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1

Brynn





Kings were like hearth fires—necessary but best kept at arm’s length. It was good to draw close to them, but never too close. The flame might offer protection from other elements, but they were still dangerous. It was best to be known by a king, able to direct his focus, but never the object of his focus. That was where the real danger lay. 

Brynn had not needed to think about kings much these past months, but now Ovrek, king of Valdar, wanted something. He had not outright said he wanted something, but he had sent gifts. Sumptuous gifts from far-off lands, the kinds of gifts meant to impress. Kings did not grant such gifts freely. Men like him did not give without expecting to get in return, so what did Ovrek expect?

The riddle had harried Brynn for weeks now and she felt she had only half of it. What was she missing?

“Wife?” Cenric called to her in a way that indicated he’d called more than once.

“Yes?” Brynn smiled up at him, realizing she had been staring at the hearth in the middle of the great hall. 

The cacophony of celebration roared around them. At least two hundred people packed into the hall, laughing, singing, and dancing wherever a patch of space could be found. 

Cenric gestured to the young man standing before them.

“I wanted to thank you for your wedding gift.” Evred was a lanky young man, barely over twenty with a frame that hadn’t quite filled out yet. 

Brynn inclined her head. “Of course. The blessings of your gods and mine to you and Rowan.”

“Your gods and mine,” Evred answered, bowing to Brynn. “Rowan wanted to make sure I thanked you before the night was over.”

Rowan should have thanked Brynn herself, but Brynn didn’t blame her for sending Evred instead. A part of Brynn was relieved that she had. Rowan had been Cenric’s concubine, living with him for over a year before he’d married Brynn.

Rowan and Cenric’s relationship had already ended by the time Brynn and Cenric had married, but it was still…awkward. There were confused feelings on all sides. 

Now Rowan was marrying Evred, a thane in the household of a wealthy Ombra landowner. Brynn and Cenric had been invited. As the alderman and lady of the shire, they had decided it would be rude not to attend.

Brynn had gifted Rowan ten ells of woolen cloth reinforced with spells to ensure they would last longer, along with three strands of colored glass beads, a knife made from Kelethi steel, and copper brooch. They had been the finest gifts Brynn could think of giving while being useful and not too extravagant. 

“Is this an Ombra tradition?” Brynn asked, gesturing to the crown of daisies on Evred’s head.

“This?” Evred pointed to the flowers and smirked. “No. I lost a wager to my sister.” 

Brynn stopped herself from frowning. “A wager?”

Evred shrugged, good humor unabated. “Sisters.” 

“Olfirth has Rowan’s silver,” Cenric said. 

Olfirth was a respected, wealthy thane in Ombra and Evred was a warrior in his service. That was also why this wedding was being hosted in Olfirth’s hall. Brynn spied the old thane eyeing her husband from across the room.

Olfirth noticed Brynn watching him and raised his cup in salute. Brynn raised hers in response before sipping from her mead. It was sweet and crisp. Truly, Olfirth had provided the best for this wedding.

“What?” Evred’s brows rose in obvious surprise. 

“I said Olfirth has agreed to hold the chest until you have a place for it,” Cenric repeated.

“What chest?” Evred shook his head. “What silver?”

Cenric blinked at him. “Rowan’s dowry.”

Evred glanced over his shoulder, but Rowan was at the center of a dance circle, twirling with her sisters and mother. 

“Five hundred silver pennings,” Cenric explained. “That’s the amount I promised to Rowan when she left my household.”

Evred coughed. “How much?”

Cenric studied the other man. “You didn’t know?”

Evred scratched the back of his neck. “Rowan may have mentioned it, but I must have forgotten.” 

Brynn herself had almost choked when she heard the amount, but Cenric was generous. That was one reason she loved him so much. She could hardly be surprised when he promised his former concubine almost a decade’s worth in wages to start her new life.

Cenric still seemed confused. “You decided to marry a woman and didn’t even ask about her dowry?”

Evred glanced to Rowan again. “Forgive me, lord. I didn’t.”

The young man was smitten and the whole shire knew it. Evred had ridden from Olfirth’s farm to Rowan’s family home every week over the winter. Not even the cold and the snow had been able to keep him away for long. Men and matrons had teased him while girls had sighed in envy.

Evred was a good man. Brynn could admit she was biased, since the thane had saved her from drowning last autumn. All the same, Rowan was getting a husband who was respected and would make something of himself. Not to mention he adored her. Despite the uneasy nature of the truce between Rowan and Brynn, Brynn was happy for her.

Brynn had married the first time out of duty and the second time out of desperation. A miserable marriage wasn’t something she’d wish on anyone.

“Well, go to your bride.” Cenric gestured toward Rowan. “I can see that’s where you want to be.”

Evred didn’t need to be told twice. He bowed to Cenric as befitted an alderman and bounded away.

Cenric sighed. “The fool is marrying for love.”

Brynn tried not to laugh at that. “Unlike you, who married for wealth and power.”

“Exactly,” Cenric replied, kissing her temple. “The important things.” He slid his arm around her waist, pulling her against him. 

Brynn and Cenric might have fallen in love, but that had not been the basis of their marriage. They’d both agreed to this match for practical reasons without ever meeting. Brynn was a highborn sorceress with her own hefty dowry and Cenric was a man of suitable rank in the farthest corner of the kingdom. 

The remainder of Brynn’s own dowry had arrived in wagons shortly after the roads thawed. Though most of it remained Brynn’s personal property, there had been a large sum gifted to Cenric. King Aelgar had made good on his promises.

The household boys had dug a trench to store the chests of silver and precious stones. The bridal hoard now lay buried outside the garden of Cenric and Brynn’s longhouse. 

Which brought Brynn back to thoughts of kings and their gifts. Kingship was also like a whirlpool—it tended to drag everyone nearby into its current. 

Ovrek had sent them a ship bearing gifts of exotic silk, silver drinking cups, and the pelt of a massive bear. 

The bear’s phalanges and claws were still attached to the fur, each one almost the length of Brynn’s hand. Allegedly, Ovrek had killed the bear himself last summer.

It was not unusual for Hróarr, Cenric’s Valdari cousin, to visit. Hróarr and his band of mercenaries often stopped in Ombra on their way up and down the Hyldish coast, between their homeland of Valdar and Kelethi where they worked as mercenaries. Besides them, Ombra saw the occasional trader, but most Valdari were more interested in taking things by force in raids.

Why the gifts from Ovrek? They seemed like the sort of favors meant to impress. According to Cenric, these kinds of gifts had not come before. 

As a youth, Cenric had cut his teeth in the armies of Ovrek’s conquest. Ovrek had later given him the men to retake Cenric’s home of Ombra several years ago.  

