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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Justice Enough

			Linet strode through the twilit halls of the Lodge of the Heron Kings, gathering bits of gear, moving from one chamber to the next and through the long-remembered routines of lacing her leather jerkin, hooking a quiver of arrows to her belt and stringing her bow. There was some small comfort in these familiar acts, but she knew they were only a distraction from the worry gnawing at the back of her mind.

			Where are they? she thought.

			It was just a routine skirmish, another Marchman tribal incursion meant to test Lord Osbren’s resolve, no more. What had begun a century ago with a desperate band of peasant guerrillas lived on in the deadly rangers, a forest refuge for those born with no place in the civilized world and who exchanged freedom from it for service from the shadows. The task of the Heron Kings had been to block the woodland paths while Osbren’s men did the dirty work of driving the barbarians back into the mountains. But the twenty sent to do the job were late in returning. They were proficient fighters in any setting of course, but they were most dangerous among the rocks and trees in the dead of night. Tactics that availed one little on an open field.

			Linet was late herself, should already have been out on her nightly patrol around the perimeter of the Lodge. But she itched to steal a horse and ride out into the night to make sure nothing had gone wrong. She came to the entrance hall just as the last drops of sunlight fell into shadow, casting a dimness over the valley and leaving the opening to the underground complex, difficult to find even in the noonday sun, as good as invisible. It was almost empty tonight, with everyone of fighting age out on patrol and only a staff of fledglings and elders remaining.

			The hall was the only open space in the Lodge, with ornate double doors opening to a concealed access tunnel. A domed ceiling curved down to corridors connecting the system of subterranean chambers that were part natural cave, part carved from the rock. It was a minor marvel of engineering that could house a hundred in perfect secrecy, situated beneath both a natural hot spring and waterfall and suffused with pipes and ventilation shafts. Years of improvements had given the underground fortress a little home-like quality at least, including a stone hearth at one end of the entrance hall. Two high-backed chairs sat side by side before it like faithful old hounds, padded and upholstered and worn deep in the seats with much use. Passing by on her way to the exit, Linet cast a glance in their direction, a last look at a piece of civilization before the wildness of the night forest, and then screamed.

			Or rather, she screamed as much as her lifelong training would allow. A shrill yelp of surprise before she recovered into a fighting stance, her short recurved sword halfway out of its scabbard and eyes trained on the odd figure sitting in one of the chairs. It was covered in dirt and leaves, its wild and tousled hair prickly with twigs.

			“Identify yourself!” Linet demanded. The figure started, rose and turned toward her. A face flickered in the low hearthlight. Linet breathed a sigh of relief as she dropped her blade back into its scabbard. “Aerrus! You ass, you frightened m—”

			“Lin,” the young man croaked hoarsely, running forward and clapping dirty hands hard on her shoulders. “Has anyone else made it back yet? Tell me they have!”

			“Made it back? No, not yet. What do you mean? What’s happened?”

			Aerrus’s brow wavered. “No. So I’m the only one. Lin, it was a trap. Somehow the Marchmen, they knew we were gonna be there. They ambushed us with torches, set fire to the whole godsdamned forest it seemed. Went up like a thatch barn in autumn. We never had a chance. They…they cut us to pieces.”

			Linet’s voice caught in her throat, her knees suddenly weak. “What? But…how?”

			“Someone betrayed us,” Aerrus growled, looking like some forest wight out of legend, filthy as he was. “Told ’em right where we were going to be. Someone who in the near future is going to become a corpse. Very. Slowly.” Fury boiled in his eyes. “And I know just where to start. Is anyone else about?”

			“No, everyone’s either out on patrol or…with you.”

			“It’ll have to be just us two, then,” he said urgently. “We can do it, they’re only six. Come on!”

			“Wait, where are we going?”

			* * *

			They rode double through the hidden bridle paths on one of the sturdy, shaggy horses the Marchmen favored, downhill from the Lodge and toward the road that followed the Carsa River. Linet held on to Aerrus from behind, the stench of earth and smoke from his clothes strong in her nostrils. She fought to process this news of the slaughter of nineteen of her fellows, and in the dark she let tears fall without shame. “Tell me,” she demanded as they rode, “tell me all of it.”

			“Osbren’s troops were doing their part, we ours. Just before the battle, Bolen spotted six men riding into the Marchman camp, but we didn’t think much on it. Then they fired the woods and came at us from the side. Knew exactly where we were. I got brained with a torch, and I guess knocked out.” He ran a hand down the back of his head where the hairs were singed. “When I woke up our dead were all over the place. No survivors. I was hoping I’d miscounted in the smoke, but….”

			Linet still couldn’t believe it. “None? Bolen, Curswell, Gastere, Ellandi?”

			“All dead. Savages! The Marchmen didn’t even press their attack, just ran off before sundown like always. Found one of their horses wandering around. I was on my way back to the Lodge when I came up behind those same six riders from before, headed north in no kind of hurry. I turned onto the high hill path and came home, just sat down to catch my breath a bit when I spooked you. Figured we could return the favor, ambush them and maybe get some answers. Six against two and we only need one wagging tongue, so I ain’t too inclined to mercy. I know they had something to do with this.”

			“How can you be sure? Just because—”

			“Didn’t get a real good look, but I’d swear at least one of ’em was wearing sable ’round his neck.”

			Linet knew very well what that meant, and it changed everything.

			* * *

			A silvery moon shone down on the forest road, marking out the well-worn path. Six riders nudged their skittish palfreys on two by two. Quietly enough now, though they’d wrought pandemonium only hours ago. With that business behind them and their mission fulfilled, they now rode in silence. But the old rumors of this forest, of what happened to the unwelcome here…the nervousness weighed so heavily that even the horses whinnied every few yards.

			Linet crouched in the brush three paces off the road, her bowstring taut. The bow was a small treasure as well as a weapon, crafted out of fine yew from the forest around her, carved to fit her own hand and tipped with polished ramshorn nocks. The fletches of a broadheaded arrow tickled her finger as she held it half-drawn, waiting for the agreed-upon signal.

			One of the lead riders halted. Or rather his horse did, though at no command. With annoyance the rider adjusted his rich furs and dug spurs into the animal’s hide. Once, again harder, again. It just stamped and snorted.

			A raspy whisper from behind. “Oi, what’s the hold-up?”

			“Ssh, listen! D’you hear…?”

			“I ain’t heard nothing ’cept that yer horse is fracted in the noggin. Kick it on!”

			The lead rider tried again, and the horse began to buck.

			Snap. A twig breaking. It came from somewhere in the trees. A soft sound, but it echoed loud in the all-consuming dark. The horse stilled again. A pause. “Oh, shite….”

			Linet raised her weapon, drew and loosed. An acid thwung rang out from the string until it was drowned by the hard slap of the shaft hitting flesh. Both lead riders screamed and fell, as though struck by two unseen blows. The horses neighed in terror as the other riders shouted curses. Another arrow already drawn, she turned in the other direction. Thwungslap! A rear rider went down, clutching his chest.

			Two horses bucked in panic and threw the remaining riders to the ground, breaking the neck of one. The last managed to kick hard enough to spur the animal on, trampling writhing bodies, and down the forest road with low branches whipping his face into bloodied bits. An arrow lanced out from across the road, but it missed the fleeing target. 

			The other thrown rider stumbled to his feet, dying comrades groaning in agony about him. A movement. Dark and obscured by the cover of the forest growth, but there nonetheless. Fury overcame fear, and the rider drew a long war sword and rushed toward the movement, shouting bloody murder. He swung wildly but the long blade bounced off the thick branches, useless. A gleaming short blade leaped out of the gloom like a serpent, and he jumped back just in time to avoid a killing thrust.

			“Gyah!” Dropping the longsword, he drew a dagger and charged ahead. The shape before resolved out of the dark: no demon after all, but a man. A short one, at that. He swiped left and right, but the wiry frame jumped away each time. With a cry he drove a kick into his midsection. He flew back and down, a great blow of outward breath proving his enemy mortal.

