pursey, the sickly Quartermaster, Onetime was the only other who had not shed blood, save maybe a chicken or the occasional hog, but nothing that fought back. It was the Great Fear that made a trial of holding the line, and while Donemore would never question her bravery, he did not want to pin a plan on her holding a flank against trained soldiers or cutthroats.

Still, Onetime insisted on being included in Routine, despite being hired for her deft cooking and not for the spear she was holding. But the Company was too thin by half for Donemore to turn away another spear for what the Captain was asking of them.

The Company grumbled and began trudging back to the far end of the lot in the salty breeze that made their gritty sweat sting as it ran into their eyes. Routine always started with heavy breathing and Donemore had taken the Company on a jogging tour of the Lowdocks, where the spring river that bubbled up from under the palace finally fought with the salty brine of the Oilwood Sea. They had run past the great armored seafaring ships for nearly a quarter of a bell before turning around, complaining the entire the way back to the abandoned lot.

Not that being warmed-up like a good horse had helped Routine any.

Oldways chuckled as he watched Lazybones serpentine around the rotting wood and torn pieces of oiled tarp, while the rest of the Company made the shortest route back to where Donemore stood, hands on hips. Only the Captain and Onetime smiled as they kept to exactly where they had started, as far away from the mockup as Donemore could put them.

“If I may-,“ The Captain began, but was cut off by the raised dowel.

“Nope,” Donemore said, nipping whatever the complaint or suggestion off at the bud.

There was little worse than the Captain’s constant suggestion of his promotion to the front line. While quite earnest, there was only one rule the Blackhat Laststand required of any of Donemore’s Routines, of any plan, really. The Captain was to be kept out of harm’s way and considered ‘dead last’ in the chain of command during any drawing of blades or the moment the first arrow struck anywhere near the Company.

The Captain would be the last to go, surviving at all costs, even fleeing if required, and the man complained endlessly about it.

Donemore waited for the front-liners to stack up and stop scratching themselves with the sticks standing in for weapons. More than once, the Champion had to be told to stop drumming his stick against the kettle lid he was holding in place of a shield, and Bootneck told to stop dancing to the rhythm.

None of them would have survived the harsh discipline of the outer walls of the White Spires as proper guardsman. Well, the Blackhat perhaps, but none of the rest seemed interested enough in their own survival.

“Again,” Donemore said. “We do it again. If the Daughters gang reacts before we rout them, some of us will be wounded, perhaps permanently. Eclipse can only help the worst wound. The rest of you will have to wait at least half a day for your turn, if we can even get you to the other side of her sleep. I wasn’t taught how to be a field-leech by people who cared how much it hurt. Outcome over comfort, that was their saying.”

“Nor Bootneck,” Suckerpunch said from his place in the reserves, a ceremonial position that meant little more than being the last to die. Onetime had proudly named them ‘the Captain’s Shield’ when she had been told to stand beside the balding thief in charge of rumors and acquiring. She had meant it too, though she was the only one to ever use the title.

Her cheerful opinions seemed invulnerable, and Donemore envied her and no other in the Company.

“Yet, you’re still here Suckerpunch, much as I might wish he hadn’t been so talented in his fieldcraft when you jest,” Donemore replied and the Company laughed, all except for Suckerpunch. Donemore turned his head back to the thoughtful look in the Lazybones’ eyes. Brave as a mother defending her young, but far from the thoughtful type. “What?”

“What… what if the entire gang turns out to be women?” Lazybones asked, sincere as could be. Oldways bent double howling like a wolf in his ridiculous barking laugh. Donemore’s head slid back on his shoulders, pulling his chin into his neck, as if the question could be avoided like a punch.

“What? Why would they all be women? If anyone draws steel, or raises something sharp or pointy, you be prepared to defend yourself, regardless of anything but that truth alone. The Broker isn’t just kicking in more gold to a bounty the Empire already has on the Daughters gang because they’re behind on their taxes. They’re wanted for murder, many murders, point of fact. While we plan to take them in peaceful, with overwhelming surprise and aggression-,“ Donemore stopped and closed his eyes. “Daughters, dear gods. Which would you say is more likely, Lazybones? That Daughters is a proper name, chosen way back in a colony, or that a bunch of families in the capital have lost their daughters to them running off to form a murderous gang of thieves?”

“I bet five tinks next pay ceremony that it’s just a gang, with some sons in there too,” Bootneck called out toward Pursey, who chuckled and coughed from his seat on the coin chest next to the balding thief.

“I’ll stack my tinks on top,” Lazybones said without hesitation. “It’s even odds, one out of two, all women or not.” Pursey chuckled harder and fell into a choking fit.

“Again,” Donemore said, the frown plummeting. They all seemed to be betting that Eclipse could simply heal them of all wounds, but it only took a stroke of bad luck or a missed mark in the Routine for the wounds to turn mortal, to simply be beyond the small, proud woman’s art. She was only a leech, a patcher, and she could not land their souls back to their bodies like a fish running in the Last Sea.

And then there were the wounds nothing could patch, of simply surviving when few others did. Sometimes, such memories turned and festered just as badly as wounds from a rusty blade.

“Again,” Donemore said, the frown turning sour with unbidden memories.

“You heard him,” Laststand said, a warning. During Routine, the Blackhat reported to the Sergeant and Donemore was impressed by the man’s acceptance. Laststand was fair, but he was insistent, and not even Lazybones dared a joke if the Blackhat needed to get a point across. The Blackhat often favored company-wide punishment, which even the Captain was not immune to, and no one wanted the harsh, silent stares from across the campfire or bench if their actions had doubled the watch or leashed the Company’s freedom in a real town. “The Daughters gang ain’t gonna cash themselves in.”

The Captain had wasted no time securing work when the Company returned to Confluence from a supply run, especially when the Empire’s bounty, added to the Broker’s supplement, had piled up to a considerable amount of coin. They had a few nights to work out the knots in their shoulders and let the callouses heal, but Donemore only had so much time to whip them into something other than a gander of honking geese who would fly at the first sign of sharp teeth.

“Again. We run it again, until Lazybones isn’t running through walls,” Donemore said, nodding in appreciation at the Blackhat. “Haste is the only shield we’ll have. Scout Cullem sung that there’s always at least ten of the gang on hand, all armed with something wicked enough to hurt someone beyond fixing. Suckerpunch heard there could be as many as twenty, and their name was spoken with proper fear in the taverns and dives closest to their den.”

“Proper fear,” Suckerpunch said with a shiver, not even bothering to take his hands from his pockets. “Might just be old crone gossip, but the cold bodies they leave behind don’t lie. Those that don’t join‘em or pay tribute to help with their annexing of the Broker’s territory are left as a warning to those still on the fence.”

At least the gambler understood, Donemore thought, though Suckerpunch might say the same about an angry squirrel if it kept him that much further away from actual combat. Still, the point needed making.

“All we have is surprise,” Donemore said. “Most untrained folk will buckle and drop their steel the moment they don’t have an advantage. In a fair fight, both sides end up getting sliced and most of those with something to live for will throw in, hoping for mercy. But there may be some deserters, and the Daughters are already wanted men. And women. They won’t have any delusions of the Empire’s mercy with the length of their bounty poster. We must do more than simply take away their advantage. Their shock at our coming needs to be so overwhelming, so terrifying, that even desperate, trained fighters see reason in laying down their arms, if even to live just a few more turns of the glass.”

“I got gooseflesh,” Lazybones grinned, holding up his bared forearm in proof, and Oldways gave a raspy chuckle. Donemore stared hard at the lanky man’s grin and upheld arm, finally deciding he was earnest as always.

“Again, from the top. Everyone in position? Good. First beat?”

“I present the leaf and convince the ruffians to simply lay down their arms to be taken in for reward,” Nimblejack said, holding up an imaginary bounty-leaf with a grand, sweeping gesture of his other arm. “Contract complete, off to the tavern.”

“Still don’t agree announcing our intentions helps with surprise, Captain.” Laststand frowned.

“Noted, but overridden,” Nimblejack said, still smiling and holding up his empty hand high out in front of him as if it gripped a priceless relic. “They will give up without a fight or they fire the first arrow, in which case we will defend ourselves before dragging the survivors to the feet of the town guard to face the Empire’s justice. We will let them decide their own fate, which is far more than they ever gave their victims, and what separates us from them.”

“Doubt they’ll go quiet like,” Laststand said in a heavy sigh.

“Then, that is their choice, but as a Company of laws we will not deprive them of that choice. The gold is the same either way, and I rather like having a clear conscience so I can sleep. Sergeant Donemore, the second beat if you would.”

“Yes, Captain,” Donemore said with a curt nod. “Second beat?”

“I go through the front door,” Dreadfalls rumbled, holding up the kettle lid and pretending to hide behind it.

“And the rest us of besides the reserve and the Scout follow,” Lazybones said proudly, holding up his stick.

“Third beat?”


Twenty-Two

An Arrow Comes Calling
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Thwack.

The narrow wicket door nesting inside the heavy gates of the Daughters’ warehouse den had only opened for a moment at the Captain’s shout, but it had been long enough. No prayer, nor improper word her father had ever accidentally taught her, seemed thorough enough to express Onetime’s horror as the Captain’s wide brown eyes rolled up in his head and he fell stiffly to the ground, offended disbelief frozen on his tight face. The infallible Captain Nimblejack had been stuck, and Onetime could not even utter a sound as the last third of the arrow burrowing in his chest came to rest with the feathers pointing skyward like some warband’s ritual totem.

The Captain going down had been surprising, but the shudder that ran through the Company was more surprising still, like watching a hunted deer drop down into its legs as it suddenly understood its dire situation.

A reaction, like the sinew and wood of a bow pulled back impossibly taut, and then suddenly loosed.

Across the cookfire, while Onetime tended the kettle in lieu of having to stand a watch, they had all seemed like tall tales, even the Captain’s versions. Especially the Captain’s. Every night since the Captain had signed the silent, scarred Champion, the Company had waited patiently for him and Dur’Oor to slip away into the darkness to bed down in the quiet of the forest. The moment the pair were out of earshot, the men would start in to gossiping about their parts in the battle with the Vine Canton gang, trying to quilt it back together, but always with their square the biggest. Onetime had not been at the battle and could only snort or gasp as those who had participated interrupted each other to grow their own legend, even if no one outside the firelight would ever know it.

Not that she had believed them. Onetime had heard enough inn-tales to know men always made an Oldwood out of a sapling if there was someone to listen and impress. Onetime had learned to blush and cover her mouth in feigned shock for an extra tink or two in appreciation for listening a moment more than was polite. The more outlandish the tale, the more tinks for her enraptured awe, alongside the payment for the night’s kettle and cup.

People just wanted to feel listened to, and most would even pay just to have someone hear the end of their sentences.

In the blink of an arrowshot, Onetime knew the company’s idle inn-talk around the nightly cookfire had not been prattle, but a deep need of reassurance between survivors. It kept them connected, knit them into a tight weave, those that had participated, and that such talk was a boon that no gold could buy. They had laughed and smiled more after the stories, knowing they were not alone as they silently wrestled with their actions. Or inactions.

If anything, only Captain Nimblejack had done any justice to their legend, and he was dead on the ground beside her, an arrow sprouting from his chest like a mortal weed.

It was happening.

It was really happening.

Nothing could have prepared her for the shock. To her mounting horror, Onetime found all she could do was squeeze her spear tighter until she thought the bones of her hands would shatter. Not just her hands, but every muscle pulled tight, especially her stomach, as if her body were trying to bend in an ill-timed bow.

To her shame, Onetime found herself stiff like tree sap in the last chill days of autumn.

Even her father’s worst improper exclamation was not explicit enough for the tensing of the Company as their Captain flopped over on his back like a cow that had been tipped, the small handbill with the Daughters’ crimes and gold bounties still held up in his outstretched hand for the birds to see.

“Diplomacy. Has-been. Attempted,” The Captain wheezed and went still.

“Release,” Sergeant Donemore hollered right over top of the Captain’s last pronouncement.

Even her mother’s most cherished prayer was unable to cross Onetime’s lips. The Company had tensed like an ambushed deer, but they rushed forward like a ravenous swarm of goblins, just as they had practiced over and over again, like some tavern act in warm-up until it was thoughtless.

But Onetime could not be anything but a frightened deer as things happened around her, despite her. She could not even move a muscle to help the dying Captain. Her cheeks burned like a hearth foolishly stoked hot enough to crack the mortar, but only her cheeks, as her body contracted and turned cold.

Onetime had not been prepared for the suddenness of it all.

Never again, she promised herself, as her body stiffened uncomfortably, her guts suddenly feeling like they were trying to sneak out the privy door. She let her back teeth gnash as the Great Fear stole her bones and coiled her muscles tighter and tighter.

All she could do was watch.

Behind the Champion’s massive shield, the Company flew like a living javelin across the wide lane that separated the Daughters’ den and the narrow storage barn they had staged in during the night. In the pre-dawn glow, the streets were mercifully empty and the frontliners pounded a straight line towards the narrow wicket door that was just closing flush inside its bigger brothers.

Even frozen back across the lane, Onetime could see the Champion’s Oldwood shield was too wide for the smaller access door, behind which muffled shouting suggested was being hastily reinforced with a thick crossbar. It was a race, and the frontliners leaned forward to try and keep up with the Champion despite the enormous weight of the shield.

The frontliners were four strides short of the access door when a booming echo announced that the crossbar had been hammered into place. It had been the Sergeant’s biggest fear, being stuck out in the open, and Onetime glanced up at the closed shutters of the second floor, praying they would stay closed long enough for someone to call the retreat.

A deep, but human, roar rumbled like thunder between the buildings as the half-orc closed the distance in two long, impossible strides, pressing the side of his head and thick shoulder against the inside of the Oldwood shield as he planted his left foot just shy of the crease in the larger warehouse doors.

A living, growling siege engine, just like the Captain had said.

As the Sergeant had supposed, the reinforced wicket door held. Instead, the two larger wagon doors that contained it buckled inward with a terrible shriek, like a tree torn in half by the fierce winds of an autumn blackstorm. The hazel-eyed Champion did not slow and followed the hail of splinters into the gloom beyond, as the rest of the frontliners scrambled to catch up.

Lazybones and Oldways followed shoulder to shoulder, axe handles and hatchets pumping furiously as the younger began vomiting to the chant of Oldways’ deathsong, a hoarse screeching that sounded as if he was trying to scare off a bear. The Sergeant, Bootneck, and Dur’Oor disappeared right behind, narrow, single-shot crossbows pointed at the ground just in front of them, followed by the Blackhat.

Eclipse followed, but only as far as the splintered remains of the doorway before posting up to cover any surprises that might jump up behind them. The lithe, black-haired woman was the most precious boon the Company could claim, a potent leech and failsafe for the half-orc, and even she charged in without hesitation.

Onetime would have spit in disgust with herself if she could unlock her jaw. Even the witch had chosen to be a soft, squishy human, without course fur or thick hide to protect herself from bite or blade, and Onetime promised herself she would never freeze up again. She would be ready. She promised her tiny god of the hearth that next time she would follow the Company’s graceful wardance inside, but not out loud, as her muscles remained painfully clenched.

To her horror, one of the heavy shutters on the second floor of the den pulled inward, exposing a dark band of shadow two hands wide. Something glinted there in the darkness, a broadhead or wicked bolt tip searching for a target. An arrow disappeared through the window frame so quickly, Onetime almost missed it. Someone shrieked inside the den. A second arrow followed only a heartbeat behind the first, cutting the shriek short. Onetime could see the Scout in her peripheral, stepping out of the doorway with a third arrow already knocked. The shutter slammed closed.

The next moments were a cacophony of sounds; The sharp tick of a goblin-bone crossbow followed quickly by the dull thud of its thick, heavy bolt burying into wood, a warning shot; steel hacking into Oldwood, steel pinging off steel, and steel dropping to the wooden boards as the first of the Daughters came to terms with their options; the moaning pleas from the bowman upstairs and those who had been barring the wicket when the imploding wagon doors had unexpectedly swept them away in a flood of splintered wood.

After a few more thuds and thwaps of pocketed resistance, a weak cry for mercy went up, then another, followed by a baker’s dozen as the odds quickly shifted out of the Daughters favor. There had been little choice, a quick surrender or the prospect of steel, with a stiff nudge of wood for any taking too long to decide.

The suddenness had been too much for the gang as well, and weapons clattered to the floor. It was little consolation to Onetime. Her back teeth felt like they were going to split her gums or shatter, like bedstones cooked too long in the fire. Her gut clenched arrhythmically, keeping her from pulling in a breath, but at least Onetime still had her spear, she thought, trying to pull her feral jawline into something of a smile. It remained frozen in a rictus, as if struck by lightning.

Once, but never again, she promised herself.

Lazybone’s long, lean face appeared from the deep shadow of the poorly lit den, smiled strangely, and then proceeded to make sick again with a strenuous grunt as he braced himself with a shaking hand against the frame of broken doorway.

“No blood, and Sergeant Donemore’s seeing to those that ran,” he finally managed, as he wiped the thick drool from his chin and then attempted to clean it from his hand.

“Eclipse,” Onetime whispered, the name barely a breeze through the slit in her pursed lips. She closed her eyes, mustered her will, and called out across the lane like she was trying to be heard over the tavern during a revelry. “Eclipse.”

The small woman flew from the den, her braided hair a black kite tail behind her as she tried to disentangle herself from the fool-cord keeping the goblin bone crossbow slapping against her thick, studded jerkin. Eclipse was a quiet, unflappable woman, a stoic watcher, so hearing an improper slip from her when she saw the Captain’s body made Onetime’s knees suddenly unreliable. The Blackhat was only a step behind Eclipse but remained silent, only simmering anger making his great moustache twitch.

“Eclipse-,” Onetime began, but, free of the crossbow, the woman had already dropped down next to the Captain and wrapped her thin fingers around the shaft jutting out a finger width below his collar bone. She pulled the arrow without ceremony. There was only a moment of resistance as the wicked barbs made a final stand in the black leather armor before sliding free with a horrible squelch. The moment the tip cleared the armor, Eclipse unlaced it enough to pull it aside, exposing the widening circle of dark blood across the chest of the Captain’s fine shirt underneath.

The whites of Eclipse’s eyes widened as her pupils shrank to pinpricks, then rolled up under her eyelids, both trembling as if she was having a fit. The Captain made a high, piercing shriek as Eclipse fell like a sack of wet washing, face first into the thin layer of horse droppings covering the uneven cobbles.

“Eclipse is out,” Laststand called back towards the broken doorway, shuffling down into a squat next to the small woman’s half-filled waterskin of a body. He gently rolled her to her back and checked her breathing before putting his neckcloth to the river of blood pouring out of her split nose. He sighed heavily, then looked up at Onetime, as if noticing her for the first time. “Held your ground, just like you were told. You got a scary war face, woman. Good as any of them in there.”

“I-,“ but Onetime only got one word into her confession before the Captain shrieked again, as if noticing he was on fire, and then rolled onto his side, coughing as he ran his hands over his torso, searching.

“They stuck me,” the Captain said, uncertainly groping at the stained hole in his shirt and the puckered scar underneath as if he expected to find an arrow still spitting him. “They stuck me.”

“That they did. You barely got to, ‘in-the-name-of-the-Empire’ before they stuck you,” Laststand said matter-of-factly.

“I thought I wouldn’t have to start worrying about ducking until I told them what we were here to do,” Nimblejack groaned and rolled onto his knees.

“Captain, I-,“ Onetime started, but Nimblejack waved her off with a gloved hand.

“Stood over my body, guarding it the entire time, yes, and I won’t forget it,” the Captain said with a weak but genuine smile.

“Maybe just hold the handbill up where they can see it, and keep your body behind something that might stop broadheads. If that arrow hit any lower, I don’t know as you would have returned from the Last Sea.”

“No, I, uh… I don’t think I want to get that close again,” the Captain said, rubbing vigorously on the pink scar with the heel of his hand. “The worst part is I want it to hurt, need it too, but it doesn’t. It feels better than the side I’m rubbing it with now.” The Captain shivered. “Too close.”

“By a day’s walk,” The Blackhat said with a deep chuckle. The sudden smile dropped back into the hard, thoughtful line the man wore even on a night of freedom in a tavern. His tone was stern. “Company dies with you, remember that. Whatever deal you made with Eclipse, she’ll walk. Pursey’ll probably steer the decisions of those looking to get rich. He doesn’t have a good sense of direction in the woods, or, more importantly, with the gods. Just whoever pays best, and that ain’t usually the most just or honest.”

“I’m not eager to put myself in a position to get stuck, or slashed, or stabbed, again,” The Captain said, slowly rising to his feet.

“It’s not fair to let Onetime call herself your personal guard, if you’re not gonna give her the opportunity to guard you. She shouldn’t have to be the one to live with it when you tumble because of your own proud bard show.”

“I understand, Blackhat,” Nimblejack said, raising his free hand in surrender as he continued to rub.

“No. You don’t, not yet, but you will when this hayfire wakes up,” Laststand said, pointing down at Eclipse. “Because I think she’ll agree with me, and wouldn’t need to have her nose snapped back into place if you were a deeper thinker. Or at least a careful one.”

“I’ll do it.” Both men turned, and Onetime realized it had been her voice she had heard. The hole already dug, she let the words tumble out. “I can read the handbills, so Captain Nimblejack can better lead the Company. I can read and write my letters better than most.” The Captain began to shake his head, but the Blackhat beamed as he nodded.

“Agreed, and hereby field promoted to Voice of the Company by my authority,” The Blackhat said, the thoughtfulness not leaving his jaw. The Captain’s weak smile burnt down to thin ashes. Before Onetime had time to reply, the first of the Daughters gang began to be pushed through the broken doorway. A centipede of Daughters filed out behind, Oldways and Dur’Oor minding the many legs. Their hands were secured behind their girth with strong rope and then tied to the bounty behind them. The quiet Scout was a deft one at knot riddles, and if any of the Daughters were to struggle, it would be at their neighbors’ cost in pain.

“More of ‘em than we thought,” the Captain grinned. It was over. Onetime’s body suddenly sagged, as if she had not eaten in many nights and needed to make water, very soon. Her fingers felt like a pincushion as they finally relaxed enough to draw back in some color. “Donemore’s a Savant with military theory and tactics. Even I don’t like that Routine drill-stuff, but I can’t fault the outcome. The Company moved like they were greased.”

“All but one,” Laststand replied, as the rest of the Company spilled into the lane, his eyes bouncing as he silently counted. Onetime felt her heart squeeze painfully as the guilt wash over her. “You just got stuck with arrow and laid down for a nap, leaving the rest of us to clean up after you proclaimed our ambush loud enough for the Uphills to hear.” After a moment, he stopped nodding and exhaled like a man coming up from a deep swim, adding, “The Company is all accounted for Captain.”

Onetime fought back the tears forming in the corners of her eyes, relieved to hear no one had noticed her failure. But no voice was ever as judgmental as her own inside her head.

“We’ll always give them the choice,” the Captain said with a weak shrug. “Their immediate and unconditional surrender is both less dangerous and more lucrative, as they are worth far more when warm and talking. Their eventual surrender is less beneficial for all.”

“They disagreed,” Laststand said, as those captured of the Daughters gang were sat as one against the warehouse.

“Can we have a sit too?” Lazybones called out, trying to wipe the sick from the front of his brown, boiled armor. He did not wait for an answer and plunked down unceremoniously against the wall of the building as well.

“We’ll catch our breath and get Eclipse on a sled. Suckerpunch should be back with the town guard soon enough to collect this lot up,” Laststand said to the Captain, before turning to address the prisoners. ”If any one of you talks or moves, our man with the bow there will tie you in new and exciting ways, so that even your lightest wiggle tightens the knots enough to draw blood from the whole lot.”

Everyone but Sergeant Donemore found a perch. He paced the wide lane and continued to check the blind corners as if the fight had only taken a tea break. Onetime spilled to the ground like a thick porridge, her fists tight with an anger that continued to fold back on itself.

Next time, she would not freeze, she swore.

The next time, she too would flow like water in the wardance.


Twenty-Three

Afterhours Headache

Confluence, Darl’Neth Empire, year 512

“Did you need to bring all of your people?” Harold the Broker said, not trying to keep the irritation from his gruff voice.

The mercenary leader glanced around the Tipsy Tavern, surveying his band of warriors sprawled about, all trying desperately to look mean, and gave an apathetic shrug as he looked back at Harold, as if the twit had nothing to do with it. It took everything in Harold not to reach across the bar, grab a handful of shirt, and drive the faded tattoos of his ham-sized fist into the young whelp’s handsome face. Their free company was good, at least Dax thought so, but their leader was one of the most pompous fools Harold had ever met, and he had watched some officers in the Evergreen Wars lead their men directly into unwinnable positions just for a little more legend to help them climb the ranks.

“No more interruptions,” Harold warned. He gently blew the sand off the counter, delicately rolled out the bounty across the sturdy bar as if it was a relic, and then pinned the edges down with empty tankards. The mercenary leader of the Grayswords Company blew out an impressed whistle when he saw the offer. “As I said, the Sunlands are desperate. Primes and monsters are wandering out of the Oldwoods in hunting packs. The boy-king doesn’t have enough men to patrol the roads and hunt these predators. He is asking for anyone available to be sent to the Sunlands to help. I want your company there.”

“How long?” asked the Grayswords leader.

“Gone as long as you want, or until I recall you for something sweeter. Just need you to leave tonight.”

“Tonight?” one of the other twits yelped. Harold did his best to ignore the man and plowed on.

“By morning, all ships in the Empire will be subject to search and all passengers will need a writ from the magistrate. As you lot only sound like a crate of geese, I don’t think they’ll consider you cargo, and as you don’t know your fore from your aft, I doubt you’ll pass muster as sailors or fishermen.”

“We’ll catch sail with the knaves,” said a heavily browed woman in the back. Harold sniggered without humor and shook his head.

“Doubt the Siren or her knaves are gonna risk the Empire’s wrath for a handful of coin, and even if you did make it to Last Chance, she ain’t gonna smuggle a soul she thinks might be helping the boy-king. Boy-king all but declared war on the knaves, sinking anyone flying the black on sight,” Harold replied.

“So, we’re stuck in the Empire?” the leader asked, blowing his brown hair off his forehead. The man’s petulant tone sent a shiver of raw fury up Harold’s considerable frame, and he leaned out over the bounty sheet.

“Not stuck,” Harold said, trying to keep the growl from his voice. “You can either get on the ship I got waiting for the tide right now, or you can cross into Len’Neth and head up over the Uncrossable. Any merchant can float you to the Sunlands from the colonies once you make it.”

“Len’Neth? That would take a few full moons to cross at the rosiest,” the leader replied.

“Then you better be on the boat by the time she takes the tide, hadn’t you?” the Broker asked.

“The Grayswords won’t let you down, Broker, sir,” the leader said, rising. Harold’s back teeth ground together at the honorific, but he would not waste his time correcting the whelp unless he made it back whole.

“See that you don’t. Abigail Waiting on the south docks. Tell the Captain I’ll cover passage when he returns.”

Harold the Broker watched the two dozen mercenaries of the Grayswords Company jam up at the door, before finally filing out of the tavern with all the bearing of whelps at a barn dance. Tallo closed the heavy door behind the last of them and began the ritual of the bolts.

“That makes three companies off, if that lot can find their way to the south docks. I have doubts they could find the sea standing on the sandy shore.”

“Dax spoke for them,” Tallo replied, finishing the last of the bolts. “Took care of some House affairs well enough. Clean, no rumors at court.”

“Fine, fine, doesn’t mean I have to like them. A pompous fool that one. We’ll see how he fares facing fears other than surprised House Guards. Send a runner to tell Dax that three was as good as we could do.”

“What about that Bone prig? Company of Bone? Bones? Would have been a fine fit,” Tallo said, peeking in through the small gap in the curtain to check on the sleeping boy.

“My first choice, but up north unfortunately, throwing their jackets over puddles for orphans. Shame that, though I respect their resolve.”

“Could send ’em when they get back? Don’t think them beasties in the Sunlands are going nowhere? Maybe just getting fatter if you’re right about the Grayswords,” Tallo said, grinning.

Harold let out a barking laugh and the hulking doorman joined him.

“Go the long way across Len’Neth? They’d have to be daft.”


Twenty-Four

Swimming in Bitter Waters

Unknown, Darl’Neth Empire, year 512

He woke in a body that was not his. Just like yesterday, and the day before that.

Dreadfalls swore he could feel his bones growing, like icicles being shattered and then refreezing slightly longer, thicker, every waking moment. Every muscle mewled and pleaded in a tortured chorus as they were stretched across the ever-expanding bones beneath. His skin seemed a shade grayer each morning, and felt as if it were being pulled uncomfortably taut across an ever-growing drum.

Dur’Oor, only a rust-colored ball of fur upon his chest, vibrated for a moment before her enormous green eyes peeked out from under her bushy tail. While he loved the feel of her against his skin in any shape, Dur’Oor’s weight, even as light and trivial as a fox, made his muscles ache as if she was somehow interfering with their growth.

Not that he would ever be foolish enough to put voice to such a thought.

“Good morning,” he rumbled, making no effort to move her despite the ache. Instead, he began rubbing behind the black tips of her ears with his close-bitten fingernails. She made a short, excited shriek and then startled at her own noise, her eyes going even bigger as Dreadfalls chuckled. “I’ll take that as hint to continue.”

He loved the nights they lay out among the trees, lulled to sleep by the song of the forest. They were close enough to the circled wagons to hear a call to arms, or the graybeard and Lazybones braying like donkeys as they traded good-hearted barbs, but otherwise, they felt alone in the world.

Morning reveille was another matter, especially since the trolls. The fear, either his or the orc gods, of his dying had hastened his transition, and every time he looked in the water’s reflection he saw less of his father and so much more of his mother’s blood. He was finally growing into his antlers, as his father would have said, though his mother would always use the word ‘tusks’ with a mischievous grin.

Dreadfalls’ father had said it would be painful, and his mother had laughed at his father’s warning, saying it was far less painful than childbirth, so it was probably only as bad as a monthly pain, at worst. After his first brush with the Slaughter, the terrible wardance of the orc god, his father had shaken his head in pity and reminded him how many heads taller he might be in a year if his mother’s blood was the dominant one. His father already had to look almost straight up to say it, frowning.

