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Chapter One
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CORPSES HUNG FROM THE ancient maple like leaves. Men, women, children, even dogs. Gagging on the stench, Knight-Mother Arlise Dun murmured a prayer to the Mother for each of them. By the time she finished the fifty-third prayer, her guts had coiled tight as a rattlesnake. No survivors. Again. No witnesses. Again. Did the world derive some sort of perverse pleasure from making her job as hard as possible?

Buzzing, like a bumblebee in her ear, distracted Arlise from the dead. No normal human would’ve noticed, but five years with the Order of Watchers told her what was responsible. Magic. The buzzing grew until its source floated into view: a wisp, circling the maple like a lost squirrel. Figures. Violent death tended to crack the murus mundi, allowing spirits to cross over from the Outerworld.

Even if folk come back, this village will never be the same.

She turned back to the final body and traced a finger over the wooden plaque nailed to the chest. ‘Collaborator’ it said in big, blocky letters. That was by far the most common appellation, but not the only one. ‘Coward’ labeled a balding, gray-bearded man in fine furs, presumably the alderman. ‘Invader’ marked five men in the sky-blue gambesons of the Kingdom of Corhiel, hung just down the bough. A young woman—her face veiled by hair redder than the setting sun—flanked them. ‘Harlot,’ her plaque read.

Knight-Brother Robert de Vannen strode up to Arlise’s side and leaned on his longaxe. “Eoghan One-Ear?” 

The squelch of mud under booted feet cut off her reply. A score of blue-clad soldiers—twelve spearmen and eight arbalists—marched toward the maple, led by Sir Samahel Ocrin. Evening sunlight gleamed off the Corhiel knight’s newfangled plate armor. “Of course it’s One-Ear, Watcher.” The visored bascinet muffled his voice. “He’s the only barkfucker still fighting this war. The rest know their place.”

Arlise rolled her eyes at the slur against Vyspans, but she couldn’t dismiss his words. King Delran of Vyspa and his vassals might abide by the Peace of Caer Blaidd, but that just made them—and anyone else who wouldn’t fight the Corhiel—collaborators to Eoghan One-Ear. And collaborators deserved the rope.

Brushing a strand of blonde hair from her eyes, Arlise surveyed the noble-turned-brigand’s handiwork again. Dead villagers rocked in a bitter autumn breeze, their nooses creaking like macabre wind chimes. How could someone do this to their own countrymen?

Brother Robert scratched his scraggly beard and winced. “Worse than Vannen ever was.”

Before Arlise found any comforting words, Knight-Sister Elain Bowen sloshed up the muddy road. Knight-Brother Alexos Comos followed on her heels, an arrow with red fletching nocked against his bowstring. “Mother Dun,” the archer began, “we scouted the rest of the village, across the creek, and—”

Elain cut him off, a grin spreading across her tattooed face. “We found two dozen horses hitched around the Mother’s Temple.” Bouncing on the balls of her feet, the mage tapped her quarterstaff on a root. “You know what this means, Arlise?! We’re finally gonna nail this bastard and his whole bloody band!”

Sir Ocrin dismounted with a clatter and rushed over. “One-Ear’s here?” He flipped up his visor. “You saw the bloody barkfucker?”

Fiddling with her long black braid, the young woman shrugged. “Well...we didn’t find anyone at all besides the horses.” Elain stared down, dusted off her gambeson, and scuffed a boot in the dirt. “But who else would stay in a dead village besides the folk who killed it?”

The knight sucked in a breath, and his face turned from pale to a rich burgundy right before her eyes. “You thought you’d found him and you didn’t attack?!”

Elain’s grin disappeared. “Sir, I know full frontal assaults without support are popular among the nobility back home, but that’s not how the Order operates. Watchers rely on each other. Maybe that’s why we’re longer-lived even though we have to face the arcane every day.”

Silence reigned for a full minute. Arlise could’ve sworn Ocrin’s gray mustache twitched with rage. Finally, the Corhiel commander slammed his visor shut and pivoted on his heel. “To the temple!” he barked at his men. “Fast as your sorry legs can carry you!”

Arlise cleared her throat. “Sir Ocrin, we should lead the way. Folk say Eoghan’s lover is a powerful blood mage. You aren’t immune to such powers and can’t nullify normal ma....” She trailed off as Ocrin trudged back to his mount, swung into the saddle, and galloped north. Figures. How many times had nobles ignored her now? It didn’t matter, those assignments always ended the same way: horribly.

“You’d think he was off to a brothel for the first time or something,” Elain mumbled.

Arlise chuckled. “He prefers glory and medals, I’d say.” Thank the Mother those don’t matter to me anymore. She took a deep breath and repeated her mantra. The woman I was is dead; I killed her when I joined the Order.
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