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  P R E L U D E




  A Few Years Ago …




  He walked across the windblown ice of the glacier known as Cold’rin, its frozen surface not causing him the slightest discomfort, not even in

  his feet, though he wore open-toed sandals.




  He was Badden, Ancient Badden, leader of the Samhaists, who knew the magic of the world more intimately than any others in the world. Badden was the greatest of them; no creature alive was more

  connected to those magics than this man. So while he stood upon hundreds of feet of solid ice, he felt, too, the earth below that freeze, where the hot springs ran. Those very springs had led him

  to this place, and as he neared the edge of the glacier, the wide expanse of Alpinador opening before him, the old Samhaist trembled with excitement.




  He knew.




  He knew before he glanced down from the edge of the glacier that he had found it: Mithranidoon, the steamy lake of legend, the place where the god Samhain forsook his mortal coil and melted down

  into the earth, the source of all magic, the guardian of eternity. Samhain’s servant was Death, men like Badden believed, who would bring the souls to the harsh judgment of the god who

  suffered no fool.




  It was a clear morning. When Badden looked down his breath fell away from him, and many heartbeats passed before he could catch it once more. Below him was a fog-shrouded, huge, warm lake,

  perhaps twenty miles long and half that wide.




  Mithranidoon.




  The old man smiled at the rarely seen sight. He had found the holiest of Samhaist places and the source of his greatest magic just as his war with the Abellicans in Vanguard to the south had

  begun to ignite.




  “Dame Gwydre,” he mouthed, referring to the leader of the men of Vanguard. “You chose poorly in taking an Abellican as your lover.” He ended with a chuckle, and no aged

  wheeze could be detected in the voice of the strong man, however many decades had passed since his birth. Most who knew him—or knew of him, for few actually knew Badden in any real

  way—believed that eight full decades and part of the ninth were behind him.




  Ancient Badden slowly turned about to survey the area. He could feel Mithranidoon’s strength keenly now that he had confirmed the location. Mithranidoon had beaten the glacier, and her

  power permeated the standing ice. He could feel it in his feet.




  This place would serve, he thought, continuing his scan. Up here on the glacier he had easy access to the low mountain passes that would get him to the roads leading south into Vanguard. The

  vantage also afforded him solid defense against any advancing armies, though he recognized that no hostile army would ever get anywhere near to him. Not here, not with Mithranidoon feeding him her

  power.




  “Mithranidoon,” the old man said with great reverence, as if merely glimpsing the place from afar was enough to validate his entire existence, his sixty years as a Samhaist priest.

  But it wasn’t enough, he realized suddenly, and he looked up to the heavens.




  “You, there!” he said loudly, lifting his hand toward a distant, circling crow.




  The bird heard him and could not ignore the call. Immediately it turned and swooped, speeding down, upturning its wings at the last moment to light gently on Ancient Badden’s outstretched

  hand.




  “I would see below the mists,” the old Samhaist whispered to the bird. Badden stroked his hand over the crow’s face and closed his own eyes. “To the scar Samhain rent in

  the earth.”




  Suddenly Badden launched the crow with the flick of his hand, his eyes tightly shut for he did not need them anymore. Ancient Badden saw through the eyes of the crow. The bird followed his

  instructions perfectly, sweeping down from the glacier, soaring vertically the hundreds of feet before it straightened out and rushed across the lake, barely a tall man’s height above the

  water.




  Ancient Badden took it all in: the caves of the trolls, lining the bank; the multitude of islands, dozens and dozens, some no more than a few rocks jutting above the steamy waters, others large

  and forested. One of those, particularly large and tree-covered, was dotted with huts of the general design common to the barbarians of the region, though not nearly as fortified against the

  elements as those found on the Alpinadoran tundra. Sure enough he spotted the tribesmen, large and strong, decorated with necklaces of claws and teeth, though, as they resided on a warm lake, they

  wore far less clothing than the average Alpinadoran barbarian.




  Badden fell within himself and experienced the warm air coming off the spring-fed lake, warming the wings of his host.




  So the barbarians had dared to inhabit this holy place. He nodded, wondering if he could somehow enlist them in his battles against Gwydre. Some tribes had joined him, if only for brief

  excursions against the Southerners, but none of those occasions had gone as Badden would have hoped. These Northerners, the Alpinadorans, were a stubborn lot, predictable only in their ferocity and

  wedded to traditions too fully for Badden to hold much sway over them.




  The old Ancient chuckled and reminded himself why it was important for him to keep his eyes turned southward, toward the northern Honce province of Vanguard and to Honce proper herself. These

  were his people, his flock, the civilized men and women who had followed the Samhaist ways for centuries. They had followed un-questioningly until the upstart Abelle had brought them false promises

  in the days when Badden was but a child.




  The Samhaist let those unpleasant thoughts go and basked again in the beauty of Mithranidoon, but he winced soon after as the crow continued its glide over an almost barren lump of rock. Almost

  barren, but not uninhabited, he saw as the bird sped past. It pained the old man greatly to see powries, red-capped dwarves, settled upon the lake.




  But even that could not prepare him for the next sight, and when the bird passed another of the islands, Badden noted a familiar-looking design well under construction. Even here, they had come!

  Even in this most holy of Samhaist locations, the Abellican heretics had ventured and now seemed as if they meant to stay.




  So shocked was Badden that he lost connection to the bird, and he staggered so badly that he nearly toppled from the edge of the glacier.




  “This cannot stand,” he muttered over and over again.




  His mind was already whirling, calculating, searching for how he might cleanse Mithranidoon of this awful infection. All thoughts of enlisting the barbarians on the lake dissipated from him.

  They were all unclean. They all had to die.




  “This will not stand,” Ancient Badden declared, and in all his many years as leader of the Samhaists he had never once made such a declaration without seeing it to fruition.








  

     

  




  P A R T   O N E




  IN THE SHADOW OF THE STORK





  

     

  




  I knew my course. How could I not? I had escaped my infirmities partly through use of the Abellican gemstone known as the hematite or soul stone, but

  even with that item of focus most of my liberation had come as a result of the training I had received by reading the book penned by my father. The Book of Jhest, the body of knowledge of the

  Jhesta Tu mystics, an order to which my mother belonged in the southern land known as Behr. If there was more freedom to be found from my affliction, I would find it there.




  The road was obvious. All my hopes to free myself from the gemstone and the shadow of the Stork resided in one place to be sure.




  That place lay to the south and east, through the port city of Ethelbert dos Entel, around the arm of the mountains and into the desert land of Behr. There I would find the Walk of Clouds and

  the Jhesta Tu mystics; there I would strengthen my understanding of the ways of Jhest to the point, it was my hope, where I would be free of the Stork.




  It wasn’t just my hope, but my only hope.




  And therein lay my fear, deep and rooted and pervasive to the point of paralyzing.




  We left Pryd Town, banished and glad to be. With war raging between the lairds there would be no easy passage, of course, but the ease with which I turned away from the road to Entel to the

  more hospitable lands surprised me, even as I justified it to Cadayle and her mother. Pretty words, grounded in logic and honest fears, made the change in course an easy sell to my companions, but

  no amount of apparent justification could hide the truth from me.