It had taken a little longer than his father had feared, but it had been just as painful. It was no longer the face of the boy in his reflection, which would have been cause for celebration, had the hair just above his ears not held a strand or two of silver, and the lines in his face not run so deep. He was becoming a man, yes, but not a young one.

Dur’oor leapt down onto the damp mulch, pulled her weight against her two front legs before stretching into her back legs, and then shook her tail excitedly. Dreadfalls did not avert his eyes but was overwhelmed by the urge to blink for a long moment as she began to shimmer. Her becoming was still a private, personal moment, but he was pleased to open his eyes after a long wait to her natural form, tiny branch antlers and all. She leaned forward, kissed him deeply, and then he blinked as she took the shape of another woman she had met in her distant past.

“Keep ‘em closed,” she said in a purr. He heard the rustle of the clothes she had slipped out of when she became the fox before bedding down for the night. It was unfortunate she could not travel in her true form, but the Captain had been adamant that no one draw attention or further inquiry to the Company, except for him. “Ok, you can open ‘em.”

Every day, a strange new woman, but always the greenest eyes Dreadfalls had ever seen. Dur’Oor smiled, dressed in a simple, undyed frock, and held out her hand playfully. Dreadfalls took it with a heavy sigh.

It was not that standing each morning made his bones, skin, and teeth hurt worse. How could they? Dreadfalls hated waking each morning to find he had once again lost what little balance he had regained by the end of the day before, like an absent-minded whitebeard unable to walk more than a few shaky steps without falling.

Every moment upright was if trying to control an uncooperative drunkard whenever he tried to ask his body for even the most basic of functions. It would do as asked but then just slightly more, enough to knock the glass instead of grabbing it, or stand too suddenly only to have to wave his arms like he was toeing a cliff edge to stay upright. Or worse, sit down only to topple sideways, or backwards. Every heartbeat Dreadfalls’ body felt less capable of anything but sitting slumped, laying down completely, or eating, and that was just a necessary disaster of food stains.

He wore too much of the precious food, which, to his credit, Captain Nimblejack had kept at a near steady flow. Dreadfalls’ tried hard to keep from asking for thirds, after they already filled his wide bowl in two great mounds. His two helpings was far more than any other three of the Company took each meal, and Dreadfalls already felt guilty that he still foraged for berries, roots, or mushrooms anytime the wagons stopped, which they did far more often than the Learner’s ever had in their limited employ.

The thought of the tiny knight made Dreadfalls’ heart pound. What would the good Friar think of his oath to Url’Ulg? Would he still be comfortable sharing the Learners’ fire with a half-orc in thrall to the terrible orc god?

Dreadfalls tried to put the questions from his head as he watched Dur’Oor skip and twirl without a care back towards the circled wagons, humming a bright tune as she smiled to herself. It was infectious and he found himself humming the low notes before long as she sprang up onto an old, mossy log, spun deftly, and then leapt off to find her next stage.

“Now you’re just showing off,” he said. She nodded with a mischievous smirk but did not stop her tune or her graceful capering. Ahead, Dreadfalls could already hear the grating complaints of their escort contract and her ill-mannered children. If it was not about the simple fare Onetime prepared twice daily since setting off from the Confluence, it was the speed at which they traveled, either too fast or too slow, or it was the temperature, or it was the birds’ song being too loud. There was always something for them to complain about, it seemed.

The Company’s income was not the endless contracts of escorting the nobles of the Empire around, as Dreadfalls had first thought. It was the ‘cheese and linen’ runs with the nobles in tow. That’s what Pursey had called them at least. The nobles and dignitaries were just paying passengers on the Company’s eternal supply caravan. But they did not know that, and most treated the Company as if they were no better than the stool proffered to help them up into their gilded wagons.

Dreadfalls found the wind suddenly knocked from his chest as the mulch flew up to meet him. He had tripped, again. Dur’Oor’s tinkling laugh floated up from around the trees ahead, though he had lost sight of her, absorbed in his aching thoughts.

Another boring day in the life of a free company.


Twenty-Five

Feathered Comet

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

First a tug, then a ripple.

In a gentle but growing wave, the web of sheep began pulling south. Hooves capered and crossed in their attempts to stay upright, as the twine leads wrenched at their necks. Shadow, a coarse-haired cull yow, ignored the herds’ vocal complaints and pulled again, with a vigor she had not shown in many seasons.

Dannel did not let the surprise show. Only the gentle swelling of his chest with each measured breath showed any sign of life. He wondered idly if the monster could urge a beast further away as easily as it could lure it close.

The herd settled as Shadow gave up her tryst and bent to graze once more. The song was calm, a lullaby of the familiar. Some of the herd took the brisket and the ram went so far as to flop on his side, his head thrown back as if calling out to his wards in his sleep. Within a few heartbeats, his sprawled legs twitched and then fell still.

None of those awake in the field noticed the small stand of trees breaking off from the southern edge of the meadow. Too quiet. Too slow.

Not even when the sharp, black tips of long, tree-bark legs began landing next to their heads and hooves did they so much as turn an ear. They munched contently as the fluted snout piping their doom moved within a hand of their thick, knotted wool.

That it was among the herd without being noticed impressed Dannel. That it had been intelligent enough to come from the south terrified him.

Dannel began to draw the Chisel back gradually. The monster was not the only one who could move slow enough to be ignored. At the monster’s current pace, he could take a few breaths to guarantee the difficult shot.

Halfway to his ear, the stolen song stopped. In one graceful movement he brought the great limbs of the bow back until he could pull no further and loosed immediately.

FUHHMMmmmm. The heavy arrow sailed off as if aimed at the moon, and Dannel wished there had been more time for a proper aim. The monster reared and skittered forward towards the rock, heedless of the sheep suddenly straining at their leads. Only the ram did not try to flee, rolling onto its hooves in time to smash the curl of its horns into a back leg. The monster kicked up and sent the ram tumbling.

The heavy arrow fell from the night sky like a feathered comet. Without the protection of its armored legs the arrow smashed down into the monster’s skull, behind the fluted snout, just above its milky right eye. The Chisel dove deep, with the sound of a hollow log being struck by a heavy limb.

Its forward momentum stopped completely. There was a hard twitch, then a tremor. The tips of its front legs, only a few hands from their quarry, dropped as if the strings of a puppet had been cut.

In the stillness Dannel heard the delicate, fluted snout smash upon the rock as the body fell forward from the unbalanced momentum of its tall lunge. After a moment, the weight of it began shifting back, scraping its snout down across the rock until the body crumpled in a nest of limbs. Before his longbow had even finished vibrating at the end of his left arm, the monster was in its final resting position, slumped dead amongst the herd.

“Pinepitch.”

From his stand high up in a tree sixty strides away, Dannel stood motionless for another hundred heartbeats. Finally, he lowered his bow and let the trembling come-down take hold of his muscles, satisfied he would not be walking up onto a wounded monster, biding its remaining time.

The twine spiderweb of the herd was slack with apathy. The sheep nibbled grass and ignored the strange new tree that had suddenly grown beside the rock, wondering vainly if they could still reach the green shoots underneath its limbs

His herd was safe. Dannel had kept his word, but that did not keep the quiver from each breath as he rolled his neck and shoulders slowly. Only a gut feeling had kept him from the original stand, south of the rock, directly on the approach of the monster. A few weak branches, a bit too much pruning, and he had convinced himself that a quartered shot would not be blocked by the wooden frame atop the rock.

Dannel had listened to his gut. He had lived. The monster… Treebard? Treebard, yes, that rang perfectly in Dannel’s ear. First of its kind. Dannel had never heard tale of such a thing. He would name it, as was his right.

The Treebard would have seen him killed eventually. Dannel would not keep that from his story at the great fire of his Lord, when he presented its strange, fluted snout as proof. Let the future Foresters not underestimate a Treebard’s cleverness.

A ghost of a smile crept up the corners of Dannel’s face, despite the overwhelming, earthly smell of sheep scat. Dannel leaned over and hung his bow on the sharp leavings of a pruned branch. Small clods of scat fell from his arms and body as he stretched. Only his eyes, nostrils, and mouth had not been smeared in a thick coating of the herds’ ample leavings.

He wiped his fingertips as best he could and worked the warm beeswax from his ears. It had been a gamble. A night or two more without his hearing and it would have been some other prime or monster that snuck up on him.

It was a gamble, but there had been too few truths for anything else. His Guide had told stories of monsters hunting by the tremble of a footstep or foolishly attacking a blazing campfire before retreating, somehow attracted to the heat. There had even been a rare flying serpent said to unerringly find prey no matter how clever the counter, but Dannel had always believed that to be a bedtime tale to scare Wanderers.

Had, but Dannel doubted no longer. Still, for all the gambles and guessing, his Guide would have been proud.

As much as he wished to bask in that thought, Dannel desperately needed to find a stream to wash. He reached down to grab his water bladder and heavy quiver, eager to begin his climb down to the forest floor.

It would certainly be a faster climb down. He had spent almost a full bellglass working a pin-line up the bark, measuring the exact distance he had to climb up based on how many strides the tree was from the rock. Most Forester knowledge was tedious memory-songs of distances and heights, wind direction and adjustment, but when a single arrow was the difference of life and death, every detail mattered.

The herd was safe. He had kept his promise. Dannel wished he had more chicory to celebrate as he moved among them, stopping to kiss the occasional forehead of those who could be bothered to look up from their grazing. He envied their blithe serenity.

With shaking legs, Dannel managed to climb up onto his rock island in the sea of sheep. He blew out a heavy breath and he looked over the sturdy wooden frame he had managed to build before dusk. A sheep, three-quarters sheared to the black skin, hung by its front legs. Its head hung limply against its shoulders, chin to the sky.

“Stormy, I’m sorry,” Dannel whispered as he untied the sheep’s bottom legs from the wooden frame. He wrestled with the top knots then lowered the dead weight down to the rock. Dannel jumped down among the herd and slid the body to the edge of the rock, before lowering it gently to the close-chewed grass with a grunt.

“Heavier than you look. Good grazing up here. Keep it up and you might grow into a Prime herd someday. Alright, time to wake up, Stormy.”

After rummaging through his herb pouch, Dannel hunched, crumpling dried fire-leaf between his fingertips at the wet rim of the sheep’s nostril. He barely had time to jump back as the sheep sprang to life, snorting and shaking its head violently. Dannel had heard that some of the older Foresters snuffed fire-leaf to keep awake as a last resort, though it was best known for waking unfortunate or lazy Wanderers whose hidden dens or nests had been found too easily.

After a few more moments Stormy began absently grazing between sneezing fits. Dannel allowed himself a tight smile. He had kept his promise.

Dannel stretched the thread of his pin-line and walked the needles across the dimensions of the Treebard, memorizing each in song. To be safe, he recorded the foremost in the knots of his counting lines. He added to the memory-song the color and shape of each limb, capturing every feature and detail he could remember so it could possibly save others.

His Guide spent much of the time around their small fires singing the memory-songs of the beasts, especially the dangerous ones. Dannel still whispered them to himself as he strode the trails, a quick prayer to Alornas separating each. He had heard many of the kinder Foresters even sung theirs loudly when walking the Wanderers’ Wood.

When the great Treebard was measured and memorized, Dannel removed its strange, fluted snout from the front of its rigid body and strapped it securely to his ruck. His poor rhyming skills could not do the intricate structure justice. He tightened the straps as he rocked the weight of the ruck forward, off the rock and onto his belly-belt, keeping most of the weight on his hips and off his shoulders and back.

Dannel touched the forehead of the great horned ram.

“May you win every battle and protect this herd.” The male stared up with its big dewy eyes and slowed its chewing slightly. Dannel dropped his hand with a heavy sigh.

It was still a long march back to safety and a true, uninterrupted rest. Every turn of the glass Dannel had rested in duck sleep was a turn of the glass he would owe with interest when he finally curled up, deep under some furs in his den at the tower, or his mother’s, if he was able to work up the courage.


Twenty-Six

Cheese and Linen

Unknown, Darl’Neth Empire, year 512

“Just one more bump like that, and I’ll have you all flogged.”

Volencia might have even meant it, but more often she just heated every simple, innocuous message into raw, fiery things as they passed through the white-hot furnace of her aching heart before loosing them on the world. Even the simplest request or statement was forged into a wicked barb as she vented half a lifetime of disappointment, regret, and heart break through her thin lips, forever pursed tight as a vice.

During their long courtship, and even at their grand wedding, he had asked her to call him nothing but Barnum. He had spent every waking moment of their courtship pursuing her secrets with lovely letters, lavish excursions, and incorrigible hands. He had once called her beloved, my treasure, and far bawdier, when they could slip her chaperone for a few pounding heartbeats.

Once, but no more.

How quickly, after the bulge of the first child began broadening her hips and sagging her once-envious bustline, her husband asked to be addressed as Lord Winter. After the first of the great brood was just a girl and Volencia lost her spring figure, Lord Winter became a sentiment as much as a title. The titles were for decorum’s sake, of course, so the army of maids and servants would not dare think they might actually be in love.

“I say, one more jostle,” Lady Winter warned, letting the years of disregard color her words a crimson so dark that all seven children shrunk back into the plush seat of their personal coach. The only boy and heir looked near the point of weeping from fear. Lady Winter was as cold as her title suggested with the boy and thoroughly enjoyed Lord Winter’s looks of apprehension whenever she castigated his only heir, though he dared not lower himself and interfere in a ‘woman’s work’ of child-rearing.

A face suddenly appeared in the window of the door and the children, already on edge, startled and began shrieking in a terrible chorus. Even Volencia clutched her fan to her heavy chest but managed to hold in her squeak. The face, though comely, was upside down, and the blonde hair that had been tied in a greasy series of knots hung below the man’s crown like a vermin’s tail.

“I do apologize, my Lady,” the mercenary said with an enormous grin, though it only made it look as if he was frowning. “I will give this goat path counterfeiting as a road a proper dressing down, as well as those back in Confluence who oversaw its construction, I assure you. However, we both know how long the machinations of government and road builders can take. Perhaps in three to four seasons, they might even get a man out here to look at the road and decide to make a council, to discuss creating a further delegation to inquire about the road’s temperament, so they might begin debating theoretical solutions, to be agreed upon at a later date, of course.”

The mercenary looked forward and backward, as if checking the current state of the road before continuing.

“Until such time, I can only apologize for the bump and assure you with the utmost certainty that it will not be the last one. However, if the Lady is still not satisfied, and agrees to take the matter into her hands alone, I would volunteer, exclusively and wholeheartedly, to be dressed down in private, so my Company would not have to suffer the indignities, or my cries for forgiveness.”

Volencia felt the skin of her neck and chest turn blotchy despite the layer of powder covering it like a heavy snowfall during the night. The mercenary continued to look into her eyes, smiling contently as if he wanted nothing more than to drink her in for the rest of his days. His brown eyes seemed to swallow her whole and she felt herself falling, until a sudden border dispute broke out between pairs of knobby knees which suddenly flailed into hers. The spell broken, Volencia swallowed and finally finished the breath she did not know she was holding.

“Yes, well,” Volencia began, but the anger had drained from her under the mercenary’s unwavering gaze. “It cannot be helped, I suppose.”

The man was comely despite the dust and grime, and while she had not noticed at first, he seemed to get more handsome with each moment, like one of the painted oils hanging in her great dining hall that pulled one in deeper the longer one looked. His guileless smile and soft brown eyes were inviting in a way that made Volencia tremble, and she wanted nothing more than to-

“How much longer?” the youngest of her six daughters asked, though it was less of a question and more of a nasally complaint. Volencia shot her a withering stare for ruining the moment, and the girl shriveled like a slug under a heavy pinch of salt.

“Why do we even need these ruffians? What happened to Gerald and the others?” the eldest of the Winter brood asked.

Yes, what did happen, Barnum? But Volencia knew Lord Winter was far too proud a man to answer the question aloud, even to a magistrate, let alone his biggest disappointment of a daughter. He might not talk about their barren coffers and dwindling incomes, certainly not to his own wife, but it was tittered about in every parlor and fine shoppe of Confluence by just about everyone else. Just out of ear shot, but always somehow loud enough for Volencia to pretend not to hear.

Lord Winter’s demon of a mother blamed Volencia for her son’s lack of acumen, too much time chasing her in courtship, both loudly and often, but the truth was much simpler. Barnum had believed he had far more time to learn at his father’s knee and had made no effort until a chest-squeeze had robbed him of the chance.

What should have been wargames and theoreticals under his father’s patient tutelage had quickly become their elderly steward’s constant headache of trying to explain to Barnum how expenditures should not exceed incomes. Gerald, beautiful, funny Gerald, had been lost in the first wave of ‘tightening the belt’, along with most of the other House Guard, and Volencia was stripped of the only well-sized pleasure of being Lady Winter. The indignity of it all stabbed at her temples and Volencia found herself suddenly unable to answer without crying.

“Your footmen were excellent, but your loving father, the illustrious Lord Winter, has hired our most famous free company, the Company of Bones, to ensure that you were kept entirely entertained and sufficiently safe in your travels,” The mercenary said with the most absolute conviction. All the children beamed, nodding in appreciation and sincerity, and for a moment, even Volencia believed the comely man with handsome smile, upside down as it was.

All except Vivilia.

“Aren’t you just tinkerers in a traveling spectacle?” the oldest daughter said, her words pregnant with venom from hearing her father spoken of so highly.

“The very best,” the mercenary said proudly.

“Mah-therrrrr, can we not even afford real ruffians any longer?”

The comely man’s smile shrunk into a thin line. After a moment of the question hanging in the air, he disappeared out of sight and Volencia felt a strange sense of loss that melted into a prickly anger that she aimed at her daughter with her blazing eyes.

He might have been just a tinkerer moonlighting as a sellsword, but a comely man had looked at Volencia, truly looked at her, in a way that fluttered her stomach and kindled her forge. She had not felt that since before the first had popped from her hips. Volencia was honest enough with herself to know that Gerald’s affections would have disappeared if her title and gifts did, and she had never truly let her guard down. During all his time spent working for her, or over her, Gerald had never been willing to look her in the eyes.

Before Volencia could release her bubbling ire upon her daughter, like hot oil from a trap in the gate, the comely mercenary reappeared, swinging down from further forward on the wagon and landing with little grace on the running boards. His smile was right side up and brighter than before.

“While we may not be what you hoped for, we are what you need,” he said staring deep into her eyes and Volencia felt her heart try to thump out of her chest. He glanced at the children and Volencia felt a stab of jealousy. “And you, my honorables, seem like you need a lovely distraction from this oh-so-tiring journey.” The mercenary reached out of sight and when his hand reappeared, he was holding a small, whittled sword, richly detailed with meticulous script carved up the entirety of the wooden blade. He held it out for the heir of Winter and smiled as the boy took it, wide-eyed. “Whittled by our very own Champion’s hand. His mark is there on the pommel. Remember that. It will be an item highly sought after by the time you come of age, but only if you practice with it every day, as he did.”

Even Volencia was overcome by the gesture and the fine gift to the heir, but when the mercenary presented six more items of equal artisanship to her daughters, she felt the breath sucked from her chest and found she could not meet the man’s intense gaze without fainting. The girls squealed and held up their intricately carved flowers, finely sewn dolls, and even the eldest smiled at the ornate nib and strange, long feather it was attached to.

“That, I am told by our Scout, is the feather of a monster only seen but a handful of times in the Empire, taken by his own bow in a dire game of cat and mouse, though he is so humble as to always tell you he was the mouse. Trade amongst yourselves as you will and enjoy them with our compliments, but remember to use our name, the Company of Bones, liberally and with great admiration, whenever asked.”

Volencia felt as if her body would suddenly ignite and wondered how many towns were left before returning to the keep and if an extra room for the night might be noticed in the slim budget. She grinned, remembering Lord Winter knew nothing of budgeting, which is how the comely mercenary came to be hanging off the side of their coach while she hung on his every word. It would be-

“Hold,” said a voice like distant thunder from up ahead, and Volencia was pressed heavily into the seat as the wagon came to a sudden stop. “Log.”

“Oh, bloody hells,” the mercenary said, the smile disappearing from his face as he looked ahead. It felt like the sun going behind a cloud.

“Is there a problem?” Volencia asked, hoping to regain his attention.

“If I ask it of you, please, close your eyes for your sleep’s sake. Promise me you’ll keep your eyes closed?” Volencia promised and then blushed when she realized he was talking to the children.

“Captain,” the stocky driver of their coach called down. It was not their regular driver, who had been left behind at their keep, but one of the strange mercenaries with an enormous mustache and tall black boots who the comely one had assured her was a Savant with horses. There was a stiffness in the driver’s voice that spread like a malady in the wet season through the inside of the coach, and Volencia tried to hide her trembling as she attempted to look past the mercenary purposefully filling the coach’s window like a drawn shade.

“Drop them reins,” another voice, unfamiliar and tired, called out.

“Close your eyes and cover your ears my lovelies,” the comely mercenary whispered in a tone that was both warm and relaxing, like good bathwater, but stern enough that all the children obeyed without question, clutching their gifts to their ears, unwilling to part with them. “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he added, staring at Volencia in a way that made her know, without a sinew of doubt, that he would not. With a flash of a mischievous grin that made her shiver, he turned to face the front of their caravan.

“Good day, gentlemen,” the comely mercenary called out loudly. “I will assume you are simple lumbermen who have inadvertently laid a tree down wrong, accidentally blocking the road, and it will cleared from the ruts soon. Yes? We are in a tremendous hurry to reach the next town, you see. I can even have my people help remove it, if such politeness would speed things along.”

From out of the tree line a gaunt whitelip with an equally worn-down shortbow stepped out at half-draw, the wicked tip pointed at the mercenary dangling off the fine coach.

“What’s in the wagons?” the bandit said, licking his pale lip without leaving any moisture. The comely mercenary turned, blocking the window completely with his back, his green silk looking like luxurious fringed curtains on either edge.

“Unacknowledged beauty and the future of an entire season, but neither are for you, friend.” Out of the opposite window Volencia could hear the front wagon creak as if a colossal weight shifted in the cargo hold. “If we could just get that log moved, we’ll gladly be on our way and no blood need be spilled. Oh, he’s reached for the hammer, you poor, poor things. Guess there won’t be blood in any case. Now, if you’ll just be so kind as to let us by before he-“

“Bind’em and check every wagon,” a voice called out from further ahead.

“See, now here I am being utterly reasonable and giving you lot every chance to walk away with your limbs pointing in the right direction. If you insist on continuing with this farce, I will be forced to defend myself.”

“A popinjay like you? If this one opens his mouth again, you put an arrow in his delicate lungs, Karl.”

Two things happened at once; the comely mercenary turned around and beamed at Lady Winter and her seven children like a man watching his offspring open their solstice gifts, or what Volencia imagined a man who actually enjoyed his family might look like, and a stern voice from one of the back wagons called out a single word.

“Release.”

The front wagon creaked loudly, as if about to tip, and the horses squealed, a terrible noise amongst many as the world outside the lavish interior of the coach became a cacophony of dreadful sounds. The comely mercenary checked the children were still obeying and then held Volencia’s eyes like she was a curious deer and he a bonfire.

“Let it never be said I did not give them every chance to beg off,” he began saying, his voice much louder than before but only to carry over the awful screams of men running for their lives and the strange roar of a man being roasted alive. That the burning roar started and ended in jerks and spasms made it even more terrible. Volencia wanted to cover her ears but feared she might miss one word of his speech. “Not a thing to fear my Lady, we must have practiced this Routine at least once a day.” A terrible crunching sound made him wince, but only for a moment. “Poor fellows thought they’re sticking their hand in for the honeycomb, but what they found is bees.”

Another crunch. “Big bees with heavy hammers.”

The sharp twang of a great bow. “And particularly nasty stingers.”

A man retched loudly, another cackled in between warbling out a dirge, and the mercenary closed his eyes for a moment. “And apparently honey that will need to be cleaned off later. All in all, not a pleasant experience for any involved, and one that could have been easily avoided. Do you prefer the vineyards of the Empire or the Sunlands? You strike me as a Lady who might be too far out to have sampled a fine Sunlands vintage, but you are in luck-,“

“Clear,” was hollered out from somewhere unseen and was echoed around the entire caravan in the silence that was shattered only by the low moans of the injured. “Anyone hurt?”

Without moving his head, the comely mercenary looked up at the ceiling of the coach as he awaited the answer to the question. When he heard the correct number of negative responses, his eyes dropped back down to hers with a weight that made her knees shake and threatened to buckle, despite her sitting down.

“You are in luck because I have just such a vintage in our traveling, what was it, spectacle? A delicious, buttery vintage that has only ripened and improved with age. When it touches-”

Suddenly the mercenary’s grin turned into a tight, exasperated line and he turned out of the window, revealing the mustached driver standing lower on the ground behind him, wiping the sweat from his forehead before putting back on a ridiculous black tricorn.

“Yes?”

“No injuries, Captain. Two unaccounted for after they fled, and the rest being treated and bound. Pursey don’t like it, but I think we can fit them in with the cargo, or at worst, tie’em to the top until we can drop them off at the next town. They got the look of men who might have a bounty or two pinned to them.”

“Yes, yes, wonderful. Bonuses for all come the next night behind walls. Carry on Blackhat, carry on. Let me know when we are up and ready to move on,” the Captain said. The man nodded and disappeared from view as he began to yell out orders. The Captain turned. “Now, where was I? Oh yes. But, oh, when that fine, ripened vintage touches the tongue.”


Twenty-Seven

A Hood of Horns

West of Kettleton, Darl’Neth Empire, year 512

The armor was splendid in a way that made his heart ache.

The pay ceremony became a choir practice of astonished excitement as the Captain finished pulling the horse blanket off entirely and the whole of the dark juggernaut was revealed on its stand. It was so marvelous that few gathered around the rickety table stacked with coins ever dreamed they would see something so spectacular, let alone caress it or be able to attempt to put on pieces of it for a lark.

Just as the armor itself was more than half plate but something less than full, Dreadfalls also found himself straddling two judgements.

The boy remembered laying on his sleeping pallet, imagining the hearthside stories of those wearing such finely wrought metal, protecting the weak and innocent, and coveted the armor above all other material things. Much of his time dragging the priests’ sled had been spent glancing at the back of the tiny knight’s own armor and wondering how it would feel to be encased inside, invulnerable to the sharp edges of the world. Throughout the Company’s travels he had even found himself slightly envious of the town watches and private guards of the nobility wearing even simple breastplates, though the Friar’s silver half-plate was without peer.

Dreadfalls longed to reach his hand out and run his fingertips across the blunt, unpolished chest plate but found himself rooted to the spot.

Where his boyhood fantasy, and perhaps all of his humanity, longed for the armor, there was a second conviction, louder and impossible to ignore. It filled the inside of his head with twin voices, whispering and raging against the dull, metal skin. There were as many wet-tongued cautions as there were threats and dispersions in the voices that bit and lapped at his thoughts. Ur’Ulg deafeningly cursed the armor as base weakness with one terrible voice, while the other pleaded in sibilant whispers not to don it.

“No,” Dreadfalls rumbled, shaking his wide, aching jaw.

His tusks had begun their pilgrimage through his raw gums, just two pegs of pointed bone no bigger than splinters, but they felt like broad, fire-hardened spears. Dreadfalls fought the urge to rub his jaw as the rest of the Company gasped and giggled behind the back of their hands, and the Blackhat took a step out from behind the small folding table Pursey was seated behind. Nimblejack stopped Laststand with a raised finger.

“This is the plan, and you are the Champion of the Company of Bones, are you not?” The Captain replied, still holding the horse blanket that had covered the rack built just to hold the crude, thick-plated armor. Though it could only fit Dreadfalls’ looming frame, all but the half-orc in the Company had cooed at the sight, even Dur’Oor.

“No,” Dreadfalls said slowly, trying to will it untrue but believing the hissing warnings of his orc blood. “This is a bad idea. I don’t believe this is going to go as you think it will, and I’ll be the one to bare the bruises of the folly.” Dreadfalls, for all his girth and violent potential, looked away from the Blackhat in fear, burying his eyes in the distant tree line. The Captain’s smile faltered for a moment.

“That… huh, that was not the reaction I had expected. Well, from you at least. Everyone else, bravo and thank you for your adoration. Lackluster appreciation notwithstanding, you will wear it as we’ve already taken the contract on exclusively and staked the Company’s entire legend on it. There’ll never be a better crucible for the armor. It’s one half-giant, allegedly, and you have that big hammer and an axe, which is convenient because all the sightings and rumors said the half-giant wields a big log. Axe beats log, if I’m not mistaken. I do, however, have my suspicions of the townsfolk’s ability to count properly though,” The Captain said, then began looking around at the rest of the Company as if holding a gear inspection.

“Apparently, there was disagreement over whose sheep they really were, and a Shephard and two Tenders lost the argument, the third being the only witness who survived to tell the tale. If there are more half-giants, the rest of the Company can handle, or at least hold off, any others that might be in ambush.”

Dreadfalls pondered arguing further. He closed his eyes and took a deep inhale. He could feel the Blackhat’s eyes burning holes through his simple, undyed tunic and felt Dur’Oor’s hand squeezing his thick forearm. He exhaled heavily and looked back at the crude armor. He finally nodded, though the Blackhat’s fiery gaze only seemed to intensify. For better or worse, Dreadfalls had agreed to follow the Captain’s orders.

“Excellent,” the Captain said, smiling as if the outcome was never in doubt.

The armor that Pursey had presented in a fitful cough was excellent in every way. It was little more than hard angles of thick, rough metal and clever buckles, yet it had taken two of the Company to struggle it onto its proper stand. There were few places where it could not take a blade at a full blow.

“Many, many moons it took, and almost the entire profit of this Company for a gigantic headache of a time,” Pursey said, obviously upset at the lack of profit.

Dreadfalls puffed out his cheeks and blew out a long breath as he pondered how many weeks of work by the fireside it would take to polish out the rough finish into a fraction of the Friar’s mirror shine.

“I’ll wear it, but I still believe it’s a bad idea. Orc’s abhor armor,” Dreadfalls rumbled. “Their dread god demands battle with only loin and weapon, and the zealots believe the loin cloth is even a lack of faith in battle. They say their god grants them ecstasy in battle.”

“You hold to their faith too, then?” Oldways asked, his eyes narrowing as his gnarled hand slid down to his hatchet.