			The rider glowered over his attacker to deliver the killing blow, raising the dagger high. The man on the ground suddenly turned, spun in an arc with his own short sword in hand and with a sweep opened the rider’s throat.

			A groan, a gurgling spray, and he fell to the side, his last sensation the cool wet earth against his face.

			Aerrus rose, breathing heavily. Where the rider had been now stood another, more shapely figure outlined in moonlight.

			“One got away,” said Linet.

			“Gods fuckitall! Any others still alive?”

			She looked down at the carnage they’d wrought. Not all of their shots had been killing ones, but the bucking and stamping mounts had added to the score. “None that’ll live long enough to tell us anything.”

			Aerrus kicked a tree. “I was too hasty!”

			“Search the bodies,” Linet suggested. “Maybe we can still learn something.”

			“Yeah,” Aerrus answered, broken by fresh weariness and a grief that hit them both all of a sudden. “Yeah….”

			As the blood flowed at their feet, the pair fell into a mournful embrace and wept.

			* * *

			The two figures flitted through the forest like ghosts. The moon now hung low in the sky, but if one happened to look at just the right moment, a shaft of light down through the trees might reveal a hint of movement, but that’s all. In a blink it’d be gone, leaving any spy not really sure they’d seen anything. Neither spoke, thanks not only to a lifetime of training but simply because nothing needed to be said. Linet and Aerrus came at last to a place where the trickle of water over rock whispered a soft welcome home. They hunkered into a crouch and disappeared into what at first glance would seem a solid stone outcropping. The forest left no trace of their passing.

			They trudged into the Lodge’s entrance hall, followed by a few others now returned from night patrol and demanding to know where the pair had been, where the rest were. They ignored all this to collapse into the chairs before the hearth, except to allow fledglings to take their weapons and gear away to be cleaned and mended. “There are horses stashed in the usual place,” Linet said wearily, “and…some bodies that’ll need to be cleaned from the road.” Even in disaster, secrecy and security had to be maintained. Especially in disaster. “And—”

			“There you are!” The Lodge came to life now at the news of their return, and a tall redheaded man entered the hall from one of the side passages, then nodded to one of the fledglings. “Tell Perrim they’ve returned. She’ll want to see them straight away.”

			“I’ll tell her myself, Vander,” Aerrus said, standing again slowly.

			“We both will,” Linet answered.

			They crossed the hall to another passage, down and around toward a council room that contained the Lodge’s single waterfall-shrouded window, and lanterns set into the walls. A tired-looking woman, made older than her sixty or more years by worry, and a man of similar age sat at one end of a long oak table worn smooth by a century of pounding fists.

			The young pair waited while their older counterparts regarded them. There was grief in that waiting, no less palpable for its being silent.

			“I have been sitting in this chair,” said the woman at last, “for far too long to have to guess what you’re about to tell me. Something terrible has happened.”

			Aerrus told the story as he knew it, and when Linet entered it she took over. Perrim’s frown grew deep and deeper, yet no tears fell.

			“So,” said the man next to her angrily, “it was a bit of revenge you were after, then?”

			“No! Lom, you know us better than that.” Linet glanced briefly at Aerrus, his face a mask. “Well, you know me better than that.”

			“Yet you failed to take any of these mysterious men alive! And one escaped to tell the tale. Would you care to enlighten me as to what you did accomplish to salve this bloody catastrophe?”

			Aerrus held up something he’d been clutching tightly like a magic talisman. “They had these on ’em.” He dropped a folded package onto the table. “Letters of friendship and alliance in a couple different languages. From the adventurer-despot Phynagoras to Ordovax, our not so friendly local Marchman chieftain.”

			“Alliance?” Perrim’s mouth hung half open. “Phynagoras is busy conquering the corpse of the Bhasan empire. What business has he with Marchmen?”

			“It looks like he might aim to invade Argovan next. The letters offer Ordovax a petty kingdom in exchange for their help. Along with what would seem to be, erm, a bribe.” He held out a handful of jewels and coins.

			“That doesn’t make sense,” said the older man.

			Perrim turned to her trusted adviser. “Lomuel?”

			“The Marchmen are savages. They neither read nor use money. What value a bribe? Or letters, for that matter?”

			“Well…” Linet began, swallowed hard. “We think those riders were just middlemen, and the bribe was to keep them quiet. What they did made it justice enough to cut ’em down, but….” She glanced at Aerrus, not wanting to be the one to say it.

			“We’ve reason to believe that it’s not just tribesmen involved with Phynagoras. That there’s a third party acting as mediator.”

			Perrim frowned. “What reason?”

			Aerrus reached into a haversack slung over his shoulder and pulled out something else, long and soft. It was a black sable neck wrap, splashed with mud and a thin bloodied slice running down its middle. He tossed the unmistakable badge of office onto the table and it slid to a stop in front of Perrim. 

			She quivered with barely suppressed rage. “Marcher lords.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			A Higher Priority

			The warm, crowded taphouse was the social center of the sleepy old garrison town of Vin Gannoni, and the lone rider to escape what was already being called the ‘Marchwood Massacre’ was currently the center of the taphouse. Not a soul spoke while he related the story of the carnage, told after a week of hard riding back northward to the nearby border fortress Phenidra.

			“…and bodies, everywhere, all over the road! Arrows flew outta the dark, too quiet for any mortal hand to’ve shot!”

			A few gasps. Then a cleared throat. “What do you mean by that?” Captain Coladdi. Of course.

			“You know what, old man. We all know what folk say about that forest. Demons, spirits, whatever!”

			“Stories,” the captain snorted as hearthlight danced across his frown, “hundred-year-old stories! Don’t be stupid—”

			“You wasn’t there, I was!”

			“Yes,” said Coladdi with suspicion, “just what were you doing so far south, anyway?”

			“What’s that matter? Carryin’ out the Lord Armino’s business!”

			“And have you reported this to him? Or was the taphouse brewer a higher priority?”

			“I—” The man cast a furrowed brow downward into his cup. “I’ll go up the hill tonight, soon as I drink up enough courage. Don’t know how I’m goin’ to explain all this….”

			The spell of rapt silence broken, a measure of normal chatter slowly returned to the place. Coladdi sat back down to nurse his last beer of the evening, shaking his head.

			“So?” The young soldier sat next to him leaned in closer, his imagination racing.

			“So what, Eyvind?”

			“What do you think about it all?”

			Coladdi sighed. “About our evening’s entertainment? I think those men stopped off somewhere after their task was done. They were likely halfway drunk and easy prey for bandits, and he imagined or concocted that story to cover his arse. Demons! Don’t tell me you believe that nonsense.”

			“Well…no. Consider m’self a thoroughly modern man and all that. It’s just…the stories go back a long time.”

			Coladdi nodded. “Aye, back to the time of the civil wars, when peasants fed up with the slaughters sacrificed children and virgins to the ancient Chthonii like savage Marchmen, raining down blood and vengeance on the noble lords what tormented them! Whoo-hoo!”

			Both men laughed, but Eyvind’s laugh was just a touch less convincing. “All right, all right! Still, Lord Armino’s own officers, butchered? Something’s going on in the southern Marchwood.”

			“There’s a mountain of difference between something and what our friend there was on about. Besides, the nobles are all but gone now, except for border lords like Armino.”

			Eyvind grinned. “Then the demons must be especially hungry!” He tossed back the last of his own drink, then set the cup down hard. “Eh, whatever. A good tale to tell and hear on the last days of garrison duty. It’s back up the hill for us too, sadly. For another whole season!”

			Coladdi grunted. “Don’t like Phenidra much, do you? Is it the cold, the food, or the cold?”

			“Yes,” Eyvind replied.

			“You’re a paragon of the peacetime soldier, my boy, and don’t ever let anyone tell you different.”

			“Why thank you, Cap’n!”

			“Time enough for some sparring tomorrow though, before we head back up. You game?”

			“Aw….”

			“Come on, a little old-fashioned sword and buckler work’ll do you good! Take your mind off those demons.”

			Eyvind nodded, acquiescent to the old man’s entreaties as always. “Fine, fine.”

			“Good. Still…what were those men doing so far south?”

