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About the Author

Foreword

The Clovel Sword Sagas follows the adventures of Urith of Esterblud. These stories focus upon his youth and unsettled past during the time before the Chronicles. In his journey, Urith becomes a mercenary fighter and treasure seeker amid the turmoil of dark overlords and crumbling dynasties in the wildlands of Kamin.

Volume 1: The Clovel Destroyer

Urith of Esterblud is a young warrior who is not yet aware of the prophecy or his destiny within the realms. In this back-story to the Clovel Sword Chronicles, the young tribal hero suffers a great loss and heartbreak that shapes the man he is to become. Recently scarred in battle, Urith tries to adjust to the death of his father when his world collapses in disaster and heartbreak. Bitterness fills him, and he seeks retribution for his loss. To a warrior living in a violent world, vengeance comes at the tip of a spear or the edge of a sword.

Volume 2: Trail to Omcuur

The Clovel Sword Saga Novella #2 backstory continues with the adventures of the scarred warrior, Urith. Seeking to release the spirits of his loved ones from the clutches of a vengeful underworld god named Caruun, the Clovel Destroyer finds he is unable to accomplish his goal. The dispirited fighter accepts an offer from a local warlord to find an artifact within the ruined temples of Omcuur. Soon, Urith realizes his journey may be a quick way to get to the underworld but only with his death, or worse, his dishonor.

Volume 3: Skeletons of Nilgava

The jaded warrior who returns to his home village only to find too many memories haunt him there. When an old friend tells Urith about an ancient treasure waiting for them, he cannot resist the temptation. To a fighter like Urith, such danger only entices him toward his ultimate goal; to perish in glorious battle to reach Haligulf. The remote areas of Kamin can bring great riches to adventurers along with the fame of finding the lost Temple of Nilgava. However, there’s a reason the city remains cursed and abandoned.
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Death Sneer

All the wounds we bear to leave us like worms on a fishing hook, a spirit fighting against what the Fates give us. 

Ancient Esterblud Proverb 

The young warrior stood alone on the trail, watching over the valley as low clouds swept over the forest of dry lellowtere trees in the distance. A black helmet with long, pointed cheek and nose plates covered the warrior’s head, which gave the fitting impression of a metal death’s head. Adorned with an elaborately decorated, golden image of an Estercetus sat on the helmet’s crest. It was the sea serpent symbol of the Esterblud people. The warrior’s tunic was green with red edges, revealing his membership within his king’s guard. Spun from the finest Vulthnal wool, the tunic covered most of his chain mail armor. The uniform, worn proudly, protected Urith from the cold lands that he patrolled. 

Standing motionless, he waited for the riders he had seen earlier when he was in the nearby village. He rested his large left hand comfortably on the pommel of his longsword, which hung from his waist, nearly extending to the ground. Encased in the leather sheath, his newly forged sword blade carried finely detailed engravings of the beasts and humans in battle. The Esterblud warrior slid his right hand down the leather baudrik belt, his fingers absently feeling the knots of the belt which looped over his shoulder. Each knot representing a great battle completed, either by killing an enemy or beast. The warrior felt the six knots of his previous victories. Each reminding him of his superior skills and training, for the Esterbluds were proud and fearless. To his tribe, death in battle meant joining the greatest of warrior spirits who had gone before to the sky realm. Haligulf was the goal for any noble warrior and reserved for those worthy of such honor.

Echoes of hoofbeats had reached man’s ears before he saw the ossanes come through a line of trees. The animals’ long, muscular necks and elongated heads obscured the riders. He inadvertently wrinkled his nose when he recalled the odor given off by the ugly beasts, which provided the primary transportation on Kamin. But his eyes focused upon the riders. Even at the great distance, the Esterblud readily identified the golden helmets and blue tunics of his enemy. The farmers of the area were correct in their rumors about Aberffraw raiders heading to the village. However, it was a small band of six who approached his position. Unlike the warriors who rode them, the ossanes carried no armor. Thus, the riders were likely not from the nobility. 

While the odds were not in his favor, the vulnerability of the enemy’s mounts left the young giant confident. A quick consideration of the situation revealed he had little choice. He must stand his ground, since only he stood between these raiders and the small village of Iffwer. The rest of the warriors of his tribe were far to the south, close to the large city of Gramcan. They sought the primary force of Aberffraw along the coast,

Tasked to act as a scout by his father, he now forgot his resentment about the order. Fruitless searching for the enemy in an obscure village appeared unworthy of a man wanting to fight. Now, he faced his enemy with the Fates standing against him. He smiled at the thought. 