“It only burns,” Dreadfalls rumbled morosely with a shiver. “Forever, and for many forevers after. But wouldn’t temptation favor those who break the oaths? Wouldn’t it have been tried by now? Not one moment of my mother’s short life as an orc warrior was spent making or foraging for armor. Only a chipped rock, a stone knife, a better sword, a nicer spear. Only weapons. Only attacking.”

“Armor takes time to build, and the orc circle of life doesn’t really leave much time for a full day’s work, let alone a few years,” Nimblejack said. “I doubt orcs have the patience for the payout, or even the resources.”

“The Captain would not be talked out of the procurement, three-quarters of the gold in advance,” Pursey added, his displeasure with the purchase clearly displayed on his sickly face. “It severely bit into the Company’s investments.”

“Of course the smiths wanted three-quarters up front. Look how big it is. It’ll even be a little big on him now, but I had it forged so that he could grow into it. Who else could wear it? It would be a terrible financial burden should the smiths have to find another buyer if we did not return for it,” the Captain said and then threw his arms up above his head with clawed hands, as if to scare a child.

“But imagine how terrifying this would be, bearing down on you. Few things would not cower and scurry for safety. A thinking battering ram, can you picture it? With this armor we will be able to thrust ourselves into every conversation of the nobility and guilds alike, right into their very foyers, if need be. I don’t see a shockingly priced set of armor, but a gilded key that will push open any door that we desire. And if a door won’t be pushed open, then it can be splintered, and sometimes that would be an even better punctuation to our inquiries.”

“Looks like it’ll chafe,” Lazybones said in the silence the Captain had left for effect.

“And’ll stink,” Oldways added, the grin returning to his face, satisfied the half-orc was not in thrall to the orc god.

“Well, there’s a supposed half-giant, or more, roaming the fields, slaking its thirst on the sheep and Shepherds like waterskins. We can deal with the blisters and smells after we are paid. Now then, the Scout has informed me about giants and-” The Blackhat cut Nimblejack off with a whisper in his ear.

“Yes, right. I guess we will have time for a briefing as we travel, and you do all have coin burning your palms. Blackhat, sound liberty and let’s be on our way after I break my fast in the morning, or mid-morning. Perhaps midday would be best.”

“You heard the Captain, back to the wagons after your heads stop pounding, but before you’re able to eat eggs. Lazybones and Eclipse, you’re on watch.”

“A full gold for my half of the watch,” Lazybones said, holding up a coin, but no one spoke. “Two?”

“Done,” Oldways said, snatching the two coins from his fingers. “Now come help us load up this armor.” But the graybeard was talking to himself, the grinning rascal already in full retreat. It was the only time Dreadfalls had ever seen Lazybones show his backside.

The first day of travel was quiet on the wagons, most of the Company trying to recover from attempting to stuff too many weeks of living into too few turns of the bellglass. Even the Captain seemed content to sit silently beside the Blackhat, watching the northern territories of the Empire roll by, and wincing occasionally when the enormous wheels of the wagons navigated a stubborn rock or washboard section of the road.

South of the Grayfur Mountains, the Empire was well settled and patrols between the fortified towns were shorter and so more often made. Fewer forests and more open fields left less mystery, and the people seemed friendlier because of it. North of the great spine of rock that cut the Empire in two was still a tame land compared to Len’Neth, but the patrols were longer, the town walls were much taller, and the planted fields huddled far closer to their shadows.

Despite the northern worries, Dreadfalls had begun to feel much more relaxed the further from the endless, stinking warren of the capital they traveled. The Captain became much more animated as well and led the Company in rounds of tavern songs or shouted tales as best he could as he paced the top of the second wagon. Finally, after many long days of travel, Kettleton jumped out from around a sharp turn in the road, and the Captain began his briefing as they slowly made their way toward the tall walls.

Dreadfalls listened, absently, thinking about the armor waiting for him when the wagons finally stopped.

Giantfolk had rarely been seen in Len’neth, even in the north woods, though his father could only make guesses as to why. Despite their enormous size, the squat, flesh-slabbed ogres and their taller, leaner cousin were still only parodies of human form, more cunning than racoons, but only slightly. In small numbers, or caught flatfooted, they were easy prey for the larger primes and monsters that hunted the Oldwoods.

But they seemed to be all the talk of the Empire to Dreadfalls. The Captain had told stories of the lands north of the Clearflow river, where the Giantfolk still strode the forests in great warring tribes, only coming together in common cause against the fiercer primes, monsters, or their bitterest enemy, humans. Whole towns were razed and were left nothing but splinters and bone whenever the giants crossed south into the civilized lands. Luckily, the Evergreen Wars had put an end to organized raids for years and what came across was a curious trickle.

Dur’Oor shook his arm gently and Dreadfalls looked up to find they were already pulling the long wagons under the shadow of the great wall that surrounded Kettleton. He frowned and not even her most mischievous smile could budge the heavy thing as she nudged up against him.

“You’ll make quick work of a half-giant or three, and we’ll be sleeping out among the moss by sundown on the morrow. Perhaps just the noise of you moving in the armor will frighten them back across the river, like an irritated iron hog defending his mushroom patch.”

Dreadfalls’ frown deepened as he turned until he was staring into her eyes, enormous green lanterns whose light he never wanted to leave.

“I love you,” he said suddenly and turned red, or as red as his gray skin could muster. Dur’Oor blinked twice and Dreadfalls felt his stomach slosh down into his hips. “As… as my Pa loved my Ma,” he added, feeling recklessly foolish and mortified.

“And I love you,” Dur’Oor said solemnly. She slipped the coal-dark hand of the woman she was wearing inside his, a robin’s egg inside an eagle’s nest, and squeezed. “At the next full moon, our courtship will come to an end, and we will bond forever.”

Her leaning in for a kiss was interrupted by the Blackhat joining the Captain on top of the wagon behind them, his calloused hands on his hips, a sure sign orders were about to be passed. The Captain spoke first, however.

“Pursey and I have spoken, and it is agreed that folk spend more coin on frivolousness during a drunken revel than when cowering in fear, worried if tomorrow will come. Tight purses are a sure sign of anxiety, so let us allay their fears and loosen their tight, well, everything, so we all can enjoy what little you have left from last pay ceremony after we finish the contract. This far out from the light of the capital, not even Shephards sleep far from the walls, so it should not take long. We leave immediately.”

Before the last word finished echoing from the enormous wall, the Blackhat began calling out actual orders and expectations, and the Company burst into motion like a disturbed anthill while Pursey coughed from the doorway of the bunk wagon.

The armor itself required its own horse to carry it, Laststand being insistent that no beast should have to bear both the half-orc and the thick plate, and even their biggest stallion bowed under the awkward load. Dreadfalls spent the short journey to the Shephard’s Fold glancing over at the trembling horse, trying to ignore the terrible voices inside his head as the rest of the Company joked and sung cheerfully, their thoughts full of hope for a proper revel come nightfall.

A man barely come of age met them at the small, squat blockhouse that sat in the middle of the large pasture, as what few sheep remained of the herd grazed around the stumps of the original logging. The man began to introduce himself as Tender Morras but quickly corrected himself, though the title of Shephard seemed both a great source of pain and awkwardness when he spoke it. The Captain led the Company in a great bow of respect for the title, which Dreadfalls absently joined, and made a small speech about the legendary bravery and skill of the Shephards. The man blushed and seemed on the verge of tears, but the Captain saved him further embarrassment by introducing the Company’s Scout, who, to the man’s surprise, looked at least a year his junior.

While the two young men walked away towards the break in the fence, the Blackhat began organizing the Company into something more than a gawking rabble and had the armor unloaded onto one of the sturdy hitching rails that looked to moonlight as a sawhorse. Dreadfalls silently wished Dur’Oor was not on wagon watch and his frown deepened as the two young men returned from their considerations. The Captain beamed as he received the quiet, singsong report from the Scout.

“It seems we are in luck. Our half-giant, or half-giants, have been returning every night for another shank of fresh mutton, and we arrived just in time to save the last few crumbs from being licked clean off the plate. We shall save them enough to breed a proper flock once again and collect our gold as heroes. The tracks, I am serenaded, are rather easy to read, and the break in the fence there seems to be the preferred entrance to the butcher shop. Dreadfalls will wait out there and send the half-giant fleeing when it arrives, or should it not take our subtle hint, put it down before it runs out of sheep and begins using the town walls as its own personal food bowl.”

The moment the first heavy plate was laid over the gray doublet, the feeling of wrongness grew from a suckling babe into a toddler in tantrum. The padded doublet had been bad enough, but each additional section of plate made Dreadfalls chest tighten a little more, and the threats hissing inside of his head grew ever grimmer. The rest of the Company seemed to be enjoying helping him don the great plate, joking and marveling at the dimensions, while the Captain looked on with a grin so pleased Dreadfalls thought it might split his face in two. When the final buckle was cinched, the Captain threw up his hands in celebration.

“Marvelous, simply marvelous,” the Captain half-sung, as he twirled his finger in the air for the Champion to spin. Dreadfalls complied with a heavy sigh and turned a full circle as the rest of the Company whistled and hooted excitedly. “Our own thinking battering ram.”

“But missing a final touch,” the old graybeard said with a pleased grin, producing a large ram’s pelt, complete with curling horns, from behind his back. “It’s not a prime, but the Shephard here said it was once their pride ram. I’m sure he would appreciate guarding the flock one last time.”

The Captain leapt toward Oldways and snatched the ram’s pelt from his hands.

“It’s perfect. The half-giant will never hunger for mutton again once this ram charges.” The Captain balanced on the hitching beam and fastened the pelt across his Champion’s impossibly wide shoulders. “We’ll put on your horns once the helmet is secured.”

Dreadfalls looked about the Company, searching the upturned faces for a hint of jest or mockery, but to his surprise, he found only awe and pride. The pelt could stay, perhaps even be added to the small trophy altar Oldways had begun in the bunk wagon, but Dreadfalls was still desperate to slip out of the armor as fast as possible.

“There,” the Captain said, adjusting the pelt a final time as Dreadfalls gripped the wide, blocky helmet with only a single finger’s worth of vision sliced across the front. “It’s just as I’ve dreamed.”

“Dull dreams, Captain,” Lazybones said solemnly, shaking his head. “Mine are full of soft eyes and softer skin.”

“Another reason I envy you,” the Captain said, and then slapped Dreadfalls on the shoulder, as if to check to see if he would tip. Satisfied the Champion would stay upright in the heat of battle, the Captain made yet another speech while Dreadfalls tried to control his breathing, which had become more ragged the closer the helmet came to his head.

“I’ll put it on when I find a proper stump to sit and wait upon,” Dreadfalls rumbled as soon as the speech was ended and began walking out across the pasture before anyone could stop him or order him into the terrible bucket earlier.

While beautiful on the rack, the armor was a bit heavier than pulling the sled had been on his shoulders, and the strange, shortened gait it required felt wholly unnatural. Worse, the voices inside his head had only begun to hiss and howl louder, warning and warring with his every other thought. The armor was anathema to his orc blood, but Dreadfalls did his best to push the warnings from his mind.

A sudden thought struck Dreadfalls, like a jagged rent of lightning from the sky. What if the dread god feared the armor, for it knew within it, he could wipe the orcs from the bowels of the mountains? What if the Captain was right and Ur’Ulg was scared?

Dreadfalls grinned at the idea and huddled his every thought around it like a bonfire on a cold night, as he strode toword the last few stumps before the break in the simple fence. He took a final heavy breath as if submerging into a pond and put on the massive helmet. Within the great armor, he would become the last bane of the orc tribes.


Twenty-Eight

Size Matters

Kettleton, Darl’Neth Empire, year 512

Shephard.

The title chafed and weighed heavier on his head than any terrible insult ever could. Morras would rather be called a coward. He would rather be called a spineless mouse, or a craven wretch. Morras wished with all his heart to be called a hundred hundred other terrible dispersions, but the Elders of Kettleton had frowned in judgement and bestowed upon him the worst appellation of all.

They named him Shephard.

With the title came Tuttle’s fine bow and his great Shephards’ crook, the wood grain forever stained with flecks of blood, none of which Morras wanted. Laden with gear and guilt, he was sent back into the Fold to look after the flock with a formal dismissal. Shephard Tuttle would have spat and cursed up and down the pasture had he been asked if Morras should inherit the revered title and his gifts, but he was dead, along with the rest of the hopeful Tenders.

There was simply no one else, so they called him Shephard, and Morras cried himself to sleep in the squat blockhouse listening to the terrible bleating of the flock as they lost another pair or odd single each night.

He stared at the mercenaries and pretended to be wise by keeping his thin lips pressed together in a hard line while trying to stop his jaw from trembling. They were a motley lot, and Morras wondered just how desperate Kettleton had become.

The Elders had promised a phalanx of Empire spears before the next moon, but all that had arrived was a handful of fools who sang and laughed far too much to be anything but a thick paste soon enough. Shephard Tuttle had been as clever as they came and could take a grouse from the sky with an arrow two of every three tries, but the sheep were still eating the grass from off his burial mound just the same.

Their Scout looked like he could hold his bow without losing a finger or the skin of his forearm, but Morras was aghast to find himself the boy’s senior and wondered how their last woodsmen had died to elevate the youth. At least the boy had been respectfully quiet as they had paced the half-giant tracks and studied the break in the simple fence that Morras had stopped bothering to mend after the first night.

Morras had stopped coming out of the blockhouse altogether after the second night and found himself eager to slip back inside its thick log walls as the foppish jester of the free company made merry and put the ram’s pelt on the large one’s armor. The rest of the mercenaries beamed as the single armored fool marched out into the field. Morras excused himself from the lunacy to wait for the inevitable. To his surprise, none of the mercenaries joined him inside the blockhouse.

It was not even dusk, the sun low but still above the horizon, when the first tree started to shake in the distance. The jester of the band stopped his tall tale, and the world went quiet, save for the rattle of branches and dancing of the leaves. Morras held his breath while he stared out the small arrow slit between the thick logs of the blockhouse.

He had always thought of himself as brave on the hunt or when waving the wolves away with torches, but something had broken inside Morras when the terrible proportions invaded his thoughts. The impossible enormity seemed to sever his head from the rest of his body, leaving it a trembling husk, unable to release the scream tearing at his throat. The scarred man in the armor had been big as Morras had ever seen, not that he had seen more than Kettleton, and Hillsworth twice, but the figure that stepped out from behind the trees was still twice the height and half as wide again.

Morras had hoped saying it was only a half-giant would help grease the story of his own miraculous survival, but it had only sullied Shephard Tuttle’s demise and delayed the Empire’s help. Soldiers were not sent out for something so trivial as a half-giant.

“I knew they were lying,” the jester of the mercenaries exclaimed. “Not two, but certainly no half.” The rest of the mercenaries spat their own colorful exclamations and impropers as the full-blood giant stepped through the gap in the low fence. It had not needed to break the fence, easily stepping over if it wanted, but that only seemed to make the vandalism more terrifying in its pettiness.

Clad in rude furs, the giant could have passed for a filthy hillman who had been stretched on the rack for a moon or two. Its face was too long, the legs poking out from underneath the fur too thin, and the fingers of its empty hand hung past its great, dirty knees. It rested a log that could have been a long wall of a blockhouse across its knobby shoulder as its lively eyes surveyed the pasture for the easiest meal to catch.

The heavily armored mercenary stood from his stump, and the giant’s bearing became rigid with uncertainty, its canoe-paddle-sized feet pushing great furrows as they widened. Both of its long hands suddenly gripped the end of the log.

Morras gasped quietly at the armored figure’s fearlessness as it raised its own tiny weapons in challenge, while his own legs threatened to buckle despite the thick, well-jointed walls of the blockhouse separating him from the scene. It was a moment out of myth, and he pushed his forehead harder against the crossbeam as if his view would improve.

The rattle of the armor began as a low tinkle, like solstice bells in the distance, but as the armored figure began to vibrate harder, it became the sound of a hundred smiths tapping their anvils. Even from a great distance Morras could see the strange tremble of the warrior holding his weapons with outreached arms. But the vibrating became a background noise to the terrible scream belching from the tiny slit in the man’s helmet. It was an awful sound that made Morras’ stomach lurch, as if the man was being boiled alive.

The giant did not seem to enjoy the sound either and roared to drown it out as it charged, throwing barrowfuls of dirt and leaves behind it as it crossed the pasture. Morras’ eyes bulged as the screaming warrior suddenly began banging his own weapons against the armor covering his body, attacking it as if it was a prime snake that had wrapped him in a terrible, final hug. When the weapons did not work, the warrior dropped them and began wrestling with the metal, pulling at it frantically to try and free himself as he boiled within.

The giant took one last stride, its bony shoulder turned away from the warrior, and then unwound as one would swing an axe low into a tree to begin the first notch. The log connected with the vibrating warrior, too lost in his own battle with the armor to attempt to move, and sent the scarred mercenary careening end over end, back towards the blockhouse with the peeling of a great bell.

Before he saw where the warrior finally landed, he reflexively ducked as the second stump the scarred man hit sent him cartwheeling, his limbs spread like a compass rose, though Morras knew it would be far closer to the blockhouse than he thought possible. He covered his ears and closed his eyes, trying to block out the vision of the giant as it continued its charge toward the blockhouse, furious to have been challenged for its daily meal. It would kill them all, Morras knew, and he suddenly felt bad for the jester in the brightly colored shirt, who would most likely be the first to be turned to paste.

After a long silent moment, Morras uncovered his ears and opened his eyes, partially from confusion and partially from a secret morbid curiosity. The Tenders did not have time to realize their peril, but Shephard Tuttle, a veteran of prowlers and primes alike, had only snarled before crossing the Last Sea. Morras wondered what sound the mercenaries would make.

What sad squeal would he himself make?

The last sound he expected to hear was laughter. It was not the laughter of festival or faire, not the high notes of happiness and hope, but it was laughter nonetheless, throaty and manic. Morras stood up and peered through the narrow firing loop, his curiosity overcoming his common sense.

The graybeard and a tall lanky man were hooting madly as they charged in front of the blockhouse, a spear three times as long as a man wobbling between them as they ran deeper into the pasture. The heavy spear was topped with a well secured cross bar, like a gate brace, and a wicked blade beyond that. A second spear swung between the squat mercenary, whose ridiculous black hat had fallen off, and the obsidian skinned one with a smile like a lantern as they got into position.

Even the jester and the smokey woman moved between the charging giant and the blockhouse, shouting ridiculous encouragements with wild hand gestures as if cheering their favored contender at tournament. Only the Scout moved slowly, checking the string of his tall bow carefully and knocking a bladed arrow.

“Come on big fella,” the graybeard howled and began singing a strange, off-key song at the top of his lungs.

“Ohgods-ohgods-ohgods,” the lanky one huffed and suddenly made sick on himself but did not hesitate to plant and drive in the back spike of the spear into the ground while the graybeard sung their deathsong. The second spear was set, but the tips were kept low to the ground as the men waited for the giant to stride over the last few stumps.

“Company, it has been a pleasure,” the jester said and lowered his hand suddenly, just as the giant began to pull back for a great one-handed sweep, aiming to clear the entire mad band from the field like a patch of daisy heads. The graybeard and the mustached man both lifted the middle of the spears as high above their heads as they could muster with two hands, completely vulnerable to torture or tickle.

The Scout waited patiently for the giant’s long arm to twist back to its zenith, with the log far behind its knobby shoulder, splintered tip pointing to the treetops behind it. There was the briefest of pauses as the giant stopped the momentum of the backswing and prepared to unwind its coiled muscles. In that single heartbeat of calm, the Scout fired. The arrow burrowed itself deep into the giant’s wrist just below the palm. The log slipped from the massive fingers as they went limp. The giant plucked out the terrible splinter before wrapping the long fingers of its other hand around the bleeding wrist. The bellow of pain was deafening, but the mercenaries were undaunted.

“Charge,” the mustached man crowed, and the spears were uprooted as the two pairs ran forward as best they could manage. The giant did not wait for the glinting tips to move any closer to begin its rout. A spray of sod and rocks kicked up from its enormous feet as it fled, peppering the vulnerable mercenaries’ faces and chests as well as the blockhouse.

“Remind him why he should not come back, and then add enough that anyone he tells knows this particular inn’s service has come to an end as well,” the jester yelled, letting his gloved hands rest casually on his narrow hips. Two more of the Scout’s well-aimed arrows followed the giant to the broken fence, and a third arrow might have also found flesh had the giant not ducked behind a cluster of trees. There was a long silence after the last tree branch shook in the distance.

“Down,” the mustached man said quietly, and the spears were lowered to the ground as the mercenaries began rolling their shoulders and chuckling to themselves. The Scout padded up beside the jester and shared a few quiet words Morass could not hear, ending with the bowman loping off across the pasture following the giant’s hard-to-miss trail while the others found stumps to sit upon to catch their breaths.

“Well, armor didn’t work. Looked like whatever evil instinct stops him from tripping over his feet thought it was an opponent had him in a grapple,” the mustached man said, retrieving his ugly black hat and then signaling for the others to rise. He turned, his eyes catching Morras’ between the shooting slit. “Stay here and warn us should something step from the tree line further down while we fetch our man.”

“He’s… he’s-,” Morras began but could not find it in himself to finish. He had seen too much of it lately to put a name to it.

“Fine, I assure you,” the jester cut in. “All went according to plan. Well, maybe not all. Certainly not Lazybones retching, though we should really start planning for that as well.”

“Like the rising of the sun,” the graybeard cackled. The lanky man shrugged, grinning infectiously.

“Shall we? Our Champion awaits,” the jester said, and the mercenaries strode off towards the deep trough that ended in a mound of metal. Morass watched as they dug out the armored corpse and kneeled in front of him like a shield wall, most likely in mourning and prayers he imagined.

Giants terrified him, but nothing he had seen or even heard of scared Morass more than when the armored man jumped up and began tearing the dented shell off as if it burned him, while the mad band looked on and chuckled. Only the small, comely woman fainted at the sight but that did not make Morass feel any better as his knees gave and he slid slowly down the blockhouse wall, a weeks’ worth of tears crowding the corners of his eyes as the relief settled in.


Twenty-Nine

The Long Way Home

Confluence, Darl’Neth Empire, year 513

There were a wagonful of things worse than dying.

Watching those you loved die in front of you topped the list. Hearing about it after tagged along close behind. Not knowing if someone you loved was dead or alive, happy, or rotting in some dank prison came in right on their heels, and might have even been worse some nights.

But loving someone who does not love you back was its own special kind of suffering, and the whelp Lazybones had it bad.

Donemore stared over his bowl of mush at those on the next bench breaking their fast, nursing their headaches, and telling tale of their night. Eclipse, Bootneck, and Onetime chuckled over their meager fare, while Lazybones made his best impression of a tomato as he snuck glances at the Cook. Snuck might be giving the moon-eyed stares a bit too much credit though.

To her credit, Onetime did not embarrass the whelp, though she did not seem to encourage the looks in conversation. Onetime looked at everyone with the same bright, inviting smile, cocking her head ever so slightly as if she was enraptured by the conversation. Her laugh was a deep, awkward thing and rang truer for it, welcoming anyone in earshot to join in, and they almost always did.

Eggs had been a bridge too far for his churning stomach, and Donemore shoved another spoonful of the bland mush in his mouth, trying to keep it down. Normally he would have asked for a pinch of salt, but the Lowdocks smelled as if the stuff could be pulled right out of the air, along with dead fish, manure, and the sharp tang of those that worked the dock. He worried salt might be a bit too much spice for his churning stomach and swallowed another lump of the cold, congealing stuff.

Lazybones was not crazy though. Donemore had caught Onetime’s looks too. They were a rare, skittish animal, but they were there, a glance held a touch too long when no one else was looking and the deep breath that followed as she looked. Sometimes she sat next to Lazybones when there were plenty of other open seats around the fire or sat a bit closer than necessary if the bench was crowded enough to disguise it. She even laughed different for his jokes, with a touch more donkey than anyone would choose to let out into the world.

Poor whelp could probably feel it in the hairs of his neck, but he could only sit on his hands and watch from afar without putting words too it. That took a certain kind of strength and patience few could muster. He was a good man, Lazybones, if not too brave for his own health.

Donemore absently ran his calloused fingers across the two wide leather bracelets on his left wrist and stared into his mush. They were not the originals, but he had found a matching pair that could be kin to the one that had been removed when he had been shown the hospitality of the dungeons below the White Spires. He closed his eyes, willing the tears forming in the corners to keep from running down his cheek.

“Sad way to salt your breakfast,” a voice whispered from across the narrow table as it shook. Donemore sniffed a laugh and opened his eyes to see Laststand hunched over his own plate. It was the closest to a concerned question that would pass between the two soldiers.

“I find it works on pillows too,” Donemore said with a hollow laugh, fingering the bonding bracelets. Lazybones made a comment at the next table and noisy laughter followed. Donemore winced again and shook his head. “Drinking always seems like a good idea until the next morning. I don’t understand how the young pups do it,” he added, nodding to the next table.

“Give’em ten years to dull the shine and vigor, and they’ll be suffering same as us old folk,” Laststand replied, grinning beneath his unkempt mustache.

“We can only hope,” Donemore said, wiping the tears from the corners of his eyes as casually as he could. “I was gonna propose an afternoon Routine, but I don’t know as I my head could take his endless questions.”

“The gods saw fit to punish Lazybones in his own terrible way,” Laststand said, and both men shared a smile as Onetime brayed at one of the whelp’s jokes.

The front door to the inn slowly creaked open, allowing the early morning sunlight to flood in, silhouetting a thin, bedraggled beggar.

“Ah, you’re up,” the Captain said from the doorway. His blonde hair was a tangled muss that framed his face like a cracked egg in a bird’s nest. Red welts and bruises covered much of his exposed skin as he limped inside the tavern. His once fine silks were torn at the seam in two places and three pearl buttons were missing down the front, though none neighboring.

“Varmint-holes, your face,” Laststand growled, hands clenching into tight fists at seeing the Captain so roughed up. The Captain held up his hand, waving the Blackhat back down into his seat as he limped over to the narrow tables. Despite the terrible beating the man looked to have taken, the Captain was grinning ear to ear.

“I bear exquisite news,” the Captain said, reaching for the end of the table to help support his sagging frame. “We are heading to the Sunlands, immediately, with the blessing and under the banner of the Broker himself. The contract is lucrative, and the legend we will gain, uh, will be, uh, legendary. Drat. Not my best, but it still rings true regardless,” he added with a yawn that brought his bruised arms over his head.

Donemore stood up, his mush forgotten, and stared at the Captain as his chest quivered. Laststand looked back at Donemore and grinned.

“We’re going home,” Laststand said quietly, but loud enough for the Captain to hear.

“I feel I need remind you most of us are rather, uh, unwelcome in the Sunlands, and the need for discretion will be paramount. Besides, I would not get too excited as the trip over will be something of a bore.” The Captain leaned over and grabbed an apple only slightly less bruised than himself from the table and took a bite. He chewed and swallowed as if it hurt and then took another bite.

“Anything would have to be a better boat ride than last time,” Laststand said. “Though, a bit longer from here.”

“Yes, well, on that subject, you don’t have to worry. The boat ride will be exceedingly short.”

“Thank the gods,” Lazybones said, exhaling in relief. “Boats make me sick.”

“We’ll be going through Len’Neth and leaving from the colonies,” the Captain added.

“Think I’m gonna be sick,” Bootneck said. “Last time didn’t go so well for us, Cap’n.”

“It did not. But, last time we didn’t have wagons and a half-orc. I believe that by the time we reach the colonies at New Sunlands, we’ll be both exceedingly rich, and our legend will pave the way to the throne room of the White Spires in red silk. Beside, the ports of the Empire are closed to us for the time being, but lucky for us, the colonies’ are not. So, Blackhat, begin the packing, we leave as soon as possible.”

“The White Spires,” Donemore whispered to himself, twisting the two bonding bracelets together, trying in vain to tamp down the hope welling inside him. He had spent every night for more moons than he could count, worrying and dreaming of her. He had run, like a blue-faced coward, leaving her to foot the butcher’s bill, alone. A Nameless who ran damned the ones they loved, and not a moment went by that Donemore did not regret what he had done.

And more, what he hadn’t.

No one spoke, only watched the Captain eat his apple like a cat that had gotten the cream.

“But who’s trying to stop us, Captain?” Laststand asked finally. “Who are we gonna visit first for putting the boots to you?”

The Captain looked genuinely puzzled, his usually smooth brow pulling down into wrinkles. He looked down at his torn clothes, bruises, and bite marks, nodding.

“Ah, yes… this,” the Captain said, waving his free hand across his body. “I should perhaps look into some new clothes before we leave. I seem to have been convinced by a pair to celebrate our homecoming more enthusiastically than was prudent. They were quite… spirited in their sendoff.”


Thirty

Circle of the Moon

Bowen’s Hope, Len’Neth, year 513

If the journeys back and forth across the Empire and deep into the heart of Len’Neth had taught Garlan anything, it was that the way folk gambled spoke tomes about a place. Bowen’s Hope, one of the last colony fortresses before the rolling hills of the prairies, was turning out to be a big pile of horse dung Garlan could not help but step in if he wanted a game.

“Match,” Garlan said after a pregnant pause, his browed creased in subtle worry. He did not look up to see who else matched, or their expressions. There was no need.

The road inns across the southern Empire had been safe, quaint places to raise generations, and the people had put their tinks down on the table because they believed they could win. They saw it as an investment in their future, either for a night or season. With little else to worry about, they practiced and honed their skill like an heirloom weapon to be handed down generation to generation. They played to win and brooded over their failures when Garlan had shown them true talent.

Garlan listened to four of the seven players around the table match, tossing their two tinks into the middle with the sound of their namesake. The man with the uneven bangs smiled at his cards but folded. Again. For the third time in a row.

The towns north of the Grayfur Mountains had been pragmatic, discussing the coming weather while playing with bits of straw or tokens to find out who paid for the next round of the night, rather than risk losing what little they had. They preferred a dependable drink over capricious cards and played just to have something to do while they imbibed in the short time between work, watch, and sleep. Coin had to be patiently dripped from them like a tunic on a drying line.

Garlan stared at his cards as if willing them to change, the subtle worry growing into obvious concern as he decided whether to pay the tax to exchange either of the cards. He sighed lightly, placed a card down on the table, and then a tink on top of the card. He slid both into the middle with the rest of the stake. The tax paid, the hazy-eyed dealer to the left of the man with uneven bangs dealt a card face down in exchange. Garlan tipped the corner, looked up at the ceiling in quiet disgust, and added it to his hand without looking again.