  I changed course, delayed my journey to Ethelbert dos Entel and beyond, because I was afraid.




  This is no new epiphany. I knew when I changed paths the true reason for my hesitance; it was not based in the many fierce soldiers Laird Ethelbert has spread across the land. Even as I

  offered that very reason—“too dangerous”—to Cadayle and Callen, I recognized the lie.




  And now I accept it, for what is left to me if I travel all the way through the deserts of Behr to the land of the mystics only to find there that there is no deeper understanding to be

  gained? What is left to me if I learn that I have progressed as far as I can ever hope to climb, that the shadow of the drooling, gibbering Stork will never be more than a stride behind me?




  My condition dominates every aspect of my life. Even with the soul stone strapped to my forehead, focusing my line of chi, I wage constant battles of concentration to keep the Stork at

  bay. I practice for hours every day, forcing deep-seeded memories into my muscles so that when they are needed they will hopefully heed my call. And yet I know that one slip, one break of

  concentration, and all of my work will be for naught. I will bumble, and I will fail. And not just in battle. My concerns run far deeper than simple vanity or even the price of my own life. I

  cannot make love to my wife without fear that she may birth a child of similar disability to my own.




  My one great hope is to be free of the Stork, to live a normal existence, to have children and raise them strong and healthy.




  And that one great hope lies in the Walk of Clouds and nowhere else.




  Is it enough to have the hope, even if it is never realized? Would that be a better existence than discovering ultimate futility, that there is no hope? Perhaps that is the

  secret—the hope—for me and for all men. I hear the dreams of so many of the folk, their claims that one day they will go and live quietly in a peaceful place, by a stream or a

  lake or at the edge of the mighty Mirianic. So many claim those dreams throughout their lives, yet never actually find the time to execute their plans.




  Are they afraid, I wonder, as I am afraid? Is it better to have the hope of paradise than to pursue it truthfully and find that it is not what you expected?




  I laugh at the folly and preposterousness of it all. Despite all of my worries, I am happier than I have ever been. I walk beside Cadayle and her mother Callen and am warm and in love and

  loved.




  My road at present is west and north. Not to Ethelbert dos Entel. Not to Behr. Not to the Walk of Clouds.




  

    — BRANSEN GARIBOND


  




  

     

  




  O N E




  The Would-Be King




  Small and thin, Bransen nevertheless walked with the stride of a confident man. He wore the simple clothing of a farmer, breeches and shirt and a

  wide-brimmed hat under which sprouted tufts of black hair. He carried a thick walking stick, too thick, it seemed, for the fit of his fine hands. But it, like the hat—like the man

  himself—concealed a great secret, for within its burnished wood was a hollow, and within that hollow a sword, a fabulous sword, the greatest sword in all the land north of the Belt-and-Buckle

  Mountains. Fashioned of wrapped silverel steel, decorated with etchings of vines and flowers and with a handle of silver and ivory that resembled a hooded serpent, the sword would grow sharper with

  use as the thicker outer layers of wrapping were nicked or worn away.




  It was a Jhesta Tu blade, named for the reclusive mystics of the southern nation of Behr. No detail of the sword had been overlooked, not even the prongs of the crosspiece, each resembling

  smaller snakes poised as if to strike. For to the Jhesta Tu, the making of the sword was a holy thing, a signal of deeper meditation and perfect concentration. This sword had been fashioned by

  Bransen’s mother, Sen Wi, and whenever he held it he could feel in its details and workmanship the spirit of that remarkable woman, long dead.




  A simple wagon pulled by two horses and a donkey tethered behind rolled beside him on the cobblestone road, driven by a woman who commanded Bransen’s attention so completely that he was

  caught off his guard when another woman walked up beside him and tucked his silk bandanna up higher under his hat.




  Instinctively, Bransen’s hand snapped up to catch the wrist of the older woman, Callen Duwornay, his mother-in-law. He turned to her with a smile.




  “I like the way you look at her,” Callen said to him quietly, motioning with her chin toward her daughter. Oblivious of Bransen’s stare, Cadayle sang while she steered the

  wagon.




  “She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen,” Bransen replied quietly enough so that Cadayle couldn’t hear. “Every time I look at her she seems more beautiful

  still.”




  Callen flashed him a wide smile. “A man looked at me like that once,” she said. “Or so I thought.”




  Though she smiled her voice was filled with wistfulness and a hint of regret. Bransen understood the latter all too well, for he knew Callen’s sad tale because it was intricately and

  intimately entwined with his own.




  Callen had been in love once, but not with her husband. She met her soulmate after she had already been given in marriage, without choice and without say, as had been the custom twenty years

  before in Honce. The revelations of her adulterous affair had brought her a death sentence. As per the brutal Samhaist tradition, young Callen had been “sacked”—placed in a canvas

  bag with a poisonous snake. After being bitten repeatedly, her veins coursing with deadly poison, she had been staked out at the edge of Pryd Holding and left to die.




  Bransen’s mother had come upon Callen on the path and intervened, had used her Jhesta Tu magic to draw the poison from Callen and into her own body. But unknown to Sen Wi she was with

  child, with Bransen, and the poison damaged him severely.




  Thus he kept close his second secret, concealed under a bandanna that he wore under his hat. The bandanna held in place a soul stone, a hematite, a magical gemstone enchanted with the Abellican

  powers of healing. While wearing that stone Bransen could walk normally with confidence. Without it he reverted to the clumsy and awkward creature often derided as “the Stork.”




  “Your lover betrayed you,” Bransen said, but Callen was shaking her head before he ever finished.




  “He had no choice. He would have been killed beside me if he had either denied or confirmed the affair.”




  “That would have been a noble deed.”




  “A stupid one.”




  “Speaking the truth is not stupid,” Bransen argued.




  Callen grinned at him knowingly. “Then throw away your hat and draw your sword out from that log you call a walking stick.”




  Bransen chuckled, accepting her point. “What was his name?”




  Callen shook her head. “I loved him” was all she would say. “And he gave to me my Cadayle.” She looked past Bransen then to her daughter. In that moment Bransen saw more

  clearly than ever the resemblance between Callen and her daughter. They had the same soft, wheat-colored hair, though Callen’s was showing gray now, and eyes of similar brown hue, though rare

  were the times Bransen had seen Callen’s eyes sparkle as they did at that moment, as Cadayle’s always did.




  Bransen followed her gaze to his beloved wife. “Then I forgive him his cowardice, whatever his name,” he said. “For he gave me Cadayle, too, I suppose.”




  “As your mother gave you to her. As your mother gave life itself to Cadayle by saving mine when I carried Cadayle in my womb.”




  “When my mother carried me,” Bransen said, looking back at his mother-in-law.




  Callen sucked in her breath at his words. “I am sorry,” she said.




  Bransen waved her off. “Tell me true: Would you have stopped Sen Wi if you had known that drawing the poison would so damage me?”




  Callen struggled for an answer as she glanced at Cadayle, which made Bransen smile all the wider.




  “Nor would I,” he said. “I would rather be the Stork with Cadayle beside me than a whole man without her.”




  “You are a whole man,” Callen insisted. She reached up and tucked the hem of his bandanna.




  “With the gemstone.”




