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      A cold wind snapped through the tall grass, and Tomas glanced behind him as though worried the ghosts of his past had finally caught him.

      No spectral shadows pursued him this night, though. Tolkin set on the western horizon as Shen rose in the east, the dual moons casting plenty of light. The grasses surrounding him stood tall enough to hide an army, but armies rarely traveled this far west. He saw no one, living or dead, for as far as his sight could carry.

      Tomas kept his arms folded across his chest inside his robes. The wind stole the warmth from his body when it gusted. He felt Elzeth stir, but did not wake him. The night wasn’t that cold.

      The trail he followed barely deserved the title. It had once been used by local game, perhaps, but not recently. And there wasn’t a single footprint to be found. He wouldn’t have been surprised to find his feet were the first human ones on the trail.

      Just as he desired.

      But even out here, humans marched relentlessly west. A sliver of Tolkin was still visible on the horizon when Tomas came across the road.

      It was little more than two rutted wheel tracks, but Tomas growled quietly at them anyway. He looked east, where the carts had all come from, and he clenched one of the long daggers hidden underneath his robes.

      His anger wakened Elzeth. “Haven’t seen any sign of others for three days,” he said.

      “Not long enough,” Tomas replied.

      “Going to follow it?”

      Tomas looked to the west. It was the same direction he meant to travel. The game trail hadn’t been much more than a passing hope, a vague dream of roasted meat. But prey around here was either scarce, or better at avoiding him than he was at finding it.

      His stomach rumbled at the thought of a full meal.

      He followed the road west. Where there were humans, there was food.

      Only a few miles later the road split in two. One set of ruts turned slightly to the north. The others went straight west. Tomas bent down and felt each set with his hand. Most travelers apparently preferred the path that led west.

      No sign or marker gave him any further guidance. He found a stick on the ground and tossed it in the air. It spun lazily over his head, then landed, pointing roughly north. Tomas took the road that turned that direction.

      “Really?” Elzeth asked.

      Tomas shrugged, and Elzeth fell silent.

      He found his destination sooner than he expected. Shen hadn’t even reached its zenith when he spotted the flickering lights of a watchtower off in the distance. Elzeth stirred again, and Tomas’ eyes sharpened.

      There wasn’t one watchtower, but two. The closer of the two almost blocked Tomas’ line of sight to the second. He frowned as he looked around. One tower was unusual enough in these parts. He’d never heard of a town with two. Both had watchers within.

      Elzeth rumbled.

      “What do you think?” Tomas asked.

      “Your sword still sharp?”

      Tomas grunted. He felt the same. But the idea of a warm meal proved a temptation too great. He continued on.

      He heard the town not much later. It sounded like a celebration, like the town knew just how unlikely their continued survival was, and they shouted their defiance to any who dared come close.

      Or, Tomas thought as he approached, everyone was simply raging drunk.

      The sounds brought a hint of a smile to his face. Once, this town might have been his kind of place. Perhaps someday, it would be again. A place where he could happily disappear into a crowd of faceless revelers.

      Despite the din from the town, Tomas heard her before he saw her. The tall grasses and softly rolling hills hid her until he was almost next to her.

      He slowed but didn’t stop.

      There was no mistaking the sound of a mother weeping.

      He’d heard it plenty.

      Tomas stopped beside a fence, short enough to easily step over. Straight lines of grave markers proclaimed the purpose of the small plot of land. The markers were in the style of the old faith, a simple square post, the deceased’s name and age at death inscribed in the wood. There were quite a few markers for a town this far west.

      A man and a woman knelt next to one of the graves. The dirt of the grave was dark and loose. Quite a few of the plots nearby looked new, too. The wild grasses hadn’t even had time to grow on most.

      Though Tomas stood a dozen paces from the grieving couple, he could read the name and age of the dead. Their son, he assumed, had been young. He watched in silence for several long moments, feeling like an intruder on an intimate scene. The couple was so wrapped up in their grief they didn’t even notice him.

      Tomas wavered.

      A particularly strong breeze arose, and Tomas’ cloak snapped in the wind.

      The man’s head twisted rapidly at the sound. He took a step back at the sight of Tomas, but Tomas held up his hands in a gesture of peace. The woman made no motion at all. Grief had become her whole world.