Those that frequented the Artist’s Bridge that connected Len’Neth and the Empire had tossed dice exclusively, much to Garlan’s disappointment. Three carts wide and three days long, the single, unjointed stone road sat high enough above the waves of the Oilwood Sea, where even the roughest storm could only mount the hip-high walls in a briny mist before retreating through one of the many drains at the base. Water was already an elemental enemy of playing cards, but even a little damp could not compete with the constant wind, which stole anything not weighted down, including oiled tarps and blankets. Heavy stone dice were the sign of a teamster or caravan guard that routinely crossed the boring wonder, and Garlan did not trust his coin to rocks that could easily be weighted.

Two more around the table paid the tax, but Oldways and the fish-lipped woman beside him did not bother, throwing their cards in without hesitation. Oldways reached for his ale and made a hoarse whisper that startled the fish-lipped woman for a moment before she barked out a shrill laugh and shook her head smiling. Oldways grinned triumphantly but at least had the good sense not to attempt to catch Garlan’s eye. There were already too many acquaintances around the table.

The fortress-towns closest to the Artists’ Bridge in Len’Neth enjoyed the optimism of traffic and trade. Each new colony buffered the dangers while sending pelts, minerals, and rare dried plants back east to the Empire, which returned hardy seeds, tools, and weapons. Those bottle-neck towns enjoyed gambling but saw cards as a weak substitute for true speculation and financing. Pursey heartily agreed and spoke of Bridgehead as though it was the capital of the known world, where half a continent worth of trade was funneled through a single high-walled city.

“Too rich for me,” said the pale, balding man, with a red blotch shaped like a potato covering most of his forehead, putting his cards down in front of him. Garlan began to throw in, stopped, looked at his cards irritably, made to throw them in again, and then spread them out in his hand. He made a show of counting his dwindling pile in front of him, sighed again as he put two tinks in tax on a card, and slid the lot into the middle. He left his trembling hand out to retrieve the exchange. Garlan did not even get to see his new card before the last man threw in and wiped his dirty neck with a dirtier rag from his front pocket.

But the deeper a wagon traveled into wilds of Len’Neth, the looser the purse strings became. Hemmed in by the Uncrossable to the south and the seemingly endless Oldwood forest to the north, the only road leading across Len’Neth became a gamble all on its own. Only the foolish dared the Uncrossable, the black lake that stretched the width of Len’Neth from the southern hills to where it flowed out into the Oilwood Sea, just below the colonies of the eastern peninsula. Those that tried their luck on the dark water were never seen again, and every colony that tempted its shoreline became a vine covered shrine to the dead within a year.

The great northern forest was no better, the air only slightly drier.

The folk of the remote colonies had little guarantee of a tomorrow, so they gambled today’s wages freely. Primes, monsters, or greed could wipe out even the highest walled town out in a single night, so they drank hard, laughed loud, and tried not to worry about the morning that might not come. These were Garlan’s people.

Normally.

The table was skittish, folding often and not following his trail of breadcrumbs into the traps Garlan had been laying. If it were not for the tax each round, Garlan wondered if there would be any tinks in the stake at all. At Pursey’s suggestion, he had traded in his finery for the undyed tunic of a day laborer and went so far as to rub it in dirt and spice it with sawdust chips. He was as dangerous looking as a freshly dropped lamb. The table should have been blind drunk and tossing their coins at Garlan for all his marvelous bluffing.

The way folk gambled spoke tomes about a place, but the way a person cheated whispered only about them.

A good cheater always lost enough to make the wins seem credible, losing ten tinks over five hands to make winning thirty on the sixth seem like a lightning strike. It kept everyone’s guard down. Everyone knew Luck was a jealous mistress and enjoyed humiliating a man by being miserly with her rare boon. She never just kept giving without a stinging and costly reminder of why she deserved constant worship.

A foolish cheater, even if uncatchable, could be felt, like a tickle at the back of the neck. It made the marks instinctually cagey and timid about the few tinks stacked in front of them. Luck could only explain away so much before people became suspicious, even if they could not quite put their finger on it.

And then there was the man with the uneven bangs and his two friends, who’s pile of tinks had grown into foothills and then mountains, but only whenever one of them dealt. It rankled Garlan, how little they even tried to hide their clumsy card work, but he only smiled wider, knowing that there were four other dealers, and the odds were still in his favor in the long game. Garlan was nothing if not patient.

The man with the uneven bangs smiled too much as he shuffled and dealt. It was the same smile Garlan had seen on childhood bullies and toughs too big to fight back against, a haughty, rancorous smirk that grew with each card that landed on the table. The muddy laborer and the hazy-eyed man both stared down at their few remaining tinks with an unnerving focus and did not even reach for their cards until well after the dealer did. Even then, they reached with a sobering exhale, readying themselves for the bad news.

“Luck’s sure bouncing on my knee tonight,” the man with the uneven bangs chuckled, looking at his cards. The back of Garlan’s teeth clenched but he feigned a smile at his own cards. He could be patient.

Oldways could not.

A gnarled hand slammed down on the table hard enough to topple the bigger stacks of tinks and send them sliding away in every direction. The two other tables tucked off to the side of the inn stopped playing and fell silent, clearly interested in what was about to be said next.

“You’re a craven cheat,” Oldways said evenly, his cards still untouched on the table in front of him. The dealer’s face turned white for a moment, until he glanced at the fish-lipped woman and the birth-marked man across the table from her. Their eyes narrowed and hands disappeared under the table for unseen weapons. The man with the uneven bangs regained his composure and let his face turn red with indignation.

“Careful whitebeard, you’re talking to a Claw Taker,” the man said loudly, gaining confidence with each word as the whole inn quieted in growing interest. “No one calls a Claw Taker a cheat.”

Garlan felt his stomach tighten painfully and his heels began bouncing uncontrollably but Oldways just grinned, not a tight muscle in his body.

“Tell you what,” Oldways said. “We’ll flip over your cards for the everyone to see. If there ain’t the circle of moon I saw on the bottom of the deck because you didn’t cut, again, then I’ll get up on this table here and do a mighty jig with my breeches down at my ankles. I ain’t the dancer I once was, so no laughing about the quality of anything you see.” Oldways waited for the ripple of snickering to calm. “But, if that circle of the moon turns over, well then, I’m gonna have to ask that you return those ill-gotten gains. You can even keep the few tinks you brought to the table and go drown your sorrows over at the plank, or in the rain barrel outside if the guilt gets too much. No difference to me where you end up.”

The chair slid back, caught a joint, and toppled as the man stood, pointing one finger down into Oldways’ face while the other hand brushed the lower right side of his hair from the tangle of his eyebrow.

“You’ll bleed for this.” The man’s pointing finger slid back towards his shoulder and joined its brethren in a tight fist. Oldways grinned and held up his left hand.

“And which limb of the truth stings the most? That I called you a cheat and a coward?” Oldways shook his left hand like a snake’s rattle. “Or-”

Oldways stopped shaking his left hand and slowly raised his right hand with the palm open, shaking it gently when it caught the man’s attention. “Or, that your misplaced pride is gonna get you put down for a hard nap?”

The man looked around the table again, then glanced down at his boot and the knife hidden there for a heartbeat. He looked back at Oldways, decided, and threw a punch down at the graybeard instead. Oldways’ waiting hands took most of the bite from the blow and tried to guide it wide, but a shaky knuckle still glanced off his cheek, snapping his head back.

“Now you’re in it, friend,” Oldways whispered menacingly, still holding the man’s fist tightly.

“Bloody hells, Magraghty, you hurt that whitebeard, and you’ll lose your share for two pay outs at least. Hear?” The speaker, a whip-lean man with a face sharp as an axe head, did not even bother to stand but the rest of the Claw Takers did, including the birthmark and the fish-lipped woman.

“Ah, not you too, beautiful,” Oldways said, crestfallen, without actually looking at the woman standing at his shoulder menacingly. “We were just getting along.”

She spit into the sawdust dangerously close to Oldways’ boot, and Garlan found he could not even swallow. Almost half of the inn was standing, all staring at Oldways and their man hunched over him.

All were ready for violence. Only the hatchet faced man seemed calm.

“We don’t want no trouble, friend. Isn’t that right, Magraghty?”

Magraghty’s uneven bangs trembled as he wrestled with the answer. He finally decided that falling in line was the less dangerous response. He moved to withdraw his hand, but Oldways held it in a vice for a few heartbeats more, grinning and staring into the man’s eyes, before finally letting go. Magraghty stumbled back at the unexpected release and rubbed his hand unconsciously before he caught himself.

“That yours? The rolly-shoppe parked outside the wall? A fine collection of wagons and wares,” the leader said, stretching his arms above his head lazily before finally standing in the silence of the inn. “A finnnne collection. Well, never let it be said the Claw Takers ruined an evening. Past time we retired to our tents in the pitch, I think. Claw Takers, join me out in the night air.”

The Claw Takers began filling out, staring daggers at Oldways, with a few sharp looks at Magraghty, who could only look at his boots and tremble with anger. A heavily cloaked figure that Garlan had taken for an unfortunate hunch-back slowly unraveled from behind the twelve empty tankards huddled on the plank bar and rolled her enormous shoulders from having to hide her size all night, a quarter-giantess at least. She gave the entire inn an irritated look before following the leader out the door.

Garlan shook, an unbidden picture of her holding a tiny hammer over his fingers freezing his thoughts. Powerfully built where Gurt had been just big, Garlan was sure she could have pinned Gurt-the-breaker in a tussle without breaking a sweat.

Magraghty was the last to go, slowed by his awkward scraping of the tinks from the rough table. When he realized he was out of earshot of the others in his band, he pointed a finger of his free hand back at Oldways.

“I’ll see you real soon, and-“

Oldways was up and off his rickety stool faster than Garlan believed the graybeard could move. It was certainly faster than Magraghty thought he could, and his entire handful of tinks rained down into the sawdust as the man flailed backwards in retreat, a high-pitched squeal escaping his lips before he was stopped by the table behind him. Oldways chuckled heartily as did most of the inn behind their hands and sleeves. The uneven bangs bobbed and jigged as Magraghty shook with rage.

“Oldways, manners,” the Captain said from where he sat smiling, chin cupped him palms, watching the entire debacle like it was some bizarre bard show. Magraghty stomped out of the inn, muffled laughter following him like ripples behind a canoe. The graybeard took the threat in stride, but Garlan could already feel his sleep becoming a fitful, sweaty waiting again.

On a husk filled mattress tucked in a moldy corner of Confluence, in another life, Garlan had napped as prey. Every creak of the stairs was a fiend, and every scrape on the floorboards a weapon simply too heavy to carry to the scene of his grisly demise.

But every silence was a soft-shoed thief coming to rob him of what little he had.

The warm hug of the Company, with its sharp blades, wicked arrows, and the practiced hands to use them, had lulled Garlan into deep, luxurious sleep. Garlan had begun to dream and, lulled by the dreams, hope for a future of unbroken fingers and a true taste of the Uphills life.

But both fled him like the bowels of a dead man. There were three times as many Claw Takers, and Garlan doubted, judging by the look of them, that many were excused from the front line for their priceless intelligence or nimble, baby-soft hands. Worse, he could hear the whispers around the inn.

Thieves. Murderers. White-lips. Villains. The Claw Takers were a ruthless husk gang wearing the cloak of a free company.

Garlan found gossip and rumor were like mosquitoes. In the singular, they were easily ignored, but as a swarm they became a serious concern. The townfolk buzzed loudly with concern as the Captain stood to speak.

Garlan continued to fret through the Captain’s speech, the cheers, and when Bootneck led the town in a bawdy round of song that had everyone stomping their feet, all their fears forgotten. Some even began to dance a local jig that showed an extraordinary amount of flexibility.

But how soon was soon? Garlan could not banish the question from his thoughts and sat petrified at the empty table as the inn warmed in sweaty jubilance.

“Well, I fear it is late, and we’re on a tight schedule,” the Captain announced after a few more songs and then bought the entire inn a round to help keep up their cheer. The Blackhat held up his palm and made tiny circles for the Company to group around him. It was a much smaller group than Garlan had hoped for.

“Where’s the Scout?” Lazybones hiccupped, drunk to the point of being cross-eyed.

“Ranging on his night off,” the Captain said, unconcerned.

“Where’s the bloody monster? Or his wife?” Garlan said, a tiny squeak betraying his worry. The Blackhat’s brow furrowed but the Captain continued to smile, idly watching the town celebrate another night alive in the wilds of Len’Neth.

“Exactly where I would be if the Claw Takers had not scared the curiosity from the town. Only, not on pine-needles and dead leaves,” The Captain said absently, then crinkled his nose in thought. “Actually, anywhere would be acceptable this far out.”

“Where-,“ Garlan began but the Captain cut him short with an upheld hand.

“Out in the woods beyond the wagons, enjoying a night off as well. I believe we will also be spending the night beyond the wall. Blackhat, get us to the wagons.”

Garlan began shaking as the Blackhat and Sergeant Donemore corralled the remaining Company into something of a wedge with Oldways leading. The rest did their best to prop up the Quartermaster and Lazybones as they neared the door.

“Yes, I see them too,” the Captain said in a sigh from somewhere in front of Garlan as the front door was pulled open. “Say nothing and do not look any of them in the eye.”

Garlan began to protest and demand more explanation, but the herd was already shuffling into the town square like a single beast. He pressed into Lazybones’ back, and the young man stumbled, giggling. Garlan stepped back to avoid a pileup, and gasped soundlessly, the noise caught in his throat.

Everywhere the light spilled out around them, it touched a Claw Taker. Undiluted by the townfolk, there seemed to be even more of them than there had been inside, a sea of tight, leering faces. Worse, no one was talking, just watching as the awkward sample of the Company of Bones waded out among them. Garlan had snickered at the faerietales of ghouls and the silent, shambling corpses but never again.

The Claw Takers parted, forming a narrow trail between their stinking bodies, and the Captain sauntered down it as if at his own wedding, smiling and nodding to everyone as he passed. The giantess and the leader stood on either side of the wicket door like town guards. The Captain strolled up between them and stopped, leaving the rest of the Company trapped between the two avalanches of bodies, should they begin to move.

The Captain waited and smiled, looking back and forth between the leader and the latch of the door expectantly. The leader’s eyes narrowed and finally, after a long, terrible moment, he reached for the door and pulled it open.

“Sleep well,” the leader said with a wicked grin, and the giantess chortled in a voice far higher pitched than Garlan expected for her size.

“And a fair night to you as well,” the Captain replied, ambling through the door as if waiting to be announced on the other side. Garlan resisted the urge to begin shoving those in front of him out quicker, but only because he knew he was too weak to move any of them any faster than they wanted to go.

To Garlan’s horror, Oldways held back and waited until he was the last inside the town. He slowly leaned in towards the leader, close enough for secrets.

“Tell the fair lass from the table that I’ll wait up for a turn of the glass,” he said sincerely. The giantess growled and crossed her enormous arms across her chest. Oldways frowned. “Didn’t mean to offend. Offer stands for you as well, of course, though I don’t know if you could handle me.”

Before either could respond, Oldways stepped through, pulling the thick door closed behind him.


Thirty-One

Slippery Oaths of Frogs

West of Bowen’s Hope, Len’Neth, year 513

He was of the blood and the tusk.

Neither would be denied any longer. Every morning, he was a shade more ashen, and his tusks had grown a thumbnail past his bottom teeth, sturdy, curved pegs that sat in front of and guarded his top lip like dull spearheads.

Dreadfalls lay on his back, unable to sleep, and listened to the distant rumble of the storm on the horizon as he stroked the fox gently. He idly wondered if the boughs of the great tree they lay under would be enough should the storm bring rain or if he should retrieve an oiled tarp from the wagons.

Nothing stirred outside of the wagon fortress, twenty strides back through the forest, on the edge of the rutty path those in Len’Neth proudly called a road. The Company had been forced to chop down a few trees to achieve the room necessary for their road camp, but the wood had quickly been eaten by the large fire crackling and popping just inside the only gap created by the two pinching fingers of the four wagons.

Despite the possible rain, Dreadfalls was glad to be outside of the wagon fortress. It was crowded enough on most nights, but between the coming storm and the thick stand of Oldwood trees the Scout had spotted in his ranging, it had been suggested that the horses be brought inside the wagon fortress as well.

Dreadfalls ran his tongue up and onto the dull point of his tusk, then the other. In his shame, Dreadfalls had begun whittling the tusks every morning when they had first started sprouting, reducing the proud ivory into flat bovine grindstones. Using the chisel and the blade had not hurt, but each thin shaving that had fluttered to the ground had felt like a piece of his mother falling away.

After leaving Bowen’s Hope, it had been a relief when the Captain had announced that it was time the Company had a bit of mystique beyond their glowing legend and a tame half-orc would do quite nicely, though relief seemed a shallow, inadequate word. There were guidelines, rules, and procedures attached of course, as there always were with the Captain, but Dreadfalls was encouraged to finally embrace who he was, in the wilderness at least.

It felt like freedom, and Dreadfalls tongued the tusks absently as he lay on the quiet border of sleep.

Dur’Oor’s bushy fox tail tickled his neck as she twitched in her sleep. Dreadfalls ran a hand across the fluffy ball and the tiny body hidden somewhere beneath. Her ears remained perked, but her back paws trembled as she dreamt of hunting field mice and voles foolish enough to surface.

After she calmed, he slowly moved his hand to the tips of his tusks that poked up into the bottom of his vision. He ran a fingertip down from the tip slowly, tracing the scrimshaw runes Dur’Oor had delicately carved and inlaid with gold. Dreadfalls had gasped at his reflection when she had finished. Dur’Oor had beamed, until she began chuckling at his vanity after a long moment.

She had taken the terrible curse of his blood and made it beautiful. They had wept together when she whispered her heart’s name was carved in the runes of her lost tribe on his left tusk, while the name his parents had given him was carved on the right tusk, or as close as she could translate it.

His tusks kept their secrets and their bond. Dreadfalls smiled and traced her heart’s name again as he felt her warm heartbeat against his chest.

Dreadfalls risked a happy, heavy sigh as he heard the watch exchange the baton and a mumble of report for the fourth time since the bellglass was first turned. The song of the forest was a lullaby and Dreadfalls cursed his restlessness despite Dur’Oor’s attempt to calm him, which usually had him dreaming only moments after the enchanted ritual was complete.

The unease of the Company had rubbed off on him, and he had lain awake for the past two nights, ever since they had woken him and his wife, asking for all eyes on the wagons until they distanced themselves from Bowen’s Hope and the graybeard’s ‘misunderstanding’ with the Claw Takers. The Claw Takers had sounded like a rough bunch, and the meeting had left the Blackhat with a harder edge than ever before.

It was the Champion’s job to protect the Company, to shield them from harm, and Dreadfalls lay awake in anxious worry. He had stopped spilling his drinking cups and trusted his ability to dip in Ur’Ulg’s dark water, but still he found failures, both ancient and ahead, waiting for him in his dreams every night since.

The breeze shifted before the storm and with it came the sharp, acrid smell of fear and trembling muscles. Man-flesh, readying for violence, and enough different scents that it was impossible to pick out an individual. The scent was suddenly lost as the warm breeze swung again, but the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end as the leaves showed their white bellies.

The fox licked his forehead twice to ensure he was awake before bounding down onto ground, her tail and ears rigid. Dur’Oor shimmered and Dreadfalls watched, slaw-jawed in wonder, just as he had ever since the night they had bonded. Hidden behind the eye-watering blink she forced on everyone else whenever she became was a moment of profound vulnerability. They jested and giggled before they slept each night, cried together and shared secrets, but even that could not begin to reach the depths of intimacy as Dreadfalls watched the fox slip her skin with a shimmer and become the strange, featureless totem of the treefolk.

Dreadfalls rose to his feet silently and reached for his hammer.

The worn haft of the hammer felt comforting as Dreadfalls slid a hand to each end, lifting the block of metal, the size of a bread loaf, above his shoulder. The Captain had begged him to practice with and carry a sword, but Dreadfalls refused. Swords could not help in pitching tents or fixing the constantly breaking wagons. A sword was a threat with no half-measure. A sword could only draw blood, even accidentally or carelessly handled, but a hammer could only become dangerous when matched against ill-intent.

Beside him, the totem of the treefolk rattled and shook as Dur’Oor danced in anticipation of her becoming, her tiny, silent hooves keeping to the soft, warm soil they had cleared of leaves before they had laid down. While his sense of smell had become far better than before he had left his parents’ hut in the woods, he still trusted his wife’s far more, and stared into the shadows of the forest patch the Scout had picked out for the Company’s camp.

Alongside his creaking bones, Dreadfalls’ night eyes had grown strong as well. Whereas the night had been a blinding affair whenever he had peeked out of his parents’ hut, Dreadfalls had come to find comforting shades of gray even on nights when the moon hid her face completely.

Dreadfalls was glad when Dur’oor silently brushed against his hip with her shoulder. He reached down, unable to stop himself, and ran his fingers past the thicker hair down into the soft undercoat beneath. The green-eyed wolf raised its black nose to the wind and sniffed while Dreadfalls continued to rub between Dur’oor’s narrow shoulder blades.

The wind swirled again and Dur’Oor let out a long, quiet growl that vibrated his hand, confirming his fear. The Vine Canton gang had attacked the tiny knight’s camp without a real plan, simply fanning out, heedless of the winds. The hunters that were closing in on the Company’s wagon fortress were a different breed, mindful of their approach, and Dreadfalls felt his muscles grow hot.

“Warn the others,” Dreadfalls whispered without looking, knowing his wife would be able to hear it. He felt more than saw the green eyes study him for a moment before his fingers slipped out of her soft fur and he was alone. He took a breath and brought the hammer to the ready as he watched the tree line as far as his night eyes could hint at gray.

It only took a twig snapping to his left and Dreadfalls fell into the cold, lonely cave to wait out the days and lifetimes until Ur’Ulg made his offer of the bottomless ecstasy of his unrestricted help. It came after an eon and Dreadfalls whispered his denial of losing himself fully, reminding the orc god of the terms of the oath.

Url’rg only chuckled in the darkness as the great war drum echoed painfully in Dreadfalls’ chest.

Boom.

On the beat, the canvas of darkness flared with slashes of searing fire, burning with crude ideas of his prey and the few natural difficulties that separated him. Four brush strokes of fire, a crude effigy of a man, blazed like the sun, only the sharp edge of a rock, or downed tree, and two lines of stump between them.

Boom.

Dreadfalls felt himself lurch forward as if suddenly pulled behind a galloping horse, his swelling, invisible limbs moving despite him. With each step closer, the pulsing slashes and brushstrokes of the effigy bred. An arm forming. A leg. A knife.

BOOM.

Dreadfalls shrieked, a high pitch choke that tore at his throat as his muscles fed the fire like kindling. What had felt like a candle only a moment before was suddenly a raging bonfire licking the flesh from his bones after only three drum beats.

Dreadfalls burned.

BOOM.

His last enormous stride had brought him around a vertical slash of fire, a tree most likely, and in range of the three burning slashes of the effigy’s head and nose. Threat, challenger, rival, Ur’Ulg roared and whispered in twin voices.

BOOM-BOOM-BOOM

The wardance of the Slaughter painted and repainted the man’s turning head with the growing cadence of the mad beat. Ears-mouth-eyes. The searing blood inside Dreadfalls’ muscles swelled and screamed as he felt the weight of the hammer whip around.

Remember. The. Oath. Dreadfalls tried to concentrate on nothing but the oath as he howled incoherently. Dreadfalls thought he heard a heavy sigh inside his head but too quickly the darkness fell away, revealing a flabbergasted man, face painted red, knife pushed out awkwardly in a straight thrust.

In the moment of clarity Dreadfalls strained to remember who he was and why he had chosen a hammer.

Dreadfalls pulled against the arching weight and drove the hammer low as he leaned away from the swing. The surprised man did not even have time to shout as he was swept off his feet and sent spinning sideways. His useless legs flapped behind him in a failed cartwheel until he landed four strides on, laying still.

Dreadfalls pivoted the best he could manage as he was flung forward onto his awkward human legs, that had only recently stopped cracking and growing. He caught his foot under a root but managed to lean in the direction of the next closest slash of fire he could remember.

The Blackhat had been right to worry. The Claw Takers had not forgotten about the laden wagons or their revenge. They had come for it all.

Dreadfalls wondered briefly when Dur’Oor would be back as he jumped a downed tree with a ragged huff, slipping slightly but recovering just enough to aim his fall at the man trying to find him between the nubby posts of his wide, sturdy crossbow. Dreadfalls tried to savor his last clear-eyed moment without pain before he slipped back into cold, stygian cave to spend eternity listening to the dripping of unseen water.

Dreadfalls thought of Dur’Oor, the graybeard, and the rest of the Company defending the entrance to the wagon fortress as he rubbed his shivering arms, until Ur’Ulg finally spoke and offered his final favor.

It was always the same; to spare the fire, the charred bones, and keep the pain away, forever. To become a rogue half-orc, lost to the ecstasy of his final wardance.

Dreadfalls made his denial covered in Ur’Ulg’s hot spittle, and reminded the unseen orc god of the oath. He felt the cold air whip up his goose fleshed legs as Ur’Ulg sucked in a great breath through his nostrils that must have hung only a few hands away in the darkness above him. The orc god let out a great booming laugh.

The blaze of heat that greeted Dreadfalls had barely been doused, burning him like a log in a hearth as Ur’Ulg laughed over the great booming of the drum. Across the darkness Dreadfalls was pulled, shrieking in pain, toward the next scratches of fire that challenged him.

The Slaughter did not show him the path to walk. It galloped for him, dragging him along through the fire. A crude idea of an arm and a crossbow pulsed to life in front of him but just as suddenly disappeared on the next beat of the war drum fanning the flames like a great bellow.

All was darkness except for the short, straight slash that blazed in front of him and his body lurched to the side. Confused, Dreadfalls released the Slaughter, and the cave fell away, back into the gray-toned landscape of a nearly swallowed moon.

The bolt sunk deep into his left shoulder and Dreadfalls grunted as the impact turned him. It was not mortal, but flesh wounds did not seem to hurt any less. Suddenly sideways, Dreadfalls’ feet tangled, and he began a sprawling fall.

The cold, lonely cave lasted a lifetime, sapping the warmth from his muscles as he listened to the intermittent drips of the unseen pools. His toes and fingers began to sting then numb, which began patiently clawing its way up his ankles and wrists.

Ur’Ulg had to abide by the oath, but Dreadfalls knew time dripped like cold sap and only a heartbeat or two would pass in the world outside the cave. The orc god was nothing if not patient and seemed to enjoy staring down at him in the impenetrable dark, drinking in his growing worry and doubts.

But the reeking question finally came, and Dreadfalls’ denial was swift.

The fire was not a relief, but like being tossed from an icy, winter pool into the blacksmith’s white-hot coals. The Slaughter did not try to keep him upright but turned his falling momentum into a three legged gallop while his fourth limb gripped the hammer. The single brushstroke of fire that had been the crossbowman’s mouth turned to four, opening into a surprised rectangle, but he could not hear the man’s last words over the flames.

As his hand left the ground, Dreadfalls surfaced into the sharp pain of his shoulder, screaming as the bolt crawled around in his pulsating muscle. The hammer swung around and Dreadfalls managed to pivot, satisfied by the sharp crack, like a thick tree limb breaking.

The bolt hurt, the tip trying to carve runes into his bone with every movement. A very human, wounded Dreadfalls stumbled forward feeling as if he had been thrown off the top of the Company wagon onto the cobbles of Confluence. The pain fought his every thought, biting and clawing to be his sole suitor as he tried to remember around which stand of trees he had seen the next fiery sketch of an enemy.

Someone shrieked, high but booming like they were in a canyon. He wrenched the bolt from his shoulder and tried to blink the tears from his eyes as he charged towards the sound.

He saw the giantess first, not the tree-topping full blood Oldways had described of course, but slightly taller than himself, her exposed arms as big as Laststand’s legs. The hide armor that hung past her knees had taken at least two primes to sew together, if not three. Behind her head, she held a curving length of Oldwood ending in a heavily puckered knot with both hands, watching wide-eyed for her moment to swing. Another stride revealed her target.

The great black wolf had a crossbow and the arms that had been holding it trapped in her mouth, shaking vigorously as the man’s boots dragged helplessly back and forth across the mulch before tossing him into the bushes. The green-eyed wolf turned and snarled at the giantess, the pink of her upper gums a terrible sight. The giantess shuffled uncertainly and readied for the wolf’s snapping jaw, the fear of a mistimed swing making her large eyes tremble.

Dreadfalls allowed himself a tight grin and charged out from the shadows of the trees. He let himself be taken and the world went cold. A lifetime of waiting and finally the silence was broken by a rumbling chuckle that echoed for days in the endless cave. In the long years that followed, Dreadfalls waited for the question, but none came.

“I deny you,” Dreadfalls hollered out in to the abyss as he rubbed his arms. “I will always deny you, until my oath is fulfilled, no matter how long you make me wait.”

The long years trickled by in the cold silence.

“Are you certain?” The voice slithering inside his skull was far worse than the fetid voice of the orc god that blew across his face in the darkness.

A faint glow appeared against the darkness, a horizontal slash of dull embers on the inky curtain, though Dreadfalls could not tell distance. The single brushstroke hung in the darkness like a terrible star, growing a crumb brighter every day.

After a lifetime spent living in the cold under the terrible star, a new brushstroke appeared in the darkness, so far to the left that Dreadfalls could just barely see them at the same time. Days later, a second slash and then a third after a season, still unrecognizable.

“Are you certain?”

Just to the left of the growing constellation, a new brushstroke appeared, a thick gouge that danced with painful light. Dreadfalls tried to remember the forest as he had left it, but in the emptiness, he was an unmoored ship, unable to remember the rocks of the coast.

After a year of cold silence Dreadfalls realized the terrible star and the constellation were getting closer, as he no longer had to choose which to focus on and which to see in periphery. His heart thumped anxiously, and the silence was broken.

“Are you certain?”

Faint brushstrokes appeared at Ur’Ulg’s words, a hundred hundred tiny slashes that any artisan would be proud of for the detail they exhibited. Rounds of roaring, vulgar laughter filled the emptiness. Dreadfalls felt his knees begin to buckle as he realized what he was seeing; a crossbow bolt glacially crossing the emptiness towards the prime wolf and the giantess’ shillelagh wound back in anticipation.