  “Or without it,” Callen said. “Bransen Garibond is a better man than any I’ve e’er known.”




  Bransen laughed again. “And perhaps one day I might walk without the soul stone. Such are the promises of the secrets of the Jhesta Tu.”




  “What are you discussing with your titters and giggles?” Cadayle asked from the wagon. “Are you stealing my husband then?”




  “Oh, but if I could!” Callen replied.




  Bransen put his arm about Callen and pulled her close as they walked side by side. It was not hard for him to understand the source of Cadayle’s beauty, physical and emotional, and he knew

  himself to be a lucky man to have such a mother-in-law. To even think that someone would have so viciously tried to kill Callen—Bernivvigar the Samhaist had attempted to do so

  twice!—confounded him and filled him with outrage. Bernivvigar had also mutilated Garibond, Bransen’s adopted father.




  And now Bernivvigar was dead, cut down by the very sword in the log, by the very man holding the thick walking stick. Bransen was glad of it.




  The conversation was ended by the sound of hooves coming down the road from behind, moving at a fast clip. That could mean only one thing on these roads in this day.




  “Stork,” Callen whispered to Bransen.




  He was far ahead of her warning already. He closed his eyes and severed his connection—one that had become almost automatic at this point—with his soul stone. Immediately, the young

  man’s fluid motions ceased, and he began to walk again in a gangly and awkward manner, literally throwing one hip out before him to swing his leg ahead. Now the walking stick became more than

  ornamental as Bransen tightened his grip on it and used it as a true crutch.




  He heard the horses closing in fast from behind, but he didn’t dare turn to observe for fear that the effort would make him fall flat on his face. Callen and Cadayle did look about,

  though, and Callen whispered, “Laird Delaval’s men.”




  “Make way!” came a gruff command from behind a moment later. The riders pulled their horses to an abrupt stop. “Move this wagon off the road and identify yourselves!”




  “He is speaking to you,” Callen whispered.




  Bransen struggled to turn about, finally managing it, though he nearly tumbled at several points. When he did come around he noted the astonished looks on the faces of the two soldiers, a pair

  of large, older men.




  “What are you about?” asked one of them, a portly giant who sported a thick gray beard.




  “I … I … I …” Bransen stammered, and he honestly couldn’t get out any words beyond that, for he had grown unused to speaking without the aid of the

  gemstone. “I …”




  Both men crinkled their faces with disgust.




  “My son,” Callen explained, and she moved to support Bransen.




  “You admit that,” asked the other soldier, younger and clean-shaven, except for a tremendous mustache that seemed to reach from ear to ear. Both men laughed at Bransen’s

  expense.




  “Bah, but go on now and leave him be,” said Callen. “Wounded in the war he was. Took a spear in the back saving another man. He’s deserving your respect, not your

  taunts.”




  The gray beard looked at them both suspiciously. “Where was he wounded?”




  “In the back,” said Callen, and the man put on a sour expression indeed.




  “Good lady, I’ve not the time for your ignorance nor for your feigned ignorance.”




  “South o’ Pryd Town!” Callen blurted, though she had no idea if there had been any real fighting south of Pryd Town.




  That answer seemed to satisfy the pair, however, to Callen’s relief—until the younger man fixed his gaze upon Cadayle, his gray eyes immediately lighting up with obvious

  interest.




  “He’s not really my son,” Callen blurted, drawing his attention. “He’s my daughter’s husband, so I’m thinking of him as such.”




  “Daughter’s husband?” the younger man echoed, staring at Cadayle. “He’s married to you?”




  “Aye,” said the woman. “My beloved. We’re for Delaval to see if any of the monks there might be helping him.”




  The soldiers shared a look. The younger one slid down from his saddle and moved beside Bransen and Callen.




  “What’s your name?” he asked, but when Callen started to answer for Bransen, the man held up his hand to hush her.




  “Bra … Br … Brrrran,” Bransen sputtered, spraying the man with every forced syllable.




  “Bran?”




  “Sen,” Callen added, and the man hushed her with a scowl and a sharp retort.




  “Bran?” he asked again.




  “S … Sssss … Brranssen,” said the Stork.




  “Bransen?” the soldier asked, walking a circuit about him.




  “Y … Y … Yes.”




  “Stupid name,” said the soldier, brushing into Bransen, which sent the Stork into an exaggerated stumble, one hand flailing, the other desperately trying to get the walking stick

  under him for support.




  The honesty of that awkward gait and those fumbling movements had the soldiers glancing at each other again with a mixture of disgust and sympathy. The younger one grabbed Bransen roughly and

  helped steady him.




  “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said to Cadayle.




  “He’s not dead,” the woman replied, obviously trying hard to fight back her anger at the soldier for bumping Bransen.




  “Sorry for that, too,” said the man with a snicker. “Monks ain’t to help this one. Better for him and for yourself if he’d’ve just died out on the

  field.” He gave a derisive snort and walked away from Bransen, toward the wagon, visually inspecting it as he neared. “You’re loyal for bringing him to the monks, I expect. But if

  he ain’t for pleasing you, then you just let me know,” he added with a wink and a lewd smile.




  Cadayle swallowed hard. Callen moved immediately to Bransen and put her hand on his forearm, fearing that he would leap ahead and cut the fool down for the insult.




  Abruptly other sounds could be heard from behind, plodding hooves and the creak of a coach.




  “Or maybe she’s liking those jerking movements in their lovemaking, eh?” the young soldier asked his older companion, who frowned at him in response.




  “Just get the wagon off the road,” the gray beard said.




  “But the ground is uneven and full of roots,” Cadayle complained as the younger man moved around to the side of the horses. “And our wheels are worn and will

  not—”




  “Just shut your pretty mouth and be glad that we’ve not the time for other things,” the younger soldier said to her. “Or the time to take the horses and wagon in the name

  of Laird Delaval.” He gave a disapproving look at the wagon and team and old Doully the donkey tethered behind, adding, “Not that any of ’em’re worth stealing.”




  “Don’t, I beg!” said Cadayle, but the man grabbed the nearest horse’s bridle and roughly tugged the creature to the side, guiding the wagon down a small embankment, where

  it rolled fast for a few seconds, coming to rest up tight against a tree.




  Up on the road across the way, the gray beard walked his horse at Callen and Bransen, forcing them to move off the other side of the road, pulling his companion’s horse beside him as he

  stepped farther along.




  “Bow your heads for Prince Yeslnik, Laird of Pryd!” he instructed, staring at Callen all the while, making sure to keep his horse between the two wanderers and the approaching coach.

  As it rolled by, all gilded in shiny gold and pulled by a fine and strong team, Bransen noted the drivers, a pair of men he had seen before. He saw, too, the Lady Olym, Prince Yeslnik’s

  annoying and spoiled wife, as she stared out the window.




  He smiled as he glanced up at her from his half-bowed head. She regarded him with a start, which seemed a bit of recognition. Bransen winked at her for that, and she fell back, putting her

  gloved hand to her mouth.




  That made Bransen smile all the more, but he kept his face aimed at the ground to make sure the gray-bearded soldier didn’t catch on.




  “He is a prince, you say?” Callen asked the man. “Or a laird, for you’re calling him both.”