But Ovrek was no longer Cenric’s king.

Cenric now gave his allegiance to Aelgar, Brynn’s uncle. Aelgar received the annual tribute of pigs, cattle, wool, and grain from Ombra. Aelgar held Cenric’s oaths of fealty.

The gifts had troubled Brynn since their arrival last week. She knew next to nothing about what this Ovrek might want. Cenric and his cousin Hróarr were always happy to tell her about their mentor, but she didn’t know enough to judge for herself. All Brynn knew for certain was that Ovrek was a king and kings were dangerous. 

Brynn’s own veins ran with the blood of at least two kings, more if one cared to look further back in her bloodline. Her entire life she had felt the chains of her lineage locked around her neck. Only recently had she broken free, marrying an upstart alderman as far away from the center of the kingdom as possible. 

She’d escaped the plans of her mother and others to use her in their bids for power, at least for now. Perhaps it was paranoia, but Brynn felt as if she was being drawn into a new set of schemes.

“Is something wrong?” Cenric’s brow furrowed.

“No.” Brynn offered him a smile she didn’t feel. “I’ve just been thinking about Ovrek.”

“This again?” Cenric smoothed his thumb over her cheek.

“I know you think it was probably just a gesture of goodwill.” Brynn swallowed. “But what if he wants something in return?”

“If there is, I’m sure we’ll know soon enough.” Cenric sighed. “Ovrek never waits for long. But Morgi has sent me no foretelling of misfortune, so we are left to wait.”

Cenric’s patron, the goddess of nightmares and foretellings, sent him warnings in his dreams of tragedies and misfortunes. Morgi had saved his life, and Brynn’s life, with her warnings in the past. But just because Morgi remained silent did not mean there was no danger.

All the same, Cenric was right. There was nothing they could do tonight or until Ovrek revealed his intentions. They could hardly muster their thanes over gifts. 

Anxiety gnawed at Brynn. Should she send word to her uncle? But no, she didn’t want to make it sound like her husband was accepting bribes from foreign kings. 

Brynn did her best to quash her fears. “We should pay our respects to our host.”

“As you say.” Cenric folded her hand into his. “It will be fine, love.”

Brynn passionately hoped so. 

Cenric headed toward where their host sat at the head of his table, tugging Brynn along. They took their place at the mostly empty table, near Olfirth’s right hand.

“Alderman.” Olfirth raised his horn of mead to Cenric, though the older thane didn’t rise. 

Cenric had the look of an alderman these days. He seemed to stand taller now than when Brynn had first met him. He moved more like a leader, more confident of his power. 

“Olfirth.” Cenric gave an answering nod. 

“Lady Brynn.” It might have been her imagination, but Olfirth’s tone seemed to soften when he spoke to her.

Brynn inclined her head in turn.

Olfirth had helped free her after her abduction by her mother last autumn. But before Brynn had arrived in this far northern land as Cenric’s new wife, there had been years of hostilities between the two men. 

Their alliance was still new, but it seemed that some of the ice that had settled over their cold impasse was broken. Cenric was proud and often impulsive, but he was teachable. 

As Brynn settled on the bench beside Cenric, he pulled her against him, his arm tightening around her waist. 

“That dowry was quite generous of you,” Olfirth grunted to Cenric. “Five hundred pennings.”

Cenric cleared his throat. Under the light it was hard to tell, but Brynn thought her husband might have blushed. “I wish Rowan well.” He shot a glance to Brynn as he said it.

Brynn offered a small smile in response. She tried not to be jealous, though the feeling rose up every so often. When Brynn had learned that Rowan was marrying Evred and leaving their village, she had poured out an entire pitcher of milk in thanks to Eponine. 

Rowan had run Cenric’s household for a year or so while she had been his concubine. Though Brynn still didn’t know all the details of that relationship—nor did she want to—she gathered that Rowan was a good woman, just not good for Cenric.

“Evred is a fine thane.” Olfirth peered past them to where the young man in question had returned to his bride. “A fine warrior.”

Cenric bobbed his head once. “That he is.”

“You can never have too many men like him this close to Valdar,” Olfirth grumbled. “No offense, lord.”

Cenric made a dismissive gesture. “No, it’s true.” 

Cenric was half Valdari. His mother had been from the far northern islands, the daughter of a rich farmer. Cenric, as the youngest of three sons, had been sent to foster with his Valdari uncle as a boy.

He’d been raised to be a warrior in his uncle’s household, but fate had other plans. His father and brothers had met early ends in the war of succession in Hylden. 

That meant that Cenric had become alderman, but after a lifetime away and fighting for the first king of Valdar, many were suspicious of him. They feared he might be here to take Hylden for Valdar or lead an invasion force.

Marrying a sorceress had helped with those rumors. Cenric was now tied to the royal line from the south, and everyone knew the sorceresses had supported Aelgar.  

It might be a coincidence, but why was the king of Valdar, Cenric’s former lord, sending bribes the summer after Cenric had married into the bloodline of the Hyldish kings?

Cenric didn’t see them as bribes. From their conversations, he saw them as gifts from an old friend. Brynn knew better. Kings did not have friends, especially among those who owed them favors.

Olfirth and Cenric were still talking, their words interrupting Brynn’s anxious thoughts. 

“This is a momentous day for many reasons,” Cenric was saying. “Much to celebrate.”

“I hope so,” Olfirth grumbled back. “Lady Brynn.” He bowed slightly to her. “I hear you were hard at work around my farm this morning.”

“My wife works too hard.” Cenric shook his head in mock disappointment. “It’s her one flaw.”

“I could not heal everyone,” Brynn admitted softly. “Some things are beyond my skill.”

A kind of somber agreement came over Olfirth. “Such is the way of things.”

Brynn had gotten their group to come early today so that she could spent a few hours before the wedding healing Olfirth’s people. They’d arrived to some twenty or so people from across his lands. There were doubtless more who could have benefitted from a sorceress’s power, but those were the ones who had been willing to be seen.

Even among those who had been brave enough to make the journey to Olfirth’s hall, not everyone was a candidate for her power. Brynn could heal injuries and help sicknesses, but she could not cure everything. 

One woman had come to them saying she was barren. The woman was close to Brynn’s age and had looked at her with such desperation, such vulnerability. 

Brynn had tried, but there was nothing wrong with the woman’s body as far as she could tell. Some things were beyond a sorceress’s power. Brynn’s power came from life force, from the raw energy of living things, but true mastery over life and death eluded her.

There had also been a young boy who’d lost his hand in an accident with a plough. He had to be in his mid-teens. Brynn had to also sadly tell him that regrowing limbs was beyond her.