“We had a deal,” Dreadfalls screamed. “By your oath, we had a deal.”

“We did little frog,” Ur’Ulg chuckled, so loud that Dreadfalls could feel each word in his chest. “And I’ve let you leave my warm waters whenever you wished. But sit with me a moment, for I am weary from filling the weak sack of your flesh with my power so often, and I wish to smell your cold sweat a moment longer. Come, what is another heartbeat more?”

In the years that followed Dreadfalls watched in horror as the bolt ate the distance between its bright tip and his wife’s ribs, and on each anniversary the orc god offered his final, ecstatic blessing, should Dreadfalls just accept it.

It was not a fair offer, however. Even a rogue orc could not move fast enough to stop the bolt. Even if it could, it would only be a short reprieve before he himself finished the wolf and every other creature within reach as long as he drew breath.

There had never been time to save her, Dreadfalls told himself over and over. Ur’Ulg just wanted him to watch, helpless, as it ate his terror and laughed in an endless thunderstorm. Ages passed as the distance closed, and then all at once, it was too soon.

The constellation of the bolt disappeared into the wolf’s side and Dur’Oor began to bend inward, pulled protectively towards where the pain bloomed. The distraction took the wolf’s eyes from the giantess and the heavy knot of Oldwood fell out of the sky like a bright comet, crashing into the wolf’s skull just behind the green eyes in a bloom of blinding light.

All at once, the constellation of the wolf winked out, leaving only the bolt streaking across the canvas until it seemed to suddenly pierce it and disappeared. Then, all was dark.

“Dead,” the twin voices of Ur’Ulg whispered and screeched.

“Dead,” his father said, his voice choked with disappointment.

“Dead,” cooed his mother, beckoning him.

“Dead,” said his sister in a great, woeful sob.

“Are you certain?” Dur’Oor whispered from beside him in the darkness, but forever out of reach.

Dreadfalls surfaced the moment the world turned to fire, finding himself in a sprawling fall aimed at the giantess, who was already rounding on him. He could not bare the voices of the cave again.

If he was to die, let it be beside his wife, and let it be as a human.


Thirty-Two

Two Beats

West of Bowen’s Hope, Len’Neth, year 513

The time between Lazybones startling awake at the graybeard’s raspy holler, to the moment when he was stuck and whispered his last words, unheard, was not nearly enough heartbeats.

It had been such a lovely dream, a warm future where his belly was always full, and the beautiful Cook smiled at him from across the kettle. A future where he did not need to remember where his shield was.

Perfection.

A few thumps of his heart and he was suddenly begging his small god to intervene, a couple faster thumps, and Lazybones wished the graybeard’s off-key deathsong was not going to be the last thing he heard before he crossed the Last Sea.

He wished it were her soft singing and their braying, throaty laughter, just as he had left it around the fire inside the wagon fortress before his wonderful dream. He had not been able to bear looking at Onetime’s smile when she sang for fear his heart might burst, but it would be enough to hear her simple humming one last time as she tended the Company’s seemingly endless meal to satiate the half-orc.

It always had been.

He had forgotten beat two of Routine for a watch ambush, his tall shield, after he had picked up his axe instead of the spear. A few slower thumps and Lazybones said the last thing that came into his mind as he watched the Company charge past him and form a new line with the shields at least they had remembered.

“I’m sorry,” Lazybones whispered.


Thirty-Three

The Taste of Straw

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

As Dannel neared Privilege Bonfire, his pride, stowed for the dangerous retreat from the foothills, began to swell. The Treebard’s large, fluted snout strapped to his ruck would be a trophy the likes of which had not been seen since his Guide’s youth. Perhaps earlier. The snout was singular in its filigreed strangeness.

But his pride was staring past the personal distinction of the trophy. With one perfect shot, Dannel had repaired the harm done to his Guide’s legend. The Wanderer and kin of Helden of the Longjaw Wolf had brought the impossible to place at their Lord’s boots in honor. No one would dare whisper an ill word against his Guide’s legend while they stood under such a treasure, hung in a place of reverence above the great throne in the Lord’s hunting lodge.

Dannel was not so pure of heart that he did not feel the weight of his own gain heavy upon his back as well. The fluted bone would allow him to begin choosing his own hunts from the Wardens’ Den before they were picked clean. Perhaps he could even convince them that he would better serve the Lord by forgoing a Wanderer, so he could tread in the darkest places without hesistation. Perhaps, Dannel secretly hoped, he might be permitted to tread inside one of the sacred Oldwood groves.

It was not five heartbeats before his thoughts turned to Tabitha. He allowed himself a smile, imagining a private, proper telling of the tale out in the hidden glen. The thoughts warmed him, and he wondered idly how many years it might be before Forester Alebette thought Tabitha ready to stalk alone.

Dannel would wait for that laugh, as long as it took.

For his warm thoughts, Dannel caught a toe on a root. He chastised himself for his laxity and hubris as he caught his weight over the next three wobbly steps. Such idle fancy was no better than an uncalloused Wanderer.

Privilege Bonfire was quiet compared to the Iron Fang. Dannel was fighting his way through the dense underbrush on the north edge of the razorvine field before he even heard the telltale signs of a human hive. Where the artisans just inside the mountain’s walls screamed and shouted at each other without fear, the leaf-eaters made little sound that carried beyond the edge of the maze.

As Dannel finally threaded his way through the northern underbrush, he stopped in the wide, pruned space before the start of the outer ring of razorvine to get his bearings. Missing the true entrance to the maze could cost him a quarter bell of backtracking.

Alpen appeared from the waist up in the maze, only a stone’s throw from the northern tree line, wiping his brow with his forearm.

“Hail, Alpen of the Woven Basket,” Dannel called out, his lips turning up ever so slightly at the thought of showing his friend the strange, fluted head weighing down his ruck. It had been a quicker hunt than he anticipated, and he mulled spending a night with the leaf eater around their fire, telling a proper tale with a voice and style that would make his Guide proud. The Treebard deserved at least one worthy, animated yarn.

Alpen gently dropped the shriveled berries over his shoulder into the tiny mouth of the basket-ruck on his back and turned, waving his empty, red-stained hand.

“And which Dannel greets me? Nightsky Badger, the aloof Forester, or Tall Spruce, come to pass the night with an old friend?”

“I’d hoped to be both,” Dannel said, slightly flushed, rotating slightly so Alpen could see the enormous girth of the monster’s snout strapped to his ruck.

“Dannel,” Conal called out from closer in the maze, standing and depositing his own berries in his basket before waving frantically, as if Dannel could not see the boy from the chest up above the dense thorns.

“I swear you’ve grown from the last time I saw you,” Dannel said lifting his arm to eye level, looking past his straightened fingers as if measuring the boy.

“Hopefully you’re staying the night,” Conal said with an eyeroll. “I carved a figurine from a description of one of your stories. I can’t wait-,“

“Rowwhhh.” The shrill screech cut the boy off mid-sentence. Both he and his father looked up to the sky.

In one fluid motion Dannel knocked the broadhead he had been holding against the bow. While the pickers looked up to the sky, he raked his cold eyes across the top of the pruned ravorzine. It took a moment for the father and son to finally understand where the sound had come from, and the knowledge stole the blood from their faces.

A prime fisher cat by the deep sound of it, and it was already in the maze, halfway between Conal and his father.

The dry summer had made hunting desperate for all. The frustration of the maze must have seemed worth the meal, but even the sleek, muscular fisher cat must have been found by a thorn. The warning was a small miracle and Dannel thanked Alornas, but the fisher was still moving about the maze unseen.

Despite its name, a fisher cat looked as if a weasel and black bear had mated, and its sleek, muscular body could be kept low to the ground while it was hunting. The only difference between a prime fisher and a nightsky badger was that the fisher would have to work just a little harder to get into range of the boy or his father, otherwise, the massive teeth and sharp, tree-climbing claws would wound or kill just the same.

“Conal, run to me,” Alpen said calmly, waving his son towards him when the terrified boy turned to look at his father. “You know the way, run to me.”

The boy was running before Dannel could call out to stop him. In the maze, the fisher could hunt them by sound and smell, unseen, while the two pickers had to run the pattern blind to its position. Even their knowledge of the clever maze could not outmaneuver the fisher, especially if it was able to slip underneath even some of the sharp hedges. Conal would have to come out of the maze for Dannel to get a clear shot to protect him.

“Pinepitch.”

Too late, Dannel found himself running toward the maze at a half-draw, desperate to spot a turn or angle he could shoot through, if he could even figure out where the fisher would be.

Alpen was running, but not in the direction Dannel would have thought. The tall, broad picker sprinted down the fastest paths toward his son while he wrestled with the near-full basket on his back. Within a few strides, Alpen was bleeding from multiples places, raked by the wicked thorns despite his thick, picking leathers.

There was no sign of the fisher as Dannel ran up the side of a small, slanted boulder at the edge of the razorvine, hoping for a better view, but the slight elevation change did nothing to help. At their current pace the pickers would soon meet, the fisher would not be far behind, and Dannel still did not have a proper shot.

As the father and son met at an intersection, Dannel saw Alpen flail and slump forward at the waist with a yelp. His son began to let out a low moan as his body froze in fear. Alpen reemerged a heartbeat later, his heavy basket raised over his head, berry juice leaking out of a sharp corner where the joints of the sturdy frame met. Alpen flailed again, growling, as he drove the basket down as hard as he could, once, twice, three times more, before he finally stopped. Panting heavily, he fell out of sight.

Conal turned, his face frozen in rictus terror, and called for Dannel with a cracking voice. Alpen was nowhere to be seen as Dannel sprinted to the edge of the maze, looking for a break in the wicked thorns.

“Two strides to your right,” Colan called out. Dannel rushed toward the opening, despite the awkwardly shaped snout strapped to his ruck working against him, its momentum pulling him into the thorny hedge as he tried to turn too fast.

“Now where?” Dannel yelled, standing waist high in the narrow opening. Conal closed his eyes and imagined the maze from where Dannel stood for a moment before calling out the turns he needed to make. He could hear the thorns caressing the thick hide of his ruck but did not slow his pace until the last turn, when Alpen came into view.

Alpen was covered in dark, iron-smelling blood, looking up at his friend with wide, unseeing eyes.

“Where are you wounded?” Dannel said, slipping off his ruck as best he could in the confined space. He had herbs and poultices in the outside pouches, though the amount of blood suggested he would be tying off a tourniquet or two before he ground up a single sour-smelling petal.

“It’s-,“ Alpen began, blinking suddenly as his eyes softened and flitted across the gruesome scene. He looked at his son tucked into the beginning of another path next to where Dannel stood and smiled, letting out something between a heavy sigh and an awkward laugh. “It’s… it’s not mine.”

The prime fisher was a hand taller than Conal, should he lay down beside its sleek, muscular body. Its broken skull and powerful jaw had been exposed in multiple flaps of matted fur by the sharp corner of the heavy basket. Alpen had killed a prime fisher with nothing more than a berry basket, and Dannel wished more than anything that the man had been born a Forester, for the story would live on for generations around the great fire pit.

Alpen’s name and life would have been revered. Alpen of the Prime Fisher.

But Alpen was a leaf-eater and had broken the Lord’s one law, killing an animal without their Lord’s permission. Alpen’s life was forfeit.

Dannel was a Forester in his blood. In every breath. In his every muscle, and in every movement they made. He woke up every day a Forester, and was proud to know he would die a Forester in the deep woods, when he was finally too old to defend his place in the endless hunt.

Until he saw the dead fisher, Dannel had believed it a blessing with all his heart. With the title, he believed he had earned a life of choice, to roam where he wished and be one in the great cycle of life. He thought himself truly free compared to those who huddled together inside the walls, under the Lord’s heavy thumb.

In a single terrible moment, Dannel realized the true burden of the Foresters. Foresters were free from the Lord’s heavy thumb because they were his whole hand, tasked with carrying out his justice, though the word suddenly made Dannel feel sick.

Alpen would have to face the Lord’s justice.

Worse, he could see that Alpen had come to the same conclusion.

“I would do it again, a hundred times. A hundred hundred times,” Alpen smiled warmly, looking at his son. “I’m guilty of breaking the Lord’s law and I’m ready. It seems we don’t get to choose how we greet after all, Forester. I am ready.”

“Da-,“ Conal began, tears rimming his thick lashes, but his father held up a hand.

“There is always a price for love, a weakness that defies reason and instinct. But if love is the days I spent in your company, then it’s a price I gladly pay. Visit him often Tall Spruce, keep him out of trouble.”

Dannel could only move his dry, swelling tongue around his sticky mouth.

“Make it quick, Forester,” Alpen said, leaning back and rolling his shoulders open, exposing his broad chest.

“No,” Dannel whispered, shaking his head.

“You’ve chosen your path as I’ve chosen mine. We cannot change their winding course. I understood what I was doing, and now you must do what is required.”

”No,” Dannel said, his limbs frozen.

“Then bring me to the Iron Fang, to beg the mercy of the Nameless, so that my son may keep his legend,” Alpen said, turning his head down towards the fisher. He reached out and touched its fur tenderly. “I’ve always wanted to join in a hunt.”

“You’ll die just the same, bait for the Lord to lure out some monster,” Dannel wheezed, his chest tightening as he struggled to catch his breath.

“I understood the Lord’s law when his mother and I came here, fleeing from the slow, certain death of starvation that took our parents. Conal will never know what it is to eat straw just to keep your stomach from cramping, or waking up to another cold body so withered from hunger it looks smoked. Neither of you can understand, nor would I wish you too. It’s a small price. If not the Iron Fang, your sharpest broadhead, Forester, and see that it’s quick.”

To Conal’s horror, Forester Dannel of the Nightsky Badger checked his arrow and drew his great longbow back until his fingers tickled his ear. Alpen closed his eyes and let his head drop back, a broad grin climbing across his face. The longbow spat the arrow faster than anyone could follow, and they all remained still in the quiet humming of the string.

“Get up. Help me remove the head and dress this,” Dannel said, leaning his longbow against his ruck, and stepping towards the last bit of his arrow sticking out between the ribs of the fisher. “I see no one on the walk and we are far enough from that bridge that no one could’ve seen what happened, though they’ll soon be curious. I saw a fisher attacking two leaf eaters and culled it. You take the carcass back inside, my arrow still in it as proof. I will bury this head far away, where it will never be found, except by the insects and beasts, who will leave nothing but dry bones by the turn of the next moon.”

“Dannel,” Alpen whispered, shaking his head, but Conal sprang to help, eager for the plan to work. Dannel worked the brush blade until he slid the fisher’s head into an oiled tarp, tying it to the side of his ruck.

“I’ll not stay the night, but continue on to the Fang as fast as possible. Drag the body out well beyond the razorvine to clean it and wash the blood thin here as best you can with your waterskins. A good rain should wash away the rest. I’ll take the long way around the fortress. Bountiful harvest, Alpen and Conal of the Woven Basket.”

“Bountiful hunt, Dannel of the Nightsky Badger,” Alpin said, barely a whisper as he frowned at his friend’s back. Dannel hefted his ruck awkwardly and adjusted it with one hand as he jogged back out of the maze as quickly as he could, keeping the fisher’s broken skull below the thorny hedge.

On the edge of the dense underbrush Dannel stopped and picked his head up, staring hard at the leaf eaters’ fortress as the hair on his neck prickled and turned to gooseflesh, as if he were being watched. If one of the leaf eaters was watching, Dannel hoped the distance and shade would have made a confusion of the events, or that, if they did not, the secret would be buried under the gift of delicious meat, warm fur, and a good telling of the tale by Alpen around the fire.


Thirty-Four

Night Eyes

West of Bowen’s Hope, Len’Neth, year 513

Watch was always a crucible of resisting the siren song of the fire, but the war chief Nimblejack had given flowery speeches of its importance, convinced as he was that the Claw Takers would hold a grudge.

It was always easier said than done in the chill of a quiet night, so Oldways kept his back to the flames and pinched the skin on the top of his forearm between his ragged fingernails, again, squinting at the discomfort. It was not a slap in the face, but it was enough. Oldways gently tapped the wooden frame of the bellglass with the watch baton, making sure the sand inside had not clumped up at the tapered waist. It had not and Oldways sighed heavily, more than half of the sand still in the bust.

The worry of the fire was more than just lulling him to sleep, though that was always the worst possibility on watch. A proper fire danced in vivid colors, sang, and told stories to pass the time. It kept a man company as he stared between the crackling tinder. A man could get lost in the song of the fire and forget all about the hungry darkness at his back.

Fire was a jealous gilly girl as well and would pluck out a man’s night eyes, so slow to earn, for even just a peek at her charms. Monsters and primes could cross quite a distance in the time it took to earn a proper set of night eyes, even on the most moonlit of nights. It was best to just ignore her, but the nights were getting colder, and she knew just how to tempt a man left to his own devices.

A branch snapped out beyond the tree line and Oldways stood off the tall watch stool, bending his knees a few times to get the blood flowing as he listened, eyes unfocused to see the entire tree line and not the single tree.

Oldways heard the snoring and snorting of the Company and their horses behind him, corralled in the tight hug of the wagon fortress. The war chief kept a snug camp. It took a turn or two of the glass to build, thickening his callouses every dusk the Company was caught out between sturdy town walls, but Oldways never minded a bit of work.

All hands helped pitch camp, except Pursey, but no one wanted to hear him cough, so no one complained. Still, the Blackhat duties were endless; wagon repairing, stake whittling, and mucking the horse leavings. There was always gear to mend, weapons to oil, and wood to chop, though Lazybones rarely let anyone else steal his joy there.

But after the nightly meal was served and proper watch began, there was only silence, where every twig sounded like a sturdy tree limb breaking when a raccoon or snuffler was searching for mushrooms. It was almost always a false alarm and too easy to begin dismissing the tiny doubts to keep in comfort, but that path only led to shallow graves or scavenged bones.

Oldways stepped closer to the only gap in the wagons, lowering his spear. The gap was just narrow enough to be easily held by a few, but wide enough to stampede out of if a prime or worse got over the bell-decorated razorvine Scout Cullem painstakingly unraveled at the foot of the tall-wheeled wagons each night.

Another branch broke and Oldways frowned. Watch came with fierce responsibility, but being too jumpy was its own counterweight. Oldways hated the looks and irritated jests the mornings after he had called Routine when it had turned out only to be squirrels teasing the half-orc again.

But better the sore looks in the morning than the Blackhat’s fury.

Or scavenged bones.

The decision was stolen from him. A great black wolf appeared at the tree line for enough time to flash its green eyes at Oldways before slipping back into the thick scrub again.

“Company, to arms,” Oldways hollered, trying to keep his voice from spooking the horses too much. “Company-to-arms.”

Oldways peeked back over his shoulder, risking his night eyes to ensure he was heard. The Scout was already up, tall bow half-drawn, staring absently at the fortress’ back walls with his back to the fire and gap. Oldways appreciated the Scout’s skittish nocturnal manner when they traveled, but knew he was still on his own in rousing the rest of the Company.

Oldways’ frown deepened as he turned back to the empty tree line. Watch Routine was already falling apart. The treefolk shaman should have stayed to help protect the gap and the half-orc should have been following right behind her. The Sergeant had even made it easy to remember; ‘retreat, regroup, resist’, for even Lazybones did well with rhymes and cleverly-worded wisdoms. Something was wrong.

“Company-To-Arms,” Oldways hollered again, dropping the watch baton to heft his tall shield.

There was little the Champion could not defend himself against alone, but so close to the endless Oldwood forest there were always primes and monsters wandering down from the northlands. Some had to be big or cagey enough to keep the orcs and goblin swarms from spilling out of the caves and warrens below the rugged mountains, and even some of the bigger ones found themselves feast for the most determined swarms. That Dur’Oor had returned to the half-orc’s side told quite a tale already.

The half-orc’s terrible, burning howl cut the silence for three heartbeats and then abruptly stopped. Something was very wrong.

Oldways began to whisper his deathsong as he listened to the Company shake each other awake and arm. Tinkling bells began ringing from all around. Not one big predator but many. Oldways rolled his shoulders against the weight of the shield and his spear. The tree line began rustling everywhere at once and his whisper became a low growl.

One of the back wagons rocked and bells screamed against the shift. Oldways fought his instinctual urge to look back. He reminded himself that the quiet Scout was watching everything but the gap, stiff as a reed with his wicked bow half-drawn. Oldways kept his eyes on the brightening tree line as the smoldering coals were being stoked into a bright bonfire by someone behind him.

It was not the woman that scared Oldways, bursting from the tree line with her face painted red like a demon, nor even her shrill war cry as she raised her sword up above her head to catch lightning. It was that she had gotten by the half-orc and his treefolk, shaman wife. That was a cloudy omen even in the sunniest story he could think of.

The deathsong became a hoarse howl.

Oldways heard the first scrambling steps of another piece of the Company’s shield wall just as one ambusher became two, then three, an avalanche of screaming greed suddenly pouring from the tree line. A moment later, the lanky fool Lazybones stepped up to his right wielding only his axe. Before Oldways could warn the whelp back, the first of the ambushers were already planting their feet to deal with the sturdiness of his shield, or the absence of the Lazybones’.

There was a reason the long wind-up of a two-handed wood axe was not often seen in shield walls and pitched battles. Trees rarely moved or fought back during the long wind-up.

When Lazybones began turning his shoulders, the screaming demon woman stabbed wildly and then circled away, baiting the whelp. Lazybones foolishly followed, like a hound unable to stop himself from the chase, swinging his back foot around to keep her in the sweet spot of his swing. Her accomplice demonstrated the practicality of a spear, skewering the whelp in his open flank from well outside the axe’s reach.

Lazybones slumped in a moaning hiss, only to be covered in loam and leaves as Laststand sprang over him and planted his shield a stride ahead of Oldways. Bootneck simply plowed over the shrieking woman, just as she had the corner of the Blackhat’s shield. Oldways showed the reach of his own sturdy spear to Lazybones’ attacker, who bought the shield wall a moment by flailing backwards, spear forgotten, clutching at her belly with both hands.

Oldways heard the lanky whelp whisper something, but he could not look back without endangering the rest of the Company. Lazybones was on his own journey on the shore of the Last Sea, until Oldways joined him, or the ambushers fled. The Claw Takers would need to be convinced that the price in blood was not worth the payout and turn tail, but there were more and more of them streaming out of the brightly lit tree line every moment, squinting as their night eyes fled.

A hollow grunt followed the sharp twang of a bowstring. The tinkling bells screamed in surprise for a moment as something heavy fell in among them and then fell silent. A second twang and the bells barely grumbled. Oldways would rather charge a prickling hedgehog of spears, naked, with only a flower for a weapon, then climb atop the wagons just to dance his last jig for the Scout’s cruel attention.

Sergeant Donemore fired a bolt from his goblin-bone crossbow, downing a man painted with great red teeth swallowing his face, and let it drop, pulling his short sword as he joined the shield wall at Oldways’ left shoulder.

With five shields, the gap could be plugged into a great turtle shell of overlapping wood. A shield short, Lazybones absence felt enormous. The sharp points coming over the top of Oldway’s shield already felt like one direction too many, and the sturdy spear was a weapon better suited for a prepared bristle, rather than single combat with a cumbersome tower shield stealing his liveliness.

The cutthroats came screaming out of the forest like a mad, red wave and Oldways screamed back, his deathsong an incomprehensible warble as he prepared for his last battle. He longed for the weight of his short, curved warclub and the well-worn haft of his hatchet, proper tools for his glorious end, but a stray arrow from the tree line sunk deep into his shield with the force of a kick, reminding him why the Sergeant had chosen shields.

The problem with holes in the shield wall was that they bred like lustful rabbits once they started. While a few of the ambushers pulled up short at the menacing spear tips, others, spurred on by whiteleaf and fermented courage, charged on regardless into the lottery of sharp edges. A few lost, but those that slipped through had the advantage once they were pressed up against the heavy shields.

Fighting close, nose to nose, was a terrible thing.

Oldways resisted his spear being jerked from his hands twice before he was able to pull it free. He swung it sideways like a cudgel, catching the closer of the two screaming, bloodshot-eyed men clawing at Laststand’s shield, trying to get their daggers over and around it. He whipped the spear back low across his body and swept the legs out from under a feral woman with metal claws that stuck out past her fists as she reached to pull his own shield down. He jabbed each one again, encouraging them to stay down.

He glanced around quickly, wondering what his next move should be. Both the Blackhat and the Sergeant were staggered, bleeding from wounds that were worries that would soon turn into regrets without attention. Fighting up close was a bloody terrible thing.

Laststand went to a knee, coughing through a wet, red frown, and Oldways saw that Bootneck was next, despite his making quick work of the brigand slumped at his bare feet. He had stepped too far forward of the line and opened his shoulder to the snarling man who had decided that Laststand, already up to his shivering hips in the Last Sea, was no longer the biggest threat. The snarling man raised his nicked blade above his head in a two-handed grip.

The Blackhat wheezed a warning and bought Bootneck a moment, falling forward onto his own shield and crushing the man beneath it as he was dragged down on top of it. Laststand’s forearm was still stuck in the wide leather enarmes of his shield, trapping him as he tugged weakly to free himself. It had been enough, however, and Bootneck snapped his spear around to stop another man from the easy meal of the Blackhat served up on a platter so nicely.

Oldways took a double step in front of the Blackhat, hoping to form a new line. The Blackhat was still feebly trying to pull his arm out from underneath himself, but his eyes were closed, and the slow, twitchy movements of his fingers did not speak well of his condition.

Sergeant Donemore’s left leg could no longer bear his weight and he dropped his shield before it dragged him to the ground as well. He clutched the wound with his left hand, keeping his short blade up in front of him with his right. Two brigands decided the Sergeant was the easier prey and circled left out of Oldways’ spear reach.

Oldways allowed himself a satisfied snort. They should have rushed him, despite the shield and spear. Donemore was a terror with a bolt or a blade, wounded or not. In two economic slashes, the left flank was clear. The humble Sergeant was one of the most dangerous men Oldways had ever met, but even that did not stop him from pitching sideways onto his stomach with his eyes unfocused.

Oldways longed to look back and check on Lazybones but resisted the urge. Another knot of the screaming cutthroats punched out of the tree line, faces painted all sorts of strange and awful.

Oldways screamed back, daring them to try.

Bootneck and Onetime flanked him just before the cutthroats crashed upon his shield. It was not until they were bracing that he realized the mad Cook had only a long spear in both her hands, planting the back with her foot like she was receiving a prime at full charge. The Sergeant would have been proud, if he had been conscious.

They held, but everyone bled. Everyone bleeds in a fight with sharp edges, his father used to say when Oldways was young and itching to join in the hunts and patrols. His father could have added antlers, claws, and arrows, but the point was true at its pips.

A blade scraped across his shield, jumped down off the wood, and continued its short pilgrimage across the boney part of his ribs. Oldways grunted, bringing the shield around and clamping his elbow down tight against the gash. But before he could take a step back, Bootneck and Onetime stepped in front of him, closing shoulders and leaving him to tend to his wound. No one wanted to share a shield wall with an untrustworthy wound and Oldways held no hard feelings as his spear tip dipped towards the ground.

Oldways enjoyed fistfights because no one ever bled for too long, or seriously enough, that it could not be mended with a night of tall ales and taller tales. He dropped the spear and began working his forearm from the wide straps of the shield, holding the wound with his free hand as best as he could. He could use a spear again if he could keep the weight of the shield from pulling him over like the Blackhat, who had stopped moving altogether except for the unheard whisper barely moving his lips.

It was survivable, but the wound had to be kept plugged until it could get sewn up in fish guts or Eclipse could wink it out of existence. When his forearm finally slipped free, Oldways went down on his knee to retrieve the spear and pull a clean cloth to push into the gash. But the world suddenly spun, and he realized he was not standing back up or rejoining the line as he had intended.

Of all the things that might break a determined warrior’s spirit, Oldways had never figured it would be the fancy war chief or balding gambler joining the line. But as they passed by him and took their places on either side of Bootneck and Onetime, the ambush faltered. The braver outlaws who had charged first lay moaning in the gap, while the bandits who had kept themselves at the back of the pack did not fancy joining them against the four menacing silhouettes.

It just took one turning and fleeing. Like a flock of birds, the rest followed, crashing away through the forest in a rout as they silently rehearsed their excuses and accusations.

Oldways used the spear to finally push himself up into a standing position, but just as quickly dropped back to his knee as his head swam. He coughed and was relieved to see nothing red come out from between his teeth, not yet at least, as Oldways had suddenly become the person to yell orders in the company.

“Bootneck, hold the line. Captain, Onetime, Suckerpunch, find shields and reform, one at a time, mind. And cheer your bloody hearts out. Eclipse, start with the worst wounded, I’ll plug the others. Scout, soon as you are able, slip off and see that they’re running and not just reforming. Urge them to, if they’re not.”

To his surprise, no one questioned the orders, but seemed relieved that someone was giving simple instructions to follow. Oldways shuffled his way to the Blackhat and the Sergeant, pleased that the rest of company was trying their best to be in place as quickly as possible.

Eclipse sprinted out into the gap, angry as ever. Lazybones could not blame her. She was a capable warrior, fierce as they came, but most of the Sergeant’s Routines always placed her in the back, out of harm’s way. She argued, every time, but the Blackhat and Captain reaffirmed the rule, though usually while backing away with their palms showing.

Who would heal her if Eclipse went down?

It won the argument, but never made the order taste any better. Oldways could not imagine the bitterness of being ordered to be the last to fall, helpless but to watch the others’ blood water the shrubs every time.

He was honest enough with himself to admit he did not always charge in first because he was brave. Oldways charged in first so he would be less likely to see the ones he loved fall at all.

Oldways pointed at Laststand with his free hand. Eclipse fell into a shuffling crawl as she neared and kneeled beside the Blackhat. Oldways cursed himself for not being able to move faster, his own burden threatening to drain the vigor from him if he did not keep it plugged.

He looked between the whelp and the Sergeant. It was going to be the Sergeant first, the way his inner thigh was gushing, or maybe not have time to plug either. Oldways stopped whispering his deathsong, letting himself take longer, slower breaths. Lazybones had to wait, but Oldways knew the decision would likely break him when the shakes finally stopped.