      His presence noticed, Tomas stepped over the fence into the cemetery. Entering the grounds by any means except the gate was considered a sin by the faithful, but Tomas had long since stopped caring about their opinion.

      The grieving man looked torn between anger and fear. In a few moments, one would take over, but Tomas paid him little mind. Moving deliberately, so as not to further frighten the man into rash action, Tomas reached into a pocket of his cloak to pull out a small bottle.

      He stopped beside the grave, and the mother’s eyes saw him for the first time. Before she could react, he pulled the stopper from the bottle and took a sip.

      The fine wine was a blessing for his dry lips and throat. The vintage was one of the best he’d ever tasted. Complex layers of flavor coated his tongue, and for a moment, he hesitated. The wine was likely worth several times whatever this couple made in a year.

      And it was really good.

      He took one more sip, savoring the experience, relishing the pleasure the wine gave him.

      Then he took the rest of the bottle and poured it on their boy’s grave marker. “No one should pass without having tasted a fine wine,” he said.

      When they realized what he had done, both parents bowed deeply to him. When the mother rose, she reached out to clasp his hand. Her grip was cold as ice, and Tomas let his hand warm hers. Tears streamed down her face, and although she couldn’t bring herself to speak, she nodded to him.

      Tomas returned the gesture and let her hands drop.

      When he raised his eyes, he met the hard glare of the father. The older man’s gaze traveled down to the sword at Tomas’ side, then back up.

      “You another mercenary?” he asked, the word a curse.

      Tomas shook his head.

      The man laughed, the sound bitter and harsh. “You will be soon, if you’re going into town.”

      Tomas glanced that way, the town barely visible from where he stood. Only the dual watchtowers served as obvious landmarks.

      He turned to leave the couple to their grief. But he had loosened something in the father.

      “A tough man, eh?” The insult was practically shouted, and Tomas winced against the disregard to the dead. “My boy was strong, too. One of the best swords in town. Ask anyone. Didn’t matter one bit, though. Not with a dagger in his back. And it’s all because of you and your lot. I hope your soul burns!”

      The man collapsed, his grief-fueled anger spent.

      Tomas nodded, then left the cemetery.

      He didn’t know if the father’s last words to him were meant to be heard or not. Tomas didn’t turn to see, and they were spoken softly.

      “You better know how to use that sword, son. If you die a stranger in this town, no one will dig you a grave.”
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      The night was well on by the time Tomas stepped foot in town, but no one looked bound for their beds anytime soon. Brightly lit saloons and crowded gambling halls competed to decide whose customers were the loudest. A pair of drunk young men supported one another on a journey from one saloon to the next. Their attention, limited as it was, was so focused on the completion of their quest they didn’t even notice him.

      The town felt a bit larger now that he was within its limits. The heart of the town was this street, cutting as straight as an arrow through the town’s center. All the businesses, Tomas figured, would be on this street, with the private homes tucked behind.

      As new arrivals would come from the east, they would build even farther away from the main street. The town would grow, continuing its relentless advance against the wild prairie. If it was successful, someday it would become a proper city. He’d seen the same process repeated in dozens of similar towns. The story was always the same, told over and over across the west.

      Hopefully the food here was worth it.

      Tomas paused less than a third of the way down the street, next to the first of the watchtowers. The second was at the other end of town, where there was very little activity. Both towers still had people within, but Tomas saw the watchers’ attention wasn’t on the harsh wilds, but on the town below.

      Elzeth was now fully awake. “Odd.”

      Tomas grunted his agreement.

      A pair stepped out into the street before him. A young man and woman, their proximity to one another more than implying their relationship. The man walked with a confident swagger, the master of his own tiny domain. The sword at his side was too big for him.

      “Welcome, stranger,” the man said.

      Tomas offered the man the slightest of bows, then tipped his conical straw hat to the woman. “Greetings, ma’am.”

      The girl giggled. “I like him.”

      The young man tensed. Not much, and he relaxed less than a second later, but Tomas noticed. Unsurprisingly, the boy lacked the necessary control to master the weapon he carried.

      Most did.

