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      Cart The Soulless awoke in darkness.

      Something sharp dug into his back. He still wore his armor bearing the emblem of the Soulless – an eyeless, elongated face with its mouth ajar in a scream. He sniffed the air, smelling something singed, then realized it was him. Sitting up, he realized he was in a cave. Murky gray light appeared at the cave’s mouth, but he had no memory of entering.

      I’m alive. But should I be?

      His sword lay nearby. Cart had no memory of this place, or how he ended up here. Joints aching, he stood up, then gathered his sword, placing it in the scabbard.

      He reached to the opposite side of his belt and was reassured when he felt the dagger there. At least he was still armed.

      Cart examined his crimson cloak. Singed at the ends. There had been fire. That much he remembered. The leathers he wore bore scorch marks and he stank of burning logs.

      He had to semi-crouch in the cave. Behind him was total darkness, and he had no idea how deep the cave extended into the mountain. He had no intention of exploring and wanted only to get out of the stinking, stale space and stand in the sunlight.

      He made his way out of the cave. As he stood among the rocks, he heard something shift off to his left. A figure, face obscured by a hood and wearing the plain brown robes of an Elkai priest, said, “You made it, Soulless.”

      “What do you want, priest?” Cart said, sniffing the air. “You stink of death.”

      “Strange words from someone who’s returned from the land of the dead.”

      The priest sat stoop-shouldered on a rock and carried a staff with a six-pointed star wreathed in a bronze ring. Cart could see only his chin beneath the hood, the skin pale as the Countess moon. The Elkai were ghoulish, looking themselves like corpses. This priest was no exception. They lived and worked among the dead and diseased, hence the odor emanating from the priest.

      Cart said, “I don’t listen to nonsense.”

      “You really don’t know, do you?”

      Cart said, “I recall little. Enlighten me.”

      The priest shifted off the rocks and stood. Even on his feet, he was hunched over. Much shorter than Cart. Most people were. The priest leaned on his staff for balance.

      Cart rested a hand on the hilt of his sword. Death’s Child, as it was named. Upon graduating from Prost Palla, when he was ordained a warrior after four years of brutal training, it had been tradition to pick a weapon and name it. He had settled on a sword and picked Death’s Child as its name.

      He found it a silly tradition, naming swords and battle axes. The other academy graduates had chosen names like Widow’s Lament, Soul Breaker, and Last Rites. He didn’t give a fuck for sword names. Could’ve named his Ned for all he cared. Cutting off someone’s head didn’t require your sword to have a fancy name.

      The priest said, “Do you recall your death?”

      “Death? I’m standing here talking with you. Speak plainly or I’ll separate your head from the rest of you.”

      “You’re in the service of Elkai now. You’ll do as you’re guided and bidden.”

      Religious bastards were silly and made no sense.

      “I suggest you start by travelling to Bern-Challa. You’ll find more answers there.”

      “Bern Challa is the world’s asshole.”

      “Answers there,” the priest said. “Head that way.”

      The priest meandered between a gap in the rocks, heading downhill. Cart watched him diminish until he was at the bottom of the hill.

      What had happened to him? And how had he ended up in a cave in Loranth’s Teeth?

      Bern-Challa wasn’t far from here. It was morning. If he didn’t linger, he could be in Bern-Challa before mid-day.

      Cart started down the hill, head feeling fuzzy, as if he’d had too much wine, but he hadn’t had a taste of the stuff in years. There were many questions to be answered, such as why he smelled like a burned candle and how he had ended up in the cave.

      Maybe he would find answers in Bern-Challa, although that town had been little more than a refuge for thieves, murderers, and whores. It had gotten worse after the Last Gods’ War. What it could offer, he didn’t know.

      Still, he pressed onward.

      

      Bern-Challa stood like the last rotten tooth in a diseased mouth. He arrived at the gates midday after crossing the barren plains of Chal-Der. Outside the gates stood a man with sores on his face. He held a spear that looked so dull it couldn’t stab a piece of cheese off a platter.

      The man said, “What’s your business?”

      Cart didn’t know, but he didn’t owe this retch an answer. “You some sort of guard?”

      “I’m part of the town watch. State your business.”

      “Given your town’s reputation, I’d say stealing, killing, or fucking would be my business.”

      “Good a reason as any,” the man said, braying laughter. “Go on in, then.”

      Some guard. He entered through the archway. The streets were empty. Up ahead, in a town square, a rotting corpse hung from a gibbet. A crudely-lettered, misspelled sign had been affixed to the condemned man’s chest. It read: WIFE KILLR. Cart guessed mob justice had prevailed, for he remembered this place as largely lawless.

      His throat was parched, so he found a place to drink and stepped inside. The bar was nothing more than a rough plank on barrels where a bar keep filled tankards. A few men lingered around the bar top. A handful of others sat at a table wedged against the wall, a ripe stink coming off them. A fire burned in the fireplace, the smell of smoke mingling with the odor of unwashed bodies.

      Cart reached into a pouch on his belt and took out a coin. Placed it on the bar top. “Drink. Ale. Mithopian if you have it.”