A sharp yowl split the sky, chasing the ambushers deeper into the forest until their crashing through the brush became a whisper carried on the breeze. The echo was worse between the wagons as Eclipse slumped bonelessly to the ground, scraping her cheek and jaw as she became a barely breathing corpse beside Laststand. The Blackhat jerked and scrambled to get his weight off his trapped arm as his roar finally died, frothy spit clinging to his unkempt moustache.

“That’s so much bloody worse than bleeding had been,” the Blackhat growled, shivering as if he had just burst out of icy waters. “Who’s still down?”

“Lazybones’ eyes are closed and I’m plugging the Sergeant. Eclipse is at your feet. The shaman and half-orc are still out in the trees,” Oldways said, just loud enough for the struggling man to hear.

“Don’t let him fool you, he’s bad too,” Onetime chimed in, kneeling beside the Sergeant’s shield, pulling on the leather to get her arm in so she could rejoin the shield wall properly equipped.

“I’ll live,” Oldways warned. “Tend to the whelp brave enough to show up first, no matter what he brought.”

“Too much blood on the breeze,” Laststand said, surveying the butcher’s bill. The bushes rustled and the Company stiffened.

“Butter,” the Captain shouted at the movement as he stepped forward, his spear leading the way. “Butter,” he added louder after a few heartbeats as the rustling only grew in response.

“Jam,” a deep rumble choked out, hardly heard over the crackle of the bonfire raging at Oldways’ back.

“Company returning,” the Captain announced, but no one relaxed their weapons. Oldways resisted the urge to look back to check on Lazybones. He understood that Laststand and the Sergeant had needed it more, but if the whelp died, Oldways wondered if he could forgive the Captain or Eclipse.

Or himself.

The worry was cleaved in two by the half-orc bursting from the tree line, bleeding from more places than Oldways had fingers, especially a deep, jellied gash across his throat. The green-eyed wolf was cradled in the half-orc’s thick arms.

“What happened?” the Captain said, lowering his weapon, but only by half.

“S-she won’t wake up,” the half-orc rumbled. “I can’t-”

“Dreadfalls, what happened?”

“I can’t keep anyone alive,” the half-orc sobbed, and his thick, heavily scarred knees dropped to the damp grass heavy enough that Oldways imagined the ground would shake. The wolf’s pink tongue hung out of the side of its mouth, dry and limp but for the half-orc’s own movement. As if making an offering at a sacred altar, he gently laid his wife out in front of him and placed his wide forehead on the ground beside her, his golden-runed tusks digging into the wet mulch.

The Blackhat took two slow steps forward, raising his saber, staring at the half-orc’s exposed neck with grim determination. The Captain jumped forward.

“As Captain of this Company, I demand my right to examine my operative before we begin making rash assumptions, and then foolish actions based on those assumptions,” Nimblejack said, breaking into something more than a walk but less than a run. The Blackhat took one more step and stopped, but kept his saber up, pretending to be looking at the tree line.

The Captain walked up to the giant black wolf and kneeled, grabbing his chin thoughtfully for a moment before getting on his hands and knees to place his ear against her shaggy fur. He listened for a moment before he nodded to himself and whispered something only the Champion could hear. The half-orc picked his face up from out of the dirt, clods and pieces of dead leaves sticking to his cheeks and chin, as the Captain sat back on his bootheels. As soon as the Captain was out of the way, the half-orc swept his wife up off the ground and began running towards the bonfire at the center of the wagon fortress.

“She’s alive. Unconscious, but we need to get her inside before Bootneck can give her a proper scouring, or anyone who knows anything about dogs, if it’s very different,” the Captain said, standing and brushing the mulch from his boots. He walked back until he stood shoulder to shoulder with Laststand, whose saber now faced the ground, and stopped. “And a private word at the first moment, Blackhat.”

“Yes, Captain,” Laststand said. “I’ll recall the Scout. If he hasn’t found them yet, they’re running, and we need him to hold the gap while we pack and hitch.”

He immediately lifted a long, whittled whistle under his enormous moustache. It was supposed to be a bird call, but Oldways had never heard a bird make such an awful sound before. The Blackhat had asked the Champion to whittle something distinct and it was one of the few times Oldways had ever seen the half-orc truly smile.

The Blackhat blew two terrible, trilling notes from the horrid thing, then began backing up slowly, eyes still fixed on the tree line. When he reached Oldways, he leaned his broad shoulder and arm out like a tree limb to a drowning man.

Oldways hesitated, but only because he could not decide which direction he wanted to face while he retreated. He was proud, but not so proud that he did not know when he was licked. Besides, blood brought scavengers, the packs and swarms who could clean a beast down to a pile of cracked-open bones in a turn of the bellglass, and the wagons needed to move further on before they came sniffing.

“Put me next to Dreadfalls and don’t give me another thought until Lazybones is smiling down at me, even if I’m worse. I’ll last, and I’ll tell the half-orc stories until Dur’Oor comes to, or stall him long enough for you to get the Captain clear.”

The Blackhat grunted and began moving slowly enough towards the bonfire for Oldways to keep his grip on the man’s shoulder without causing the wound to weep further. Oldways slid down Laststand’s thick arm as best he could, and then dropped the last few hands with a silent grunt, landing hard beside the green-eyed wolf and the fire.

“Those who can, load the wounded into the bunk wagon, and toss everything else wherever it can fit. We press hard through the night and make Ploughman by midday,” Laststand shouted. Those who could, did, faster than Oldways thought it possible to get the camp packed, the wounded loaded and bound, and the horses hitched. It helped that the half-orc was moving like a man on fire.

Oldways found he could not fight the sleep that swept over him in the gentle warmth of the bonfire, his night eyes ruined. The old gilly had won after all.

He wondered for a moment if he would wake, but that was a thought for the morning.


Thirty-Five

Shameless Rascal

Ploughman, Len’Neth, year 513

The dangers of Len’Neth were legion, but often misjudged.

A swarm of goblins or a hand of orcs were obvious choices to an unseasoned traveler, with their sharp teeth and generally surly demeanor. Everyone was frightened of being eaten, first and foremost. Teeth and claws, and even tails for some, were the main ingredients of memorable nightmares and anxious glances into the shadows. The beasties were dangerous, no doubt, but unfortunately, not the most perilous.

Nimblejack took a deep, focusing breath and fought to keep the smile on his face as he stared up at the gate guard of Ploughman.

The plants were just as bad as the beasties. Vines were said to be as hungry as everything else inside the Oldwood groves, but eating the wrong delicious mushroom or bright, dangling fruit would kill just as quickly, or worse, over slow weeks. Razorvine grew wherever there was even a speck of soil to put down its shallow roots and could choke off a neglected trail in a matter of weeks. A overgrown path or downed tree could spell disaster if not cleared quickly enough, as too much time spent dealing with the flora always brought the curious fauna.

“I have wounded,” Nimblejack repeated, trying to keep his voice pleasant and agreeable.

“And you could be Claw Takers just trying to get the gate open,” the stout gate guard said, hunched forward against the wall so only his eyes were visible underneath the rim of his simple helmet.

Water, lifegiving and unfortunately necessary, was absolutely awful in every form outside of a waterskin, and then only after being boiled. A bad sip of standing water could dry a man into a piece of jerky, and the process was as humiliating as it was deadly. Any pitch in the road that saw even a light dew could cause a bad slide. Broken arms or legs were not uncommon, and Eclipse spent much of their travels asleep in the bunk wagon with Pursey.

Moving water was even worse. The long wagons were heavy and caught current like foolish sails during a ford, and slippery rocks could break a horse’s leg as easily as a human’s. Swimming had not been a pastime for most of the Company, to their peril.

“Would the Claw Takers ask so nicely?” Nimblejack asked.

Water meant razorfish, thick-skinned kobolds, and inquisitive eels, the length of the long reins the Blackhat held beside him. Nimblejack could swim well, but the few times he had been forced into water he could not see the bottom of, it had been a most awful feeling that had followed him even to the fireside in the safety of the wagon fortress.

“Open-the-gate,” Dreadfalls demanded in a deep rumble, partially muffled by his wife’s longshirt wrapped around the bottom half of his gray face. Nimblejack winced. It was not a threat, or at least not meant to be, but it certainly was not asking nicely. His enormous, scarred muscles and the thunderous volume of Dreadfalls’ voice did not make folk eager to invite him in for tea.

“No,” the gate guard replied, his voice petulant in a way only a man feeling safe behind high walls could be.

There was a reason most colonies never got to see all of the seasons in their first year. The rain and the snow, the deep valleys, and the tall ridges, preferred the paw or hoof over the wheels of vital supply. Every storm wanted to drown, and every puddle it left could mean a few unwanted turns of the glass trying to free a stuck wheel or bridging a treacherous stretch of washed-out road. The beasties, the flowers, the soil, and constant storms all despised their pilgrimage. Everything in Len’neth wanted to kill or slow the Company.

But the most dangerous part of Len’Neth, the thing that drove Nimblejack’s heart to fits, was the people.

“Could you wiggle a bit on that no?” Nimblejack asked, the ire building inside him, threatening to overcome his broad grin. “Is there a way we could possibly prove we are not Claw Takers, and in fact, have just been ambushed by those very curs, incurring our wounded while running them off? They followed us back from Bowen’s Hope in pursuit of easy inventory and coin, but left half their number feeding the scavengers.”

“That true? Got heads we could recognize?” the gate guard asked, suddenly interested.

“I failed to think of taking heads in our rush to tend to our wounded, or even if we hadn’t been in a rush, for that matter. Severed appendages are a cumbersome currency I tend to avoid letting bounce around my saddle horn for many warm days. And not a currency any town, besides yours, for that matter, seem to barter in. I am willing, however, to camp at your wall for as many days it takes one of your Foresters or Plainsmen, or whoever tracks these lands, to ride our backtrail and corroborate our tale, so long as you take in our wounded.”

“Can’t spare the men,” the gate guard said with a shrug.

“But it’s in both our interests for the Ploughman elders, or council, or however this fine town churns, to know the Claw Takers are no longer a threat and trade can once again resume.”

“We can trade like this,” the gate guard said coldly. “We have baskets to lower.”

“If we don’t come inside, we don’t trade. It’s not me, you see, but simply Company rules. Nothing in or out of the wagons until we’re inside the wall.”

“We’ll take our chances then,” the gate guard said and disappeared down out of sight.

“We know you hired the Claw Takers to defend the town against the warband. We know they double-crossed you and absconded with your coin,” Dreadfalls rumbled, surprising all of the Company. “We can finish what you had hired the Claw Takers to do, if you’ll take our wounded.”

“Ain’t no gold left to pay you with,” the gate guard said from out of sight, and Nimblejack allowed himself a frown.

“For food then,” Dreadfalls rumbled. “And we’ll pay to treat our wounded.”

“Our food? You bring a giantess and rob us, and now a bloody scouting party, and expect me to let you take what little you left us with the first time? I’d rather see you take your chances with Tar’s warband outside of the gate.”

“He does not speak for the group,” Nimblejack called out, standing up on the box seat of the second wagon. “He’s not even an officer, while I am Captain, as I said when I first introduced us and asked to come inside because we have wounded. Captain Nimblejack of the Company of Bones, at your service, and whom you should be addressing.”

Nimblejack bowed deep, almost dragging his knuckles across the seat, despite the guard being out of sight as he continued.

“Indeed, we met your rider on the road this morning, even refilled his waterskin, though his breathless tale of the Claw Takers came as more of a confirmation than a caution due to his rather late departure to warn the other towns. Still, I was disappointed to hear our trail west is barred by the infamous Golden Wolves.’

“However, our Champion here, the very civilized and trained bare knuckle boxer, if you entertain such spectacles, is still correct, though he neglected to add the proper addendums and obligations. Namely that we’ll beat Tar Hardhammer and send them off with their tails between their legs so long-”

The top half of the gate guard’s head reappeared above the wall.

“Is the rest of your caravan following behind, then? I don’t see the dust of twenty laden wagons on the horizon,” the guard said, squinting and looking off at their backtrail.

“No, no, just us. However, with a little help from the town-,” Nimblejack said, but stopped short as the guard disappeared behind the wall again.

The half-orc stood on the front wagon.

“I’ll swear an oath that the gold at my hip isn’t stolen, but earned through hard labor, and I’ll give it to you, to hold in forfeit, if we don’t return for our wounded. If we return, you still keep half of it,” said Dreadfalls, louder than before.

“He doesn’t speak for us, but I can’t tell him not to speak for himself,” Nimblejack yelled even louder. “I just really wish he wouldn’t until our business is concluded.”

“My wife is among the wounded,” Dreadfalls said, looking back at the bunk wagon.

“And oddly, we will not be leaving her or one other of my wounded, a large part of the reason we will need more callouses to handle our camp,” Nimblejack said, waving his arms and bobbing from boot to fine boot. He weathered the narrowed stare of Dreadfalls and pressed on. “Give me a few of your loudest and we’ll keep Tar from your gate, when siege is their sole occupation and joy, like the otter against the clam. We’ll even leave three of our wagons, laden with sustenance and sundries, until our return. Yours if we don’t.”

An elderly woman’s face appeared at the top of the tall wall and Nimblejack grew a grin fertilized in prime scat. The narrow face was shriveled, as if it had been smoked for keeping, hollow and cracking from so many seasons under the blazing sun of the rolling plains, though her eyes were bright and focused.

“I speak for Ploughman as Elderprime. You would do this for no payment beyond food and lose half your gold in the best outcome of the battle?” the ancient woman asked. Her husk of a face was framed by hair so white as to be almost translucent, but her voice was strong and clear.

“This is why he doesn’t speak for the Company, as I have said,” Nimblejack answered, seemingly surprised by the question. “Still, I believe the Friar he trained under before the Company’s employ did leave him an exceedingly heavy bag of gold that he seems eager to lose half of. Perhaps you even met the good Friar, a few seasons ago, with hopefully four priests in tow?”

The Elderprime’s eyes narrowed, her pupils almost disappearing into the folds of wrinkled skin that piled up like heavy blankets over her eyes.

“To lie about priests is an ill omen. What was the name of the Friar and those he led?” Elderprime asked.

“Friar Deadwood,” Dreadfalls called out. “He was accompanied by Learner Browntree, Learner Cordell, and Learner Dolsol. But they were led by Learner Janos.”

The Elderprime cackled, putting one wrinkled hand to her chest while she gripped the top of the wall to steady herself with the other.

“You certainly have the right of it,” she said, wiping the moisture from the edges of eyes. “They stopped on their way back west. Helped us find a spot for a new well, half as deep and twice as quick to refill, and then cured ol’ Deekens, though none realized how little we missed his stroppy prattle. They showed… young man, are you crying?”

Dreadfalls had half-turned away from the wall, his eyes wet with relief.

“Please excuse him,” Nimblejack said. “He traveled with the Friar and the Learners during the most formative time of his life, but had feared them lost, or worst. We are all glad to hear they made it at least this far. Now, as much as I enjoy reminiscing, I must insist on getting back to our negotiation. You have a leech, shaman, or apothecary in Ploughman? The considerable half bag of gold will go against their fees, of course, though anything remaining will go to the town to help reestablish your treasury or hoard, or however you function.”

“I’ll take this plan to the council and will even volunteer to come check the purse and the stores, slow as that may be. Should I be unharmed and satisfied, the council will give you their answer,” the Elderprime said, taking a slow, half-step back from the wall.

“If that’s the best we can do, so be it,” Nimblejack said. “Can I entice you to haste with a taste of our finest cask of ale or wine? Perhaps some further gifts to help expediate the search. Dried eel? A fine smoked cheese? Dreadfalls, please have your forfeit ready and join me in escorting the Elderprime to delight in our wares. If you are willing to take a bucket, I’ll station myself below to cushion the Elderprime’s fall, should your man there be any worse at the rope than he is at negotiation.”

“You,” said the Elderprime, pointing a bony finger at someone unseen below the line of the wall. “Gather the council and tell them I vote to let them in if they speak true.” The wrinkled woman turned back with a dusty smile. “I’ve not had a good cheese in quite some time, but I must decline the bucket for fear I would enjoy it too much to finish my task.”

“I will have a fine, sharp smoked waiting for Elderprime’s arrival.”

Nimblejack could do few things of note with the blade or the bow without nicking himself, but there was no more gracious host in all of the known world. He could not stab, but he could cut deeper with a word or a proper compliment. If Pursey was the brains, than Captain Nimblejack of the Company of Bones, soldiers for coin, was the gloved hand raised in toast of whomever he happened to be talking to.

In a series of hand gestures and loud corrections, Laststand brought the wagons around tight to the tall Oldwood gate in a shallow horseshoe, with the wagon doors facing into the protected pocket. Dreadfalls looked fit to vault over the wall and open the gate himself, but Nimblejack beckoned him to his side in front of gate, as much to keep him occupied as for protection. The Captain could talk his way out of, or into, almost anything, but the hereditary fear of a half-orc was a stumbling block with quite a long shadow.

Nimblejack checked the shirt wrapped around the golden runed tusks of their early demise again and then reached up to lay a hand on the half-orc’s enormous shoulder.

“Trust me as I’ve trusted you,” Nimblejack whispered. “Sergeant Donemore was going to bleed out if he wasn’t next. Dur’Oor just, um, sleeps, and will continue to until Eclipse wakes up. And I’ll need them both, but not as much as I need you right now.”

The half-orc breathed heavily through his nostrils and looked away. Nimblejack needed the black-eyed monster, but the half-orc had been adamant about fighting as a human until his wife woke for reasons he would not speak of. While Dreadfalls, the man, cut a terrifying figure, it was sung that Tar Hardhammer was a three-quarter giant with a blade taller than a man and could hold up four of his wives sitting on his outstretched arms, with a fifth floating impossibly in front of him. Nimblejack would need every advantage he could wring out of their circumstances.

After a small army of crossbars were hammered out of their corrals, the storm door next to the gate finally swung in. The unarmed Captain bowed formally and smiled as if talking to his favored grandmother. When the Elderprime did not immediately step out, Nimblejack leapt forward towards the wicket and offered his arm to her. She did not walk with a cane but wobbled out like she should have. His arm was taken gladly, and the Captain began a grand tour of his rolling estate.

A scared town was a very dangerous thing, but Nimblejack did not rush the Elderprime. He spoke of pertinent news and trivial, delicious gossip, sprinkling in bawdy compliments that would have made a younger maiden blush crimson. The Elderprime just cackled and patted his hand affectionately, her sandpaper laughter just audible over Dreadfalls’ grinding teeth.

He began with the wounded, for pity. Lazybones was up to his pale, waxy neck in the Last Sea. Oldways fared little better, his forehead boiling with a fever that overtook him during the journey to the gates of Ploughman, a mad dash that had ruined two horses and blew the rest. The Elderprime tutted and shook her head.

Nimblejack began to pull back the horse blanket they had put over the green-eyed wolf but stopped, hand shaking.

“I’m sorry, there are just some wounds that-,” Nimblejack said, taking in a large breath. “That are just too unseemly for a woman of such refined taste.”

To his relief, the whitehair nodded approvingly.

With the Elderprime’s pity peaked, Nimblejack moved on to the bait. He had the half-orc lay a sturdy plank up to the open door of the first of the long wagons and made small talk for the age it took the Elderprime to totter up just inside the door. Every pelt, linen, smoked and salted comestible, raw material of every earthly origin, confection, book, and bauble was announced like visiting royalty by Onetime as Nimblejack held them out in the doorway for the Elderprime to touch and the townfolk, who had quickly begun lining the wall, to see and salivate over.

Even the half-orc had stopped grinding his teeth, suddenly as curious and impressed as the townfolk. Nimblejack grinned, delighted.

“And everything could be yours to aid with the subsequent siege should we not return,” Nimblejack said, jumping down beside the sturdy plank leaned against the last of the tall-wheeled wagons. He offered up his hand as the Elderprime tottered out onto the Oldwood board, which she gladly accepted. Her steps were tiny searching things that came in twos and threes, followed by a few heartbeats spent regaining her balance, followed by another stiff shuffle.

“All you need do,” Nimblejack added as she neared the bottom. “Is agree that my wounded pose no danger to your magnificent town and let them convalesce inside its gentle hug. Between his purse and our willingness for the wagons to have been thoroughly searched and serve as collateral, should we not return, such an understanding weighs far heavier in your town’s profit than in ours. Especially since my impetuous Champion has wagered far more coin than your healer would dare charge for the lot, especially if standing in my man’s long shadow.”

“I’d oath my name to you not being much more than a band of merchants and caravan guard,” The Elderprime agreed, and then added with a halting wink, “and you, a shameless rascal.”

“Thank you. That means a great deal to me coming from someone so beautiful and wise, especially in the fine vintages of cheese. It is nice to find a fellow artisan in such a noble cause. But, I must insist on speaking to everyone, as there is an essential element I need from your lovely townfolk in order to take up your cause in earnest. I require volunteers. Otherwise, this is all an opening line to a great poem of Hardhammer’s conquest, with your town’s name being mentioned only in a single lyric or two, trying to rhyme words like ‘razed’ or ‘massacre’. No easy task, I assure you. I can beat Tar Hardhammer, as I promised, but I need more bodies.”

“Few would volunteer,” the Elderprime admitted. “And most wouldn’t know how to hold a sword.”

“A few is all I would need. Just to raise a few tents quickly and shout down the warband. The louder, the better actually.”

“Shout?” the Elderprime asked, a sour look taking hold of her wrinkled face.

“Cheer might suit better,” Nimblejacks said, rubbing his chin. “I don’t intend to fight, not personally at least. If I can keep Tar’s attention long enough, I believe my Champion can put punctuation to my demands. I would gladly tell the volunteers the tale of his legend over our fire tonight, accompanied by the most delicious meal you’ve had in many years.”

“Demands? Cheer? Ha,” the Elderprime said in a dry cackle. “You ask me to stake lives that could be defending the walls on faerietales. And if there are no volunteers?”

“Then none of you will witness Tar’s defeat,” Dreadfalls rumbled, answering before the Captain had even opened his mouth to begin his properly thought-out response. Nimblejack grinned instead and concentrated on helping the whitehair off the plank and back onto the dirt.

“As he said,” Nimblejack said. “It will be spoken of for generations and surely someone will want the honor and free drinks of its constant telling. They’ll be practically climbing over each other when I ask for volunteers. However, after long consideration, I insist on an addendum to the contract. Whatever debts the Company enjoys for a full week upon our triumphant return will be covered by the town, to be worked out amongst yourselves however you wish. As much as we can eat and drink, those of us who are able.”

“Ah,” the Elderprime chuckled. “The snake in the grass reveals itself.”

“Still quite in your profit. Sieges are nasty things, all the rat eating, and then you hope it ends before the rats do, but that’s only if Tar and his wolves give you a proper siege, and don’t just climb up these woefully low walls. The large islands of forest, not an eyeshot from here, are all rather tall and could easily be fashioned into crude ladders. What is the appetite of even the worst patron at your inns?”

Nimblejack looked up at the wall and rocked his head in thought. “Half of my Company aren’t even able to work their own jaws. What’s a week of few warriors’ gluttony and dopey eyes to a siege that will drain you like a prime tick in the cheeriest of outcomes.”

“The council would be fools not to accept,” the Elderprime said, slowly turning to face Dreadfalls in halting adjustments. “If a handful of warriors could stop a warband. It will be like swinging a sword around inside a locust swarm.”

“Then we’re guaranteed to hit some of them,” Nimblejack said, waving his free arm around wildly as if in combat. “I’ll personally ask for volunteers and then you will understand our resolve and confidence.”

“I’ll give the council my oath to all this,” the Elderprime said, wrinkled features falling into a slight frown. “But I fear you say goodbye to your people for the last time and they’ll not be awake to hear it. I would thank you for your sacrifice, if you are truly a man of legend. If the council accepts your wounded, we would ask for an oath of loyalty to Ploughman, should your sick wake or you fall back in the case of rout. Or cowardice. If any of your people are present and able, they will remain for the siege.”

“Elderprime, you shrewd fox. Snake in the grass indeed. Easily given,” Captain Nimblejack said concluding the tour of the wagons with a step back in a formal bow of the region. “As long as enough of your people volunteer, it’ll be out and back in a few days, depending how close the warband already is, and the Company will make a tidy profit, in goodwill and cheer at least.”

The moment the Elderprime disappeared with a final, quaking step behind the wicket door beside the gate, Nimblejack turned back toward the Blackhat.

“Pack for a week of campfires for the Company and, let’s say, twenty volunteers.”

“Five volunteers,” the Blackhat called out loudly.

“Five? So little trust. Twenty, at least.”

“Five’s being generous Cap’n,” Bootneck said with a chuckle. “Look at the walls. Nice walk behind the firing slits. Nasty thing to ladder up. I’d stand behind it, rather than outside it, against just about anything, but especially a warband.”

The Scout looked up at the wall for a moment and nodded in agreement.

“Twenty, at least. And I’ll put up an extra day of drunken gluttony after the town’s gratitude has dried up, on my own coin. But for every raised hand after twenty, those who bet the extra day have to be my Voice, announcing my accolades and entrances. And I will range far, and you will sound convincing. Takers?”

The silence that ensued suddenly felt heavy on their shoulders without Lazybones being the first to take the odds. Nimblejack’s smile faded into a thin, hard thing as the quiet dragged on. The Blackhat tipped his namesake for a moment.

“I believe we all felt that solemn moment and gave the proper respect to let Lazybones take first swing, but I think we are all agreed on those terms. That’s what he would want us to do in his stead.”

“Aye, and even if Lazybones wouldn’t,” Bootneck said with a lopsided shrug. The Scout nodded and even Onetime raised her hand, a hopeful smile pushing up her cherub cheeks at the thought of one less day on the road cooking and one more morning sleeping past the call of the crow.

“And no ale,” Nimblejack added. “I will have my chorus sober as they announce my vast legend in great detail to every single room I enter. Still nodding? Ah. I fear for your raspy voices, as they might not hold up to the countless destinations where I will wish to recount my unbelievable recruiting success,” Nimblejack said. Finished, he turned as the wicket crossbeams began to be pounded out of their metal stocks again.

Despite the banter, the Blackhat had already begun issuing quiet orders for the extra rations for twenty to be packed. Dreadfalls secreted the prime wolf into the first wagon under a blanket and then made a show of moving Eclipse in next to her, along with the other provisions and tents.

Finally, the heavy, reinforced wicket swung back open.

“Ah, Elderprime, I-,“ the Captain began as he stepped his foot back to bow but stopped short. A man, a woman of the same age, and a boy who barely looked to be on the cusp of manhood trudged out of the storm door, wearing thick leather aprons that hung heavily from their chests to their shins. The door shut behind them with a dull, wooden thud that echoed through the palisade wall.

Nimblejack stood back upright as the trio stopped in front of him, not trying to hide his confusion. The man and woman looked down their flaring noses, but the youngest looked nowhere but his bare toes.

“Here to search the wagons again? I would remind the town that the first wagon is not going to come inside at all, so it was only privy to the volunteers.”

“That’s us,” the woman said. “Our pa was killed by a warband three years back and-”

“That’s us, who?” the Captain interrupted, squinting as if about to be struck.

“The volunteers, Sir,” the older brother said, puffing out his chest underneath his crude armor.

“Yes, yes, just Captain will do though. What do you mean you’re the volunteers? I was under the impression I was going to be able to address the townfolk properly.”

“The council of Elders passed on your words to everyone inside. We were the only volunteers,” the woman said proudly.

“Send them back Captain,” the Blackhat said calmly, taking a step towards the strange gathering. “We can’t do nothing with three, especially these three in nothing more than smith’s aprons.”

The older brother’s chest deflated, and he looked as if the statement would be a growing stomach sore. The Captain shook his head.

“No, no, no. I had a whole thing. We need them. We can’t just look like a bee, we have to look like a big bee-hive, who can all sting hard enough to make Tar pause before sticking his fingers in for the honey. This does not count towards the wager. Blackhat, please get one of the supply wagons that has been checked right up under that wall where they’re all huddled and fetch a ladder for me and the Champion please.”

“No,” Dreadfalls rumbled through the cowl, then added quieter, “They won’t… understand.”

“I agreed to support you, to help protect you and the ones you love, including myself, when you wanted to claim your birthright out in the woods. Well, we need it now. I have ever been your ally in this Company when-“

“Do I have to talk?” the Champion rumbled.

“Only when I ask you, if I need to ask you, which is not part of the plan, I assure you,“ Nimblejack said cheerfully.

“After you, Captain,” Dreadfalls said, holding up a hand warily toward the Blackhat, who had already begun to turn angrily at the disrespectful tone.

“You kin, welcome to the Company,” Nimblejack said with a formal bow, and ushered them towards the frown hidden under the Blackhat’s unkempt bush of a moustache.

“Let me check on her again,” Dreadfalls said through his wife’s longshirt tied around his face, hiding everything below his hazel eyes. Nimblejack smiled and Dreadfalls felt its weight rest on his shoulder like a heavy, reassuring hand.

“If you don’t come up right now, I will draw this out so long that Tar Hardhammer will be yawning each night at these walls, trying to keep awake for another exciting stanza in the epic poem I will weave for these fine folk.”

“This is a bad idea,” Dreadfalls rumbled. “I’ll only put you all in danger.” Nimblejack ignored the half-orc, as if he had not spoken and continued.

“And then we’ll die horribly inside the town wall when I lose my voice and the great War Chief gets enough timber for crude engines to toss flaming oil over, but only if the ladders don’t succeed. We face him out where he doesn’t expect us, because he doesn’t expect us, or we all face ash and coals, if not an arrow or axe before then,” Nimblejack said shrugging helplessly, with gloves upturned. “Now, come along.”

“You nag like a whitehair,” Dreadfalls said, climbing up into the seat of the wagon past the Blackhat, who stood waiting to hand the ladder up to him.

“I’ll make it quick, on my legend,” Nimblejack said, grinning. “Now, be a good man and show them how easy it will be for Tar Hardhammer to mount their walls. And do wait for my signal.”

The half-orc reached down and pulled the ladder up onto the wagon, setting its dirty feet on the board before leaning it against the wall, just a few rungs short of the top. He held it as Nimblejack climbed up and swung over the wall, landing on the walk with his hands on his hips. Those not on the town wall were in the street beneath it, all whispering, fear and suspicion carved deep into their faces.

The whispers only increased as Nimblejack smiled down at them, nodding. The fear and suspicion only grew.