  “Prince Yeslnik of Delaval,” the gray beard confirmed, moving his horse onto the cobblestones. Across the way, his younger companion rushed up the embankment to join him and quickly

  mounted.




  “Named Laird of Pryd, soon to be Laird of Delaval,” the younger man insisted.




  “Aye, and the king of all Honce, don’t you doubt,” said his companion. “Ethelbert’s soon to break, and when we’re done with that one, we’ll put the

  other lairds in place in short order.”




  “Aye,” agreed the younger. “Now that we’ve got the river running free o’ wild northmen and goblins, and Palmaristown’s joined in Laird Delaval’s cause,

  the ships’re moving and it’s not to be long. Ethelbert’s city of Entel will find herself blockaded by the spring, and without his supplies and warriors flowing in from the

  southland he won’t last long.”




  The gray beard shot his young and boisterous companion a scolding expression, clearly willing him to silence by showing him that he was wagging his tongue too much.




  Bransen caught the nuance and understood that they were speaking of something terribly important.




  To him, though, it all seemed meaningless banter, for he cared not at all which side won this fight, or what Honce came to look like thereafter. He had no love for any laird and could only hope

  that they would all kill each other in the last throes of the seemingly endless war. One thing did strike him, though: the notion that Prince Yeslnik had already been named as the replacement laird

  for Prydae, a man dead because of Bransen. It amused Bransen to think that Yeslnik was in line to become Laird of Delaval, and even king of Honce. The man was a fool and a coward, Bransen knew all

  too well. He had come upon the very coach that had just rolled past a long time before, when vicious bloody-cap powries had forced it from the road. Yeslnik, his wife, and their two drivers (one of

  whom had been seriously wounded) were surely doomed, but Bransen, the Highwayman, had come to save the day.




  Of course, he had taken some reward for his efforts— much more than the stingy and ungrateful Prince Yeslnik had offered—and so the tale of his heroics had been buried by the

  prince’s wounded pride.




  Bransen closed his eyes and reconnected with the soul stone set under his black silk bandanna, leaving the Stork far behind.




  “Laird Yeslnik?” he whispered under his breath as the two soldiers moved off. Cadayle called to the departing men, begging them to help her get her wagon back on the road, but of

  course they just ignored her.




  “King Yeslnik?” Bransen asked quietly, shaking his head as if the possibility was truly incomprehensible. And indeed, to him, it surely was.




  Still, given his experience with the nobility of Honce, he was hardly surprised.




  “We should have gone straight out for Behr, as we’d planned,” Cadayle said to Bransen as he coaxed and tugged the horses to get the wagon back on the road.




  “No choice to us,” he answered, and not for the first time.




  Cadayle sighed and didn’t argue. Both of them had wanted to get out of Honce to board a ship in the port of Ethelbert dos Entel and sail around the Belt-and-Buckle Mountains into Behr.

  Bransen’s greatest desire—at least, that which he expressed to his two companions—was to find the Mountains of Fire and the Walk of Clouds, the home of the Jhesta Tu mystics.

  Their centuries of wisdom had created the tome that Bransen’s father had penned. Bransen’s mother, Sen Wi, had been of their order. In their midst, Bransen believed, he would find the

  answers to his dilemma. There, he would attune himself more fully to his ki-chi-kree, his line of life energy, and would thus free himself of having to wear the soul stone strapped to his

  forehead. That soul stone allowed Bransen to keep his line of life energy straight and strong; without it, his energy sputtered and flitted in every different direction, leaving him the crippled

  Stork.




  The Jhesta Tu had his answers, he believed, and he prayed. But he could not go there at that time, as he had hoped, not through Ethelbert dos Entel, at least, for the place was locked down, and

  any man who entered the holding of Laird Ethelbert without proper authorization would find himself pressed into service or hanged by the neck.




  And so the trio had come southwest instead of southeast and now neared Delaval, the principal city of the land, the seat of power for Laird Delaval, the man who would be king of Honce. Rumors

  along the road said that passage could be gained to Behr from that city, though it would be a roundabout journey indeed, sailing up the great river, the Masur Delaval (recently named for the ruling

  family), then through the southern expanse of the Gulf of Honce, and down along the broken region of small holdings known as the Mantis Arm.




  It would be an expensive journey, no doubt, and perhaps one full of danger, but the roads simply were not an option at this time of intense warfare.




  Or perhaps they were, but Bransen wasn’t quite ready to make that all-important journey.




  They were moving again soon after. Around a bend in the road less than a mile to the west the trio came in sight of the renowned city nestled at the base of southern hills, surrounding three

  fast-flowing tributaries that swept down through the streets and joined in a deep pool before the city’s northern wharves. This was the head of the Masur Delaval, a river whose currents

  swirled and backed with the varying tides of the northern gulf.




  The city itself was everything Bransen, Cadayle, and Callen had imagined, with rows and rows of stone and wooden buildings, many two or even three stories high. A stone wall surrounded much of

  the town, including all of the central region. Within it sat the most impressive structure that any of the three had ever seen, a castle so imposing and expansive that it dominated the landscape

  wholly, a series of three connected keeps whose walls towered so high and strong that Laird Delaval’s designs on ruling the entirety of Honce as the one king suddenly seemed all too

  tenable.




  By late afternoon, the trio had come to the outskirts, crossing through lanes bordered by trade shops of every type and with a large produce market set in a wide square just outside the city

  wall. A few peasants moved about the market, old women mostly, trying to get in a last purchase before the vendors closed their kiosks.




  “Rotten goods,” Callen whispered to the others, for Cadayle had come down from the wagon now to walk beside them, the three of them leading the team slowly. “Kitchen throwaways

  from the castle, no doubt.”




  “No different than in Pryd Town,” Cadayle said. “The lairds and their closest take all the best, and we get what’s left.”




  “Except the best that we never let go their way in the first place,” Callen remarked with a wry grin.




  “Or the best that a certain black-clothed highwayman took from them,” added Bransen, and all three shared a laugh.




  Cadayle was the first to stop, though, as she caught the undercurrent of the statement. She stared at her husband suspiciously until at last he looked her way with a puzzled expression.




  “You can’t be thinking …” she said.




  “I often am.”




  “Of letting him out here,” Cadayle finished. “The Highwayman, I mean. You keep yourself in the guise of the Stork while we’re in Delaval.”




  “No guise, I fear,” said Bransen as he reached up and popped the soul stone out from under his bandanna, quickly pocketing it. Instantly he felt the first twinges of separation, the

  first sparks of discord from his line of ki-chi-kree. “It is who … oo I ammm.”




  Cadayle winced at the stutter, despite her insistence.




  “You hate seeing me like that,” Bransen remarked, his voice relatively strong and steady. Cadayle looked at him in surprise. In response, he merely glanced down at his hand, still in

  his pocket, still holding the soul stone. He was getting much better at maintaining that connection even when the stone was not strapped to the focal point of his chi, up on his

  forehead.




  Cadayle frowned, though, and Bransen immediately began his awkward gait.




  “Don’t you be thinking of stealing anything in this town,” Cadayle whispered. “Laird Delaval frightens me.”




  Bransen didn’t reply, but of course he was thinking precisely that.