			* * *

			Garrison duty in Vin Gannoni was just about the plummest of plum assignments a soldier of the Northmarch could draw, so there was the usual grumbling when it came time for the company to pack up and make the trek back up into the mountains, to Phenidra. The string of border fortresses from the north of the Argovani Peninsula to the south was meant to protect the country from the interminable machinations of Bhasa to the east, but long years of relative peace had led to a slackening of that vigilance. Now, with the assassination of the last Bhasan emperor and the rise of the charismatic Phynagoras, those manning the old stronghold suffered no shortage of anxiety.

			None more than Lord Armino, Eyvind thought. Phenidra was a great ugly lump of stone situated just above the treeline. Beyond, the snow-capped Edra Mountains loomed with their thousand hidden passes. As Eyvind marched through the gate, a glance upward gave a familiar sight: the dark sable-clad form of Lord Armino pacing the battlements, gazing often at those ominous mountains. Less familiar were the two grim fellows carrying crossbows who followed two paces behind.

			“Right, lads,” bellowed Coladdi as his command column snaked in and around the courtyard, “you know the drill. Stow your gear, find a bunk, and get stuck in for the duration. Seems we drew the cold season.” An old joke, but the column laughed anyway – it was always the cold season at Phenidra. “And pray the last bastard in your rack didn’t piss all over it every night in fear o’ the wind howling through the watchtowers!” Vin Gannoni’s replacement garrison hurled the customary insults at the newly arrived soldiers before beginning its own march down into the valley, glad to be quit of the place for the next quarter of a year.

			Eyvind shivered at the chill he never quite got used to. “Hey, Cap’n,” he said, catching Coladdi when he’d finished giving orders, “what do you make of those two?”

			“Eh?”

			Eyvind pointed up at Armino, still pacing. “Them crossbowmen mother-henning the lord. That’s new.”

			Coladdi gave a sour sneer. “Mercenaries. Bodyguards, most like. That news about the riders must’ve spooked him more than I thought.”

			“Mercs for bodyguards? Here? Hasn’t he any faith in his own soldiers?”

			Coladdi shook his head. “That’s a question far beyond your pay grade. Or mine. You just get your bunk squared away.”

			“Yes, Cap’n.”

			* * *

			A week after Eyvind’s return, Phenidra received a visitor. Which itself wasn’t unusual, but what was unusual was the direction from which the visitor arrived: east. A small figure clad in the bright blue robes typical of eastern emissaries and leading a packhorse by the bridle walked right up to the walls over a frosted gravelly path. It was a woman. She’d been seen a mile or more off, and the guards on the watchtowers stared at her the whole time. Long after she rounded the walls to pass through the front gate and into the central keep, tongues wagged and gossip flowed like wedding wine.

			“Whatever her business is, it’s none of our concern,” said Coladdi between blows of his blunted training sword, though he didn’t sound very convinced to Eyvind.

			“I know, I know,” the young man replied, trying with his usual mixed success to deflect the strokes with the old-style buckler shield. Clangs and crashes bounced off the courtyard walls. “It’s just…I can’t put it outta my head, y’know? The whole bloody mess, and the lord’s taking it poorly, those mercs, and now this foreign filly come out of nowhere – aieee!”

			“Move your feet!” snapped Coladdi as he rapped Eyvind’s insufficiently gloved knuckle for emphasis, “and remember your wards. Better yet, learn ’em so you don’t have to remember!”

			“Aye, aye.”

			“I know it’s all about halberds and massed pike-work these days, but poles break, and your sword hand might be all that stands between you and a mud nap someday. I tried to teach your father that, but….” Coladdi looked older all of a sudden, and tired.

			Eyvind dropped his guard, tucked the trainer under one arm and clapped the old man on the shoulder. “I know, Cap’n. That weren’t your fault, I’ve told you a thousand times. And I know your lessons are worthy, even if I run my mouth the whole time.”

			“Hey now,” Coladdi said with a rough, embarrassed laugh, “I’m allowed to get sentimental in my old age. You, not so much.” He let out a long, wheezing cough that gave Eyvind a twinge of alarm. “Gyah, but enough for today. Let’s haul these antiques back up to the loft.”

			“I’ll do it, I can handle it all. You go lie down.”

			“Don’t you be givin’ me no orders, boy! Still…maybe some rack time…do some good.”

			Eyvind gathered up the practice gear and climbed an outdoor plank stair to the storage loft located just above the keep’s main hall. It was a dark, mostly forgotten space reserved for the least useful of supplies, including the old sword and buckler tradition favored by Coladdi. Eyvind stumbled through the gloom to the boxes where they were stored and gently laid the gear inside. He turned to leave, then paused at something.

			In the farthest corner of the room, near a stone bust of one of the long line of lords that had ruled there for so long, a single ray of light pierced upward through the floorboards. He’d never noticed it before, but now idle curiosity led him to investigate. He stepped slowly so as not to trip over anything, then he knelt and peeked through with one eye. He gasped.

			Most of the space below was indeed taken up by the main hall where Armino would receive official visitors. But for unofficial ones there was another, smaller chamber. Armino’s private chamber. The one Eyvind now spied down into. And the current visitor was almost certainly very, very unofficial. It was the foreigner, the one come from the east. She and Lord Armino sat before a hearth, arguing over something. Every muscle in Eyvind’s body screamed at him to come away from that hole, to mind his own business. But something held him fast. Some morbid curiosity, some need to peer into the hidden world of high lords and foreign ambassadors, perhaps. He strained to hear, and Armino’s gruff voice rang out.

			“…changes nothing! The message was delivered and the agreement made. Those men served their purpose, and the survivor has been dealt with. Permanently. We proceed as scheduled, and you just tell your master that.”

			The foreign figure inclined her head slightly, her ordered calm a stark contrast to Armino’s tantrum. She spoke in a thick accent, almost unintelligible.

			“I will tell my lord Phynagoras anything you wish, but I promise that will not quiet his concerns. The documents your officers carried could prove bothersome in the wrong hands. My lord has placed a great deal of trust in you and your part of the bargain, satrap.”

			Armino slammed a fist onto the low table between them, setting the wine cups placed there to shudder. “And he’ll not be disappointed! When your master comes over those mountains he’ll find no resistance, not here nor in any corner of Argovan. Until word spreads by other means, of course. But by then—”

			“By then,” the foreigner said with a sinister grin, “it will be too late. King Osmund has no armies of consequence nor nobles to command them in time to stop us. Then, and only then, the Northmarch will be yours to rule as you see fit, just as it was in the old days. Of course they won’t be the Marches anymore. We’ll all be one big, happy empire, with a million souls and more, keen to make these green western lands their new home.”

			Armino nodded. “That’s all I want. Then you can call me satrap.”

			“Make no mistake, Phynagoras does not wish to repeat the errors of the old emperors, nor of your king. Direct rule over so much of the world is impossible. His offer of peace extends to all who draw breath; merely bend your knee and swear undying faith and obedience, and you may order your domain as you like. Mostly. His rewards are lavish, but his punishments for betrayal are equally lavish.”

			“Then we understand each other very well.” Armino raised his cup in salute.

			“But I strongly recommend there be no further accidents like that which you just related. Sloppiness and betrayal often converge to the same unfortunate result – the withdrawal of my lord’s offer of peace. And that is something I promise you do not wish to experience.”

			Armino just nodded.

			“Good. Then, as a demonstration of your fidelity, I have brought something which my lord has entrusted to me.” The ambassador stood, pulled something from a pouch. Something shiny that glimmered in the firelight. A ring. She did not put it on, but extended the face of it toward Armino and waited, expectantly.

			Armino snorted. “Are you serious?”

			“Oh, yes. Absolutely.”

			Sighing, Armino bent his lips toward the ring, but the ambassador drew back. “Ah,” she said, jerking a pointy chin to the floor.

			“Why you hook-nosed, mud-skinned….”

			“Insult me as you like, satrap, I am only the vessel of my lord’s commands. This is one of them. Take care – my lord does not extend a hand that has once been slapped away.” She nodded once again at the floor, where a rich rug showed scenes of battle sewn into fine embroidery.