      The overly confident warrior stepped to within three feet of Tomas, puffed out his chest, and glared at Tomas’ own sword. “You even know how to use that?”

      Elzeth laughed.

      Tomas kept his face straight. “I’m still learning.”

      The young man took another step forward. He stood a few inches taller than Tomas and sought to make the most out of the perceived advantage. He sneered. “Well, if you think you’re any good, the boss is always looking for true warriors. It’s dangerous work, but the gold is good, and you won’t find a more entertaining town in the whole land.”

      “Just passing through.”

      The man laughed. “Probably for the best. You look like you’re as likely to cut yourself as your target. But if you change your mind, tell the boss Eiro sent you. My name will at least get you an audience.”

      Tomas gave Eiro another slight bow, then let him take the girl’s arm and continue on. Eiro looked as if he was on patrol. Why, Tomas couldn’t begin to guess. But out of the corner of his eye he saw the girl turn and give him one long, appraising look. Then her eyes locked on his, and a slow smile spread across her face.

      “I like him,” Elzeth said.

      The corner of Tomas’ lips turned up in a grin, a gesture the woman certainly appeared to misunderstand.

      “Sure you do. Now let’s find some food.”

      They walked farther down the street. Most places remained open despite the lateness of the hour. From the sounds of revelry emanating from them, it was no surprise they chose to serve guests at such times. It sounded as though rivers of gold were flowing through the town. Which was also odd, as Tomas was sure this place was too small and too new to even show up on the maps out east.

      The town reminded him of himself as a younger man. Loud and brash, certain he was bigger and more important than he actually was.

      He felt no desire to partake in the rambunctious behavior that surrounded him this night. His meetings, both with Eiro and the mourning couple, had left a sour taste in the back of his mouth. He passed the bustling gambling halls and saloons and soon he’d put the noise behind him.

      Tomas walked the same street, but it might as well have been in a different town. Ahead, the last third of the town was nearly silent. Most shops were closed, and the only people to be seen were two pairs of uniformed guards patrolling the streets.

      Elzeth bristled at the sight of the uniforms. Tomas felt power rush through his veins. His vision sharpened until the details almost overwhelmed him. The miles he’d trekked already today fell off him like dust knocked off boots.

      “Easy,” Tomas said.

      One pair of guards approached. Their uniforms were white, to remind the world of their purity. Three wavy lines over their hearts were the symbol of their faith. The lines were sewn into the uniforms with red thread. According to the book, red symbolized their willingness to shed their blood for their faith. In Tomas’ experience, the red thread meant it was far more likely the blood of an innocent would soon be spilled.

      Knights of the First Church of Holy Water.

      Only the strength of his will kept his hand away from his sword.

      “Greetings, stranger,” the one on Tomas’ right said. “Do you have need of food, or a place to lay your head tonight?”

      The knight was tall with short dark hair. Every word he spoke grated against Tomas’ ears. No doubt, the knight would call his offer hospitality, and would believe the claim with his whole heart. But there was a gleam in his eye, an eagerness Tomas shied away from. What the knight really saw was an opportunity to save another soul.

      But what were knights doing out here? Perhaps the town had a mission. That, he understood. But knights were well-trained and expensive to keep around. The young man before him was probably as dangerous as a dozen Eiros, and probably cost about that much, too. The church didn’t send knights unless someone needed killing.

      “This is what you get for following the directions of a stick,” Elzeth grumbled.

      “I’d rather not spend the night in a mission,” Tomas said. “No disrespect intended.”

      The knight didn’t miss a beat. “Then you’re in luck. We have a mission and a rest.”

      “What in the three hells have you walked us into?” Elzeth asked.

      “I’ve never heard of a rest this far west,” Tomas said. And that was true. Up until a few moments ago, he would have said the last rest was hundreds of miles east of here.

      The knight’s partner, a woman with light hair, took a slow step to the side. The movement didn’t draw much attention to itself, but it gave her the space to clear her sword and attack Tomas without endangering her partner. She’d heard the hesitation in his voice.

      Tomas swore to himself.

      He really didn’t want to fight two knights.

      Judging from their stances, he would need Elzeth’s help.

      And then he would have to run again.

      He was tired of running.