In both cases, the barren woman and the maimed boy had nodded numbly, as if they were used to disappointment. As if there was a cauterized scar where hope had once been.

Brynn took another sip of her mead. The drink was thick and golden and seemed to coat her tongue, hinting at the honey used to make it. The mead was strong, blunting the edge of her inner fears and regrets.

Cenric turned to Olfirth as if a thought had occurred to him. “I like your palisade.”

“Poles buried a few feet under the ground,” Olfirth replied. “We used oak. Harder to work with, but durable and harder to burn.” 

“Do you have any workmen who could show us how you did it?”

Olfirth seemed to consider that. Brynn wasn’t sure whether he was debating the wisdom of helping his rival or perhaps thinking who would be the best to do as Cenric asked. After a moment, Olfirth said, “Most the work was directed by my man Henswin. I can send him and his boys to you after midsummer. Perhaps lend them for a few weeks.”

Cenric nodded his agreement. “I’d send men to you to cover their work.”

Olfirth seemed pleased by that and offered his hand. Cenric shook it. This was a casual agreement and would probably be reworked in the coming weeks, but it was a start.

Brynn squeezed Cenric’s other hand under the table. She had talked to him about this. He needed to accept help and give help to Olfirth—that was how friendships were made. He was taking her advice seriously.

Cenric squeezed back, and it was all she needed.

Behind them, cheers rose. The music stopped.

“Ah.” Olfirth set down his drink. “It must be time to escort the couple to their marriage bed.”

Brynn glanced over her shoulder, but she couldn’t see Rowan and Evred through the press of cheering bodies around them. “Will you attend them?” Brynn asked, looking back to Olfirth.

The old man grumbled something under his breath. “Damned boy has asked me to stand in for his father.”

“Oh?”

Olfirth made a dismissive gesture. “His parents died of a fever when he was young. My house girls caught him trying to steal eggs to feed his sister.” Olfirth gestured to a figure across the room. “The girl with the flute.” 

Brynn searched in that direction. The girl with the flute had stepped down and had joined the wedding party, grinning from ear to ear. She was likely in her teens, wearing a daisy crown matching the one Evred wore.

“I took that boy in when he was starving, gave him his battle gear, once he earned it. How does he repay me?” Olfirth made a snorting sound. “Forcing me to walk hundreds of paces in the dark, just to escort him and his new bride from the wedding I hosted to the house I let him build on my land, from my trees.”

Brynn took another sip of her mead to hide a smile. Olfirth was not half as cruel or heartless as he wanted the world to believe.

Evred had his own house, which meant Rowan would likely have servants. Evred was not wealthy, but he was respectable. Rowan had done well for herself.

“Olfirth!” As if summoned, Evred appeared, breaking from the crowd, surrounded by his friends and cheering guests. “Lord! My bride and I would have you escort us.”

Grumbling under his breath, Olfirth pushed up from the table. “Demanding whelp.”

Evred hooked his arm through Olfirth’s, pulling the older man to his feet. Brynn had never seen one of Olfirth’s men be so forward with him, but it was Evred’s wedding. Perhaps he was allowed liberties tonight. 

Olfirth went along with the wedding party, a raucous, rowdy bunch. The music began again and the revelers started up a bawdy song, slurring most the words so Brynn couldn’t make them out.

Brynn spotted Rowan’s mother and her sisters. One of Cenric’s thanes walked beside Rowan’s father, supporting him with an arm as he was missing part of one leg.

Almost everyone went with them. It was a riotous, gleeful procession. 

Esa, Brynn’s handmaiden, went arm-in-arm with Kalen, a youth who served Cenric. The boy stumbled a little and Brynn had to wonder if he had been drinking more than he should or if he was just dizzy from dancing. Esa’s face was bright and flushed, glowing in the collective joy of the wedding party.  

Brynn caught just one glimpse of Rowan. The bride peered up at Evred from under her pale head covering, giggling as he whispered in her ear.

Be happy, Brynn prayed silently in their direction. Eponine, please let them be happy.

Whines from her feet drew Brynn’s attention.

“Guin?” Glancing under the table, Brynn spotted the young dog. 

Guin was only about eight months old, but she had more than tripled in size from when Cenric had first gifted her to Brynn last autumn. Snapper, Cenric’s dog, loomed behind her, wagging his tail and looking up at Brynn expectantly. 

Brynn scooted back a little to give the puppy room. Guin scampered up her skirts and settled down in Brynn’s lap, happy to see over the top of the table. 

Guin squirmed, but she let Brynn pet her and ruffle her ears. She knew better than to jump on the table. She was mostly well-behaved, at least when Brynn was watching. 

Under the table, Snapper made a whining, forlorn sound. He pawed at Cenric’s leg. Cenric reached down and scratched behind his ears.

The two dyrehunds had been exploring the great hall and playing with Olfirth’s household dogs, but it seemed they had gotten bored with that.

“Sorry, son.” Cenric ruffled Snapper’s coat. “You’re too big to be a lapdog.”

Snapper whined again, as if in protest, but seemed to content himself with the head scratches.

“I love weddings!” Edric cried, stumbling onto the bench beside Cenric, leaning partly on his wife, Gaitha.

“Is that why we didn’t have one?” Gaitha quipped, not far behind.

Edric was a thane sworn to Cenric, but the two had been friends for years. Edric was effectively Cenric’s right hand man. “We had a southern wedding,” Edric snorted back to his wife. “With a priest. Cenric was there.” He jabbed a thumb in the direction of his lord.

“I didn’t think that was a wedding,” Cenric said. “And I don’t think you’re supposed to stab the priest.”

Edric scoffed. “Sack of shit had it coming.”

Gaitha made to sit on the bench beside her husband, but he hauled her onto his lap instead. Gaitha was almost a full head taller than Edric, so he was mostly blocked from view, but the thane squeezed his arms around her, seeming quite pleased with the situation.

When Gaitha sat in Edric’s lap, Snapper whined again, pawing at Cenric’s legs. Brynn could imagine why. If Gaitha could sit in Edric’s lap, and Guin could sit in Brynn’s lap, why couldn’t Snapper sit in Cenric’s lap?

“No,” Cenric muttered, blocking the dog’s efforts. “Not right now.” His brow creased and he was probably arguing with Snapper in their minds. All the dyrehunds could speak to Cenric with their minds, though Cenric didn’t always like what he heard.

For all her antagonization, Gaitha stroked the top of her husband’s head, leaning down to kiss his temple. “Fool,” she muttered.

“Good wedding,” Edric sighed, looking around the table. 

The hall had mostly emptied save for the two couples and a few servants. 