  They were turned away at the gate, for no wagons and horses were allowed inside other than those owned by the fortunate nobility who lived within the walls and the higher-priced merchants and

  tradesmen who had to pay dearly for a license to bring a horse or donkey or wagon inside. The guards did point them at a nearby stable outside the wall, however, and assured them that the

  proprietor was a man of high regard.




  His reputation didn’t matter much to them anyway. They had little of value in the wagon other than Bransen’s silk clothing and the pack they simply would carry away with them. Doully

  was old and more a friend than a worker, and they had planned to sell the horse team upon their arrival anyway, for the poor beasts had seen too much of ill-groomed roads and broken trails.




  “They’ll both need shoeing, to be sure,” Yenium the stablemaster informed them. He was a tall and very thin man with a dark complexion and darker beard that grew in every day.

  “Ye been walking a long way.”




  “Too long,” said Callen.




  The man stared at Bransen.




  “Bringing him to the monks,” Cadayle explained. “He was hurt in the war.”




  Yenium laughed aloud. “But they’ll do ye no good,” he said, waving his hands in apology even as he spoke the words. “Not unless ye got good gold to pay, and lots of

  it.”




  Callen and Cadayle exchanged sour looks, though neither was surprised, of course. It seemed as if some things were constant throughout the land of Honce.




  “Our funds run short,” Callen said. “We were hoping that you would have need of the horses and the wagon.”




  “Buy ’em?”




  “They’ve walked too much of the roads,” Callen explained.




  “True enough,” Yenium said. “And the donkey?”




  “We’ll be keeping that one,” said Callen. “We’ve a long way to go yet.”




  Knowing their negotiations to be in good hands, Bransen let Cadayle lead him off to the side. Sure enough, Callen joined them shortly after, jiggling a small bag of silver coins and even a

  single piece of gold. “And he’s to board Doully for us free for as long as we’re in Delaval,” Callen said with a satisfied grin. “A fair price.”




  “More than,” Cadayle agreed and slung the pack over her shoulder. She was about to suggest that they go and see the city proper before the daylight waned but was interrupted by the

  blare of horns from inside the city wall. Cheers followed, and many of the peasants outside the wall began streaming for the gates, moving eagerly and chattering with obvious excitement.




  Callen and Cadayle flanked Bransen and moved him along swiftly to beat the rush. Fortunately, they weren’t far from the gate, and with a rather lewd wink at Cadayle, the young guard let

  them through. Not that the view was any better beyond the wall as thousands had gathered around the grand square, all jumping and shouting, lifting their arms high and waving red towels.




  “What is it, then?” Cadayle asked a nearby reveler.




  The woman looked at her as if she must be crazy.




  “We’ve just come in,” Cadayle explained. “We know nothing of the source of the celebration.”




  “The laird’s come down,” the woman explained.




  “The king, ye mean!” another corrected.




  “Laird Delaval—King Delaval soon enough, by the graces of Abelle and the Ancient Ones,” the first said.




  Bransen shook his head shakily, continually amazed at the manner in which the peasants always seemed to hedge their bets regarding the afterlife, citing both of the dominant religions.




  “He’s come down with his lady and all the others,” said the woman. “Tonight the brave Prince Yeslnik’s to be formally named as Laird of Pryd Holding. That and a

  host of other honors on the man. Oh, but he’s handsome, and so brave! He’s killed a hundred of Ethelbert’s men, don’t ye know?”




  Cadayle smiled and nodded, hiding her knowing smirk well as she turned to regard Bransen, who of course knew better than to believe any such supposed heroics attributed to the foppish Prince

  Yeslnik. But Cadayle’s smile disappeared in a blink, for Callen stood there alone with no sign of Bransen. Immediately Cadayle brought a hand up to her pack, realizing as she grasped it that

  it had been relieved of some of its contents. It was not hard for her to guess which things might have been taken.




  She gave an awkward bow and moved away from the peasant woman, catching her mother by the elbow and leading her to a quieter spot.




  “What is he thinking?” she asked.




  “That with all of them down here …” Callen motioned with her chin toward the castle.




  Cadayle heaved a great and helpless sigh.




  Her husband was a stubborn one, she knew.




  And that stubbornness was likely to get him killed.




  Bransen didn’t change into his black silk suit until he reached the shadows at the base of the stone wall to the castle’s highest and

  most fortified keep. The exotic cloth had held up well through the years, and was still shiny, as if through some magic the dirt could not gain a hold on it. The right sleeve of the shirt had been

  torn away by Bransen, to make both his mask (for he unrolled the gem-holding headband down to the tip of his nose, with eyeholes cut in appropriately) and a strip of cloth that he tied about his

  upper right arm to hide an easily identifiable birthmark.




  As he had expected, almost all of the soldiers had gone down to watch the pomp and ceremony of the anointing of Laird Yeslnik. The main gates were guarded, he noted as he crossed about the side

  streets and back alleys, as were all the entry points to the castle proper.




  But Bransen was Jhesta Tu, or a close approximation at least, and he didn’t need a doorway. So he moved to the back wall, out of view, and donned his black suit.




  He glanced around, hearing the distant sounds of the growing celebration. He saw no guards in the area and held confidence that any who were supposed to be here, behind the structure and thus

  blocked from the merrymaking, were likely away from their posts, watching the happenings in the lower bailey.




  He couldn’t be sure, though, and that truth gave him pause.




  “But you are the Highwayman,” he reminded himself, his grin widening beneath the black mask.




  Bransen fell within himself. He thought of the gemstones, of the malachite, and used the feelings its touch had inspired to reach that corresponding energy within his ki-chi-kree. If he

  had had the magical gemstone in his possession he could have floated off the ground, he knew, but even without it, even just remembering its powers, Bransen lightened his body greatly. He reached

  up with one hand and pulled himself up the wall.




  Like a spider he scrambled, his hands and feet finding grooves in the stone. So weightless had he become that it mattered not how deep the ledge or how firm his grip. In less than a minute the

  Highwayman had scaled the seventy-five feet of the highest tower, all the way to the one narrow window on this back side of the structure. He peeked inside, then settled himself securely on the

  ledge. With a look all around at the wide and glorious rolling countryside south of Delaval, he slipped into the dimly lit room.




  This was the tower of royalty, he knew at once from the many valuables—paintings, tapestries, vases, and a plethora of other trinkets and utensils and artworks.




  The Highwayman rubbed his hands together and went to work.




  It is long overdue, and less than you have earned,” Lady Olym called back behind her as she entered her private bedchamber. “Your uncle

  should have named you Laird of Delaval and been done with it. His only son is not worthy, of course.”




  A murmur of protest came back to her from Yeslnik’s room, too garbled for her to decipher—not that she cared to, anyway.




  “Laird of Pryd Town,” Olym said. If she was thrilled her voice did not reflect it. “Now I suppose we will have to live in that dreary place.”




  She pulled off her bulky bejeweled dress and an assortment of accessories. Stripped to her sheer nightdress, she sat down at her vanity, admiring her powdered face in the pretty mirror set atop

  the small marble table. One by one she pulled off her oversized rings, each set with a fabulous precious stone.