Briefly, he considered taking his ossane to report back to his father about this enemy band. But the group of Aberffraw might be scouts. Or they could be raiders heading into Iffwer to loot the village. It was contemptible for him to leave before determining the threat to his comrades. He slid the shield and two spears from behind his back, unhooking them from the baudrik belt that looped over his shoulder. He pushed the iron spear tips into the hard soil, then slid his arm through the straps on the back of the round wood and metal shield. 

Standing against the wind, the giant man remained a sentinel, observing the oncoming riders as the echoes of their hoofbeats grew louder. The rhythm of the sound reminded him of the chants of his tribe when they sang in homage to the Estercetus, their sea serpent protector. He whispered the song aloud to the sound of the oncoming hoof beats. 

The party of Aberffraw raiders slowed their mounts when they noticed the lone figure standing in the middle of the trail. The Esterblud watched them, suspicious of an ambush, scanning around the nearby trees which lined both sides of the path. Two of the riders pulled a spear from behind their back while the rest pulled their short swords. They dug their heels into the flanks of their mounts and rode closer. The Aberffraw came to a stop several paces in front of the Esterblud, their ossanes snorting and rearing their heads high above the riders. The group recognized the green tunic color of the man standing in their way, and it gave them a slight pause. A short Aberffraw with thick arms took charge.  

“Move aside, and we might let you live,” the enemy leader told the single fighter in broken Esterblud. 

There was a laugh from the group, which quickly faded as Urith remained quiet, his eyes carefully looking for the most dangerous of his enemies. The man with the thick arms stood out as the leader. However, the Esterblud noticed another warrior who remained a few paces away from the others. Long gray hair flowed below his helmet. The man remained quiet. His armor showed battle damage along, and he carried a different type of sword. Urith recognized the Vulthnal curved blade. The older warrior concerned Urith the most. 

Fighters become old through skill and cunning. To survive long, you must watch out for them.

The words of his father filled his head as he kept careful watch of the old warrior. But his attention quickly shifted to the spear holders in the back of the group. They spoke in whispers, and the Esterblud could make out parts of the Aberffraw language. He felt their eagerness, wanting to prove themselves. He slowly gripped his Clovel Sword.

“I’m Urith of the Penhda clan. I give you fair warning. You can leave, or you can die,” he told them firmly. “It’s your choice on this day.”

As he expected from his deliberate provocation, Urith saw one man holding a spear grow dark with rage. The spear flew toward the warrior, who dodged the projectile. There was a fleeting instant before the Aberffraw with the thick arms suddenly attacked. 

Urith pulled one spear from the ground, swiftly embedding it into the chest of the oncoming ossane. The dying animal pitched forward, sending its rider into the dirt of the trail as Urith finished the rider by driving his sword into the man’s back. His instinct and training since childhood guided the Esterblud giant as he stood next to the body, ready for battle. The expected onslaught came as the remaining warriors came at him. Urith heard himself yelling the battle cry as a spear struck his shield before glancing off. He ducked away from a sword blow coming at him from one of the passing riders. Urith felt the knock across his exposed back as another raider hacked at him. The impact of the blade sent him staggering away. Fortunately, the sword failed to cut through the chain mail. Catching a glance at another rider coming in close, Urith ducked and avoided the short sword. He swung his weapon into the legs of the ossane, which cut through the creature’s front leg. The animal screamed in pain as it fell headfirst. Its momentum sent the ossane tumbling over onto the man. His screams mixed with the ossane as the mount crushed the rider. 

Using the melee to his advantage, Urith sprinted over the few paces to his spear, still stuck in the soil. He turned just in time to launch his weapon at another Aberffraw’s bearing down on him. Urith’s spear entered the man’s abdomen, pushing through his back. His enemy lost control of his ossane while the man held on to his saddle. However, the trained animal continued galloping straight at the Esterblud. The injured rider passed by Urith, who could barely dodge the cloven hoofs. However, the Esterblud’s movement left him vulnerable to an enemy who waited for the right moment to strike. Before Urith realized what happened, a sword tip passed between the face guard on his helmet. He tasted the blood and felt the impact of the iron blade striking into his teeth and bone. His blood splattered inside his helmet, temporarily blinding him. 