“You’re not attending the bridal walk?” Gaitha asked Brynn and Cenric.

Cenric took several long moments to respond. “That would be…strange. All things considered.”

“I suppose so,” Gaitha conceded. “We were going to, but this one is too drunk to walk.” She jabbed her forefinger to her husband.

“Drunk? That would be bad manners,” Edric shot back.

Gaitha snorted at that. “And we all know you have impeccable manners.”

“Olfirth serves good mead.” Cenric glanced to Brynn’s half-empty cup. 

That he did. The golden drink had almost allowed Brynn to relax—almost. 

But surrounded by all this light and laughter and happiness, Brynn was reminded of how much she had to lose. She was happy for the first time since her childhood. In her experience, happiness never lasted for long. 

“Is everything alright, Brynn?” Gaitha frowned down from her perch on Edric’s thighs.

“I’m just tired,” Brynn answered, offering a slight smile. She stroked Guin’s fur. The little dog seemed to sense Brynn’s unease and smeared her tongue once over Brynn’s face.

Cenric rubbed Brynn’s back. “It will be fine. I swear it, Brynn.” Cenric was certain that Ovrek just wanted to make sure they stayed on friendly terms. He believed the best of his old mentor.

Brynn desperately hoped he was right, but a sinking sense of foreboding told her that he was wrong.
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2

Cenric





Cenric’s life was perfect. 

He was alderman of Ombra like his father and grandfather before him. He had thanes and warriors who were loyal to him and had proven their loyalty in blood. His flocks and herds were flourishing, his fields were planted, and his longstanding rivalry with Olfirth was at last resolved.

Cenric had a beautiful, powerful wife who made him feel he could do anything. Since Brynn, all Ombra had begun to flourish. His estate ran smoother, and his people were healthier. Conflicts that had once seemed unavoidable had been mediated away. 

Riding back to his longhouse with Brynn at his side, Cenric felt he could have fought any enemy, scaled any mountain. Their marriage had been unexpected, a falling of the sticks in the right places, but proof that destiny could be kind.

Their group rode into sight of the longhouse in late afternoon, as the sun was sinking toward the mountains. 

As their horses crested the hill overlooking their home, all appeared as it should. The bleating of lambs echoed from the fields. Smoke curled lazily from the chimneys of houses and people milled here and there about their business.

“Cenric,” Brynn gasped, the alarm in her voice breaking the peace of the moment.

“What’s wrong?”

“Ships.” Brynn pointed.

Guin perched on the front of Brynn’s saddle, head cocked in the same direction. She sniffed at the air, her entire body rigid. She must be picking up Brynn’s tension. 

Cenric squinted and sure enough, there were two ships pulled ashore along the riverbank. Two ships that had not been there before and couldn’t belong to any of his people. 

“Valdari?” That was always Brynn’s first assumption. She still saw his mother’s people as enemies, not that he blamed her. 

Cenric shook his head. “I can’t tell from this distance.”

Brynn glanced at Cenric. “I was promised a remote and isolated land, husband.” 

“It’s not a raid.” Edric stood in the stirrups of his own horse, craning his neck to see. “The alarms haven’t been raised.” The small thane sounded almost disappointed.

Raiding season was about to be in full swing, but raiders would have come under cover of night. They didn’t usually drag their boat ashore in full view of the sun.

“Let’s see what this is about.” Cenric kicked his horse forward and onward to the longhouse, the main residence of his estate. 

Brynn steered her horse closer to his, just enough that he noticed. She was protective, this wife of his. He did not feel he needed it, but he didn’t entirely mind it, either.

They drew up in the stable yard, the space between the front of the house and the entrance to the stables. Chickens scurried out of their path and dogs barked. 

Friends! Snapper rushed to greet Ash, Thorn, and the other dogs. 

Cenric home! The other dyrehunds chorused. Cenric! Brynn!

Stable boys rushed to meet them and take their horses. 

Gannon, one of the younger boys, was the first to reach Cenric. “Valdari, lord!”

“Who leads them? Did they give a name?” He didn’t see the red sails of his cousin’s ship.

“Berdun, lord. He said he’s here to see you.” Gannon was breathless, as if he had been fighting to keep everything contained until now. 

Brynn dismounted and set Guin down. The little dyrehund leapt to greet the other dogs. Brynn watched Cenric, waving for silence when several of the household girls clustered around her. 

“Berdun?” Edric cast a look to Cenric. “Haven’t seen that old whoreson in years.”

Gaitha dismounted her own horse, leveling a hard look at her husband. “Friend of yours?” 

“We know him,” Edric answered noncommittally. “He’s one of Ovrek’s men.”

At the name of the Valdari king, Brynn stepped to Cenric’s side. She squeezed his arm. “Cenric?”

He hated the worry in her voice. Cenric covered her hand with his. “If they were going to attack, they would have done it already. I’ll talk to Berdun and tell you why he’s here.”

Brynn’s fingers tightened and he thought she might argue, but she said, “Be safe.”

Cenric kissed her forehead. “I’ll tell you everything he says when I return.”

Brynn released his arm, though he knew anxiety still radiated through her. Brynn was a strange creature. He had seen her keep her cool in battle and remain calm in the face of armed thanes. She wore composure like a hauberk and serenity like a helm. But her armor always cracked when she looked at him. 

“I’ll be as safe with them as I was with Olfirth,” Cenric promised. He headed down toward the river. “Edric, with me.”

Brynn didn’t follow or protest further, but she remained in the stable yard, watching. 

Thorn, the oldest dyrehund in Ombra, nosed at Brynn’s hand, drawing her attention down. He wagged his tail, his one remaining eye fixed on her. Like Olfirth, Thorn was another grizzled warrior with a soft spot for Brynn. 

Cenric tried to quash the nagging sense of unease in the back of his mind, yet it lingered. 

Shortly after gifts had come for no reason, one of Ovrek’s most trusted men came to visit. Cenric wouldn’t have been concerned if not for Brynn’s worrying these past days. She had predicted Ovrek wanted something, and she was rarely wrong. 

Edric turned serious as they walked down the hill toward the village. “It looks like Lady Brynn was right.”

Cenric shot him a glare.

“Don’t look at me like that. Gaitha overhears things.”

“You and your wife gossip too much.”

“It’s not gossiping if it’s your wife,” Edric countered. 

The longships drew closer. The newcomers rose at their approach. It appeared to be a small crew of less than twenty men across two ships. They were obviously Valdari from their thick woolen clothes and the rings in their beards. 

Cenric! Snapper trotted after him, running in lazy circles. Friends? He cocked his head at the strange ships, tail wagging.

Ash and a few of the younger dogs followed, though the strangers seemed to be less novel for them. They must have already had time to investigate.