  They paled in comparison to the necklace she wore, though, which was set with diamonds, rubies, and emeralds, one after another, three rows thick and from shoulder to shoulder. Olym gently

  stroked the precious stones, staring at them in the mirror as if in a trance. So fully did they hold her attention that she didn’t even notice the black-clothed figure that had moved up to

  stand directly behind her.




  Olym jumped indeed when a hand settled on her own and a soft voice whispered, “Allow me to help you with that, dear lady.”




  She started to scream, but the hand clapped tightly over her mouth.




  “Do not cry out, I beg of you,” the Highwayman said. “I will not harm you, dear lady. On my word.” He brought his head down to rest his chin on her shoulder so that they

  could look each other in the eye through the mirror. For a moment Olym seemed to swoon, her chest heaving.




  “On my word,” the Highwayman said again, and he gave her a plaintive and questioning look and eased his hand away from her mouth just a bit.




  Olym nodded her head, and the Highwayman pulled his hand away.




  “You have come to ravish me!” Olym wailed.




  The bemused Highwayman stared at her, for her tone sounded more hopeful than terrified.




  Olym turned on him sharply. “Take me, then,” she offered. “But be quick and be gone and know that I shan’t enjoy it!”




  Without the soul stone Bransen always stuttered badly, but never had he found words harder to find than at that moment, though the soul stone was, of course, strapped securely to his

  forehead.




  Olym turned further about and threw back her head, the back of one hand across her forehead as if in despair. The movement thrust forth her breasts, of course, and the sheer nightdress did

  little to hide her obvious excitement.




  “Take me, then! Ravish me! Have at me with your animal savagery.”




  “And force you to make little barnyard noises?” the Highwayman asked, trying hard not to laugh.




  “Oh, yes, if you must! If that is what I need do to escape murder at the end of your blade!”




  The Highwayman didn’t quite know how to say, “But all I want are the jewels,” so he stuttered again—until footsteps sounded in the hall, coming their way. “I beg

  your silence,” he whispered, putting a finger over his pursed lips, fading into the shadows so seamlessly behind a tapestry that Olym had to blink and stare stupidly, wondering if he had ever

  really been there.




  “Ah, wife,” Yeslnik said, entering the room. “I am randy from the excitement of the day.” He paused and looked at her admiringly, at her nearly naked form and obvious

  state. “Apparently I am not alone in my humor!”




  Now it was Olym’s turn to stutter. She glanced repeatedly at the shadows where the Highwayman had disappeared.




  Yeslnik sidled up to her and pulled her tight against him, his eyes narrowing. “I am the Laird of Pryd Holding,” he said, and then again and again. With each proclamation he squeezed

  Olym tighter to him.




  “My laird,” Olym said, looking past him as he turned, again to the spot where the Highwayman had gone.




  Had gone and returned, she noted, for he stood there, leaning against her vanity, one arm bare and one blanketed in black silk crossed over his chest, a look of utter amusement on his face, his

  so-handsome face.




  Olym took a deep breath and gave a mewling sound.




  “Oh, my princess,” Yeslnik gasped. “I am the Laird of Pryd Holding!” He shuddered as he squeezed her against him more tightly still.




  “So you have mentioned a dozen times,” a masculine voice said behind him. Yeslnik froze in place. “If you say it a dozen more, perhaps you will convince yourself you are worthy

  of the title.”




  Yeslnik spun about. “You!” he cried.




  “I could be no one else,” the Highwayman said with a shrug.




  “How?”




  “Your interrogation techniques leave much to be desired, I fear,” the Highwayman said. “More so when one considers that if anyone here is a prisoner, it is not I.”




  “Not you?” Yeslnik stammered, trying hard to catch up.




  “Yes you, not I,” said the Highwayman.




  “Not I?”




  “Yes, you!”




  “You?”




  “Now you have it!” the Highwayman said, and pointed at Yeslnik and emphatically added, “You.”




  “Do not harm him!” Olym cried, and she threw herself in front of Yeslnik, her arms wide to hold him back—and also to give the Highwayman a complete viewing. “Take me as

  you will. Ravish me!”




  “Olym!” Yeslnik cried.




  “I will do anything for you, my laird,” Olym wailed.




  “Back to the barnyard, always there,” the Highwayman remarked. Yeslnik stared at him incredulously.




  “I will suffer his passion for you, my love,” Olym said to her husband. “I will save you with my womanly charms.”




  “With your jewels, you mean,” the Highwayman corrected. Faster than either of them could react, he came forward and snatched the necklace from Olym’s neck, then, for good

  measure, scooped the rings from the vanity.




  “Not again!” Yeslnik cried. In a moment of uncustomary courage (or more likely it was just his anger overruling his good sense), he threw Olym aside and raised his fists

  threateningly. He snapped his hand to the near side of the vanity, where Olym kept a sharp knife she used to scrape the dark hairs from her chin. Yeslnik stepped forward, waving the knife out

  before him.




  The Highwayman dropped his hands to his side, sighed, and shook his head.




  “You’ll not make a fool of me again,” Yeslnik declared.




  “I fear you reached that marker long before I arrived,” the Highwayman replied.




  The Laird of Pryd Holding finally sorted that insult out and stabbed at the man in rage. The Highwayman turned, and the blade slipped past harmlessly.




  Yeslnik retracted and stabbed again, and the Highwayman dodged the other way.




  Yeslnik slashed across at the man’s head, but of course the agile Highwayman easily ducked the awkward strike, then came up again and with even less effort sidestepped the next futile

  stab.




  “Truly, Prince Yeslnik, you are making this more difficult,” the Highwayman said. He ducked another slash, sidestepped another stab, then caught the move he had been waiting for, an

  uppercut thrusting the knife for the bottom of his chin.




  It never got close. The Highwayman’s left hand caught the prince’s forearm, and his right hand clamped over Yeslnik’s at just the right angle for the thief to buckle the

  prince’s wrist, bending the hand forward suddenly. The Highwayman pressed, overextending the bend, driving Yeslnik’s knuckles down toward his wrist. Under that strain and pain, Yeslnik

  could not hold his grip on the knife. Even as he realized he had let it go, the Highwayman’s left hand shot out and slapped him across the face, backhanded him the other way, and slapped him

  a third time for good measure.




  “Do you insist on making this harder?” the Highwayman asked, presenting the knife out, handle first, toward the prince.




  Infuriated beyond reason, Yeslnik grabbed the blade and slashed wildly, again hitting nothing but air. In sheer frustration he threw the knife. His eyes went wide indeed when he noted that the

  thief had caught it so easily.




  Yeslnik turned and cried out, bolting for the door. “Take my wife!” he shrieked.




  The Highwayman sprang into a sidelong cartwheel, catching his hand on the edge of the vanity, planting his other hand flat on its top, and springing away to intercept Yeslnik at the door.




  “Your knife,” he said, tossing the blade into the air.




  Yeslnik’s eyes followed its ascent as the prince skidded to a stop. To his credit Yeslnik caught the blade, but when he looked back down he found the tip of a fabulous and too-familiar

  sword an inch from his face. He gave a curious sound, strangely similar to his wife’s earlier mewling, and let the knife drop to the floor.




  The Highwayman shook his head. “Now what am I to do with you?”




  “Oh,” Lady Olym wailed, throwing her arm against her forehead and falling back, conveniently onto the room’s rather large bed.