			Armino rose with a growl, then slowly knelt to one knee.

			“Both, if you please.”

			Eyes flaming, Armino obeyed. On both knees, he touched his lips to the device adorning the ring.

			“There,” said the ambassador, “now that that’s done—”

			Eyvind had watched all this in growing shock. Having forgotten to breathe, he huffed loudly and lost his balance. A slip, a stumble, and he crashed to the wooden floor that was also the ceiling of the chamber below. At the noise, Armino shot to his feet.

			“What in the nineteen hells…?”

			The ambassador glared upward in fury, then pointed at the dark hole above them. “We are not alone here!”

			Armino howled for guards, bellowed orders to seal the entire keep, prevent any from leaving and to storm the storage loft. Heart racing and head swimming, Eyvind dashed out of the loft and down the stair to ground level. But a frost had put a sheen on the wood, and he slipped.

			After Eyvind tumbled to the bottom of the stair, a guard caught him. “Here! I got ’im!”

			“What’s this all about?” asked another soldier.

			“Dunno, the lord said to arrest anyone tryin’ to escape the keep.”

			They dragged Eyvind into the main hall where Armino and the ambassador waited. He was tossed at the lord’s feet. “This is him,” said the guard, “he was runnin’ like a madman outta the storage, m’lord.”

			Armino grabbed Eyvind by the neck and lifted him with surprising ease for someone of his age. “You spying sneak, what did you hear? Answer me!”

			“I….” Eyvind fought to breathe. “I dunno what you mean, lord. Nothing! I was just—”

			“You’re a bad liar, boy.” Armino drew a dagger from his belt. “Hold him while I spill his intestines.” Eyvind struggled.

			The ambassador stepped between them, an olive-toned halting hand held out sharply. “Wait! We don’t know if he was alone. He could have an accomplice who escaped capture.”

			“What about it, boy?” growled Armino. “Who else are you working with? Who’re you working for? Who’s paying you to spy on me?”

			“No, please, no one! I was just putting the trainers away, I swear it!”

			“Lock him up,” Armino commanded, “in the defaulter’s cell. We’ll get to the bottom of this. Where’s the torturer?”

			One of the guards swallowed nervously. “Um….”

			“Well?”

			“He’s just been rotated down into town garrison duty, m’lord. After all, it’s mostly a ceremonial title, not much call for actual torture these day—”

			“Well bloody recall him! Now!”

			“Yes, m’lord.”

			Armino turned his venomous scowl back onto Eyvind. “Put that faithless snake in irons. Make sure he lives long enough for me to bleed the lies out of him.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Knowledge Applied

			“The deal is, we leave the world alone and the world leaves us alone. When it doesn’t, we kill. But we need to keep up our end – we don’t get involved in wars.”

			Perrim scowled at Linet’s pronouncement. “That ‘deal’, as you so eloquently put it, is with the Argovani crown, and a tenuous one at that. If Phynagoras truly means to invade with the numbers we think he has, there could be no crown to deal with at all!”

			“We’re already involved,” said Aerrus. “We ambushed his messengers, after all.”

			“They deserved it for what they did,” Linet retorted. “That’s part of the peace we keep—”

			“We all know the credo, my dear, no need to remind us.” Lomuel had said little all morning, and glared out the Lodge’s only window, which looked westward. The Lodge had been put under constant guard, and an unlucky few detailed to collect the bodies of their fallen and clean up the mess left on the river road. They’d continued the meeting after letting Linet and Aerrus get a bit of rest, with strict instructions from Perrim that the specifics of what they’d learned spread no further than the four of them. 

			“Not,” Linet continued, “that there’s like to be any peace to keep much longer, now that one of the Marcher lords is plotting against the king. Maybe more than one. He’s partly brought this on himself.”

			“I got no love for Osmund,” sneered Aerrus. “I don’t bend my knee to no one on this earth, same as any of us. But at least he’s a devil we know, one we got leverage with.”

			“I visited Bhasa once,” Lom said. “It’s poor, flat, hot and crowded. The deserts advance year after year, taking what little farmland there is with it. We’re green and empty by comparison, and to be honest I’m shocked there’ve been no invasions for this long. It seems they lacked only a unifying leader. Phynagoras has woven a cult around his own personality, and if he’s decided to move now as these documents imply, with the people who follow him…it won’t just be another war. It’ll be the end for us. For all of Greater Argovan.”

			“But what can we do?” Linet almost pleaded. “This isn’t some pack of bandits we’re talking about, or Ordovax’s raiders.”

			“I don’t know,” answered Perrim, frustrated. “There’s too much we don’t know.”

			“Like who sold us out,” said Aerrus. “I told no one but Chancellor Essimis. Who else could know we were going to be there, in the forest?”

			“Lord Osbren, obviously,” said Lom, “and of course his brother, King Osmund himself, if he cared to notice.”

			“I doubt it’s Osbren. His men fought hard as they always do. He hates the Marchmen deep in his guts. And those six were riding north, not east. That implies Valendri or Armino, but it’s no proof.”

			“Then there’s this.” Lom took a patch of hide from the unruly pile of documents before him. It was rough, dry, scraped and rescraped multiple times to use as a cheap writing surface. “It was found on one of them, while the bodies were being stripped for disposal.” He laid it on the table. It showed a crudely drawn sketch still recognizable as the area of the skirmish. A flat plain with hills to the north and south, a forest, and a river farther west. A series of Xs and Os in lines approximated the positions of Osbren’s men and Ordovax’s warriors. And along one little stretch of forest at the base of a hill….

			“That’s right where we were!” exclaimed Aerrus. “Those crosses! I knew it.”

			“Yes, there’s no doubt,” Lom confirmed. “Those marks were made hastily, as an afterthought it seems.” He almost sounded insulted.

			“You’re cultivating an intelligence network all up and down the valley, yes?”

			Linet nodded. “It’s still a bit of a new project, but we’ve got a few people I trust with their ears to the ground. Some of our retired fellows, folks we’ve managed to put in our debt, a few paid informants. I’m helping B— Uh, I mean, I was helping Bolen with it.”

			“Then you’re to go north as well, see what you can find out. Aerrus, I know you have something of a rapport with the king’s chancellor.”

			“Not sure rapport is the right word, but I’ve given Essimis the impression that I’ll cut his throat if he doesn’t tell me the truth.”

			“I hope that’s only an impression,” Perrim said with a raised eyebrow.

			“Eh, details.”

			“Well, I want you to go find him. To Carsolan itself, if necessary. Find out what in the nether hells is going on, and what the king intends to do about Phynagoras.”

			“That won’t be difficult. Osmund couldn’t take a piss without Essimis to hold his prick for him.”

			Normally Perrim might have chided Aerrus for his rude language, but not today. “We’re operating in the dark here, and I don’t like it. This massacre of our family will not stand. Knowledge applied is power – so bring me some!”

			That evening a hasty funeral was held. Nineteen bodies wrapped in sailcloth were laid in front of the entrance to the Lodge atop the overgrown stone cairns that held the remains of some of the founders. But the newly slain would soon be laid to final rest in disparate places throughout the Marchwood, buried in secret beneath the roots of strong oaks that would serve for their monuments. About half of the hundred or so rangers were present, the others away and about some vital task or other. Linet and Aerrus stood in silence next to their four closest remaining fellows. All shared in the grief, but the weight of righting this wrong weighed on them in particular.

			“How could this happen?” Vander mumbled wistfully. “How?”

			“Any of a hundred ways,” said young Drissa. “Two can keep a secret, they say, if one is dead.”

			“Sounds good to me,” a grim man named Haskell growled. “Starting with them cocksuckers at the palace. I say we track ’em down and get some answers.”

			“That’s my job,” Aerrus said. “And Lin’s. The others’ll need you to keep the Lodge secure. Cut any throats that get close will be the order of the day, I imagine.”

			“Done.”

			Kanessa choked back a bitter, teary laugh. “Bolen could’ve solved the mystery.”