“Where is Berdun?” Cenric called, speaking Valdari

A man with a wide leather girdle around his waist stepped forward to meet them. He was thicker than the last time Cenric had seen him, but mostly the same.

Berdun took a moment, but then his eyes widened. “Cenric? I didn’t recognize you without your beard.” 

Berdun probably meant nothing by it, but Cenric felt a twinge of something at the words. He wasn’t clean-shaven, few men this far north were, but he kept it trimmed after the style of Hylden. He used to have braids and rings, but it had made his Hyldish subjects uneasy.

“Alderman, yes?” Berdun bowed to Cenric, acknowledging his superior station. 

Cenric reached out and clasped the other man’s forearm to show he was unarmed. “It’s good to see you, Berdun.”

“I still can’t believe you’re an alderman.” Berdun surveyed Cenric and the surrounding village as if this was a marvel worthy of legend.

“My brothers were courteous enough to die,” Cenric said drily. 

Berdun chuckled at that, then glanced to the thane at Cenric’s side. “Edric? Not as skinny as you once were.”

“I have a lord who feeds me well.” Edric smiled tightly as he spoke the words in Valdari.

Ovrek had promised freedom to any thralls who turned against his enemies. Edric had taken him up on the offer.

Edric had been more skeleton than boy when Cenric had first met him. The Valdari who’d kept Edric as a thrall had thought to make him obey by starving him and when that hadn’t worked, had tried beatings. 

Edric had laughed hysterically the day he’d stumbled into Ovrek’s camp, covered in blood and bruises. They’d all thought him mad, especially when he’d brandished the head of his former master. Edric had killed his master by using the gate of a sheep pen to trap him against the wall, then sawed through the man’s neck bit by bit with his own eating knife. 

To hear Edric tell the story, his master had screamed and fought, but none of the other thralls had helped him—or Edric, for that matter. When Ovrek’s army had taken his late master’s farm and Ovrek had offered him the chance to free the other thralls, Edric had declined. He said they hadn’t helped him when he’d been starved and beaten, so why should Edric help them? Those men and women had remained thralls.

“It’s good to see you, Berdun,” Cenric said. “But why are you here? I’m surprised Ovrek can spare you these days.”

Berdun exhaled. “Ovrek would invite you to visit him in Istra, to be his guest for the Althing.” 

The Althing was the largest gathering of people in Valdar. It was a time for disputes to be settled, justice prescribed, and laws decided. Since most of the islands’ inhabitants were gathered in one place for a week or more, it was also peak trading season. Whether it was walrus ivory from the farthest northern reaches, woven cloth, newly captured thralls, smoked reindeer, or precious stones from across the sea and beyond, one could trade for it at the Althing. Raids increased in the weeks immediately before the Althing as men tried to acquire goods to trade. 

Cenric’s great-grandfather had once been chosen as the Lawspeaker, a fact of pride in his mother’s family. His great-grandfather had memorized all eighty-six laws of Valdar in those days and had recited them annually for the gathered crowds.

Since Ovrek had taken over Valdar and declared his word as the only law, it had become more of an annual festival.

The Althing had always been held in a great cleared field around Istra and its harbor, so Istra was where the first king of Valdar had established his capital. It was the largest city in Valdar and had nearly one thousand residents when Cenric had seen it last. 

“The Althing?” Edric balked at that. 

Under different circumstances, Cenric might not have thought anything of this. He might even have been flattered, but Brynn’s warnings rippled across his mind.  

Berdun must have misinterpreted Cenric’s silence. “For old times’ sake.” 

Old times? He had fought alongside Edric, his cousin Hróarr, and many others to bring Valdar under Ovrek’s control. Proud and stiff-necked Valdari had been forced to bow before the new king. Cenric’s heart thrummed as he considered the possibilities of why Ovrek would want to see him. 

“If I go to Istra,” Cenric said, “and stay through the Althing, that will be six weeks of absence. During the high raiding season.” 

“There will be no raids,” Berdun promised, with a little too much certainty. 

Cenric wasn’t sure he believed that. Raiding might sometimes be taxed by jarls and powerful men on the islands, but it wasn’t uncommon for individual communities to take it up discreetly, too. A few farmers with spears and a boat might come to steal extra sheep, grain, or iron from undefended settlements along the coast. 

Ovrek might be powerful, but Cenric didn’t believe for a second he had the power to stop raids altogether. Not unless he had gained omniscience in the past few years. 

“Your cousin will be there,” Berdun added. “He extends his invitation as well.”

Edric folded his arms across his chest but remained silent.

“Ovrek hopes you are on good terms,” Berdun pressed. “And he hopes that his gifts prove he is still your friend.”

Just as Brynn had predicted, there had been an ulterior motive. Cenric glanced up the hill to the longhouse. Brynn wouldn’t like this, but could he really refuse? 

Even if Ovrek was a foreign king to him these days, he lived nearer to his lands than Aelgar did. It would be unwise to insult such a powerful man who lived so close. 

Cenric’s first impulse was to accept. Since his goddess Morgi had not sent him any warnings since the arrival of Ovrek’s gifts, he supposed that was likely right.

“I will accept, but I will have to return before midsummer.” That was next month, and the sheep would be ready to shed their fleeces. The Althing could last for weeks. “I will also need time to prepare for the journey.”

“Excellent.” Berdun’s answering smile was broad, genuine. He had not wanted to return to Valdar with news of failure. “We leave in a day’s time?”

Edric cast Cenric a hard look.

“Three.” Cenric would need that time to prepare his people after he told his wife. 

Berdun glanced over his shoulder. “What if we settled on two?”

Cenric wasn’t expecting that. Habit urged him to leap to obey, to do as his former lord commanded, but a voice in his head that sounded like Brynn told him to be firm. “Not enough time.” Cenric tempered the words with an apologetic smile. “I must ready my people.”

“Three days, then.” Berdun exhaled, lip curled in disappointment, but he did not press the matter. “It will be good to have you back in Istra. We have missed you.”

A large part of Cenric was already looking forward to the visit. “I will send servants to see that you are fed and refreshed.” 

Berdun inclined his head. “We thank you, lord.”

Lord? Cenric had been called that for years now, but it felt strange from Berdun’s lips. This man had once cursed him to the heart of the Dread Mother for not holding his shield high enough. 

“I need to speak to Brynn.” Cenric turned. “Edric.”

Edric waited until they were out of earshot before questioning him. “What are you doing?”

“It seems I’m going to see Ovrek.” Cenric exhaled.

“Why do you think he wants to see you?” Edric asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Perhaps it’s simply a whim,” Edric muttered. “Perhaps he wants to take you hunting for giant bears.”