      He fixed the girl with a stare. It let her know that he had noticed her movement, and that it didn’t frighten him. Let her wonder on that for a while. She could debate whether he was that good or that mad.

      The first knight watched the entire exchange. His smile remained fixed. He appeared as confident as Tomas felt. Though he made no move, Tomas recognized the knight’s stance. His sword could be in hand in a heartbeat.

      Tomas’ blood boiled. His vision was so sharp it hurt, and the distant sounds of the drunks behind him thundered in his ears. He wanted these knights to try him.

      “It’s a new rest,” the first knight said, “so it’s no surprise you haven’t heard of it. It’s the farthest west we’ve built so far. And you’re more than welcome. We’d be honored to have you as our guest.”

      In other words, he wasn’t being given a choice.

      Which, had the knight known Tomas at all, was the worst mistake he could have made.

      “No thanks,” Tomas said, barely managing to remain polite. He turned on his heel, making one last attempt at avoiding bloodshed.

      A moment later, he heard the unmistakable sound of a sword being drawn.
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      An individual life was rarely as resilient as most people liked to believe. Death quietly terrified everyone, and most dealt with the existential fear by pretending the threat wasn’t that serious. In a previous life, Tomas had known plenty of young men and women who believed they would live forever, despite the abundant evidence to the contrary.

      They had all lived hard back then, their bodies overflowing both with ale and confidence. Tomas had been one of them, and now was one of the very few that still walked the physical world.

      Lives were lost in fractions of seconds.

      This night, the young pale-haired knight came within a single breath of visiting death’s gate.

      Tomas heard the sword clear its sheath, but in the same moment he heard the first knight move between them, stopping the bloodshed before it began.

      Tomas lazily turned back so he faced them.

      The woman’s eyes burned with the fervor of their order. But she stood as still as a statue, her frozen pose a perfect example of the church’s sword techniques. Her master would no doubt be proud.

      The first knight’s gaze was cold and calculating. He had eyes that missed nothing. Uncertainty flickered across his face as he studied Tomas. After a long moment, he gave a small shake of his head and stood straighter.

      Tomas allowed himself to relax a bit.

      The girl didn’t respond for a moment, then cast furious glances at her partner’s back. But she sheathed her sword.

      “Be wary,” the first knight said. “It’s a dangerous town. Just last night a boy was murdered and his killer walks free. If you change your mind, the church is always willing to open its arms and welcome you in its embrace.”

      Tomas inclined his head, acknowledging the invitation.

      The knights then left him alone, returning to their patrol. Tomas watched them walk away.

      “A wise man would leave this town and never look back,” Elzeth said.

      Tomas grunted his agreement. “But aren’t you curious?”

      “Sure. But I also prefer being alive to dead.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      Tomas stood there. Another five hundred feet or so and the town would be nothing more than a confusing memory Still…

      “There’s only one reason I can think of for why the church is so interested in this town,” Tomas said.

      “I know,” Elzeth replied. He sounded grumpy that the thought had occurred to Tomas too.

      “And?”

      Elzeth paused for a long time. “I’d still rather leave and never look back.”

      “It’ll be fun.”

      “I haven’t had fun since the day we met.”

      He smiled at Elzeth’s customary grouchiness.

      Tomas turned so he faced the way he’d come. The section of town he was currently in was too quiet, and he didn’t trust the knights. But the gambling halls and saloons weren’t much better. Then his eyes alighted on a small place he hadn’t paid much attention to earlier, an establishment in the liminal space between order and chaos.

      The sign above the door proclaimed that it was an inn.

      Perfect.

      When he opened the inn’s front door, it was as if he’d stepped into a different world, a world of yesteryear that didn’t exist anywhere except in the memories of the elders. The entry was quiet, with a space to leave one’s footwear. Tomas slipped off his light leather boots and lined them up with the two pairs of sandals already present.

      A small basin of water and clean cloths allowed him to wash the dust from his face and hands. He grimaced as the once-clean water turned murky.

      The routine, once common but now almost forgotten, served its purpose well. His shoulders relaxed as the cares of the world outside slipped away. He heard the soft footfalls of the innkeeper in the room beyond, but he didn’t hurry. The keeper would wait, and Tomas savored the transition from traveler to guest.