			Linet nodded. “Aye. But I guess we’ll have to do now.”

			Perrim stood before them in the dark, without lamp or taper or torch to reveal their presence from afar. “We give up a lot to live like we do. We come from the unwanted of the world, the orphaned and forgotten. We take no wife, no husband, we beget no children. But while we live, we live free!” Perrim glanced briefly at Aerrus and Linet. “We bend our knee to no one, in a chain unbroken for a hundred years. Tonight we lay nineteen links in that chain to rest, their service concluded.”

			The names were called out, followed only by the whisper of the wind through the trees. A rare bottle of sweet icewine was passed around to salute them with, happy memories and tears were shared, and when the memorial ended the hunt for those responsible for it began.

			* * *

			Eyvind paced the tiny cell as much as was possible. How had this happened? How could his luck turn so suddenly? And how could Lord Armino betray king and country? It was too much even to think on. And now his stupid curiosity was going to get him disemboweled. He hadn’t even known Phenidra had a torturer.

			The corner tower they’d locked him in had two window slits. One looked out across the chilly highlands, and far in the distance a tiny tendril of smoke marked out Edrastead, his home village. It might as well have been across the Western Ocean now for all the good it did him. The other window showed the courtyard and keep of Phenidra, and a small crowd of gawkers gathered at the foot of the tower. Wondering no doubt what their unassuming comrade had done to get imprisoned, what fate he might suffer, and whether they’d get to watch.

			Snap! A bolt being thrown back. The entrance to the cell was from above, from the top of the tower and battlements, making escape a near impossibility. Eyvind took a step back as the trap door swung up and open. His stomach turned in fear when a ladder was lowered. Could he make a break for it? No, the chains on his legs kept him from any sudden movement. And there were probably guards every two steps up above. He was two seconds from vomiting into the rancid floor rushes when the most unexpected figure shambled down into the cell.

			“Cap’n! Thank the gods, I thought you were the torturer!”

			“Aye, so did they,” Coladdi replied, jerking his thumb upward, “mostly because I told ’em  I’d taken over the job. What is going on, boy? Rumors say all manner of crazy things, not the least of which is high treason!”

			“I’m not the one committing treason, Cap’n. I…I can’t believe I’m saying this or that you’ll believe it, but Lord Armino’s the traitor. He’s going to help Phynagoras invade Argovan!”

			“Wha…you’re fracted in the noggin, son. Must be. You took some head injury and now you’re confused—”

			“It’s true!” Eyvind recounted what he’d seen and heard through that damnable hole in the loft floor, word for word and in as much detail as possible. Coladdi listened in silence, then remained that way for a time afterward.

			“It…it makes sense. When you think about it, I must admit it makes sense. All the facts fit. King Osmund’s gathered absolute power to himself, dissolved most of the nobility that could oppose him. He’d do away with the border lords too in time, replace them with his own bought-and-paid-for creatures. The armies are a shadow of what they once were. There’s no better time to invade, and no better inducement to the remaining lords to turn on him.”

			“Cap’n, I didn’t know you followed high politics. So,” Eyvind ventured, “you believe me?”

			Coladdi frowned sharply. “Of course I believe you! What’d I just get done sayin’? You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. I’m so sorry, my boy, if I hadn’t insisted on my stupid sparring….”

			“You couldn’t have known, no fault of yours. But is there any way out of this for me? They think I’m a spy, and the real torturer is on his way!”

			Coladdi reached into his pouch and pulled out a roughly made leaden key. “Well, for the irons, I nicked this copy years ago, never thought I’d have use for it. After that? Hmm….” He rubbed his chin, glanced at the ladder still leading up and out of the cell.

			* * *

			“Get back!” The guards did get back, probably more out of uncertainty than Eyvind’s threats. After all, they were peacetime soldiers, more accustomed to spending long hours on sentry duty staring at nothing than the sight before them: Eyvind had emerged onto the battlement from the corner tower with Coladdi in a firm grip, the old man’s arm twisted behind him and a knife hard at his throat. Coladdi’s eyes opened wide as if in terror, lip trembling above that sharp blade.

			“Please, do what he says,” Coladdi whined in a manner most uncharacteristic of the hard-bitten soldier. “He’s crazy, says he’ll cut my throat!”

			“I will, too,” Eyvind snarled, putting on his best act as though his life depended on it. Both of their lives now, if that copied key was discovered. “Back, I said! Back!”

			“What do we do?” one guard asked another.

			“The lord said he ain’t to come out under any circumstances, you heard ’im.”

			“But he’s got the captain!”

			“Well…well….” The guard lowered a halberd and made a pitifully hesitant move toward the pair. “Now come on, you just let him go and go back to your cell—”

			“I said get back!” Eyvind pressed the blade harder into Coladdi’s neck, and the tiniest trickle of blood streaked over the steel. Gods forgive me, he thought, but I got no choice. He pushed Coladdi a pace ahead of him, and on the narrow walkway there was no way the halberd could get to him without going through the captain as well. “I’m getting out of here and taking him with me, and that’s all there is to it! Now for the last time, get ba—”

			“What in the blueballed fuck is going on there?!” The cry came from halfway across the courtyard, and it almost made Eyvind jump. Armino strode from the keep, flanked by his crossbowmen and the foreign ambassador. He pointed up at them, gave an order Eyvind couldn’t hear, and both mercenaries raised their weapons. These two had absolutely no hesitation, and loosed their quarrels up at Eyvind and Coladdi. As they dove backward, one of the guards, perhaps seeing his chance to gain favor, lunged with the halberd but only managed to get in the way of one of the shots. He fell screaming from the walkway and into the courtyard, where the sound of shattering bone echoed among the shouts.

			Eyvind and Coladdi stood apart now, and unimpaled. Which now meant that their farce was over.

			“Uh-oh,” Eyvind said. “What now?”

			“Now, run!”

			“Where?”

			The crossbowmen reloaded, and more soldiers began to converge on that section of the parapet from both sides. Sweating heavily, Coladdi ran back into the tower and hoisted the ladder out of the cell. He threw one end of it over the fortress wall, secured only by the round edges of the topmost rung and Coladdi’s strength. “Go, climb!”

			Eyvind shook his head. “It ain’t near long enough!”

			“It’ll have to be. Roll when you hit ground, then run.”

			“Cap’n, I can’t leave you—”

			“Go!”

			Thwackthwack! Two crossbow bolts hit Coladdi in the back, and his eyes bulged wide for true this time. He exhaled sharply.

			“Cap’n! No!”

			Coladdi collapsed between two merlons, still grasping the end of the ladder. “Go…not…losin’ both of you! Tell the king, tell the whole world…what that monster….”

			Tears streaming, Eyvind scrambled down the ladder even as Coladdi’s dying grip weakened. He made it halfway down when the ladder fell free, and suddenly Eyvind was dropping straight down through the air.

			The ladder snapped when the bottom hit the ground and sent a painful shock through Eyvind’s limbs. He kicked against the wall, and the remaining bits of wood swung him outward. He landed hard and forgot to roll. Bruised and bloody, but with nothing broken, he rose to run into the thick growth beyond the wall.

			More shouts from above, and arrows loosed from longbows bit into the cold earth around Eyvind’s feet, but he kept running. In more military times the land around Phenidra would’ve been kept clear of even the barest shrubbery to deny cover for any sneak attack. Now peacetime neglect shielded him as he scrambled away from the place with no time to mourn the captain. His last sight of the fortress in the fading daylight was of Armino standing once again on the battlement, peering after his lost prisoner.

			As day waned, Eyvind burned to run home to Edrastead. But he dared not, knowing that would be the first place they’d look for him. If he was caught again there would be no waiting for the torturer this time, no last-minute rescue. Instead he prowled the outskirts of the village, near its own nominal garrison – a dozen or so billets mostly set aside as an excuse for old soldiers nearing retirement to serve out their terms in better comfort than Phenidra afforded, and a luxury Coladdi had always scoffed at. Half of them will be asleep already, Eyvind thought, the shock of events blessing him with a kind of cool-headed logic, and the rest busy at cards.