“You’ll run the shire in my absence,” Cenric decided. “Unless you’d rather come with me to Valdar?”

“I’m not going back there,” Edric clipped. “I’ll have your ship readied, lord. Ten men?” 

“That should be fine.”

Edric veered off into the village.

Cenric headed back up to the longhouse. People rushed him, asking questions, bringing their fears and concerns. He waved most of them away with wooden assurances. Yes, the Valdari were friends. Yes, they would be leaving soon. 

He reached the longhouse and found Brynn in the garden, surrounded by sprouting plants. She sat on a stone by the wall, watching as Guin played with several of the larger dogs. 

Brynn had a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, but strands of hair hung free, worked loose from her veil. The tendrils danced in the wind, brushing her cheeks like a caress. A soft smile shaped her face as the puppy hopped and jumped, wrestling with Thorn and the others. 

Brynn was beautiful. He could stare at her forever, that slight smile on her face, finally looking at peace. Maybe even happy.

Brynn must have sensed him coming in that sorceress’ way of hers. She straightened, her whole body shifting toward him. “Husband?”

He liked it when she called him that, when she claimed him. “Wife.” Cenric came nearer and Brynn’s brows drew together. He sat beside her, and she shifted, making room for him.

“What’s wrong?” Her voice was quiet, small. 

“Nothing is wrong.”

“Are you lying?”

Cenric hesitated. “Yes.”

Brynn clasped her hands in her lap, not taking her eyes off the roughhousing dogs. “Tell me.”

Best to get it out, then. “Ovrek has invited me to the Althing.”

“Ovrek?” Brynn shot him a look. “Althing?”

“It’s a meeting.” Cenric paused, considering for a moment. “Most people of the islands gather once a summer to exchange news, trade, and make laws.”

Brynn’s brow furrowed. “Like the meeting of the Witan?”

“It is similar, yes.” The main difference was that the Witan met to advise a king, and the Althing had been a place for landed men to make decisions together. 

“So, he did want something,” Brynn sighed. It was not a question. 

“Yes.” Cenric braced himself, not sure how she would take it. 

Brynn fell silent again. 

He had expected her to argue, expected resistance. Somehow, this was worse. “Brynn?”

“You’re going?”

“I told his messenger I would.” He braced himself a second time, but she remained silent. “Ovrek is my friend.”

“We’ve just returned home.”

“I know.” 

“Aelgar will not like this,” Brynn cautioned. 

“Probably not, but it isn’t as if he can stop me from meeting with my neighbors.” 

Brynn took a slow, deep breath. “People already see you as Valdari. I’m trying to make them see you as Hyldish, too, but this will not help.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Cenric was forever caught between two peoples, two countries, two kings. They jostled him back and forth, like dogs fighting over a bone. “I will try to return quickly.” Cenric followed her gaze to the dyrehunds. “The fields are planted, and I have a promise that there will be no raids while I am gone.”

“The shire should be fine.” Brynn sniffed. 

Cenric touched her arm. “Look at me.”

Brynn shifted, facing him though her eyes stayed down. 

“Either I accept Ovrek’s invitation and explain to Aelgar, or I decline the invitation and insult the fiercest warrior I know.” 

Brynn seemed to consider that, her lips pursed together. Finally, she met his gaze. “When do we leave?”

“We?” 

“If you’re going to Valdar, I’m going with you.” Brynn spoke the words softly, but matter-of-factly. “When do we leave?”

“Valdar is hardly the place for—”

“For what?” Brynn’s tone remained soft as she tilted her head to the side, a challenge gleaming in her eyes.

Cenric had been about to say she was a lady but thought better of it. He knew she had fought in the bogs and the killing fields of Hylden, but it didn’t fit with his image of her. 

“Is it that I am a sorceress?” Brynn cocked her head. “Or perhaps that I am Aelgar’s niece?”

Cenric grimaced. “Your uncle will not like you going any more than me.”

“No,” Brynn agreed. “He will hate it, I suspect. And he’s right to.” She adjusted her hands in her lap. “He will wonder if you are conspiring against him.”

“Do you think I’m conspiring against him?”

“Are you?” Brynn’s tone still held no judgment, no hint as to how she might feel about her uncle being betrayed. 

“I don’t know why Ovrek wants to see me. It could just be to discuss trade routes.”

“It could be.” Brynn did not sound any more convinced than him. 

Cenric studied his wife closely. He was in love with her and often told her as much. They were happy together. But they’d known each other for less than a year. This thing between them was precious, but new—a sapling made of gold. He didn’t know how much weight it could bear just yet. “What will you do if Ovrek does not want to discuss trade routes?” 

Brynn gripped his hands, tangling her fingers through his. “I’m coming with you.” The words were soft, yet spoken like a pledge.

Cenric held onto her, raising their enmeshed hands so he could kiss her knuckles. “We’re leaving in three days.”

Brynn’s shoulders relaxed. She didn’t complain about the short notice. “I will prepare the household. And I will be ready.” She leaned over and brushed her lips to his. “Thank you.” 

Any remaining doubts he had were pushed out by the gratitude shining in her eyes. 

Brynn rose and headed back into the longhouse. Guin noticed her departure and bounded after her, woofing. Brynn paused in the doorway to lean down and pet her head, rubbing behind the puppy’s ears.

Cenric couldn’t help smiling as he watched her go. Brynn had known grief, betrayal, abandonment, and pain of every kind, but she had kept her gentleness. She remained soft in defiance of a hard world.

But if it came down to it, if Brynn had to choose between him and Aelgar, would she still choose him? All his life, Cenric had been torn between two countries. It had cost him many things over the years, mostly respect and friendship. He didn’t want it to cost him Brynn, too. 

Ovrek might be inviting him to Istra, but once he was in Istra, within the king’s center of power, who knew what other invitations he might have to accept? 

Perhaps Brynn would be able to help him with that. She was adept as a politician, and if she wouldn’t be able to help him, perhaps she would at least be able to forgive him. 
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Brynn was a little surprised Cenric had agreed so easily. She’d anticipated an argument, but she wasn’t about to complain. 

Aelgar was not going to like this. He might not learn straightaway, but the visit would not go unnoticed. 

Brynn would have to present this story carefully. She wasn’t sure how yet. That would depend greatly on the outcome of their expedition. The Althing was a time of trade, so perhaps that could be her explanation. She spoke to Cenric to learn what would be most desirable to the people of Valdar and packed jars of honey, casks of blackcurrant wine, and a jar of rare peppercorns that was one of three Brynn had accepted from a merchant in exchange for healing his nephew’s broken leg. She also included a basket of old horseshoes. They were useless in their current state, but the iron could be reworked into anything. 