Dazed from the blow, Urith spun away from the brunt of the attack. Reacting, he whipped around his longsword, which sliced high through the air. He felt his sword strike something hard, and he heard the groan, although he was not sure of the source. Urith fell to one knee, still unable to see his enemy. The blood poured from his face wound, and he swiped with his shield hand to wipe his eyes. Spitting out several teeth, Urith heard another ossane bearing down on him, and he blindly lifted his shield in a desperate attempt to defend himself. The warrior expected another attack to finish him. Instead, as Urith finally cleared his vision, the familiar sound of grunts and sword strokes was only a few paces away. He looked over at the two riderless mounts speeding away. Their riders gasped out their dying groans on the ground. The enemy warrior with long gray hair sat tall on his mount next to the bodies. Urith got to his feet, unsure of what to expect. 

“You fight as one of the demigods, Urith of the Penhda clan.” The man told him as he sheathed his sword. His inaction forced Urith to remain in silence. 

“Yes, I recognized the tunic and colors. I see no need to continue this fight. Let us stop now to recover, since we have both suffered grievous wounds.”

Urith saw the bloodstain spreading across the leather breeches of his enemy. The man clasped his hand on his hip. It was the spot where Urith’s lashed out in desperation during the fight. Urith spat more blood and saliva on the ground before he tried to speak. One side of his face was going numb. 

“My father was right. Always watch out for the old warriors,” he mumbled out. “You had the advantage; why did you stop?” 

Urith placed his hand on his face, keeping the pressure to stop the bleeding.

“Because I’m old and you have greater mettle. Besides, I have no love of the Aberffraw,” the warrior spoke softly. He glanced down at the bodies. Even wounded, the older man still killed two younger men.  

“Seems strange, but that is your affair. What is your name?” Urith asked. He remained intrigued and impressed by the warrior. However, he had trouble getting the words out. 

“Kirowan is my name. Once a proud warrior of Vulthnal,” the man told him. 

“Why do you ride with this trash raiding our lands? You’ve shown me more skill than six of these raiders.” 

Urith knew the name. They recognized Kirowan as one of the greatest Vulthnal leaders before his family fled his kingdom when the sea bandits took over. 

“Then you know that I’m an outcast. The Aberffraw gave me koinons to scout this land. We were to report whether any warriors were in the area as part of the main body traveling north. You forced these Aberffraw into a fight, so I had to earn my koinon.” 

The man spurred his ossane closer as he reached down behind him to pull a cloth from his bag. Kirowan ripped off part of the material with his bloody fingers, stuffing the piece into the wound on his side. 

“I thought you foolish,” Kirowan continued. “However, I must admit that I would have done the same in my youth. When my sword tip missed your eye socket, my attack left me open for this wound. I knew, of course.”

Urith waited for him to finish his words, but the man turned his ossane away. 

“Wait, what did you know?” Urith asked, the pain in his face now burning with a fiery intensity.

“I realized you have the Fates behind you. They’ve left me,” Kirowan replied with a sigh. He saw the look of disbelief in Urith’s eyes. 

“No, I’m in earnest. Once I carried the same brashness as you. And I believe in the Fates. You blindly lash out, and your sword penetrated this Vulthnal chainmail that I wear. In my past, I would have struck true, and you would be dead. Afterward, I would have feasted in the village while holding your sword as my trophy. But today, I bleed like you.” Kirowan glanced down at his wound, pressing the area. 

“I’m too old to be a mercenary. I see the evidence that my heart no longer matches the mettle of my sword.”

“You surprise me with your words. The songs of Kirowan I’ve heard say nothing of mercy,” countered Urith. He kept waiting for the stranger to attack again. “Why did you save me from the other warriors?” 

Kirowan stared at him, his brown eyes intense. 

“If you grow old, you will learn differently. There are times when a fighter must know which side has honor. A man cannot go along with others, blinded by a few pieces of gold metal. Now, I must tend my wound, which will remain to remind me of our struggle to my last days.” 

“Take care of your injury, my friend. I hope to meet you in Haligulf,” Kirowan told him. 

“Stop,” Urith suddenly shouted as an idea came to him. 

“Throw that enemy helmet to the ground. Turn your mount to that village and follow the trail to the harbor. Tell the people that you fought with me. They will find a cuggle that will take you home to Vulthnal. I must repay your fairness with something.”

The man stopped, waiting for a long moment before turning his ossane around. He pulled off his helmet, casually dropping it. The face of Kirowan looked younger than Urith expected. Only the man’s gray hair and a few old battle scars on his face showed the man’s actual age. He gave Urith a tired smile, but his expression carried a tinge of regret.