			He sneaked along the low stone wall surrounding the ramshackle barracks, into the stable beside it. While he was in the clumsy process of trying to tack and saddle a horse in the dark, a dry wooden creak screamed at him from behind, and he jumped.

			“Who the hells is…Eyvind?”

			Caught paralyzed between attacking and scurrying for some dark corner to hide, he stood fixed, squinting to make out the intruder. “Is that…Aunt Tess?”

			The middle-aged woman was not really his aunt, but had had such a hand in raising him she might as well have been. Now she looked on him with a mix of delight and concern. “Eyvind, it is you! Finally get some away time, did you? But what you doin’ sneaking about the stables—”

			“Tess, I can’t explain right now, but I’m…in some trouble. Actually, a lot of trouble. I need to get a horse and get out of here, fast. I don’t want you near if they catch me.”

			“Catch you? Who? Eyvind, what’s wrong? Have you got too far into gambling debts? Your poor father had the same—”

			“No, nothing like that! It’s much worse. Please, just help me get away from here!”

			To her credit she helped him without asking anything more. Before riding off into the night he tried to tell her to watch out for Armino, for invaders from the east, but he wasn’t sure she fully understood, and he knew he didn’t have the time to explain.

			Bare minutes later he heard cries of alarm behind him – Armino’s men already on his heels. He rode hard as far from Edrastead as possible, down the mountainside. But where to now?

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Some Unseemly Criminality

			Linet rode north in a foul mood. The rain had started just after midnight, and with no wayside shelter to be found, she’d decided to make some progress rather than try to sleep in the mud. Wind blew under her cowl, matting wet hair to her cheeks. And since she didn’t trust the billowing clumsiness of cloaks when unexpected situations arose, mud from her horse’s hooves spattered her legs.

			Useless, anyway, she thought with a sour frown. None of her contacts in Nostrada or Trenca had heard anything of consequence. Even if they did uncover proof of faithless Marcher lords, what could be done about it? Their small band of free rangers, made even smaller now, had little hope of stopping or even slowing the kind of invasion Perrim feared.

			Though isolated in the wilderness, Linet already felt the outside world moving past them, past the post-feudal chaos that’d birthed the Heron Kings, molded desperate insurgents into the lethal fighting force they’d become. A force best suited, perhaps, to the last century. Many of their older members retired into the world, joining the knee-bent society at last yet remaining eyes and ears of the Lodge, and the news from them grew ever stranger. New ideas, new inventions, governments, new ways of living and of dying – who could keep up? Linet hoped the contacts she now rode toward had better news, but she rather doubted it.

			So lost in these dour thoughts was she that Linet almost didn’t notice the commotion that bore down on her until she was nearly run over. She’d ridden through Trenca village the day before, passing from the forestlands of the Kingmarch territory and into fair green Midmarch farming counties halfway to Vin Gannoni, when hard gallops on the road drew her attention. Through the fog and early dawn gloom an apparition of horse and rider took form, the latter slumped over the mount’s lathered mane and holding on for dear life. This was no fast courier keen to win a bonus.

			“Look out!” Linet shouted, wrenching her own horse out of the way. Horses naturally shy away from each other, but this one was exhausted and half blinded by mist and mud. The animals collided side-on and Linet’s more sensible mount let itself be nudged off the cleared roadway, but the clash sent the other rider – a youngish man sporting a nasty bolt protruding from a blooded thigh wound – falling into Linet’s saddle, and she fought to hold on. “Gods, what—?”

			“Phy…Arm…Cap’n…” he muttered, delirious. “Save….”

			“What? What are you—?”

			“Phy…nagoras….”

			Linet took in a sharp breath. “What did you say?”

			“After…me…Lord Armino…Cap’n, no! Help….” He collapsed into near unconsciousness as another set of hooves thumped from further down the road. No, two sets. She’d never believed in the supernatural foresight that Marchmen and ancient Argovani legends spoke of, but in that moment something told her that this was a situation that she absolutely should get involved in. “Come on,” Linet said with a grunt as she hoisted the wounded man fully onto her horse. He moaned in pain as she turned about and set them to full gallop back southward.

			Two large men on war chargers emerged from the fog in hot pursuit. They wore no armor except open-faced bascinet helms, and bore heavy crossbows slung from their saddles. Leaving the wounded man’s mount forgotten, they tore after Linet, slowing only enough for one to raise his weapon and shoot. It went wide, ripping a hole in Linet’s clothes before embedding itself in a tree beyond. Linet urged the animal on harder and harder, but it was no match for chargers bred for speed.

			Then, out of the corner of her eye she spotted a fork in the road. Barely more than a deer path, easily missed. At the last possible moment she wrenched the animal toward it, and the horse neighed in protest. The chargers tore past at full speed, and in the precious seconds before they could turn around Linet drew rein and brought the horse to a stop. In one fluid motion she unslung her bow from her shoulder, drew a gray goose-feathered bodkin-tip arrow and had it nocked and ready. The light weapon seemed a feeble thing in comparison to the powerful crossbows, a relic of a bygone era. But it did the job when the first rider came into view and she sent him tumbling to the ground, writhing in agony at the shaft in his side.

			The second came just after, and didn’t take the time to unhook his crossbow but charged toward Linet with a blackened steel mace. He swung it at her head, and she only had time to raise her left arm. A sickening crack and explosion of pain announced the result. The bow fell from her grasp.

			He swung again, but as the horses drew back from each other the blow went wide. Linet grabbed feebly at the mace with her right hand, and her brute strength wasn’t even a fraction of his. Yet the short delay held the two fast long enough for her wounded passenger, not completely insensate after all, to reach for the knife at Linet’s waist. With his last drop of strength he drove the blade into the rider’s midsection. The crossbowman howled and fell from the saddle, leaving a comet of blood streaming behind.

			Rather than attempt capture or interrogation of either of the two attackers, Linet nudged her horse back toward the fork in the road. The agony of keeping both herself and her new charge upright with a broken arm drew a fountain of tears from her eyes and filthy curses from her mouth that would impress even Aerrus.

			They rode south as quickly as Linet could manage, which wasn’t very quickly at all. It was a sad, shambling sight, and any passersby might’ve felt as much sympathy for the poor horse as for the two damaged wretches it bore. Eyvind – she’d gotten his name at least through the pained mumblings – rode somewhat side-saddle, cradled in the crook of Linet’s shoulder like a swaddled newborn as she held the rein looped around one good arm. Though the other was broken, her thighs hurt almost as much from the strain. Every once in a while a drop of blood trickled along the length of the bolt still lodged in Eyvind and fell to the ground, making Linet wince each time at the notion of leaving a trail. Her bow had somehow fallen around Eyvind’s neck and now swung back and forth limply as they went.

			When the sun was at its zenith and the heat added sweaty slickness to their list of woes, Eyvind came once more to consciousness. “Ph…physic. Need….”

			“I know,” said Linet, “but we’re far from any that I know of. Should’ve brought a kit with me. Stupid!” Though no simple kit would mend the hurts they’d taken, and certainly not the simple medicinal phials she carried at her belt for minor hurts.

			“Where…are we?”

			“About half a day north of Trenca, I think. But I daren’t stop in such an open place if there are any more of your friends around.”

			“There’s a…priory. Lay brothers. Hid in the forest. Path…eight miles north of Tr….” He faded back into senselessness.

			A priory of the Polytheon, Linet thought, hidden away in the sticks? It’s perfect. They would have a physic, too. But would they help them?

			Linet rode on, eyes stinging with sweat but straining to spot the path Eyvind mentioned. She almost missed it, and breathed a word of thanks to the gods of that priory when a side path saved them for the second time that day.

			The priory was less than half a mile along the path that petered out into almost nothing at some points. And though the undergrowth was sparse, it was the height of summer and greenery obscured the place until they were almost on top of it. A low stone fence enclosed a good whitewashed house and a few outbuildings and gardens.

			A robed brother tending one of those gardens dropped his spade at the sight of them hobbling up to the gate. “Wha…?”