“I’ve asked to address the town proper to ask if anyone-”

“You can’t win,” a red-haired man in the crowd yelled out. “The Glennsmiths should come back inside if they know what’s good for them, for the town. Siege’ll need all hands.” Nimblejack’s smile did not falter, only grew.

“Good people of Ploughman, I have mounted your wall with little more than a wagon and a ladder. A taller ladder would have been easier and Tar Hardhammer will most certainly bring taller ladders,” Nimblejack said, stepping forward. “I-,“

“Still have to climb under our blades and arrows,” the red-haired man shouted.

“Please,” Nimblejack said, slowly raising a hand in supplication. “Please. Please stop interrupting. You there, you can definitely not volunteer now, so keep your hand down when the time arises. Where was I? Ah.”

Nimblejack took a step closer to the edge of the walk and put a fine, polished boot up on one of the supports. He dusted himself off and pushed his hair behind his ears. Satisfied, he looked off at the horizon, as if seeing a bright future.

“I’m not asking for an army to go fight Tar Hardhammer and his Golden Wolves. That would be absurd. I’m offering to accompany those who want to witness. Sure, you will have to help carry camp and cheer on command, but that is a pittance compared to beholding the greatest spectacle of the last hundred years. Our Champion will fight the mighty Tar Hardhammer in the circle, and he-will-win.”

It started as a single chuckle and quickly avalanched into a town’s worth of hearty, deep-throated laughter. They slapped each other on the back and shook their heads in disbelief. Nimblejack heard many words suddenly tossed about, fool being the most pleasant among them.

“I said, he-will-win,” Nimblejack said louder, turning his head to his shoulder.

The laughter grew until Dreadfalls finally topped the ladder and jumped onto the walk with a heavy creak. The laughter quieted as the size difference between the Champion and even the largest man on the walk became apparent, though it did not die. They still did not believe, but the enormous gray Champion had piqued their curiosity and that was enough.

“Elderprime, how well-mannered was my Champion?” Nimblejack said, aiming an open hand down to the where the wrinkled woman sat on a barrel at the center of a tight knot of arguing grayhairs.

“Gonna curtsy Tar to death?” Nimblejack did not try to find the hidden jester but continued to look at the Elderprime expectantly.

“A quiet gentleman,” the Elderprime said with a gracious nod. “Even worked for Friar Deadwood and the Learners, what passed through a spell ago.” A ripple of surprise ran through the crowd, nodding heads that had been shaking only a moment before. It was not winning, but it was a start.

“It is true. Our Champion shared a fire with the Friar, even carried his camp on their adventures to rescue a priceless relic of Bulfur. Would a Friar break bread with anyone not pure of heart? A quiet gentleman indeed,” Nimblejack said. “Were I to judge by his character alone, I would still stake my legend on him and walk confidently in his great shadow.”

Nimblejack paused and looked into each face in the crowd, his own confident grin spreading like a pox on anyone who caught his eye, as if just they two shared a wonderful secret. When he suddenly frowned, the town frowned with him. Nimblejack’s next words came out as only a sad, breathy whisper, and the crowd leaned forward as one, suddenly silent as midnight, eager to hear his furtive words.

“But unfortunate for the world, manners and courtesy do not a battle win. The gracious are preyed upon by the strong, and the respectful are trampled by those without. The feral are forever making forays against the civilized, slowly eroding the very foundation upon which this great town stands until it will eventually be washed away and forgotten.”

As he spoke, even the younger children stopped their playful chasing in the streets, looking up at Nimblejack with wide, quivering eyes for reasons they could not explain.

“What is to be done? Yield? Lose a little more of your crop each season, until you are choosing amongst yourself whose children must go without? And when it’s your children who draw the short straw? Will you still call to yield then?”

Nimblejack paced down the walk to next support, biting his lip as if he was mulling over the questions himself. He propped up a boot, shaking his head agonizingly slowly as he sighed heavily.

“Or, what? Flee? Will you flee back to Bowen’s Hope? And when Tar surrounds you there, or the next town, or the next, will they even draw straws to see who goes without food, the hand that harvested it, or the strangers who couldn’t be bothered to defend their own fields? What-is-to-be done?”

Fingertips quivered and eyes sparkled with looming tears. Somewhere in the crowd a single child began sobbing. Nimblejack could have kissed the whelp as the townfolk looked down at their feet, unable to meet his eye any longer.

“I’ll tell you,” Nimblejack said, gloved hands tightening into fists, as the town took a quiet, collective sigh of relief. “There is a time when even the most civilized townfolk must bare their teeth and shout, ‘Enough!’ There is a time when even the most compassionate and gracious must plant their feet and raise their fists to the coming storm. There is a time when the benevolent must become brutes, when the friendly must become furious.” The crowd began to growl and murmur, heads shaking in enthusiastic agreement. Nimblejack prowled back down the walk as the crowd began to positively steam with righteous anger, fist shaking and oaths being given between neighbors.

They were ripe.

“There is a time for good people to rise up and defend what is theirs, but it-is-not-this-day!” Nimblejack cheered, pumping his arm into the air in the sudden silence of confused looks. “Today is the time for the merci-ful to hire merci-naries.”

“And good people, you are with Luck,” Nimble suddenly roared, throwing his hands up into the sky, spooking even the horses. “She has smiled down upon this fair town and sent us, the Company of Bones, the greatest free company from here all the way to Bowen’s Gamble, to spare you from Tar Hardhammer’s wrath.” Nimblejack looked back and forth across the sea of puzzled expressions, torn between war or weeping.

“But what could so few do against so many, you ask. The answer is a simple one. We will dwindle their numbers down to the singular. For those who are brave enough, for those who wish to witness the spectacle of a lifetime, the Company of Bones offers the chance to join us as our Champion defeats the great Tar Hardhammer in single combat. Ladies and gentlemen, whelps of all ages, everyone except that man right there,” Nimblejack said, pointing to the red-headed man in the crowd and arching his brow menacingly. “To everyone besides him, it is my honor, no, my pleasure to present to you, Dreadfalls, Champion of the Company of Bones, the first ever civilized half-orc.”

The town’s eyes narrowed as one, but Nimblejack continued without pause. “With the manners of fine society, such as yourself, but containing the fury of a prime wolf protecting her cubs. Able to bow like a man, but fight like an orc, Dreadfalls!”

The Captain smiled and prayed to any god that would listen that the orcs had not recently attacked, but the Scout had not reported any sign, such as the heavy marks left by orc trying to scale the walls. He nodded gently in the silence and Dreadfalls took one last deep inhale of his wife’s scent before pulling her shirt from around his face.

The golden runes carved into the half-orc’s tusks shimmered in the afternoon sun and hypnotized the crowd. Those who were not impressed by the tusks gasped as the Champion pulled his tunic up over his head and tossed it to his bare feet, revealing a collection of scars so vast that it looked as if there were more white, puckered gristle than smooth gray skin left. The enormous, jagged smile of scar tissue around his neck was the worst of the lot, only a day old but almost completely healed but for the raw, livid color.

The town began slowly reaching for their weapons in the silence, and for the first time, Nimblejack had no words. He had misjudged. It would be a massacre with only a single survivor. Laststand had been right, but that was little consolation as Nimblejack heard the walk begin to groan under the shift of heavy, gray feet.

To Nimblejack’s horror, Dreadfalls gently edged him aside with the back of his enormous hand as he stepped forward, until his gray toes hung off the edge of the walk as if about to dive into the crowd below. He would be among them in a single bound. The half-orc lifted his scarred, muscular arm and pointed a wide finger down into the upturned faces, to where the last heckle had come from, singling out a fuzzy-lipped whelp. Unconsciously, or very consciously in some cases, the crowd slid away from the young man. No one wanted to join him as an example.

In one fluid motion, the half-orc dipped into a perfect curtsy, holding out his imaginary hem daintily between pinched fingers.

“Oh, you big, beautiful monster,” Nimblejack whispered to himself as the crowd froze, unsure of how to feel at such a spectacle. The Elderprime’s sandpaper cackle rang clear and true, a spark among tinder. The town ignited and burst into raucous laughter, all thoughts of weapons forgotten. Dreadfalls had already given them a tale that would be told for generations, and Nimblejack seized on the momentum as the half-orc stood.

“Quiet. Quiet, please. There will be time for questions and ogling later for those who join us, and only them. I ask for volunteers to help our Champion prepare for, and witness firsthand, the fall of Tar Hardhammer at the hands of the only civilized half-orc.”

The town erupted in joyful reverie as hands began to shoot up. Nimblejack grinned.

After the gate had been opened and the wounded brought inside, the Blackhat stood beside Nimblejack with an impressed look as they surveyed the volunteers.

“Fifteen,” the Blackhat said.

“It’s enough,” The Captain said, his grin resolute. “It will be just enough.”


Thirty-Six

Steal My Breath

Ploughman, Len’Neth, year 513

“Iona,” Oldways whispered into the sticky darkness of the bunkwagon. “Goddess?”

There was no reply, not that he expected one.

There was only Lazybones breathing, far too slow and not much louder than a sleeping chipmunk, despite the constant fussing of Ploughman’s leech and the application of her rank smelling unguent.

“I don’t know where you got to, if you’re still in the Endless Mountains, or-,” Oldways whispered, and then let out a heavy sigh as he blinked his eyes against the wetness forming. “Or if you’ve just given up on us, like some of the other tiny gods. When I was young, I watched you cure a blight that had fallen on our pastures and pens. We came together and sang your name, promised our lives to you if you’d just save our livestock. You heard us. Next morning, the terrible sores were gone and though it was a close thing, we made it through the winter.’

“I didn’t forget my promise, Iona. Not when Calus, Perol, Bethol, or any of the other tiny gods were brought with kin from further west. I didn’t forget you saved us, even when everyone else did and promised to the new gods, greedy for wealth or legend. I didn’t forget and promise to you still, though I haven’t seen a sign since before I had all my teeth and didn’t have to piss every few turns of the glass during the night.”

Something brushed against the side of the wagon outside and Oldways stared up where the roof of the bunkwagon should have been in the darkness and waited. He was not embarrassed, but it was a private conversation, even if it were only him talking to himself in a sickbed that smelled of musky poultices and moldy cheese.

“The whelp didn’t have a chance to get to know your compassion, but I’m sure he would have promised to you had I been better at using my words. But I ain’t. I ain’t, and he’s dying, my goddess. I never asked for nothing since you saved our flock, when I was barely able to lift a sword. I never asked for nothing, only praised your name and sang you my deathsong when I thought it was my time to cross the Last Sea. But I’m asking now.”

Oldways winced as he lifted his arm and wiped away the unexpected tears streaming down his cheek with the palm of his hand.

“Save the whelp. Save him. Show him back to the shore and give him what he is owed. I’ve never seen a braver person, but I ain’t never seen a kinder one neither. He don’t got a lick of sense or skill with the blade, but don’t that make his bravery all the greater, him still standing the line just to keep the rest of us safe?’

“Save him Iona, whatever it takes. I’m gonna close my eyes now, one last time, and sing your song best as I can. If only one of us wakes up, it best be him. Hear me? It best be him. Take whatever you need from these old bones and this tired heart, just let it be him. I didn’t forget my promise to you, now don’t you forget about me. Save the whelp, even if you have to steal my breath to do it.”

Oldways wiped the tears from his cheek and listened to Lazybones’ soft breathing. He closed his eyes one final time and began singing his deathsong as quietly as he could, trying not to disturb the healing sleep of the whelp. He smiled as he pictured Lazybones, braying at some small joke he had made across the fire, and let the darkness take him.


Thirty-Seven

The Blue Face of Dead Truths

Galain Parcel, Sunlands, year 510

For half a day, Dannel could not breathe. His hands, steady as a mountain when faced with the Treebard, trembled like a toothless whitebeard’s. Worse, his trembling made the broken bones of the dead fisher skull rattle wetly beneath the oil tarp he had wrapped it in.

His footsteps felt heavy, unsure, as did his heart. Dannel had lost the song amongst the angry screams and terrified moans competing for his attention inside his head. More concerning, he did not even remember the walk to the den he found himself standing in front of.

The old bones surrounding the entrance to the wide hole had been picked clean and then bitten in half for the marrow. Leaving the fisher cat skull would be a boon for both he and the hunger that dwelled down in the darkness. Better fed upon and cracked open until unrecognizable than buried and possibly found. He quickly unwrapped the skull from the tarp and tossed it as deep into the den as he could. It landed somewhere down in the darkness with a terrible squelch.

Dannel was glad to finally be rid of the fisher skull. Still, it did little to lessen the weight bearing down on his wide shoulders.

He found a stream on his way south. He scrubbed away the fresh blood from his skin and the tarp. The fluted snout on his ruck would explain the rest, after he mended the few jagged bites in his clothes and ruck the sharp thorns had taken.

Even free of the evidence, Dannel decided to take the longer trails back to the Iron Fang. He needed time. Time to think. Time to clear his head.

What would his Guide have done for Alpen? To him? The questions vexed Dannel. The nervous energy had him moving too quickly along the feint game trails.

“Bountiful hunt, Forester,” a voice called out from Dannel’s right. His longbow was drawn and searching for a target before his mind had time to catch up. “Easy there, Dannel of the Nightsky Badger. I mean you no harm.”

The embarrassment of being caught out so easily in the deep woods made the broadhead tremble and his face burn. Dannel shivered as he recognized the voice. He sighed heavily to himself as he lowered his longbow, the embarrassment growing four-fold.

“Bountiful hunt, Sefile of the Stone Ogre,” Dannel said, returning the greeting with a nod of his head as the short, sharp-faced Forester appeared silently out of the underbrush, arms wide and bow unstrung. “Strange, to find you so close to a worn trail.”

“Just heading back to the Fang and the ugly mess piled atop her,” Sefile said, grinning as he looked in the direction of the Iron Fang and then back at Dannel.

“Successful hunt?” Dannel asked, seeing how deflated the ruck on Sefile’s back was. They were close enough for him to be bearing meat for the community larder at the very least, and while Dannel did not have a taste for the man himself, his legend was well regarded and his hunts often discussed around the fire pit.

“Quite successful, though it is only a quick report for the Wardens on the comings and goings. Nothing like your hunt, I can see,” Sefile said, turning his head slightly and nodding at the fluted snout sticking a full arm’s length above Dannel’s head. “Would’ve let you walk right by without knowing I was there, but such a wonderous trophy must come with an equally wonderous story, even with you tellin’ it. Perhaps I can walk the trails with you for a turn or two and you can tell me. Might be, I can even help you season it proper for the Lord, so he’s only half as angry at your butchery of such a tale.”

Dannel was not foolish. He knew Sefile just wanted to feel self-important by knowing before anyone else in the tower, perhaps even to downplay the affair prior to its telling. Still, it might cheer him to watch Sefile blanch with envy, if even for a moment, out where Dannel could enjoy it for the rest of the short journey.

He told the tale in his own curt way, like a report being given to a Warden.

“Pinepitch. I don’t envy whatever lass you take to the furs,” Sefile said, after the long pause when Dannel had finished the brief tale as they walked together. “Short and painfully sparse where it was needed most, as always. I don’t know if even my great legend for telling a good tale can stitch together something of worth, but I’ll make the attempt as promised. I’ll leave you now and put my mind to the task of making it sound at least… pleasant, if not grand. I’ll see you at the mess atop the Fang, and you can hear my version.”

“I… uh,” Dannel stumbled, both confused and ashamed by the Forester’s kind offer. While he did not doubt the strange, monstrous snout would intrigue the great hall, Dannel did fear his telling of the tale would fall short of the Lord’s expectation, which could lead to less hunts. “I appreciate that, Forester Sefile.”

“It’ll be a grand spectacle that’ll be talked about for generations, of that I am sure,” Sefile said with a grin, then after a pregnant pause added, “As much as we didn’t see eye to eye, your Guide would be proud.” Before Dannel could reply, the older Forester broke into a long, loping jog that took him out of sight in a few strides.

While Dannel certainly felt proud of saving the herd, the rest of his emotions could not seem to agree on anything that had happened after. Would his Guide have been proud? He could not say with any certainty. Still, perhaps whatever grudge had grown between his Guide and Sefile could finally be buried. It certainly would make his time around the great fire pit easier.

The vision of Alpen, shoulders back ready to receive the Lord’s justice, struck Dannel like a lightning bolt, burning out his thoughts of grudges and tales, and left only a smoldering husk of self-loathing.

The song of the Wanderers’ Wood was mercifully quiet as Dannel crossed the final ridge and saw the Iron Fang in the distance. The last thing Dannel wanted was to fend off questions from every bush and fern he passed along the worn trail. It was blessedly serene as even the birds seemed to be napping after a midday meal.

But the serenity only served to make the sharp crack, and the painful howl that came shortly after, louder. It had sounded like a dry branch breaking, though it was most likely a femur by the hollers of pain that followed. Broken legs were a common occurrence, especially for Wanderers trying to impress everyone, but they could still prove mortal if the bone had decided to take a peek out into the world. Infection killed more folk than primes or monsters in sight of the Iron Fang, and it was still half a day’s journey to a proper splint and a shaman’s poultice.

Dannel was sprinting before he remembered the tall, clumsy load swinging on the ruck above him. The awkward weight pulling on the straps sawed into his shoulders and Dannel gave a prayer to Alornas that the thick belt hugging his hips held tight as he sped up into a deadrun.

“Help coming,” Dannel yelled, his longbow swinging in his left arm as he grabbed over his left shoulder for the pull-loop to unlace his shoulder strap. There was a good likelihood the fluted snout would break in the fall, but Dannel could not give the Wanderer his best attempt with the gigantic monstrosity bearing down on him, requiring too much of his attention. His finger slipped inside the loop and Dannel began to tug as he pushed his right shoulder up to shift the weight away.

A strange, whirring sound preceded the game-rope as it spun into Dannel’s peripheral view, but only for a moment. The rock weights tied to each end of a length of finely woven hemp began spinning in tightening circles around his calves and ankles just as his legs were passing each other in his long stride. Dannel winced, knowing what came next, as his next foot failed to reach out and catch his momentum.

Two parallel thoughts lived together in his head as he fell; that the game-rope was well thrown, a perfect shot, and that it was meant for him. Someone wished him snagged.

Dannel was falling, hard. Instinct took over and he did his best to twist his right shoulder towards the trail so that the longbow would be cushioned by his body. While Dannel knew he could possibly suffer through drawing the bow with an injury, he had learned his lesson about not having a bow at all, almost a meal for the rock skink earlier in the season.

But ‘possibly’ vanished along with whatever muscle and sinew had been holding his right shoulder in place, as it tore underneath the combined weight of his body, half-full ruck, and the snout. He kept his jaw clamped shut against the painful cry trying to escape, less out of defiance than ingrained habit.

The side of Dannel’s face hit shortly after and, despite the searing pain, he was suddenly glad his shoulder had taken the initial brunt. He did not think he could have survived if his head had struck first, as the rocks raked his face until he slid to a stop.

The world spun. It took Dannel’s eyes a moment to focus on something beyond the dirt just past the blood dripping off the tip of his nose.

Gremic? Dannel wondered if he had said it out loud as he watched the Wanderer step out from behind a tree. The big Wanderer dropped a smoking twist of soaked herbs into a leather drybag before looking down into Dannel’s face. There was only disgust.

“Rogue,” Gremic said quietly, stepping closer. The pain in the back of Dannel’s shoulder imprisoned the questions in his clenched jaw. When the Wanderer was straddling Dannel’s face, he looked down and spat, letting a thick glob of phlegm fall into Dannel’s eye. Gremic smiled a moment before suddenly wrestling the leather bag over Dannel’s head.

Dannel thrashed and kicked. He tried his best to put up a fight, but between the cold fire growing in his shoulder and the enormous snout still strapped to his back, the best he could manage was to move his head around feebly, making Gremic take longer in sealing the smokey bag around his neck.

The darkness inside of the bag reeked of the sweet, heavy smoke, and Dannel’s thoughts became muddled, like silt on the bottom of a clear puddle suddenly stirred up. His muscles relaxed despite his resistance, and Dannel could feel his eyes drooping slowly shut inside the bag.

The slap felt cold for a moment but quickly thawed into burning needles in his cheek. Dannel winced, but his eyelids remained too heavy to lift in the fog.

The second slap, an openhand from far behind a shoulder, shot Dannel’s eyes wide open, before he started blinking at the tears forming in the corners.

Even the soft, warm glow of the fire was too much light, and Dannel let his eyelids close until they were just dark, wet slits hidden behind his eyelashes. He could breathe through his nose, thankfully, but a thick hempen rope sat between the back of his teeth like a horse bit, pulling his lips back into a painful grin that seemed eager to tear the corners all the way to his ears.

“-a rogue beast, my Lord,” someone was saying from beyond the blur of his tear rimmed slits. “He has forsaken the oath of the Forester and spat upon your generosity. I don’t know how long he’s been rogue, but I can testify as witness to his last sabotage of your benevolent Law.”

Dannel’s attempt at a growl came out only as a low hum through the thick rope and went unnoticed.

“Have you evidence?” the Lord asked, leaning his huge frame into the horizontal blur of Dannel’s vision. Dannel tried to move his head but found little room to turn. It was enough to see the chiseled throne his Lord sat upon the edge of, his ale horn forgotten in his hand and dripping foam around the base of the great fire pit. Dannel reasoned he was tied to one of the ornately carved support beams that held up the roof of the hunting lodge in the Iron Fang. The Lord of the Fang growled. “It is a solemn accusation you lay at a Forester’s feet.”

“All the more troublesome because of it, my Lord,” the voice said with a heavy sigh. “It’s not just you who have been betrayed my Lord, but all of us who have passed the trials and sweat for you under the venerated title of Forester. He has betrayed you far, far worse, pissing on your justice, but he has spit in the face of every Spearcarrier, Forester, Warden, and Wanderer in your magnificent lodge as well. As for proof, I only need one word from his lips to prove his disgusting guilt, Lord.”

Sefile walked slowly into view, his face torn between a swelling joy and painful restraint as he attempted to keep to the somber propriety of the moment, but the gleeful malice could not be completely hidden beneath the heavy frown. The older Forester was enjoying himself.

“I shall ask the rogue one question, and he shall answer with only one word. If he tries to poison the hall with his excuses, or slither out of his bonds, please keep us safe mighty Spearcarriers,” Sefile said, bowing with deference to the two hulking Spearcarriers, half-visible on the edges of Dannel’s peripheral vision. The Spearcarriers puffed their chests and nodded in return, ready to strike Dannel dead should he move a muscle more than needed to answer the question.

“Did you let a man live, despite witnessing him breaking the Lord’s Law?” Sefile asked, grabbing the front of a bench, as if the very question were too heavy for him to burden. Dannel closed his eyes as the gag was loosened enough for him to answer.

“Yes, buh-,“ Dannel had only begun to make the beginning sound of the next word before the haft of a spear smashed down against his injured shoulder. Before Dannel could scream, the hemp rope drew tight, pulling his head back against the beam with a hollow knock. The corners of his lips tore back towards his ears until he thought they might rip should he try to make another sound.

“From the rogue’s very lips,” Sefile said, clutching his gut as if Dannel’s confession had stabbed him. “He has spat on the honored ways of the Forester, the ancient teachings of the Wardens, and has bitten at the generosity of your own hand, my Lord.”

“And does anyone, kith or kin, waif or Wanderer, wish to speak on his behalf? On his character? No? Will no one speak for this man?” The Lord asked.

A lifetime of chosen solitude was returned in its appropriate silence. The Lord’s hall was suddenly quiet, quieter than Dannel had ever heard or could imagine. He could hear every crackle and snap of the long fire pit running the length of the hall, as those in attendance awaited their Lord’s judgement.

“I caste you as Nameless,” the Lord said calmly, rocking his enormous frame out over the great trunks of his legs as he stood, slipping his rare furs, and tossing his ale horn over his head at the servants waiting silently in the darkness behind him. “Your legend is forfeit. Your name will be burned from the histories of our people. As will your son’s. As will your father’s.”

The collective gasp stole the air from the room as Dannel’s head spun. The Lord stepped closer, staring at Dannel with cruel contempt as he continued.

“Should you pass the test of the Nameless, your name will be restored to our peoples’ history, as will your father’s and any pathetic whelp you have sired. The name Tall Spruce will be restored to your corpse as is tradition, but-” The Lord’s wide, bearded face began to tremble and the last clinging drops of ale flew off, hidden amongst the frothy spit as the Lord roared.

“The title of Forester will never be found near any of those names ever again,” the Lord howled, his elbows pulled back as if trying to hold his tensing arms and chest from attacking Dannel at every moment. “Your line might live on, as tradition requires, but your lines’ legend will be buried under an ugly mountain of contempt. Not so it will never be found, but so it can never be forgotten. I’ll drink and feast while they slowly chisel the blue bonecase of the Nameless deep into your face. They will be thorough, but certainly not gentle. With the woad skull of the Nameless tattooed upon your skin, you will be my plaything until you die willingly in service to me, to this entire hall, and all its warriors. Only then, when you fulfill the oath of the Nameless, will your name be returned to you and your kin.”

The Lord paused, his rage spent, and looked about his hall, catching the eyes of his best and those who showed a glint of potential. He smiled, though somberly, as if accepting a heavy burden.

“But I promise this hall and all those of my great fortress, your death will not be quick.”

The entire hall murmured approval, though quietly, as to not interrupt.

“A nibble here. A rake of the claws there. You will eventually fulfill your oath, but I swear on my legend that it will be dragged out until you earn it by throwing yourself eagerly into some prime’s mouth, rather than bear another moment living in such mangled shame. Your painful scars will breed daily until there is no smooth hide left to be found upon your body, until you beg for death.”

The hall erupted as everyone, even some of the braver servants, stomped their feet and slapped their thighs, growling and hooting their approval with growing fervor. The Lord raised his arms out straight, palms up, and spun a slow circle, drinking in the adoration.

Suddenly, a new voice sliced through the din like a broadhead through a leaf.

“Has it been so many years that you have already forgotten your own oaths? That you are Lord Galain, and your venerated line are called War Chief no longer?” a sharp, raspy voice asked from the darkness, with all the kindness of a knife across a whetstone.

The great hall fell quiet as the Lord dropped his hands and turned. It took a moment for Dannel to open his eyes up enough to see. Finally, an old woman with silver hair secured in an overly-tight bun and fine but well-worn traveling clothes strode to the corner of the fire closest to the small doors leading to the Lord’s guest quarters. “I see our King was correct in sending me to remind you of your title and the oaths that keep you in that chair.”

“Voice Anthels,” the Lord said with a slight, begrudging bow. “I believed our business concluded, and you had retired to rest for your journey back to the White Spires in the morning.”

The amiable smile that pulled at the wrinkles of the King’s diplomat did not reach her hard, unblinking eyes as she slowed to a stop.

“As did I, but it seems your great hall only grows louder as the moon rises, like a pack of prime wolves, and my capricious bladder simply couldn’t stand the idea of missing such a revery. I’m glad I did wake however, as I see our private chat this very afternoon did not sink through that stout skull of yours.”

Everyone, including the Lord, stiffened.

“Still, I see the fault is entirely mine,” the old woman continued, taking a step towards the trembling, red faced Lord. A Spearcarrier stepped in front of her, barring her path in the silence, and the cold smile grew bigger as she looked the thick warrior up and down in appraisal.

With a quick, disconcerting wink, she stepped forward as if the hulking man was not standing before her. Despite his size, the sudden unexpected movement made the Spearcarrier step back. When her next step would bring the sharp, fragile bones of her face into his chest, he scrambled awkwardly to move out of her way.

She did not even glance at his puzzled fumbling as he clamored to fall out of her path, just continued to stare at her destination as she walked. Her small, sure steps led her to the Lord’s side, where she stood beside him, and leaned the fragile blue veins of her hands out over the fire to warm them.

“In his benevolence, the King of the Sunlands, our king, has allowed you to maintain dominion over your land and all the flesh upon it as you see fit. Like his father, and his father before him, he asks nothing in return but the tax and bloodtithe he is due. The King finds no fault in your meats, furs, and precious metals, but your bloodtithe, well, there the confusion seems to pool and curdle. My fault entirely,” the Voice said, rubbing her hands together over the flames. “But let there be no confusion moving forward. Every Nameless is the King’s, and the King’s alone. In his benevolence, he allows you to count their painted heads towards your bloodtithe, and even pick the remainder as you will. Do you remember those oaths, Lord Galain? Do they sound… familiar?”

“Yes,” the Lord said quietly, his enormous chin sinking slowly down to his broad chest.

“I’m sorry,” the old woman said, shaking her head. “I am feeble, and my hearing is not what it once was. Can you speak louder?” As if to show him how, the Voice began slowly enunciating each word loudly. “Do you remember your oaths to the King of the Sunlands, Lord Galain?”

“Yes,” the Lord said slightly louder, his back teeth clenched tight as the muscles of his jaw quivered.

“Good, good,” the Voice said, nodding along as if expected. “So, you agree that this Nameless will go with my caravan in the morning to the White Spires, as will all others in the future? Yes? It’s settled then, and we will never have issue again I warrant. I’ll promise you though, this one’s life will be no better than had you personally attended him. I hear the goblins at Hata’s Wall leave nothing of their meals, except the trinkets and metal they spit out, if he survives the journey at all. Does that sound acceptable?”

“Yes,” the Lord replied. The Voice blinked and slowly turned her ear to him as if she did not hear.

“Yes, Voice Anthels,” the Lord said loudly, his enormous frame seeming to shrink as he exhaled heavily.

“Wonderful, wonderful. I told our King his faith in you was not misplaced. Now, I doubt I could get back to sleep listening to such fearsome carousing, so indulge an old woman and bring me a horn of your finest.”

The Lord took a drinking horn from the nearest man, tipped back a quick gulp, and handed it to the Voice, who nodded and took her own healthy sip without hesitation. The hall erupted in cheers and boots pounding on stone and wood. A servant appeared out of the darkness and handed the Lord another full horn of ale, before fading into obscurity once more.

“Augurs of Perol, bring chisels and woad, but do not hurry in your labors. I want to savor his cries as I would a fine ale.”

“My Lord,” Sefile said, shouting over the ruckus. “My Lord, what of the two leaf eaters? The man and the son the Nameless spared?”

“Cull’em! Cull-them-both,” Lord roared, turning towards Dannel. “And the man’s sire if he too resides in my lands. Root to branch, a message needs to be sent to all those who think to defy my will.”