“Ours was an unnecessary fight,” he said. “I would value you as a great ally and friend. If the Fates allow it, I will fight by your side. You’ve given me hope that I’ll find my daughter when I return home.”

“If you come to Vulthnal, remember my name. We will drink heathmead in remembrance to Heptarc,” Kirowan told him as he rode away.

Urith nodded, unable to speak from the pain that enveloped his head. As Kirowan rode along the trail toward the village, Urith noticed he slowed his mount near one of the ossanes that remained. He retrieved the reins, turning the animal back to Urith. When he rode up, he handed the reins to his former enemy.

“Go to your army and find a healer, my noble friend. There is no need to stay. The Aberffraw will not come this way now. They will understand your tribe blocks the trail to this village,” he explained. “No need to tell them that a great warrior stopped us by his actions. That will come when you tell the skalds about your adventure and our battle.” 

Kirowan gave him a wink before he rode off toward the village. He left Urith to marvel at the man who could have so easily killed him.

Urith slid his sword into the sheath hooked to his belt, and then he pulled himself on the saddle. Slowly he followed the Vulthnal warrior until the man faded out of sight. Despite the pain of his injury, the Esterblud was pleased to have met such a noble warrior. Then, Urith hurried to the village to find clean water and herbs to clean his wound.

Two sunrises passed before Urith’s ossane finally reached the area where the Esterblud army encamped. During his journey, the Esterblud spent much of the time pondering his insignificant fight. While they could consider his battle with Kirowan a draw, in the young warrior’s mind, he lost. It was the first time Urith failed in combat, let alone receive a severe wound. 

Throughout his life, he always knew luck was with him. Like Kirowan, he believed in the Fates. Even when Urith hunted down the feared Clovel monster only a few seasons before, the warrior came away with only scratches and bruises. Killing one of the nearly indestructible beasts of the underworld made him a legend among the Esterblud lands. As he carefully touched his wound, Urith wondered.

Is this a test from the Fates?  

His thoughts quickly shifted to the present when he smelled the stench and decay that blew in the wind. Soon, Urith came upon the bodies that lay scattered on the forest floor. At first, the Esterblud wondered who left the field victorious until he noticed only the Aberffraw dead in his sight. 

Curse the gods, I wasn’t here for the fight!

Growing angry at his lack of involvement in the primary battle, he pushed the ossane deeper into the leaf-covered forest. Many of the bodies were naked, stripped of their clothes and armor by the peasants or foresters. It was the last disgrace to the warriors, but it supplied the locals with the means to survive the aftermath of the bloody raids in the area. 

The fuming warrior guided his mount through the destruction. As he reached the mid-point of the forest, he found a group of Esterblud men, along with local woodsmen. They piled the Esterblud dead on carts. Guthlaf watched over the process from his mount. 

“Urith, by the gods, is that you?” Guthlaf called out and hurried over to Urith.

“I’ve come from Iffwer, and I’m looking for Uolven. I have news of the Aberffraw,” Urith whispered. The wounded warrior noticed the dark cloud that crossed Guthlaf’s face at the mention of Urith’s father.

“Your father helped send these Aberffraw back to the sea. I saw Aberffraw ships burning as they left.” His friend told Urith proudly. “We lost many splendid warriors.”

“Where is my father?” Urith asked irritably. 

“I’m not sure. But I heard your father fought off the last wave before he caught a spear. They have sent him to a healer in a village.” Guthlaf focused his attention on Urith’s wound. 

“Come, we need to find a healer for you.”

“No, it can wait. I must find Uolven first. I must complete my duties,” Urith growled out as he shook his head. 

“Then I will go with you to find him,” Guthlaf insisted. Urith shook his head. 

“We’ve nearly finished here. If your father went to Gramcan, you need an extra pair of eyes and ears can help you find him.” 

Guthlaf told the other men to finish their work, reminding them to return to Gramcan, where the king would gather more forces. 

“Some of the worst of the Aberffraw stayed in the area. They’ve become outlaws to prey upon the locals,” Guthlaf explained, as the two comrades followed the narrow trail out of the darkening forest. “King Penhda will soon come to wipe out these bandits.”

Despite his resistance, Urith was happy to have his friend with him. As one of the best warriors of the tribe, Guthlaf had many knots on his baudrik belt, and he often acted as an older brother to Urith. The giant Esterblud cared for Guthlaf in much the same way, looking at him as a mentor, valuing his advice and admiring his skills.