			“Help,” Linet breathed, searching her memory for the words to recite when asking charity from the religious order. “Please. By…by the Sundered God of Man and the Unnumbered Gods of Holy Artamera, we beg aid and comfort!” And in the manner that one’s bladder tends to give way just upon reaching the privy, exhaustion overcame Linet and she slumped from the saddle, taking Eyvind with her.

			The gardening brother managed to reach them before they could hit the ground and likely snap two necks at once. But as he broke their fall, both Linet and Eyvind cried out in pain at the irritation of their injuries. The racket brought more brothers, who carried them into the priory’s sick house as gently as such rustics could manage. Linet surrendered to the gaggle of stern voices and shouts around her, and at last she perceived a flat surface beneath her, and a frowning visage above.

			“Now,” spoke the craggy, walking frown, “would you kindly explain yourselves?”

			Another voice, high and piping, came from somewhere. “Is…is that a woman? In man’s clothes? Is that allowed?” The words carried the excitement of scandal and possibility. Lay brothers, indeed, Linet thought through the pain.

			“Never mind that. Charity may be one of the gods’ commands, but we don’t take kindly to mixing with bandits, highwaymen, or whatever you are. These wounds of yours were surely got in the course of some unseemly criminality! You—”

			“We’re…not bandits,” Linet said, shocked at the weakness in her own voice. “Please…in my purse.” She motioned to her belt pouch, sweat sticking the coarse bedlinens to her skin. The walking frown – the prior, most like – nodded once, and a pair of hands reached from behind her and pawed through the leather container. “There,” Linet said, “the vellum.”

			The hands passed the rolled document with red wax seal to the prior, who promptly broke it and read. “Hmm. I see, yes. Agents of Lord Osbren, are you? Well, that’s different.” It was a forgery of course, but a good one. A letter of safe conduct from King Osmund’s brother had a tendency to open doors, and Linet always carried a reasonable facsimile. “Wait, is this to do with some sort of political affair? Because we may not involve ourselves—”

			“No, nothing…like that. Please….” What did one more lie matter, after all?

			“We’ll take care of you, then. But I hope this charity will cause Lord Osbren to look favorably on our humble house in the future. Prior Eribert, at your service.” The prior nodded again to someone else. “Send for the chirurgeon! That’s a foul bolt wound, certain. And as for you, my dear….”

			Linet screamed once more when they set her broken bone, but the pain quickly faded when they gave her a few drops of opiphine, more precious than gold. Praying her mission partly accomplished as she sank into blessed oblivion, Linet vowed never again to doubt getting involved.

			* * *

			Eyvind awoke to fresh pains, and found the crossbow bolt replaced with a bandage and poultice. “Ech…” he moaned, partly from the pain and partly in disgust at the spongy green stuff poking out from beneath his bandages. “What…?”

			“Moss,” the strange woman who’d rescued him answered from the adjacent cot. “Supposed to keep it from turning foul.” He looked over to see her whole arm done up in bandages, her face pale and tired.

			“Oh. What…what’s your name again?”

			“Linet.”

			“Well, Linet, thanks for, you know, saving my life and all. Sorry about your arm.”

			“Wasn’t entirely charity. You spoke of Phynagoras. And since you’re awake enough to ask questions, you can answer them too. So, out with it. Everything, start to finish.” They lay in the priory sick house, man and woman together and alone. Scandalous, but Prior Eribert had acceded to Linet’s demand for secrecy. Her gaze drilled into Eyvind and it seemed he now faced a huntress-spirit out of ancient myth, and he did not hold back, however ridiculous it seemed.

			“…and that’s when I ran into you. Literally.” He lay flat, staring up into the rafters as he finished. “I know, it sounds insane. I don’t expect you to believe me.”

			A few beats of silence, then, “No. I believe you. It all makes sense now.” Her words echoed Coladdi’s enough to bring renewed exasperation.

			“What makes sense? Who are you? What’s your part in all this, and why do the brothers treat us like royalty?”

			“I—” Linet began, then stopped. “It’s a long story.”

			“We seem to have plenty of time for the telling,” he replied, pointing to her heavy cast.

			“I’ll tell you, but not here. We have to get back.”

			“W…we? Back where? We’re in no shape to travel—”

			“South. My people need this information, and I’ll risk both our lives to deliver it. That mercenary you stabbed was done for, the other I’m not sure about. If he lived he might still be looking for you. For us, now.”

			“Great.”

			At Linet’s insistence they rested only another day at the priory, and then made to depart. Linet exchanged her rounsey for two packhorses with ill-fitting tack. It’d be a slow journey but less aggravating to their wounds. Eyvind winced when he climbed clumsily into the saddle while a brother helped Linet mount up, red-faced at having to hold on to her to do so. Eyvind carried her bow over his shoulder. Though the bow was now useless to her, Linet refused to abandon or even unstring it. The prior bid them farewell and repeated his desire for favor from Lord Osbren.

			“Osbren?” Eyvind held his bandage close to keep it from jostling, though the horse’s smooth gait didn’t upset it much. “Somehow I don’t think you serve—”

			“What you think is painfully uninteresting to me. Just ride.”

			They rode, and it was indeed still slow-going, though not so bad as before. Eyvind kept a few paces behind Linet, watching for a chance to slip away if he had to. She must’ve read his intention, for at one point she looked back and said, “Get up here, where I can keep an eye on you.”

			He grudgingly nudged the packhorse forward. “Look, I don’t know who you are, but I don’t have any involvement with this! I’m just a soldier. Now I’ve told you what I know, why not let me go?”

			“Go? Where? Even if you tried to run you wouldn’t get far.”

			“And if you tried to catch me you wouldn’t get far,” he sneered.

			“Yes, we’re two broken fools! Together we just might add up to a whole one, so we might as well.”

			Eyvind didn’t argue, but neither did he stop watching for his chance.

			* * *

			“Argh, get off—”

			“Shut up, woman!”

			Eyvind was jolted awake by shouts and the neighs of frightened horses. He’d slept like the dead every night of their journey south, to where he still didn’t know. Linet had said little since they’d left the priory, and he’d considered giving her the slip in the night more than once, only to dismiss the idea each time.

			They’d camped a bit off the road, keeping away from Trenca, Nostrada or other places where they might draw attention, their fire burning low. Now, Eyvind looked a few paces past the last embers to see a snarling man with a dagger hard at Linet’s neck and a grip on her injured arm. The mercenary! A crude bandage covered his arrow wound. Next to them one of the pack horses stamped nervously. He must’ve sneaked up on Linet while she was leading it to water.

			“Well, ain’t this a familiar situation?” he snarled, seeing that Eyvind was awake. “’Cept you’re on the other end of it now. Both you’ll be comin’ wi’ me. Merry chase you led me on. I only need bodies, but I’m guessin’ the lord’ll be real interested in putting you to question.” Linet’s face twisted up in agony when he squeezed her broken bone.

			“Stop it!” Eyvind held out his hands. “All right, all right. We’ll come.”

			“There’s a good little shitestain. Now you get up, real slow, and I mean honey in winter slow.”

			“Okay, just don’t hurt her. Just….” The wound in this thigh gave him no choice but to move slowly, and as he leaned forward to prop himself up on one hand his gaze shifted downward. In a flash of one moment he noticed several things at once: the horse’s rein was dangling free, the bridle clearly having been made for another, bigger animal. The loop at the end of the rein was lying on the ground, probably knocked out of Linet’s grasp. And the mercenary was standing right inside it. Eyvind committed to his course of action without much conscious thought, took hold of the last smoldering branch from the fire and flung it hard at the packhorse’s rump. The animal bolted, the rein jerked, and the mercenary fell to the ground with a shout.

			Even as he fell Linet was in action, twisting the knife away from her throat and back towards the mercenary. Eyvind hobbled over to them as fast as he was able and fell atop the man, ripping his bascinet off and pummeling him with it. The mercenary tried to spit curses at them through broken teeth, but all that came out was gurgling blood as the knife rose and fell in Linet’s wild grasp. Seconds later he was nothing but a quivering mass of meat.

			Exhausted and out of breath, Eyvind looked up at Linet. She was dripping red. “Are you…?”

