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      In a realm at war, treachery lurks around every corner.

      Sir Linus Talast is a Knight of the Soulhammer and a loyal man of High Queen Rhamnousia.

      When the fortunes of battle separate him from his traveling companions, Sir Linus must locate a safe haven in the wilderness.

      But the keepers of such havens might have corrupt hearts...
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      Sign up for my newsletter at this link, and get three free epic fantasy novels.
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      This short story takes place a few days before the events of the novel BLADE OF FLAMES.
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      Sir Linus Talast, Knight of the Order of the Soulhammer, gazed in dismay at the bridge over the River Ermanth

      Or, at least, where the bridge had been a few minutes earlier.

      The January of the Year of Our Lord 1588 had been quite rainy, and this far north at times the rain had even turned into wet snow, though it quickly melted from the ground. Ever since Sir Linus had set out with Archbishop Rundil Tarlister’s party from Aenesium, the weather had been against them.

      The weather, and the thieving dogs of the Free Companies.

      They had first been attacked by the Grand Company, and as they diverted to avoid the towns and villages controlled by Rannister’s men, they had instead been attacked by the Wyvern Company. The latest attack had come when they had reached the bridge over the River Ermanth. The archbishop’s party had crossed north over the river. Linus had remained behind to command the rearguard, and he had just sent the last of the men over the river.

      Which was just as well, because the bridge collapsed a few seconds after.

      Perhaps it shouldn’t have been surprising. With the realm of Owyllain locked in war for the last fifteen years between the true High Queen and the usurper who desired her throne, nearly all the revenues of the Nine Cities had gone to arms, armor, and soldiers, and practically nothing to such prosaic matters as bridges and roads. For that matter, these lands were sworn to the King of Cadeira, and Rannister and the Grand Company had sacked Cadeira last year. The King of Cadeira was a broken man, and his realm had no money left to maintain itself.

      The old bridge hadn’t been a match for the floodwaters surging through the channel. Linus watched as the wooden planks broke apart and drifted away in the river’s current, and even the brickwork piers that had supported the bridge were crumbling away.

      There was no way he was getting across to rejoin the archbishop’s escort.

      With a sigh, Linus turned to face the four men who were still standing.

      They were mercenaries of the Wyvern Company, and on their leather jerkins they wore a patch of green cloth shaped like a wyvern’s head. Apparently Nearchus, the captain of the Wyvern Company, had slain a wyvern at some point in his youth, and kept its skull mounted atop his personal banner. All the brigands who made up his soldiers had adopted it as their badge.

      Two of the men were human, one was a goblin, and the fourth was a hulking Vhalorasti orc with the crimson tattoo of the false god Vhalzarok upon his face.

      “Well, well,” said the goblin, glaring at Linus with yellow eyes. Its blue skin was mottled with old scars, and its grimace exposed its needle-sharp teeth. “You’re all alone, boy.”

      “Aye,” said one of the humans. “And your armor and hammer will make fine trophies of war.”

      “Trophies?” said Linus, affronted. He hefted the warhammer in his right hand, the crystal set into the haft glimmering with white light. “This is the soulhammer Thunderstrike, forged by the archmage Ardrhythain of the high elves in the Year of Our Lord 1500, and swift death will come to any man who lifts this weapon but me. I am Sir Linus Talast, Knight of the Order of the Soulhammer, son of the Comes Corvio Talast, and loyal vassal of the most noble High Queen Rhamnousia Pendragon. I shall give you this one chance to clear my path, for my errand is urgent, and you will not hinder me.”
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