“I know you are worried about Uolven, but he is nearly a demigod,” Guthlaf joked. “Besides, you need to fix that face. Your wife won’t recognize you.”

The image of his beautiful Earmis suddenly came to Urith. He never thought about the impact on her. Urith’s mind wandered to the thoughts of his wife, and he could almost smell the lavender oil she wore. As he thought of her warmth and tenderness, he tried to remember that he had much to be thankful for in his wife.

Perhaps the gods were kind to him.

As the two friends exited this thinning forest, their path led along the rocky ridge leading to the largest port city of southern Esterblud. The majesty of the nearby sea called for Urith. A vast bay was as much home to Esterblud warriors as the land. The warrior enjoyed the damp chill of the ocean breeze, breathing it in deeply and allowing it to clear his head. It reminded him how much he preferred to sail the Maflow Sea. Someday, he hoped to go beyond the known world and to seek new lands. It was something he had dreamed of since he took his first boat journey with his father.

“The cursed forest is too dry. It seems like a tinderbox,” Guthlaf spoke up, tired of the quiet. Guthlaf’s long blonde hair whipped in the breeze, covering his balding area occasionally. 

“I told the men to be careful with the fire on the beach. We don’t need to give more cursed spirits to Caruun.”

Urith remained silent; occasionally, he ran his tongue over the area where he was now missing teeth. He still tasted the blood. But he nodded in agreement, knowing the god of the underworld had a reputation of touching off disasters to bring more victims to his spirit world. It was not a pleasant place for those who die so ignobly. To die in battle was the only assurance a human would find everlasting peace in fighting among the other warrior spirits. 

However, the sound of hoofbeats brought him back to the present. He saw riders in green moving quickly from a secondary trail, coming toward them. He stopped his ossane in their path while Guthlaf hailed for them to stop. The men looked at Urith momentarily before recognizing him.

“We are searching for Uolven,” Guthlaf told them.

The men directed the riders to a small village just outside of Gramcan. The man said the healer tending to Uolven was one of the best in the lands. Urith pushed his ossane past them. 

“I’m going there,” he growled, and Guthlaf pulled in behind him after thanking his comrades.

As Esterblud warriors watched the two men ride out of sight, they started talking. The story centered on Uolven’s stand against the Aberffraw and their sadness at losing one of their leaders.  

It was a hard ride for Urith, worrying about his father while trying to ignore the pain of his injury. Frustrated, he dug his heels into the ossane, boldly pushing the animal as the road narrowed across the top of the ridge. When he reached the top, he could see the outskirts of Gramcan, which would still take another day’s ride to pass the city gates. However, yet unseen was the village of Darykans that he hoped they would reach soon. The town lay nestled in the valley below them at the crossroads of two roads near the Arnul River. The river was the last significant barrier to Gramcan and central for the trade routes between the forest and coast.

“It won’t be long now,” Guthlaf told him, as if reading Urith’s thoughts. If he could, Urith would have smiled. His friend always remained an optimist. 

Near the end of the day, they reached the stone bridge on the outskirts of the Darykans. Quickly covering the long span of the river, they found the stable where they left their mounts. The trader who took their ossanes pointed them to a small building near the tavern where the healer lived. Urith covered the ground quickly to the building as his friend hurried to keep up. Ducking his head to enter the front room, the Esterblud nearly ran over the small man who tried to bar his way. Pushing past him, Urith kneeled beside his father, staring at his ashen face. The tall man lay propped up on a short wooden bed just inside the door, his legs hanging uncomfortably over the edge. Uolven’s eyes were closed, and his breathing labored. Stripped of his chainmail shirt, along with the bloodstained padded undergarment, the man looked old and frail. Urith noticed his father’s things piled on the floor in the room’s corner. The red spots on the linen bandages around his chest and abdomen showed several entry points from enemy weapons. Urith recognized that wounds on the chest carried the telltale signs of a spear wound. 

“He will go to the gods,” the old mhoda whispered into the son’s ear. Urith’s reflexes took over, grabbing the man by the throat. 

“That is not an option, old man,” Urith raged, his spittle striking the man who struggled to breathe. “If you don’t have the skill, we’ll take him to the city.”