      When he was ready, Tomas stepped into the next room. There he was greeted by another wonder. The room was austere, so clean Tomas imagined dust trembled at the sight. Each of the four walls held one calligraphic work, each highlighting the four primary virtues of the inn. An older woman knelt at a low table and bowed to him as he entered.

      Tomas returned the bow in almost equal measure, then knelt on the other side of the table.

      “Good evening, sir,” the innkeeper said. “What brings you into town?”

      “Good evening. I was just passing through, and hoped you might have food and lodging.”

      “Just for the night?”

      Tomas shrugged. “I might stay a bit. Your town seems like a nice little place.”

      Her back stiffened, and the expression on her face told him that she was well aware no one called her town a nice place. Her eyes traveled down to the sword at his side. “Might you be looking for employment?” Her tone stole the warmth from the room.

      “No ma’am.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and Tomas suspected that if he’d answered yes she would have shown him the door. As it was, she still might.

      Tomas pulled a small but heavy purse from his cloak. He opened it, making sure she saw the gold inside. “How much for two nights, to start?”

      He watched her eyes dart from his purse to the door, then back to his purse, where they lingered. Then she smiled and made an entry in the journal before her. The penmanship was the same as the calligraphy on the wall, made up of decisive, confident strokes. “It’s a pleasure to welcome you here,” she said.

      And Tomas almost believed she meant it.

      

      Less than an hour later, he was seated in a small dining hall, the only customer. A bottle of wine sat before him, half gone, and Tomas figured dawn couldn’t be that far off. He’d never seen a town so active so late into the evening. In his experience, such activity was a conceit of cities, made possible only because of the church’s new supplies of power that made the nights as bright as day.

      An older gentleman came from the kitchen. Despite his age he moved around the tables with ease, balancing several steaming bowls without problem.

      Tomas slid the bottle aside to make room for the food. The sight of it alone nearly brought him to tears. It had been weeks since he’d eaten so well.

      “Mind if I join you?” the man asked.

      Tomas nodded and poured the innkeeper a glass of wine. They raised their glasses in a silent toast, then drank.

      The innkeeper gestured to Tomas’ sword, propped against the chair next to Tomas. “My wife believes you’re another mercenary.”

      “Seems to be a common concern in these parts.”

      “True enough. So are you?”

      “Just passing through.”

      The innkeeper nodded. “You served, didn’t you?”

      Tomas fixed the older man with a glare, but the innkeeper waved it away. “It’s no concern of mine, but I did my time in the war before yours. Just wanted to let you know you have my respect.”

      “You don’t even know what side I was on.”

      The innkeeper laughed. “Son, if you had been on the winning side, you wouldn’t be out here.”

      Tomas conceded the point.

      Elzeth chuckled. “I actually do like him.”

      So did Tomas. The old man was probably too curious and too observant for his own good, but his intentions were rooted in a good place. The innkeeper extended his hand. “Franz.”

      Tomas took it. “Tomas.”

      “I can guess well enough what brought you out here,” Franz said, “but why stay the night? You don’t look like a fool to me.”

      “Why does the church have four knights here?”

      “Eight, actually.”

      “Eight?”

      Franz nodded. “Wondered if that was what had caught your eye. But to answer your question, the short answer is, no one knows.”

      “And the long version?”

      “Takes a bit of telling.”

      Tomas poured the innkeeper another glass of wine. He ate while Franz talked.

      “All started about two years ago,” Franz began. “Before that, the town was about as quiet as you’d expect out here. Then Boss Jons arrived.”

      “Family?” Tomas asked.

      “Yes, sir. Brought a small clan with him and took over the town. Drove the marshal off, though he wasn’t much anyway. Whole thing was surprisingly peaceful. Only one believer fought it, and he died quick. For the rest of us, we quit paying taxes and started paying protection money. The rates were the same, just a different destination. Life went on, and most of us didn’t care one way or another.”

      “The government never stepped in?”

      Franz chuckled. “We’re not worth the trouble, and I’m not convinced the marshal ever sounded the alarm. Not sure what they’d do even if they found out, though. All they’ve got is a handful of marshals, and that won’t do nothing.”

      Tomas nodded.