  Both the Highwayman and Yeslnik sighed.




  A noise from somewhere down the hall reminded them that the ceremony had ended and many of the castle’s inhabitants were returning from the lower bailey.




  “Under the bed,” the Highwayman ordered Yeslnik abruptly, prodding the prince with his sword, guiding him around. Finally he stepped up and pushed Yeslnik forward.




  “While you ravish my wife above me?”




  “Oh,” wailed Olym, and her knees drifted apart.




  The Highwayman shoved Yeslnik harder for that, putting him down to his knees at the side of the bed. “You with him,” he ordered Olym, and all humor had left his tone. “Under

  the bed!”




  “But …” Olym protested, as sadly as any bride left at the altar.




  “Under the bed. Now! The both of you.” He prodded Yeslnik as he spoke, driving the man under with the tip of his sword. Grabbing Olym with his free hand, he yanked her off the bed.

  She fell heavily at his feet, but nothing other than her pride was hurt, he saw, as she looked up and reached for him desperately.




  Yeslnik grabbed her and dragged her under the bed with him.




  “In the middle,” the Highwayman ordered. He dropped down and prodded at them with his sword, forcing them back from the edge. He looked all around, thinking to block the four

  openings of the bed. But alas, there was not enough furniture in the room to seal them in.




  Sounds from outside the room heightened the Highwayman’s urgency. Improvising, he leaped in a roll across the end of the bed, coming to his feet facing the foot. He looked from its thin

  legs to his sword and back. His eyes scanned the headboard. He could clear it and easily, he realized, as the movements sorted out before him. He had to be precise; he had to be quick.




  But he was Jhesta Tu.




  The Highwayman presented his sword before him and took a deep and steadying breath. Underneath the bed Yeslnik and Olym chattered but he left their voices far behind, concentrating on the task

  before him. Both hands grasped the hilt of the sword as he lifted it slowly before his right shoulder, keeping the blade perpendicular to the floor.




  He stepped out with his left foot suddenly, slashing the blade down low, then reversed the swing so quickly that it passed over the severed bed leg before the bed had even dropped. Now he

  stepped right, finishing the move as his backhand took out the other leg.




  The foot of the bed dropped as the Highwayman leaped back to the right in a twisting somersault. He came to his feet beside the bed, his back to it. Halfway up its length he continued his spin,

  his blade neatly severing the third leg.




  Yeslnik and Olym cried out in protest, but their initial escape route, anticipated by the Highwayman, had been lost with the collapse of the bed’s right side.




  The Highwayman let go of the sword with his right hand as he came around. As soon as he faced the bed squarely again his legs twitched, lifting him in a dive ahead and to the side. He turned his

  free right hand under and caught the top of the headboard, allowing him to turn about as he lifted a straight-legged somersault that ended with a sudden tuck that spun him over and a more sudden

  extension that landed him upright facing the bed. But only for a moment, for he dropped and slashed to the right, and the fourth and final leg fell away, dropping the full weight of the bed onto

  Yeslnik and Olym, mercifully muffling their annoying cries.




  The Highwayman stepped back and regarded his handiwork with a nod that reflected both surprise and satisfaction. He looked down at the small sack tied to his belt, bulging with coin and jewels,

  and nodded again.




  “Do remember that I did not kill you, and it would have been an easy thing,” he said to Yeslnik, bending low and peering under at the grunting and outraged man. “And do

  remember that I did not ravish your wife.”




  Yeslnik cursed and spat at him, but the Highwayman had perplexed himself with his own words. He leaned back to consider them and didn’t even notice the feeble insult, verbal or watery.




  “You remember that I did not ravish her,” the Highwayman clarified, looking back at Yeslnik. “I do hope that dear Lady Olym will forget that fact, for I am certain that my lack

  of action angers her more than anything else I might have done, murdering you included.”




  “How dare you?” Yeslnik demanded.




  “It is really quite easy,” the Highwayman assured him, and with a tap of two fingers to his forehead, he rushed away to the window.




  But darkness hadn’t fallen yet, and the upper bailey teemed with guards.




  Nearly an hour passed before Prince Yeslnik finally managed to squirm out from under the heavy bed. His howls took some time to get the attention

  of some servants, who at last rushed in and helped him pull the bed up enough to allow Olym to unceremoniously slither out.




  “You!” Olym screamed at her husband. She made no effort to cover herself, though more and more people were charging into the room to see what was the matter. “You fancy

  yourself the laird of a holding, and you cannot deal with a single thief? You are a hero among men, and yet a single, small man chases you under your wife’s bed like a frightened

  rabbit?” She moved to slap him, but Yeslnik caught her arm then her other one and held her fast.




  “Would you be less angry if he had ravished you?” Yeslnik asked, more an accusation than a question. Lady Olym wailed—the first sincere wail she had offered that day—and

  collapsed onto what was left of her bed.




  It seemed as if Yeslnik only then realized that the room was full of people, many of whom were staring at his revealed wife. “Out! Out!” he demanded, chasing them from the room. He

  gave a last, disgusted look at Olym and followed, ordering the guards to find the Highwayman and not return without the bastard’s severed head.




  Olym brought her hands to her face and sobbed for a long, long while as the room darkened. She was near sleep when soft lips brushed her forehead.




  “Marvelous lady,” said the Highwayman, who had never left the room. Olym’s eyes popped wide open, and she thrust herself up to her elbows to face him directly.




  “I cannot ravish a married woman, by the code of honor that guides me,” the thief graciously explained. “But I assure you that the code is sorely tried when I glimpse a

  creature of such beauty.” He reached up and gently stroked her face. Olym closed her eyes and swooned, falling back to the bed, her fingers kneading at the plush blankets.




  “Think of me,” the Highwayman bade her, “as I travel the wilds of the northland.”




  And then he was gone, sprinting to the window and going through so easily and swiftly that he was out before Olym had even glanced his way.




  Not to fear,” Bransen assured Callen and Cadayle the next day when they walked down the road out of Delaval, leading Doully the donkey.

  “For I told Lady Olym that I would be in the North.”




  “But our road is to the north,” Callen replied. “And there you will truly be.”




  “Exactly,” said Bransen and he flashed that grin, smug and disarming at the same time.




  Sure enough, Laird Delaval’s guards, at the request of Prince Yeslnik, streamed out of the city that same morning, heading south in search of the Highwayman as the Lady Olym had

  directed.
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  T W O




  Feeding the God Well




  Samhaist Dantanna crouched low as he moved through the area of knee-deep white caribou moss. The plant could be mashed into a potent salve and made

  a fine tea, but Dantanna was looking for something even more valuable: dauba bulbs. They only grew among the moss, and never in great number. Even one bulb would make for a fine day’s

  hunting, though, for the Samhaist could then prepare the most wonderful dauba stew, a brew that would take all the pains from his joints for a week and more.




  Dantanna didn’t like this land, Alpinador, far preferring the milder climate of Vanguard, south of the mountains.




  It was not his place to question, though—at least not openly.




  He had to keep telling himself that, for there was so much afoot in the world that Dantanna, still young and not completely jaded, did indeed wish to question. He bent low and brushed aside the

  moss as he quickened his pace. He knew there would be some dauba around this particularly thick strand of caribou moss—there had to be.