It took Guthlaf and an attendant who rushed into the room to get Urith away. Guthlaf insisted they let the mhoda speak. The healer shook his head, long gray hair spilling on his face as he struggled to catch his breath. After he had recovered, he went back to Urith. The man held no hostility as he spoke quietly to him.

“I’m sorry, but your father is beyond any human’s help,” he explained patiently. “I will not lie to you, for I know him well. That is why they brought him to me. The cart ride made his suffering worse.” Urith finally calmed down enough to recognize the healer was speaking the truth. 

“Is there no hope?” Guthlaf asked. 

“I’m afraid only the healing waters of the Sky Realm could help now. Unfortunately, the water will seldom leave the land of the gods.”

“Then I will finally go to Haligulf and drink with Mivraa. Not a bad way to go.” The voice of Uolven growled from the cot. “Mween, my son should know better. Unless the gods truly betray me, I will have much to be thankful for soon.”

Uolven scowled at his son. 

“Urith, you must not grieve like this. You will shame our warrior ancestors who wait for me.”

“Forgive me,” Urith searched for the words. “I don’t like losing.”

“Yes, that is something I’ve always considered one of your finest traits. Now, grab us a heathmead, and we will discuss the future.” 

His father began coughing violently. While the healer helped Uolven, who spit up blood, the attendant started pouring the drinks from a wooden cask on one table. Urith and Guthlaf slid a rough-hewn bench over to Uolven’s bed. Copper mugs in hand, they waited on the injured man to gather his strength before they toasted the gods and Haligulf. It was an unusual but comforting ritual for the clan to send a warrior on his journey to Haligulf. Most deaths came violently and swiftly before comrades could make things right.

“You will need Mween to mend your face; he is the best healer outside of Cilgerran,” Uolven told Urith before he summoned the healer with a weak nod of his head. 

Mween spoke, begging forgiveness for his inadequate skills, but Uolven stopped him. 

“My old friend, you have patched me up before, but you can’t overrule the Fates,” he told him. “Just fix my son’s face. His beautiful wife cannot see that.” 

The mhoda’s attendant came over with an oil lamp. After painful prodding on Urith’s face, Mween sent the boy off with instructions to find items they would need for a poultice. 

“We will get the infection out of there,” Mween told Urith confidently. “However, I can tell by the way you speak and move your face; some damage will remain. Much will remain unknown until the swelling goes away.”

Urith gave a confused scowl at the news. It was apparent that he never considered the possibility. 

“By the gods, he’s young, and I’ve seen such a scratch go away with time,” Uolven spoke up, catching the look in his son’s eyes. “Now, let’s get to business. Tell me about your mission to Iffwer. I want to know how someone finally got the best of you.”

Urith went cold at the observation. The pain of losing a battle felt worse to the young warrior now that he must explain to Uolven. His father remained exacting in his temperament, even to the end.

“There were six of the Aberffraw scouting the area when I met them,” Urith said. “They seemed intent on raiding the village, so I stopped them.”

“That doesn’t explain your wound,” his father reminded him.

“I met one warrior called Kirowan in the group. We fought to a draw.” Urith replied as he lowered his eyes. “The fight left both of us injured, and he stated he would fight no more. Since he is an honorable man, I gave him safe passage to travel home.” 

Urith waited for verbal abuse at overstepping his authority. However, Uolven groaned at the effort, but he reached over his hand, grabbing his son’s shoulder. 

“You are truly ready to lead men in battle, my son. To taste the bitterness of defeat will open a new world for you,” Uolven explained. “Don’t look at such things in their darkness; instead, learn from such things, and it will make you a better leader.” 

Urith nodded, even though he was unsure what his father meant.

“It’s strange, but I heard tales about Kirowan riding as a mercenary now,” Uolven told him. “Even though the overlord wronged his family, the man still fights. Judging from the songs of the skalds, you must have fought him well. To battle such a man and only came away with a scratch makes me proud.” 

Uolven stopped for a moment, gathering his strength as another coughing fit seized him. The blood filled the man’s graying beard. By now, it was clear to Urith his father would pass to Haligulf soon.

“It is an honorable deed for you to let him return to Vulthnal,” Urith’s father finally continued. “Maybe he can raise an army to restore order to such a lawless land.” 

True to his nature, Uolven continued to worry about the need for stability, even in lands far away from Esterblud. The dying man closed his eyes for a moment.