      “Jons drove off most of the people in town, though that wasn’t much. Replaced them with his Sons and Daughters. The only ones of us who stayed were the ones too far in debt to leave.” Franz gestured around the room. “We love this place, but everything we own is in these walls. Our friends told us to leave as they were packing to go, but we couldn’t get anyone to purchase the inn for a fair price. So we stayed.”

      Franz paused for a breath. “As I said, nothing much changed under Jons. He’s tough but fair. We began to get some more Family in town, but Jons kept them well-behaved, and they paid well.” Franz hesitated. “But then the first two knights appeared.”

      “Was there a mission here at the time?”

      Franz shook his head.

      “Odd.”

      “Don’t even begin to cover it. They show up in the middle of the day, stand in the center of town, and proclaim the whole place is now owned by the church.”

      The food suddenly tasted bitter in Tomas’ mouth. “What?”

      Franz shrugged. “Can’t rightly explain it myself, but there it was and Jons, well he couldn’t have that, for reasons I can’t fathom, and he sends the whole Family against them.” For several seconds Franz’s eyes focused on nothing in particular. “Bloodiest thing I’ve seen since my service, and maybe even worse. The knights were the best warriors I’ve ever seen, but Jons had overwhelming numbers. Still, he must have lost more than twenty of his Family that day.”

      Over twenty Family and two knights? Out here, the land would have to be made of solid gold to justify such numbers. But Tomas believed Franz.

      “Since that day, the two sides have been locked in a nearly bloodless duel. Jons put out a call for help. A few Family from the area appeared, but our little town has become a magnet for unsavory types. Whole place is teeming with has-beens all living large off of Jons’ gold, and they don’t have the discipline or the respect the Family had.” Franz nodded in the direction of the church-controlled part of town. “And on the other side, the church is building and welcoming new believers. They’ve built a mission and a rest, and it’s all guarded by eight knights and a handful of soldiers. Feeling most of us have is that there’s a battle coming, far worse than the last. But neither side is confident they can win yet. So they build up their forces, and we just wait for the headsman’s axe to fall.”

      Tomas leaned back, the last of his meal finished. It alone had been worth the cost of the room. Franz was skilled in the kitchen. “Who do you want to win?”

      Franz turned grim at that. “I just want to be left alone and live in peace.” His watchful eyes settled on Tomas. “But I think you understand that well enough, don’t you?”

      Tomas nodded.

      Franz stood up and began clearing the dishes off the table. But he hesitated before carrying them away. He looked like a man torn between two desires. Finally, he gestured toward Tomas’ sword. “You any good with that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Figured. I wouldn’t normally ask, but there’s been some trouble the past few days over my granddaughter, who lives here with us. She’s almost of age, and usually serves the meals, but the hour is late and my wife didn’t trust you after everything that’s been going on. The girl could use your protection. We can’t pay much, but we would do what we could to make it worth your time.”

      Tomas was tempted. He liked Franz. But he’d seen enough trouble for several lifetimes, and he’d learned not to invite more in. “Sorry, but I’m just passing through.”

      Franz sagged as though he’d been punched. But there was steel in his spine yet. He quickly straightened. “I understand. But please, consider it while you’re with us.”

      Tomas grimaced, and Franz pressed harder.

      “She’s a principled girl. We’ve raised her as we did our own daughter. But I fear that if she has no protection, she will have no choice but to take her own life before the week is done.”
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      Tomas woke to the sun streaming through the slit between his curtains. He blinked and rolled into a sitting position, then rubbed his eyes and yawned. Though he’d had one of the latest nights he could remember, the night and morning of rest had more than made up for it.

      He noticed the quiet. Though it had to be almost noon, there were none of the usual noises of a town at work. He stood and pushed the curtains aside, revealing what might as well have been a ghost town.

      Tomas watched the street for a while, but there was precious little to see. Eventually he closed the curtains and began working through the forms of the sword school he had been raised in. He’d long ago lost count of the number of repetitions of each form he’d performed in his life, but he assumed the answer was well into the tens of thousands. The temptation after so many years was to simply perform the movements without thought. Every cut, parry, and turn was already inscribed deep in his body. He could probably perform most of the forms blackout drunk and blindfolded.
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