			She nodded. “You?”

			“I….” After years as a soldier, it was only after deserting that his first kills came. He’d been barely conscious for the first, so both hit him at that moment. He tried to stand up, but upon looking down on their handiwork, he instead doubled over and vomited onto it.

			When the pounding in his ears ceased and the killing fever left him, they retrieved the horse and washed the blood off themselves as well as possible, which wasn’t very well at all. As the little stream they’d camped by carried it away, Eyvind knelt over it and said weakly, “Some warrior I made.”

			Linet shook her head. “Soldiers aren’t warriors. Complete opposites, really. You’re neither one now, I guess, so no need to act it. You handled it better than, well….”

			“What?”

			“Nothing.”

			Eyvind cupped a mouthful of water, swished and spat to rinse out the taste of puke. “Mercs don’t risk their lives like that for regular pay. Armino must’ve promised them…I don’t know what. Just to get me back.”

			Linet nodded. “And threats if they should fail, I don’t doubt. Don’t think it truly hit me until just now. This is real. This is happening. And we’re the only ones who know anything about it.”

			“But what can we do?”

			“Right now, just keep following me.”

			They made an early start and clumsily mounted up again. But as they were about to ride back to the road and continue south, Eyvind said, “Wait.”

			“What is it?”

			“I’ve followed you this whole time without a word of explanation. Stuck with you out of fear of that merc. Now he’s crow feed, so if you want me to go another step, it’s time to do some talking.” He feigned stern confidence when in truth he could barely sit in his saddle, but there were limits even to his cowardice.

			Linet’s mouth twisted in indignation. “Who are you to make demands? I—” She sighed. “You’re right. I guess I owe you some little measure of truth now.” She nudged her horse slowly toward the road and Eyvind followed, but skittishly, without commitment. “Listen…how do I begin? Not everyone in the world fits neatly into the feudal order, whatever the laws say.”

			Eyvind nodded. “No secret there. The old wars mostly wiped out that nonsense. With most of the lords sacked, peasants pay their taxes to bureaucrats sent by the king. There’re private army levies, merchant guilds, free cities, even powerful whoremistresses sproutin’ up all over these days. What Coladdi called a kind of middling class, gods rest him.”

			“I’m not talking about the merchants. Look the other way.” Confused, Eyvind turned his gaze away from Linet, making her laugh in spite of the ache it caused. “No, I mean socially. Ever since the civil wars and before, there’ve been folk with even less to lose than the peasant farmers. Whenever someone gets more, someone else always seems to get less. There are always cast-offs. Children, even. Orphaned, abandoned.”

			“Aye, that’s always so, sad as it is,” said Eyvind, still confused. “So?”

			“So imagine if a precious few of them decided, long ago, to form a kind of guild of their own to survive. No, I don’t mean thieves or assassins, though those skills have their uses.”

			Eyvind frowned. “Such a ‘guild’ as you call it could put certain folks with a lot to lose at a bit of unease.”

			“So it should. Best then to keep its existence a close secret.”

			She looked hard at him and Eyvind stared back, the implication slowly dawning on him. What had he fallen in to? “You don’t mean…you?”

			“Those riders you told me about, the ones who were ambushed? We spotted them meeting with Marchmen. A chieftain, no less.” Eyvind’s eyes went wide. “We’re mostly self-sufficient, but nick what little else we need from the villages. In return we protect them from that sort. An unspoken agreement but a real one.”

			“Gods, all the stories, the rumors…demons and spirits indeed! And you were born into this…guild? Band, whatever?”

			Linet shook her head. “Don’t know where I was born or to whom. We renew our numbers as I said, from the unwanted. There are always those. We have no children of our own unless we retire into the open world. Who could bear to send their own flesh and blood on dangerous tasks like these?” She held up her cast as demonstration.

			“Sounds like a hard life.”

			Linet raised an eyebrow. “Hard? My bones were whole until I met you.”

			“Good point. Does anyone outside know?”

			Linet shrugged. “The king knows. His chancellor, a few others. There’s another unspoken alliance. Marchman raids, Bhasan petty kings crossing the mountains to make a nuisance, bandit gangs – they never get very far but no one ever bothers to ask why. Amateurs, all. No one’s ever found us out.”

			Until now, Eyvind thought, shaking his head in disbelief. “I never imagined.”

			“My mentor Perrim says, ‘If the world isn’t quite as you thought it was you’d better change your thinking, because you can’t change the world.’”

			“Humph, it seems to be changing anyway. So what’s your involvement with Armino? Phynagoras?”

			Linet looked away from him, but not in time to hide a pained expression. “We were betrayed. I won’t say more than that now, but it’s got something to do with this. I have to get what you’ve learned back home.”

			“What exactly are you going to do with it?”

			“That’s up to others than me.”

			Eyvind cast Linet a nervous glance. “And what are you going to do with me?”

			“Same answer.”

			* * *

			Eyvind fidgeted more and more as they approached the Marchwood. At last they came to a spot he’d certainly never seen before, yet knew well enough from the tale. “This is where it happened, isn’t it?”

			Linet squinted at him with suspicion. “How did you know that?”

			He pointed downward. “The ground. It’s all torn up, even with weeks of weather. Bucking horses made those marks. And these other…drag marks? I won’t ask about those.”

			“Humph. We’ll have to do a better job of covering our tracks. We’ve gotten sloppy if even a – um….”

			“If even a dumb slogger can see it? Thanks.”

			“Come on, it’s not far.”

			She led them another half mile or so, then abruptly turned the horse leftward off the road and up a barely visible track. The animal neighed in protest at first, but soon found a comfortable gait while Eyvind’s mount shambled behind, trying to keep pace.

			“Wait, where are we going?”

			“Home! Let me do the talking. We don’t normally get visitors. Not the willing kind, anyway.”

			“Whoever said I was willing?”

			She looked hard at him. “I mean it. We…how do I say it? We’ve been compromised. Tempers are bound to be a bit raw, so don’t do anything stupid.”

			“Too late for that.”

			Up and up, and when it seemed Eyvind’s small horse would just quit, Linet drew rein not far from a rocky outcropping where trickling water echoed in the distance.

			“That should be far enough. Now,” she said, suddenly dead serious, “don’t move. At all.” She looked away. “You can come out, eyes green, fullwise athwart.”

			Eyvind was about to ask what in the nether hells she was babbling about when, to his consternation, she started making strange motions with her hand, as if putting an enchantment on the trees.

			Nothing happened.

			Looking irritated, she repeated the gestures facing different directions, making slight adjustments to the routine each time, awkward with her bound arm. Finally, something dropped from a tree to Eyvind’s right and somewhat behind. He yelped in surprise and reached for Linet’s knife as the horse neighed and shimmied. “No, stop!” Linet yelled. “I said don’t move.” He froze, but dared a glance toward the direction of the movement. It was a wild-eyed and grim-faced man with a shaved head and goatee. His brown and rust colors blended perfectly into the surroundings. Then, as if sprouting from the very ground like wood sprites, five other figures materialized in spots he could’ve sworn were empty, all with bows drawn and ready. Linet turned to the grim fellow and continued her weird signs. The goateed man, who looked furious about something, managed to infuse his anger into the movements he made in response.

			A silent hand-language! Eyvind realized. The army had simple signals for communicating over distances, but they were rudimentary by comparison. Here appeared to be a fully developed, unspoken tongue. And by the look of their jerky movements and the expressions, it was quite a heated argument. Between the signs, Eyvind noticed fingers pointed in his direction more than once. Suddenly annoyed at continually having his fate dictated by strangers, he cleared his throat loudly. “Excuse me.” They ignored him as though they’d not heard. “Excuse me!” he yelled, as he would trying to be heard across a crowded room. They broke off their fighting and looked at him, frowning.

			“Where I come from it’s considered quite impolite to talk about someone behind their back. I think this qualifies.” Goatee stared at him askance.

			“Like I just said,” Linet huffed in frustration, “he’s not exactly a typical outsider. Now take us to Perrim. We have some knowledge to apply.”
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