“I will see to it myself, my Lord,” Sefile said with a slight bow. “If my Lord is upset by this craven act of faithlessness, perhaps I might cheer him and the hall with a story of a great hunt? I had hoped my hunt might not be overshadowed by such foul deeds, but I believe I have discovered a new monster, deep in the Oldwoods to the north.”

“A new beast?” Lord Galain grinned. “How long has it been Warden Hammesh?” One of the older of the men surrounding the fire, and the only still sitting, thought for a moment.

“Truly new? Twenty years, and perhaps four or five moons, since a new beast has appeared, my Lord.”

“Perhaps the tale can wash the sour taste of treachery from my mouth, and this still be a night for great celebration after all,” Lord Galain said, raising his horn.

“Wanderer Gremic, if you would,” Sefile said over his shoulder. The muscular young man appeared from behind a carved pillar with a hemp bag as big around as his hug and half as tall as the Wanderer himself. “I am also pleased to announce that I have accepted to be Gremic’s Guide, as I believe he shows great promise.”

Dannel bit down on the rope between his back teeth and gurgled, as Gremic moved the bag into the better light next to the fire pit. He untied and pulled the bag down from the enormous, fluted snout of the Treebard in one swift motion. The great hall gasped as one and Sefile blushed graciously, as if he did not know how to deal with such high praise.

Dannel was at least spared the sight of Sefile jumping about the benches, hiding behind others, as he recounted the bold tale of his great hunt. Three fur-clad Shaman gathered around Dannel, the small bones, sticks, and dried herbs tied into their long gray beards and hair rattling as they swayed. They chanted quietly to themselves, as to not interrupt Sefile’s story, while they began to drive their woad covered chisels deep into Dannel’s face. Each painful strike deposited more of the fermented plant underneath his skin, from forehead to chin, in the crude shape of a bright, blue skull.

Worse than the pain of the chisels upon Dannel’s flesh was the shame of having to listen to Sefile tell the tale of the great hunt, his great hunt, and knowing the few truths Dannel had gathered died with him.


Thirty-Eight

The Scout’s Quiet Scowl

Unknown, Len’Neth, year 513

“Knowing the few truths Dannel had gathered died with him,” Nimblejack said, dropping his gloved hands to his knees in punctuation. All around the campfire, no one in the Company ventured a look at the Scout in the heavy silence that followed, keeping their eyes on whatever chore or hobby had filled their hands during the night’s tale.

“Cull’em, the Lord said,” the Scout whispered, staring into the fire as if he was seeing it all again. “Cull’em, as if they were just rogue beasts.” Without another word the Scout stood, hefting his bow, and trotted off into the darkness beyond the gap in the wagon fortress. It was a long time before anyone spoke again.

“Any of these stories have happy endings, Captain?” Lazybones asked.

“That’s the hope,” Nimblejack said, not looking away from the fire. “That’s the hope. Blackhat, start the watch. Another long stretch tomorrow, even if we don’t break another axle. Everyone get some rest.”


Thirty-Nine

Tar Pit

West of Ploughman, Len’Neth, year 513

It was a wonder how quickly, and how quietly, the Company could pitch camp right under the nose of the Golden Wolves warband perched at the top of the next tall hill.

Scout Cullem had skillfully guided the stuffed wagon right up under Tar Hardhammer’s heavily fortified position in the night without a single unnecessary stride. The Captain had been insistent that they needed to be close enough that the warband could watch everything from their walls but not hear the Company as they set up. If Onetime leaned out of her alcove in the shadow of the great red pavilion, the stick-men guards were clearly visible against the Golden Wolves’ great bonfire, tiny silhouettes who sat as often as they stood.

Onetime never shied from labor and there had been plenty to go around. She had quietly tapped in pegs with padded hammers alongside the remaining Company and a handful of terrified volunteers right under the warbands’ nose before moving on to the next task, and then the next. She had even hummed a pleasant tune throughout to help lighten the burden on those around her, especially the volunteers, stopping only to silently whisper an improper whenever she caught her finger or stubbed a toe in the darkness.

Not all of the volunteers had even been able to help carry, lug, or raise the oiled tents, but the Captain had only asked to hear them holler and cheer before accepting them. No volunteer had to be able to do anything but be heard from afar.

Not that he had turned a single volunteer away. Even the Elderprime, who could barely be heard over the horses or cook fire, had been hoisted up onto the box seat at her insistence.

Every hand had been needed to pitch the great red pavilion, if even to just help keep track of its numerous ropes. Once erect, it looked a fresh loaf compared to the thin slice of the musky canvas tents they used inside the wagon fortress whenever the clouds hinted rain. The Captain had been excited to see it finally raised, though Onetime had hoped it would be in joyous celebration, rather than the Company sickbed where Dreadfalls kneeled, holding the paw of his wife, a green-eyed wolf, terrifying in proportion.

Even the unconscious Eclipse had been given her own oiled tent for privacy, in case Dur’Oor crossed the Last Sea instead of simply swimming in the breakers as she had been. The Blackhat had expected resistance when he insisted the half-orc be contained, but the Captain had readily agreed, saying he needed them in there alone so Dur’Oor could become without blinding the Company at the wrong moment after Eclipse healed her.

If Eclipse could heal the treefolk. The lithe black-haired woman had expressed a limit, or rather, an ignorance, when it came to wounds beyond a certain grievousness, and Eclipse warned them all not to be the first to test how far into the Last Sea one could go before she could no longer reach them. The Blackhat had reminded the Captain he was gambling much, before excusing himself to check on the state of the camp before dawn lit a candle on the world and the Company was noticed.

The Captain ordered the cooking pit built on the blindside of the red pavilion and heavily tarped to trap any stray light. He sat with his attention split between listening to the Scout and keeping his ear to the side of the red pavilion for signs of swelling spirits in either direction.

“How many, the state of the fort itself, and general morale?” The Captain asked, taking his ear from the pavilion wall.

Scout Cullem stared at the Captain without expression, hunched just inside the tarp door to Onetime’s tiny inn that she was beginning their first, and possibly last, meal in. Onetime chuckled with a quick breath through her nose. “I don’t think beasts have ‘morale’, Captain. He wasn’t a soldier, mind.”

“Yes. Ah, how about fightiness? How many are ready to fight?” The Captain offered. The Scout nodded briefly and offered his report.

“Sixty and five, fit to fight, thirty and eight, made to wait,” Cullem sang quietly, hardly a whisper over the crackling of the cookfire finally beginning to coal. The Captain gave a low whistle.

“Thirty-eight? So many. All builders, cooks, and the unfortunate spoils of prior battles, poor souls. At least they won’t join the shield wall or charge,” the Captain said with a nod. “Still, the chattel outnumber us even if they just have sticks, rocks, or bad breath. Please continue.”

Onetime found the Scout’s rhythm and hummed along to herself as he reported an impressive amount of detail in song, though she could never see herself being spun about to it. The size, shape, and even the color of almost every detail about the warband was quietly sung about. Some of the details did not proper rhyme, but the Captain never did seem to mind. His awed, enraptured look said it was the most beautiful song he had ever heard as it went on and on.

The Captain’s face suddenly tightened in thought, and he tilted his head to put his ear closer to the heavy weave of the red pavilion wall.

“Unbelievable,” he whispered as he turned back and looked up at Cullem.

“Captain?” the Scout began but Nimbjack held up a hand, stopping Cullem short.

“I think… yes,” the Captain said. “I think this is the most I’ve ever heard you talk since we first crossed into the Empire together.”

Onetime had watched the Scout grow from a pox-faced mute of a boy into a tall, comely mute with a wide back and shoulders like a great warbow, its string pulled down to a thin waist and impossibly long legs. “I think I even caught you smiling more since we crossed back over into the frontier.”

A single corner of the Scout’s thin mouth lifted for a moment before falling back into his awkward, distant stare, watching everything and nothing at once.

“Please, do continue,” The Captain said, as the Blackhat entered, slipped by the Scout, and sat on the other side of the big kettle. He nodded to Onetime and grabbed an empty bowl, holding it up hopefully. Onetime shook her head and shushed him silently with her spoon, eager to hear more. Laststand lowered the bowl slowly, crestfallen, but remained silent. The Captain twirled his own spoon, and the Scout finished his report before focusing on the kettle like a hawk suddenly spotting a mouse.

“They don’t sound like they are expecting trouble. No pickets? A handful of watch while the rest dance drunkenly? This is better than I hoped.”

“Raids ain’t like a proper army,” The Blackhat said, only loud enough for everyone staring into the kettle or flame that heated it. “They move fast and hit only soft bellies. They’d just as soon be paid off in both directions but often the towns and forts cannot afford even the first pass.”

“We’re not a soft belly,” the Captain grinned. The Blackhat’s left eyebrow shot up before he replied.

“They are seasoned campaigners, with legends worthy enough to earn a spot on the raid and not be left behind to guard the hillforts or enormous cave warrens. Few royal or imperial companies could stand up to seventy warband raiders if they couldn’t choose the ground, and the forty chattel that are stiff enough to survive working the warband’s camp could probably defeat a green company just on their own will to survive. Their negotiations ain’t fainthearted affairs, and their tribute demands are based on how much a battle would cost in blood. The weaker the prey, the higher the tribute demanded.”

“Even better,” the Captain said, nodding as if the Blackhat had agreed with him. “They’ll be more likely to want to gloat.”

“Awful long odds he doesn’t just charge down that hill, deciding the big tent or a freshly cooked breakfast alone is worth our lives,” Laststand said, twitching his moustache. “If it’s even ready by then.”

Onetime shot the Blackhat a sharp glare that made Laststand bow his square chin to beg her pardon, until the straight razor of her lips curled back up into her rosy cheeks to resume her usual pleasant smile. “It’s ready when it’s ready. Can’t cook vegetables and meat faster without burning ‘em. You can have some carrots or an apple now, while you wait, but the stew will be ready when it’s bubbling.”

“You know what happens if you die up there?” the Blackhat asked after a long silence.

“Could I have a carrot?” Nimblejack asked, lifting a single finger for the Blackhat to hold that thought. The Cook smiled and turned to fetch one. “It’s the same thing that will happen if I die down here, should I lead you in glorious combat against the Golden Wolves. Same thing that would have happened if we had stayed behind Ploughman’s wall.”

“We can’t beat them?” Onetime asked, passing out the available vegetables. The Scout lowered his eyes and pocketed three carrots. The Blackhat cleaned an apple on his collar before holding it up for inspection.

“Of course we can,” the Captain said with absolute certainty. Onetime believed him and she nodded at the Blackhat as if there was nothing more to say. The Blackhat frowned underneath his thick, oiled moustache.

“I can’t let you go alone. That goes against the Company charter, which also says you’re not in charge in time of trial and grief, and I command that you cannot go alone,” Laststand said calmly, as if reading a simple decree.

“Then we will most certainly die, just not all at once, but in tiny morsels bitten off at Tar’s leisure, a nibble here, a nibble there. The Scout could slip away and die of old age in some forest, but for the rest of us, it would be very painful and far too soon,” Nimblejack said with a light shrug.

“I’m going with him if he’s not going alone,” Onetime said, raising her spoon as if she were voting.

“You, me, Bootneck, and anyone else who wants. The whole jolly lot is welcome, though I think the Company will charge up alone. The volunteers are free to flee back to Ploughman, if they can make it,” the Blackhat replied.

“No one is fleeing. No one is going up there with me, not until Dur’Oor has woken,” the Captain said, taking another small bite from his carrot and then waggling the remaining half at Laststand like a horse crop. “Then I need you to steer the Champion and Dur’Oor up to my position, as whatever the biggest prime she can manage that might bear that burly brute.” The Blackhat shook his head, as if the idea had a wretched smell.

“Retreat, back up the hill, and make them have to come up to get us in the trees,” the Blackhat said into his apple. “We’re hanging an awful lot of lives on a single half-orc who can’t wear armor because his god thinks it’s something attacking him. The giant nearly killed the black-eyed monster, and the Claw Takers made the man a pincushion.”

“Growing pains,” the Captain said cheerily. “Nothing a little axle tallow won’t smooth over.”

“Retreat back up the hill into better ground with us, Captain. You owe us that much at least. Being there,” the Blackhat said with a heavy sigh, leaving his sentence unfinished.

“We-can-win,” the Captain said, knocking his spoon against his empty bowl with each word. “We can win, not just here, but all the way down the southern hills to Hata’s Wall, a single combat at a time. No more running and hiding this time. No army of the Sunlands or the Empire could make that boast. They might win the first battle, or even the second, but they would have to fight every hillman, every warband, for the entire journey. Dreadfalls will fight two, maybe three champions, and then our legend will carry us along like a gentle river. We may even be given tribute to stop making challenges.”

The light in the Captain’s eyes made Onetime warm and banished any shadows of worry. He believed, so she did too.

“But only one of true rank and legend, namely me, can make such a challenge. That ridiculous hat and terrible frown would just incite them to violence all too soon. Spoons up if you don’t want to at least pinch the Blackhat just a little looking at his sour face right now.”

Laststand rolled his eyes as the three spoons went up around the kettle. The first audible pop of the thick, brown stew finally beginning to boil caught everyone’s attention, and Onetime began stirring it deftly as they lowered their spoons and readied their bowls.

“If I believed we could win without putting myself in range of his horse’s breath, you think I wouldn’t gladly stay hidden behind my valiant Cook, letting you all endanger yourselves as the Sergeant calls the cadence. I don’t know if that makes me feel complimented or slighted.”

“Alone then,” the Blackhat said, holding up his spoon and empty bowl in surrender. “I’ll pass the word and get it organized when you leave.”

“A fine plan,” the Captain said with a curt nod, as if it was the Blackhat’s suggestion. “One more thing. When you do send up the lovely couple, tell them I need a bit of showmanship, some thunder and lighting, a bit of color. I need an entrance.”

Nimblejack leaned his ear to the side of the pavilion and frowned for a heartbeat, before sitting up. Onetime called for bowls and they shot over the fat lip to the middle of the kettle to be filled. The Scout disappeared the moment he got his hands around his bowl, already bringing it to his chin before he had turned away. The Blackhat and Captain waited as Onetime filled her own bowl and set it aside. She filled their bowls dangerously close to the top, but they appreciated the trial as they slowly brought it towards their faces, blowing on it and warily testing the first mouthful. On the third attempted spoonful, when the Blackhat finally managed to keep it in his mouth, he stood and exited the tent, following the Scout into the gloom outside.

The Captain ate in silence as he watched the Company and townfolk file in and leave with full bowls. They all thanked Onetime for the meal and gave a pleasant nod to the Captain, who returned each one, full mouth or not. When there were no more bowls to fill, Onetime sat on her stool and ate slowly, humming as she savored it.

“Do you-,” Nimblejack said, standing and placing his bowl on the bench for whomever was on wash duty, as if it were any normal day. Onetime looked up from her stew, curious. “Do you know where I might find a pair of longjohns to sully?”

“I should be going with you,” Onetime said flatly.

“I’ll take that as a no to the longjohns,” the Captain said, frowning.

“I am marching up that hill with you,” Onetime said, glaring as she pulled her smock aside to show the meticulously kept armor she had purchased with her own shares, hidden beneath.

“I respect that, I do, more than you know. I go only because I must,” Nimblejack said. “But take heart in the knowledge that you’ll die very shortly after me if I’m wrong, so it will seem like you were right next to me the entire time regardless. But the real reason I cannot gladly except your standing right in front of me, with that wide, haven-like shield, is a conspicuous and fatal faux-paus in your personality.”

Onetime shot to her boots and took a step towards the Captain with her spoon leading like a spear tip. It was not particularly close, but the Captain’s smile winked out of existence for a brief moment.

“Why? Because I’m a woman? Because I’m not a crusty old warrior like Oldways or the Blackhat?” She glowered threateningly but the Captain just shrugged.

“Because you’ll laugh,” the Captain said with a sigh. “Despite my explicit orders to keep a straight face, you’d laugh, and I don’t want to die today because of your custom to laugh at, shall we say, impolite times. They will make jokes and quips, and they will be bawdy, all to make you smile, and then I’ll have to accept a challenge on your behalf, as their Champion will invariably claim you right then. If there is no man there to champion you there, you are his, by the ironrule of the tribes. You can’t go because between the two of us, you are the braver and better with the blade, and even you would not stand a chance against their Champion.”

“I will not.”

“Go? Good,” the Captain said, relieved.

“Laugh,” Onetime said, indignant.

“Maybe,” the Captain said. “But you’d smile, and these are the not the kind of feral men you want seeing that beautiful thing and coveting it. They are lawless, and frankly, I don’t want to be the first one that crosses the Last Sea today, knowing the rest of the Company isn’t close enough to help you.”

“I’d die fighting,” Onetime said, holding her spoon up in the ready.

“What part of that sounds appealing? Can you not just wait a few moments longer to cross the Last Sea with the volunteers and remaining Company? Protect them. But, give me just a touch longer and I can actually win this battle. Well, Dreadfalls can.”

Onetimes eyes narrowed, and she pointed her spoon menacingly at the Captain. “This the only way?”

“The only one,” the Captain replied, his shoulders drooping in resignation. “I have to go up there and demand Tar’s full attention. Gruffly, if need be.” He bared his teeth and held up the spoon in his fist as if in a knife fight.

“You don’t have a gruff voice Captain,” she said smiling.

“They won’t just be making comments about you,” The Captain replied, throwing up his hands as if the matter settled. “And that smile right there is why you can’t go.”

Laststand rounded the tent flap, scrambling slightly on the dewey grass, but sliding to a halt in the gap, facing the Captain.

“They noticed us.”

“The worst longjohns would be Lazybones’, and they have not been laundered properly in some time,” Onetime said, rounding the kettle to fetch the Captain’s bowl.

Nimblejack stood and smiled. “Wave the colored flags when Eclipse is up, and then when Dur’Oor is awake. Send them up the moment she’s able to hold his weight.”

“How will we know how it’s going and when to cheer?”

“You’ll know, just as you’ll know the exact moment it’s not going well. May we meet in the Last Sea, or whenever I can first rub the Blackhat’s smug moustache in our victory.”

The Captain bowed, then marched out of the flap, looking every bit the cavalier king or lofty lord marching out to do glorious battle. Onetime began wiping bowls as she hummed, unconcerned, knowing everything would be just as the Captain said.


Forty

Never Heard the Name

Confluence, Darl’Neth Empire, year 513

Life was cheap, worthless if he was being honest, until the first time he coughed up blood. Suddenly, staring down at the bloody rag, Malet’s life was worth a mountain of gold.

“Pardon, pardon. I seem to be lost,” Malet said, bowing contritely to the old grayhair couple he had stepped in front of. “I’m on pilgrimage to the Temple of the Swallowed Moon.”

Malet could count the people he had loved on one hand, but the people he had killed, well that would require taking his boots off. It was not that he enjoyed it, only the real cracked ones did, but after a lifetime of drifting listlessly from one profession to the next, he had found he was good at it. Throwing cargo on the docks had made him strong. Framing timber for buildings had honed his balance. His short-lived attempt as a server in a tavern had given him the utter contempt for humanity to see it through.

“Ah, a southerner,” the wrinkled man said, grinning at his own cleverness.

“Yes, yes,” Malet confirmed excitedly. “The Far, on the peninsula.” Malet had spent the entire float from Last Chance parroting one of the local knave’s accents, until no trace of his Sunlander drawl remained, though he was irritated to find it placed him far from the capital. Still, better than being a memorable foreigner to a passing guard.

The pay for killing was scat for those who valued being able to spend the gold after, or at least keep all their limbs. A high value mark meant even higher risk, and while Malet considered himself much better than most, he was always limited by the odds of his escape after. He only needed to finger the puckered crater of scar tissue on his left shoulder to remember what a high paying contract felt like, and that at least half of the gold should be demanded upfront.

“It has been quite a long journey,” Malet said miserably, running his hands down the front of his crusty pilgrim gown in desperate need of a seamstress. “Robbed before I made it a day’s ride from the Far, and I’ve been walking ever since. But by the blessed three, I finally made it. Er, well, near at least.”

“Oh, you poor, poor man,” the doe-eyed woman said, reaching for her purse.

Malet was poor, without a tink to his name, though the only robbery had been the prices of ale and gillies along the journey. He had been glad to have sewn a few spare gold into his travel clothes, or the knaves’ floating ‘city’ of Last Chance would have had him begging for his food when they had smuggled him ashore the night before. Fine Empire ale and an exceptionally flexible lass had made sure even that hidden gold had barely seen the sunrise.

“Could you help me find my way? I believe I need to go, er, that way?” Malet pointed back down towards the southern docks he just walked up from. The older couple swooned, and their old, wrinkly fingers tapped on his arm to lower it.

“Good sir, you’re so near,” the woman said, hardly able to contain her charitable pleasure. “Let us guide you.” The wrinkled man nodded as if not to be denied, the few wisps of remaining hair dancing excitedly above his pate.

“The three provide,” Malet said graciously, and began following the timid footsteps of the couple up towards the palace.

No one took notice of what looked like a pilgrim of the temple showing an elderly couple to the entrance and those that did only smiled at his kindness. After parting, Malet found a lice ridden mattress in the back of the pilgrim’s refuge and fell into a deep, restful sleep almost immediately, despite the itching. He smiled. In less than a day he would never have to worry about sleeping on a lice ridden mattress again.

An excited buzz amongst the other pilgrims woke him at dusk, eager for a good viewing of the night’s ritual, but Malet remained on his mattress long after they had all filed out. Alone in the refuge, he began his stretches and warming up his fingers to the sounds of the enraptured city outside. As he hung by his fingertips, Malet heard an enormous ripping sound followed by deafening cheers. He straightened his legs and rolled his torso around in great circles until his forehead almost swept the ground, as thunder echoed down the abandoned hallways and alcoves of the temple.

Allowing himself a tiny reward, Malet slipped out into the crowd just as the stars hid in fear and the moon was swallowed from the sky. He had scoffed at the rumors of the Emperor’s power, but seeing it, he realized they had not been exaggerated at all. His wonder was cut short by a coughing fit that left his palm wet with thick oysters of blood.

Malet grinned to himself, furtively wiping the blood on the most expensive doublet that passed him by as he slowly snaked his way through the milling crowd. He found a blind spot behind a hedge and slipped into its embrace after a cursory glance in either direction. No one would think twice about a poor pilgrim not being able to make it back to a water trench in such crowds.

The pilgrim’s gown fell to his cheap boots and Malet stepped out from its hoop, kicking it further under the bush. He adjusted the voluminous black sleeves and loose pants underneath, then stepped from the boots with a sigh. He had underestimated the distance from the docks to the palace, and the torn blisters on his heels stung in the night air. He checked the buckles holding his equipment against his lower back and fell into boredom as he waited for the crowds to disperse.

Two tolls of a great bell later, Malet stood and moved to the base of the palace wall. They had said the palace walls were unclimbable, jointed with such care that even razorvine could not find a foothold, and he ran his hand over the smooth stone. Malet stepped back and nodded, admiring the craftsmanship. They were quite correct.

He moved down the wall to where it finally met the natural stone of the towering Grayfur Mountains. While there was not a fingerhold to be found on the wall, the mountain was a climber’s dream, and Malet began his ascent without the sweaty struggle he had anticipated.

He only stopped once, to cough heavily into his sleeve, fearing the sound might bring attention. A few moons ago it had started as a light speckle, hardly noticeable, but there was no mistaking the symptoms of barker’s lung when it covered his sleeve in shiny, red worms of blood. At least, Malet hoped it was just blood still. Every leech he had seen had just tutted, shaking their head, and held out a vial of thistle-milk. Some had even offered stronger. The death-throes of barker’s lung were rather loud, wet, and unpleasant.

A man with nothing more to lose, Malet wanted a taste of the inner-ring life, and perhaps bark his last in some fancy feather bed before they could throw him out on cobbles. He stopped asking about the risks of contracts, only the pay, and for a fleeting moment he felt downright invincible. The cough disagreed, but he kept himself distracted enough between jobs that he almost forgot at points.

Almost. Physical exertion only seemed to rile it, and nothing seemed to upset a gilly more than being painted in dark blood when he could not get a rag up fast enough.

Dropping down onto a narrow ledge, Malet paused. From so high up, the view of Confluence was arresting. The Emperor had returned the full moon to the sky shortly after swallowing it, and Malet could see as if it were a cloudy midday. A city still deep in revel, candles and lanterns glowed everywhere like fireflies, fading to mere pinpricks in the distance. Malet resisted the strong urge to wait on the ledge to watch a sunrise fit for an Emperor.

On the last ledge before the final drop, he pulled the leather kit from his lower back and let it unroll down his thighs. His kit was a marvel of wood, bone, glass, and razor sharp metal, that had cost him weeks’ worth of forgetting. But he would only get one brief chance to live forever, and there could be no mistakes, no misfires.

Malet moved down the ledge slowly, until he was over the long stone peninsula the Emperor had been performing on only a few bells earlier. He lowered himself down as far as he could with his fingertips, and then dropped the rest of the distance, which was further than he had hoped. He pushed his knees to one side and let himself roll like a rocking chair, feet-knees-hips-shoulder, before using his outstretched arm to absorb as much as he could. It was still far more than he hoped, and his teeth hurt from trying to keep from crying out.

He rose slowly with his eyes closed, checking himself. Nothing seemed broken and that was a miracle on its own. That no one heard him was a far bigger one. He looked at the heavy blue curtains that separated him from his quarry, smiled, and began walking in the opposite direction. It was no good rushing in with an untested limp, and besides, he told himself, how many ever got to see the view of an Emperor? Malet strode out to the end of the stone peninsula and let his bare toes dangle over the far edge, no longer worried about being seen.

He took five deep breaths, an emperor for a fleeting moment, and then nodded. It was time.

Pulling the stopper on the tiny vial, Malet coated all of the sharp edges. He turned his long, thin dagger in the moonlight. The brown tar clung to the blade like molasses in a frost. He replaced the stopper, wiped down the vial, and tucked it in his wet pouch for safekeeping. The vial was worth a king’s ransom, and the back-alley apothecary had made an oath that the octopus poison was the deadliest for sale. The knave merchants on Last Chance had begrudgingly agreed after offering significant discounts when he had tried to find better.

Malet delicately parted the three layers of heavy blue curtains, slipped into the darkness of the chamber, and waited to let his eyes adjust while the curtains settled. The white polished stone of the chamber reflected the dim coals of the braziers, enough to make out a general layout in a few heartbeats, and Malet padded across the floor silently.

Even a sleeping god, powerful though he might be, could not hope to defend himself.

Halfway across the floor, Malet realized there was a second set of feet padding delicately behind him, and before he could break into a sprint, a sharp blade slipped around his neck just under his bobbin apple with enough finesse to stop his momentum without drawing more than two drops of blood.

“No further, friend,” a man’s voice said from behind him. A small figure Malet had not seen standing beside one of the braziers raised an arm and lit a thin stick, patiently walking it over to an oil lamp beside the enormous bed. The lamp caught and the room suddenly glowed as if the sun was peeking over the horizon. Malet wondered if he could get the knife in his outstretched hand back fast enough to free himself, but the voice behind him had the same thought.

“Drop it,” the voice purred, punctuating the command by digging the blade a hairsbreadth deeper into Malet’s neck, drawing another bead of crimson. Malet let the poisoned knife drop from his hand and winced as it clattered loudly against the polished stone. A mound of blankets shifted on the bed.

“Sa’Are?” the mound called out.

“It is nothing, go back to sleep, my Emperor,” the middle-aged woman in a blue frock cooed, reaching to lower the lamp wick. The mound shifted again. Malet saw eyes, met them, and the figure jumped up, a shock of gnarled red-orange hair hanging like a cloud above his head.

“Sa’Are, Balenn,” the Emperor said, frowning. It was a censure, but the woman did not so much as blink. “What… what is this? Who is he?”

“We had not gotten that far, my Emperor,” the man behind Malet replied. “We had hoped to find out without waking you.” The Emperor’s nostrils flared in outrage.

“So that you could recover your strength,” the woman in blue added, smiling as if trying to placate an angry child. “The lunar ritual is no small feat, my Emperor.”

“Who is he? An assassin?” the Emperor demanded, striding across the bed and stepping down beside the middle-aged woman. “Who sent him?”

A cough tickled his throat and Malet’s eyes went wide. It was too soon. The slightest cough would ruin everything. A few more heartbeats. Just a few more heartbeats, Malet begged, and fought the cough with every shred of willpower he had.

“Worry not, my Emperor. We’ll get it out of him,” said the man behind him, relaxing the knife enough that Malet was not balancing on his heels. “By sunrise, we’ll know who sent him and every single person he’s ever talked to since he could walk.”

“I want to know his name,” the Emperor roared, stepping forward with his hand raised. Malet bit down at the threat of lightning, ice, and fire, holding his palms up as if to ward himself from nature’s fury. He clenched his left fist, but the Emperor’s fury never came, only a sharp, satisfying snap.

“Malet Aversun,” he managed, between biting down on the vial and the cough that would be denied no longer. Let it come. It no longer mattered.

He was going to live forever.

It was such a small bolt, hardly more than a toothpick with tiny feathers, but the beak had been wicked enough. The goblin-bone thrower attached to his left forearm had worked better than expected, though his aim left something to be desired. Malet had been trying for the chest.

The Emperor looked down at the tiny shaft protruding from his lower thigh, hardly more than a splinter, and made a sour face.

“Clever, but you missed,” the man behind him said. “For that, I’m gonna take you apart a piece at a time, each of-”

Malet’s coughing cut him short. The man held him by the collar, knife hovering a finger from his throat, as Malet spat dark slugs of blood and a few shards of glass onto the polished floor. Something began to burn down the inside of his throat and chest.

The Emperor made a pathetic whimper as his body twitched once and then collapsed to the floor. The middle-aged woman stared down at the Emperor’s cooling body with no discernable expression.

“Oh,” she said flatly.

As he slipped away in darkness, Malet thought of smiling. He had done it.

The name Malet Aversun would live forever.
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Between the two, I spent a lot of time in the cold, cold cave, and if it weren’t for my wife, Christine, and Jill, my therapist… well, that’s a story for another book.

The good news is Bootneck’s story in Book Three is already finished, and now I find myself with oodles of time to write. I truly appreciate all the support and look forward to sharing the big reveals to come as the pendulum swings back and forth.

Review, share, and recommend to friends!

Thank you for reading,

Brennan
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