After returning to the hut, the attendant now stood at a table using a small wooden spoon to stir the poultice together. Even from across the room, they smelled the overwhelming stench. Mween waved Urith over where he spread the green substance on the wound. Then he covered the area with several layers of linen cloth before he wrapped it in place. The poultice burned at first, before soothing the area. Guthlaf smiled broadly at the bandage covering most of Urith’s face. Urith instantly knew soon he would carry the butt of jokes from his friend for some time. He was about to say something when Mween told him to remain quiet for a while. Urith glared at him, but remained silent.

“Now we must discuss the next days,” Uolven told them when Mveen finished with Urith.

The dying leader proceeded to lay out his instructions to Urith and Guthlaf. On his death, Pehnuwick, the older brother of Urith, would become the head of the kinship guard. As the leader of King Penhda’s guard, Urith’s elder brother was in line to become the overlord of the lands in northern Esterblud. Urith would become the new leader of the clan. It was no surprise to the men, only a final confirmation. Uolven went on to say that King Penhda held Guthlaf’s family with great respect and that he wanted Guthlaf to become an advisor to the king. Such a status gave Guthlaf’s family more influence. Urith’s friend smiled at the news, thanking Uolven for such encouraging information.

“Just as your father acts as a rudder to my needs, I know you can guide my son,” Uolven told Guthlaf with a grin before turning back to his son. 

“Urith, I know you will remain loyal to your brother and Penhda. I ask that you guide the training of your brother’s son, Oslaf. I know you will soon have a son of your own, but the responsibilities of Pehnuwick as a leader second to the king will make it difficult to train a warrior,” he said. “It is a regret that I could not teach you all I’ve learned. But, despite my shortcomings, you are becoming a great man, both as a fighter and my loyal son. I commend the gods for this.” He shifted himself on the uncomfortable cot before he continued. 

“Remember, being the leader of your tribe can be tough. Many leaders seek to make the world what they wish, without considering advice from trusted friends and allies. Failing to listen to the right men or an excellent wife is a terrible curse for a leader.” Uolven explained before he went silent. 

Urith believed his father was thinking back to his dead wife and his loyal friends, many of them dead. Urith and Guthlaf remained quiet as the rays of light left the sky, turning the room even darker than before. The healer came near another oil lamp; the light reflected off the copper, sending shadows dancing on the whitewashed walls.

Outside, the men heard the noise of a cart coming to a stop on the main street. Murmured sounds of voices crept into the room, but neither warrior paid attention. Not long after the sound vanished, the door burst open. A tall, statuesque woman stepped inside.

“Earmis, what are you doing here?” Urith scrambled to his feet, meeting his wife near the cot. 

They hugged each other for a long moment. Urith could feel the growing bulge of her stomach as he held her, taking in her sweet scent. Her long blond hair spilled out of her hood when he pushed the wool cloth back, revealing her beautiful face. Pleasant thoughts of their brief marriage swept across him. However, he set aside those thoughts as he saw the worried look in her big blue eyes.

“I heard the news. Rumors are spreading like wildfire in the city,” she told him quietly, her eyes scrutinizing his covered face. “They say your father is dying. But they failed to inform me about your injury.”

Urith nodded, backing away when the woman tried to place her hand on his bandage. 

“My father was the one in need,” he said. 

She frowned, staring at Urith for a moment before she went to his father’s cot. Uolven opened his eyes in her presence.

“You old oretta, you are lying around when there is work to be done,” Earmis scolded the man lightly. Uolven’s gray face took on a smile at the term. He enjoyed her calling him a champion. 

“It is good to see my little birele,” he told her, using his pet name for her. The elder Esterblud enjoyed treating Urith’s wife as his daughter while always remembering her noble status. Urith noticed his father’s voice was growing weaker.  

Sighing slightly, Uolven told Earmis that she should not weep at his funeral pyre. 

“It is my only regret to leave this realm, and I cannot see you and my grandson around the fire of my home.”

Urith’s wife held the older man’s rough hand while Uolven spoke about his wife, who had passed many seasons before. Uncomfortable in the atmosphere of coming death, Urith told his father he would be just outside. 

He and Guthlaf walked through the doors into the dusk, softly talking about the changes coming to their tribe. The leader of the clans for many seasons, Uolven, sat on the right side of King Penhda, and he was his most senior and trusted advisor. Urith’s brother would now fill that role. Urith told Guthlaf that he was pleased.

“Pehnuwick is better suited for working with the king and the other tribe elders,” Urith stated to his friend. “I have no patience for putting my nose up another’s butt to see how the wind blows.” 