They set out at first light, sailing with the emissary’s ships flanking Cenric’s ship, Wolf Star. Daven, Kalen, and several other thanes of the household accompanied them. Brynn had sailed many times before, but never out of sight of land. It was unsettling to have nothing but slate-grey sea in all directions. 

The wind whipped off the water, slicing through their layers of clothing like claws of ice. Ka shimmered beneath the ship. The sea was alive or at least filled with life. It made Brynn question just what creatures lived beneath the swells and white caps of the waves. 

They sailed all day and reached the coast of Valdar near the evening. Their group camped on an abandoned shore, taking shelter in lean-tos pitched on the deck and against the side of the ship. 

Cenric spoke easily with Berdun and the other Valdari. It seemed he was friends with many of them. 

After the long winter cooped up together and the hard work of spring spent alongside their people, Brynn no longer felt like an outsider in Cenric’s life. All the same, it was a stark reminder that he’d had another life—one that had nothing to do with her. 

Brynn and Esa sheltered in the back of the ship beneath the canopy. Guin snuggled between them, making contented puppy noises in her sleep. 

The deck was hard beneath them, but Brynn woke only once to find Guin snuggling closer. The puppy was growing quickly, her baby softness giving way to the lanky awkwardness of adolescence. She still managed to snuggle between Brynn’s neck and shoulder, burrowing down between the blankets. Snapper crawled in with the women sometime in the middle of the night. He wedged himself between Brynn and the side of the ship, snoring happily.

Brynn missed Cenric’s warmth and his breathing beside her. It had been months since she’d slept without him and even with Esa and Guin curled beside her, the lack of him felt wrong. 

Come morning, she found Cenric first thing. He’d slept in one of the tents and spared a kiss for her, but a glare for Snapper. The dog wagged his tail and didn’t seem to care.

They once again set out. The coast of Valdar was not so unlike the coast of Ombra. From what Brynn glimpsed from the deck of the ship, it was a wild northern country, rugged and almost primordial. This was a land that had carried on since the dawn of time, indifferent to the troubles and concerns of mortals.

Their trio of ships continued to sail up the coast, drifting ever closer to the ports of Istra. Brynn wasn’t sure what to expect once they reached it, but she kept her head up, searching for any sign that they might be nearing the home of King Ovrek.

Berdun’s ship led the way, its grey-washed sails blending with the late afternoon mists. The men laughed and joked, chatter lost beneath the creak of the oars and the dip and swish of the waves. 

Their craft began to pass other ships, just a few at first. Ships of the same style as the others. They all had the similar shallow keel and lightweight build, though no two were exactly the same. 

Some sails were blue, orange, grey, or red. Some were faded, some bright and freshly dyed. Brynn even spotted one that was striped in white and grey bands.

Berdun’s ship disappeared, drifting around a line of trees. Wolf Star soon followed as the men rowed. 

As they cleared the bend, Brynn got her first sight of Istra. The capital of Valdar sprawled across the bay in a collection of low, loosely ordered buildings that reminded Brynn of mushrooms. Wooden buildings sprung up here and there in different stages of construction, the signs of a young settlement experiencing fast growth. 

Brynn would guess it was populated by a thousand or so, which was more than respectable, even by Hyldish terms. There appeared to be docks, forges, trading markets, and ships. Countless ships.

They settled on the water like so many birds, their prows showing carvings of deer, rabbits, and other friendly woodland creatures. Brynn tried to count them and gave up. Perhaps two hundred? With ten to thirty people in each?  

Was this normal? Brynn looked to Cenric. He too stared out across the boats, but he didn’t seem surprised. Brynn hadn’t seen this many ships in one place outside of Ungamot. 

“That’s a lot of ships, lady,” Esa gasped, keeping her voice down. “I didn’t think Valdar had many people.”

“It doesn’t,” Brynn agreed. “But they have all come for the Althing.”

A sense of danger prickled along Brynn’s skin. These were Valdari, the people who had raided her homeland for as long as anyone could remember. Valdari mercenaries had murdered her son after being hired—and failing—to kill her first husband. 

Brynn didn’t trust them, but half of Cenric had come from this place. Even if she would never belong here, she would brave it to stay with him. Something was wrong about this whole situation and that was why she had to come.

Maybe that made her a fool, but love made her desperate enough to risk everything. Positions could be recovered. Wealth could be restored. Dead loved ones, once lost, were just gone. 

Cenric and his men rowed after the ship leading them, following it farther into the harbor. They made their way under the shadow of a massive wooden hall not yet darkened with age, perhaps built in the last two years. From the scaffolding near the edges, it appeared some construction was still underway. 

The ship came alongside the docks and Cenric’s thanes tossed ropes from the deck to men on the shore. They reeled the ship in, bringing it alongside the dock.

Cenric’s men began climbing out, carrying their belongings in bundles over their backs. 

Guin’s ears swiveled around, and she tried to run toward them but Brynn scooped her up. Guin growled but settled in Brynn’s arms though her ears remained pricked, curious. 

Cenric stepped up onto the docks, speaking with a man that must be some sort of steward or official. He and Cenric clasped forearms. Was this another old friend? Brynn stroked Guin’s head, needing something to do with her hands. 

Guin was almost too large to carry, but Brynn wasn’t ready to stop just yet. There was something grounding about holding the puppy in her arms. 

The men chattered in Valdari, Cenric speaking the language easily as he did Hyldish. Brynn knew very little of the language. She might need to hire a local girl to translate for her while she was here.

“Cenric!” roared a familiar voice. The towering figure of Hróarr crashed into her husband. 

Snapper barked and hopped in delight, recognizing him. 

Cenric and Hróarr greeted one another with claps on the back and excited Valdari words that ran together. 

Vana followed him not far behind. As always, she was a vision with her graceful bearing and raven hair mostly covered by a bright yellow veil. Though she was Hróarr’s concubine and had been for some years, Vana had been Cenric’s first love as a youth. It seemed his life had been abundantly blessed with dark-haired beauties before Brynn. Vana, Cenric, and even Hróarr seemed unbothered by that past infatuation, but it made Brynn’s chest twist with discomfort no matter how she tried to stifle the feeling.

Cenric turned around, seeming to remember her. “Brynn.” He headed back to the ship, reaching up for her hand.

Brynn passed Guin down first.

Cenric passed the puppy to Vana and Brynn tried to quash her spike of jealousy at that. Why should she care if the stunning woman held her dog?

Cenric turned back to Brynn and caught her around her waist, twirling her around in a circle.

“Cenric!” Brynn yelped, laughing despite herself. 