  “That’s a bootlace, not a vine, boy,” came a gruff voice, and only then did Dantanna realize that he was not alone in the white field, though how in the world someone else had

  come in without gaining his attention he couldn’t begin to fathom.




  Until he looked up to see the weathered face, the thick mustache, and the pointed, feathered cap. Then he knew. The man standing tall and straight before him might have been forty or

  seventy—he had those ageless features that exude both strength and the wisdom of experience. So much experience.




  “Master Sequin,” he stammered, sidling back a few feet. The old scout didn’t answer other than to stare un-blinkingly and witheringly at the Samhaist. “I did not know

  that you were in the area,” Dantanna said.




  “Like to state the obvious, do you?”




  Dantanna nodded stupidly. “I am Samhaist Dantanna—once we met, in Vanguard and near to where theAbelli …”




  “Chapel Pellinor,” the weathered Jameston Sequin said. Dantanna nodded, trying not to look too pleased that this great man had remembered him.




  “I never forget a face,” Jameston went on. “Or the name of a man I consider worth remembering.”




  Dantanna beamed all the more.




  “What did you say your name was again?”




  The Samhaist slouched. “Dantanna.”




  “You travel with old Badden?”




  “Ancient Badden,” Dantanna corrected, and (surprisingly to him) forcefully.




  “You’re a long way from home, boy.”




  Dantanna didn’t begin to know how to take that. “There is the war …”




  “The one your Ancient Badden started.”




  “Not so!” Dantanna protested with a severity that surprised him given his ambivalence, often disgust, at the fighting over Vanguard. “Dame Gwydre began it all. She chose and

  chose ill.”




  “Because she fell in love with a man?”




  “Because she fell in love with an Abellican monk!”




  Jameston Sequin chuckled and shook his head. “An offense worth all of this?” he asked.




  Dantanna half shook his head and half nodded, giving no verbal response, because he knew that if he did he would never get any true resonance or confidence in his voice.




  “Well, you fight your battles as you choose them,” Jameston said. “I’ll let the folk of Vanguard choose which religion, Samhaist or Abellican, suits their

  needs.”




  “And which for Jameston?” Dantanna asked, thinking himself sly for the instant it took Jameston to mock him utterly with a laugh.




  The old scout brought his arm out in front of him, holding a sack, and still applying that withering gaze over Dantanna, he upended it before the man. More than a dozen pointy troll ears tumbled

  out onto the ground at Dantanna’s feet.




  “It’s theirs to choose,” Jameston said.




  “As it is yours,” Dantanna replied, still staring down at the multitude of ears—ears of creatures Ancient Badden had enlisted in the fight.




  “If my choice is between a man and a troll, it’s not a hard one, boy,” Jameston said. “I said I didn’t much care, and I don’t, but you tell your Ancient

  Badden that I’m not for letting glacial trolls murder families in the name of Samhain or in the name of anyone else.”




  “Our struggle is …”




  “… none of my business,” Jameston finished for him, “and none of my care. But when I see a troll, I kill a troll, and I don’t ask who it’s working

  for.” He snorted derisively and started away.




  “Master Sequin,” Dantanna called after him. “If we meet again, will you remember my name?”




  Jameston didn’t stop or look back. “I forgot it already.”




  From a high perch on the very edge of the great glacier Cold’rin, Ancient Badden stared out across the miles of the southland. In his

  mind’s eye, he looked past the frozen tundra of Alpinador to the thick forests of Vanguard. He envisioned the battles raging there, Honce man against goblin, Honce man against glacial troll,

  Honce man against the sturdy Alpinadoran barbarians.




  His army, battling the men of Honce, punishing them for their growing acceptance of the heretics of Blessed Abelle.




  A smile creased Ancient Badden’s face, strangely white teeth (for one of his age) standing brightly in the midst of his wild black mustache and beard, a gigantic affair that poked out in a

  semicircle of sharp points beneath the old Samhaist’s weathered face, its ends sharpened by dung and plaited with ribbons black and red. He would teach them.




  Word had come that Chapel Pellinor had fallen— sacked as much by angry Honce men as by Ancient Badden’s hordes. The few surviving monks were even then being dragged north, to this

  place, to be sacrificed to Ancient D’no, the worm god of the frozen lands.




  Ancient Badden lowered his gaze to the clouds of steam at the base of the glacier’s cliff face, where the ice met the hot waters of the lake called Mithranidoon. The mists seemed to him to

  thicken. An indication, perhaps, that D’no was pleased by the news? Or his imagination, his thrill, at the prospect of feeding the god so well?




  Ancient Badden envisioned the hot waters beneath that cloud, the Holy Lake of Mithranidoon, the Rift of Samhain, the gift of the Ancient Ones to their children as a reward for their wondrous

  efforts here.




  A particularly sharp retort turned the old Samhaist around, to view the crevice some fifty feet north of where he stood. A pair of giants, fifteen feet tall and with shoulders as wide as the

  wingspan of a great eagle, rolled heavy mallets up into the air, slamming them down concurrently upon the flattened head of a battered log, a sharpened wedge that drove deeper into the glacier with

  every smash. Once they had driven that one down to the level of the glacier, Ancient Badden would bless the spike and prepare its end with spells and fire, that another could be placed upon it and

  driven down, pushing the bottom one even deeper.




  Over to the right of the giants, where the crevice was much wider and much deeper, several glacial trolls hung by their ankles, suspended beneath crossbeams by thin ropes. Their arms were

  weighted, forcing them into a diver’s stretch, and their wrists had been expertly cut, their thin blood dripping down into the chasm and turning into a fine, coating mist in the windy gorge.

  Troll blood did not freeze, and the coating of it in the crevice would prevent the melted waters from mitigating the damage to the edge of the glacier. One troll, at least one, was dead and dried

  out now, Ancient Badden noted, but no worries, for the wretched little beasts were as thick as hares in summer Vanguard.




  He scanned farther to the right, to the elaborate ice bridge he had magically constructed: it spanned the widest expanse of the chasm, with enough room on either side so that it would continue

  to allow crossing even when the rift had become as wide as intended. Ancient Badden couldn’t help but smile as his gaze moved farther to the right, to the mountain wall bordering the glacier

  on the east, for against that dark stone loomed Ancient Badden’s greatest work yet: his home, Devongel, a castle of crystalline ice, of elegant, winding spires and thick walls, of defensive

  and confusing mazes both practical and beautiful.




  His smile disappeared when he looked back to the left, over by the working giants, and noted a smaller form, dressed in the telltale light green robes of a Samhaist, though surely nothing as

  elaborate as Ancient Badden’s gown, decorated as it was with claws and teeth from various carnivores, and with leafy designs woven with threads green and yellow so that it looked as if the

  Samhaist could walk into a strand of brush and simply disappear. About his waist, Ancient Badden wore a thick red sash, tied on his right hip, with its frayed ends nearly reaching the ground. Only

  one Samhaist, the Ancient himself, could wear this holiest of belts, and Ancient Badden put his hand on that knot now, as the ever-annoying Priest Dantanna approached, to remind himself of that

  honor.
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