Guthlaf laughed, telling his friend that they must take his father to the grand temple at Gramcan. Urith nodded in agreement. They would burn his body in a ritual offering to the Sky Realm. Elite warriors who died from battle traveled to Haligulf with the guidance of the funeral pyres. The idea pleased Urith as he thought about his father. He struggled with his grief.

“You will need to ride to the village of Cilgarran to talk with the elders of the clans,” Guthlaf told Urith. “Several warriors might decide they should be the leader of our tribe.” The thought of traveling to their home village brought Urith back to the moment. 

“Yes, there are a few like that,” he agreed. “But when I return, my brother and I will stop any attempts to go against my father’s wishes.” 

Urith knew well that no one would directly oppose him and his outsized brother. However, some men might use Uolven’s death to stake a claim for his position. Ambition, strength, and power drove the Esterblud warrior culture. A new leader could be vulnerable to the intrigues of other ambitious men. 

“I will always try to listen to your counsel, my friend,” Urith promised his friend.

“And if you don’t, I’ll remind you with a swift kick in the butt,” Guthlaf replied with a grin. Urith paid little attention. He heard an unusually low whistle that drifted through the rising crescendo of insect sounds. His eyes caught movement on the stone bridge over the river. Despite the failing light, he noticed a tall woman with a black shawl covering her head crossing the structure. Her poise and confidence immediately impressed him. A female alone on such a dark trail could quickly become a victim, even in the relative safety of a village. Yet, the full-figured woman walked with a confident gait that reminded him of a warrior. Although he saw no visible weapons on her belt, the long black shawl could easily hide a short sword. When she reached the end of the bridge entering the town, the stranger went to the tavern. Urith glimpsed her auburn hair and an attractive face from the partial lamplight when she entered the building. He recognized her profile.

“I see something else has grabbed your attention. Don’t let your wife see that,” advised Guthlaf. 

“Did you see who that was?” Urith asked, still staring at the tavern.

“A courageous woman, judging how she walks the trails by herself. Or not very bright. She’s a fair one; that’s for sure. I need to get a drink at the tavern.” Guthlaf started to leave.

“I swear I’ve seen her somewhere before,” Urith told him. “I can’t place where I know her from.”

“Well, I’ll let you know what I find out. I’m always happy to meet a friendly maid who needs a powerful warrior,” his friend said as he hurried away.

Guthlaf ducked his head as he entered the tavern. The young warrior scanning the few patrons. Along one wall, a couple sat, a small dark-haired girl, apparently drunk, whose screeching laugh seemed to amuse the warrior on whose knee she was sitting. Two merchants, dressed in gray tunics, huddled near the fire in the middle of the room, quietly talking. They looked suspiciously at an old man in a black robe who cackled a crude joke as he came to the bench from the bar holding a clay cup. He carried the odor of an ossane trader. While the surprised merchants tried to ignore the man, the trader carefully watched Guthlaf. The warrior walked past the table, going to the bar where the small man stood.

“Where is the woman that just came in here?” He asked. 

The tavern keeper fidgeted nervously, his face giving Guthlaf the impression of a small rodent. “No woman’s been here today, he replied.”

“Are you trying to make me angry?” the warrior slammed his hand on the counter. “I saw her come into this place just before I did.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” stammered the tavern keeper. He nodded toward the ossane trader. 

“Only the old man entered just before you did.” 

Slamming his fist on the wooden top of the bar, Guthlaf cursed him.

“By the gods, only those men around the fire have come in here since it turned dark outside,” the man behind the bar maintained. He grew edgy at the armed man’s insistence. “The only woman here is that docke who entertains the men that come to my place.”

Guthlaf went silent, scowling at the news. He turned back to view those men huddled around the fire. Then he walked over to the bench they sat on, scrutinizing them. He wondered how someone could play such a trick on him. The man in the black robe eyed Guthlaf.

“What’s your problem, noble Esterblud warrior? Perhaps you need an ossane?” His gravelly voice carried across the room. “I can give you a fair price.” 

Guthlaf muttered a curse to the old man, quickly leaving the tavern, embarrassed at the cackling laughter. The ossane trader paused as the two merchants stood and left the table. The foul-smelling stranger began chuckling before finishing the mug of drink.

Back at the healer’s residence, Guthlaf found Urith still outside of the healer’s house. Guthlaf was fuming, believing the tavern keeper must have tricked him. When he told Urith his story, his friend nodded in agreement. 
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