Cenric set her down on the ground, planting a hard kiss on her cheek before reaching up to help Esa down. He set Esa on her feet without twirling her around. 

Vana made kissing sounds at the puppy. Guin wiggled, tail wagging as she licked Vana’s cheek. “Such a good little baby,” Vana crooned. “What adventures you’re having in this far away land.”

Brynn held out her arms and Vana handed Guin back to her without complaint. “It’s good to see you.” Brynn forced a smile.

“And you.” Vana’s returning smile seemed far more genuine. 

“I thought you returned to Kelethi in the spring.” Brynn hoped those words didn’t sound disappointed.

“We wintered in Istra and the king wanted us to stay for his son’s wedding,” Vana explained. “The wedding did not happen, but I think this is the longest we’ve ever stayed in one place.” There was something wistful in Vana’s tone, something Brynn couldn’t quite parse.

“Would you rather be back in Kelethi?” Brynn asked.

Hróarr spent most his time as a mercenary. As his concubine, Vana went with him. The Kelethi always had a use for violent men and the large Valdari and his company of warriors were no exceptions. They spent their summers shedding Kelethi blood in exchange for Kelethi silver and their winters safely back in Valdar before returning to Kelethi every spring. 

It was an exciting life that had made Hróarr and all his men wealthy almost overnight, but it was not the sort of life that could be lived for long. The twice-yearly sea crossings and constant movement were a lifestyle that favored the young.

Vana hesitated in answering. “To live on a longship is to make all the world your home, but when all the world is your home, somehow none of it is.” She shook her head. “I have enjoyed tending the same hearth these past months, that is all.” 

Brynn had assumed Vana to be enjoying a life of endless possibilities, but perhaps endless possibilities, like endless journeys, grew tiresome.

“Shall I start unloading, lady?” Esa directed the question at Brynn. 

“Wait,” Brynn said. “Cenric will tell us where to go.”

Kalen called out to several of the Valdari boys, and they scrambled up into the ship to help with the trunks. As they spoke, Kalen gave another string of directions, slipping into the language easily as far as Brynn could tell. 

Brynn felt a little relief at that—it was good to have another person who could translate for her if needed. 

“It’s not the cities of the south,” Vana admitted with a sigh. “But Ovrek has done well for himself.”

Brynn made no comment. Ovrek appeared to be doing quite well for himself, better than she would have thought. Aelgar’s cities were larger, the walls more impressive, but that was building on generations of Hyldish kings. Ovrek was the first of his kind, growing a kingdom from the roots up. 

That he had accomplished all this in the space of a decade was so impressive it was terrifying.

Guin flailed left and right, mesmerized by the riot of new sights, smells, and sounds, oblivious to the danger that they might be facing.

Cenric returned to stand beside Brynn, offering her a smile. “Welcome to Istra, my love.” 

Brynn tried not to let her nervousness show, but perhaps some was acceptable. No one would expect her to be completely at ease in a strange land, would they? 

“Ovrek wasn’t planning for me to bring a wife, so there are some additional preparations being made for us.” Cenric sounded at ease, at least. “I’ll have the men take the ship down the beach near Hróarr’s and set up our tents.” 

“I see.” Brynn surveyed the town around her. 

Kalen and the Valdari boys readied the trunks as the ship pushed off rowed by Cenric’s thanes, following a waving man who jogged down the beach ahead of them. Presumably, that was one of Hróarr’s men who would show them where they could drag the vessel ashore.

Esa hovered at Brynn’s back, a satchel slung over her shoulder. She looked small and vulnerable, her auburn curls bouncing round her face like even they were frightened. 

Hróarr spoke with the steward in a booming, jovial tone. Brynn might not understand the words, but she recognized the manner. She wondered distantly if perhaps Hróarr was this friendly with everyone. Perhaps this was just how he was.

Cenric glanced to Guin. “We have a meeting. You might want Esa to keep her.” 

Brynn handed the little dyrehund to Esa and she immediately began whining. Guin whirled on Cenric, ears pinned back as she let off another growl. 

Guin never growled at Brynn and not even Esa, but she growled and snarled at Cenric quite often. 

Cenric remained silent for another moment. Brynn was getting used to her husband doing that with the dyrehunds, but it was still odd at times. 

“What does she say?” Brynn watched as the little dyrehund went back to squirming.

He grimaced slightly. “She still won’t speak to me.” Cenric could hear the thoughts of all his dyrehunds, and while Guin should be of an age to communicate with him, she hadn’t.

Brynn looked to the puppy, tempted to take her back.

“She’ll be fine, Brynn.” Cenric took her arm and hooked it through his. 

“Where are we going?” Brynn inhaled, composing herself. 

“We’re heading to see Ovrek.” 

Surprise and consternation almost made her stumble. “So soon?”

“He wanted to see me as soon as I arrived.” Cenric said the words calmly, but in a tight way that told her he was bracing himself. 

Like most things thus far, Brynn wasn’t sure how to take this information. Was this normal?

Kings in Hylden did not send for their aldermen at the drop of a pin, but this was not Hylden. This might be normal, for all she knew.

“But I’m not ready to meet a king.” Brynn plucked at the edges of her unadorned mantle, the words tripping out awkwardly. “I’m dressed for traveling.”

“So am I,” Cenric offered a slight smile. “You don’t have to fret, Brynn.”

She didn’t like any of this, but she refused to miss this meeting just because of her clothes. 

Ovrek’s steward led them past the docks and dozens of smoking forges into what appeared to be the proper portions of the city. They walked through streets planned out far better than she’d seen in Glasney and even in some parts of Ungamot. 

She’d thought Valdar a loose confederation of clan chiefs, jarls, and village headmen. Perhaps what she and her people had heard of them had been understated. 

They passed a forge with open walls where men worked at smelting alongside boys covered in soot. They hammered at clumps of glowing ore, shaping the iron into long lengths of spearheads. At least a dozen more were cooling on racks.

Brynn tried not to show a reaction. A gaggle of children rushed past them, play-fighting with sticks that had been fashioned into the likeness of spears. The flaps of their woolen caps flew around their faces, framing ruddy cheeks and snotty noses. They shouted at each other in Valdari, running this way and that. 

No one acknowledged them when they raced by, but no one scolded them when they got underfoot, either. The little ones play-fought, sparring with a sloppiness not unlike Guin’s playfighting with Snapper.  

Brynn’s chest tightened heavily, that distant sadness calling to her the way it did at random times. Her son would never run carefree through streets like this. He’d barely been walking when he had been killed.

“Brynn?” Cenric must have noticed her watching.

Brynn cleared her throat, looking ahead. “Forgive me. They seem to be having a time of it.” 
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