      The barkeep, a young woman with close-cropped brown hair and a gap in her teeth said, “You’re more likely to have someone piss in your cup and serve it. That fancy shit hasn’t been available for years.”

      “Whatever you serve, then.”

      She plucked the coin from the bar top, turned, and filled a tankard from a barrel. Then she placed it in front of Cart. He drank it down. It did the job of slaking his thirst, even if it tasted like gutter water.

      Upon finishing the awful ale, pain coursed through his skull. He closed his eyes and a vision came upon him. He was in a burning building with high, arched ceilings. Fire licked at him. His beard singed and the heat became unbearable. A wicked pain tore through his side and he ran through the flames, ending up on a stairway. Somewhere up high, the stairway spiraling down and out of sight.

      Around him were the bodies of his comrades, fellow soldiers in the Company of the Soulless. Flesh burned. Limbs hacked. One man with his belly slit open and intestines uncoiled.

      “You okay, friend?”

      The barkeep’s hand was gentle on his.

      “I’m fine. Another drink.”

      “You looked lost there for a moment.”

      “Another drink.”

      “You look troubled.”

      Cart’s head felt as if an executioner’s blade had fallen on it. “Less talking and more of that piss water ale.”

      He took out a coin and tossed it on the bar. The keeper reeled it in.

      “As you please.”

      He realized the two men at the bar were staring at him. Their faces were deeply creased with wrinkles, skin permanently baked brown by the harsh sun in the region. It was winter here, still cold, but the sun could be merciless year-round.

      Cart said, “The fuck you looking at?”

      The older of the two men raised his hands and said, “No harm meant. We just came to drink. Never seen someone like you in these parts, is all.”

      From behind him, someone said, “I’m looking at that sack of coins on your belt.”

      Cart turned to see the three men who’d been sitting at the long table fanning out around him. They all had faces that reminded him of a knotty root vegetable. Two of them held daggers, the third a small axe.

      The one with the axe said, “Why don’t you hand that over?”

      The barkeep said, “Granth, that’s enough of your shit.”

      Granth, the one with the axe, said, “Quiet, woman, or I’ll hack off your tits.”

      Charming, Cart thought. Lessons needed to be taught here, and Cart was willing to be the instructor.

      “Now those coins,” Granth said. “Give them here.”

      “You can have them,” Cart said. “After I kill you, I’ll shove them up your ass.”

      He drew his sword and in one, swift motion, he swung it in a horizontal arc, slashing Granth across the face and leaving a hole where his nose resided. Granth howled in pain, slapping a hand over his severed nose. The two men at the bar hopped off of stools and bolted for the door.

      One of Granth’s companions flung his dagger at Cart and he jerked his head to one side, dodging it. The dagger bounced off the wall. The man resorted to charging Cart, fists balled up. He closed the gap. No room to swing the sword, so Cart brought the spiked pommel down on the man’s head, punching through his skull.

      The man’s eyes rolled back and he fell to the floor.

      The third man waved his dagger at Cart. These fools were emboldened by drink, no doubt. The third would-be bandit charged Cart, who ran the point of his blade into the man’s belly. The bandit’s momentum carried him forward, the blade sinking deeper.

      The bandit fell to his knees. Cart withdrew the sword, leaving the man on the floor.

      Tennent One of the Soulless: Let no one who would visit violence on you see another dawn.

      Cart finished the guy by driving his blade through the man’s throat. He stopped struggling soon after.

      The barkeep said, “By the gods, how am I going to clean this up?”

      Cort took out three coins and left them for her. “You should be more selective about your customers.”

      The barkeep spat in Cart’s direction. He wouldn’t be ingratiating himself to the town’s populace. Word would get out, but what’s done is done. He never lived with regret. Wasn’t going to start now.

      “Piss off,” the barkeep said. “Get out!”

      Cart stepped over the bodies and headed into the street.

      

      He sat on an empty crate outside an alleyway where piss ran through the street, mingling with the odor of rotten vegetables and food scraps, the smell nauseating. As bad as it was, he’d smelled worse on the battlefield. Spilled blood. Punctured innards. Burning hair and flesh.

      A horse and cart passed in the street. Some children in filthy rags ran after, tossing stones at the cart driver. This place was truly a cesspool and he still had no idea why he needed to be here.

      A bit of his memory came back. The Soulless had led an attack on the Cathedral of Elkai. Against the very goddess herself. Parts of the past returned to him, such as charging up the cathedral steps and slaying the goddess Elkai’s soldiers, pathetic souls afflicted with rot. They had fought hard and up close on the grand steps. The stone had become slick with blood.

      His company had entered the cathedral, where rotting corpses hung from the beams overhead. Dozens of demonic statues lined the walls, each of them with twisted faces, some with long tongues carved in stone. It was rumored the goddess kept jars filled with organ meats in the cathedral. A truly foul place.

      And they’d found Elkai herself waiting for them near the altar, the goddess towering over the men, her skin blackened in spots by rot. She wore a breastplate over torn cloth that hung to the floor. She gripped her sword, longer than Cart was tall and wickedly curved. One cut from that monster blade would bring plague and death to the man wounded by it.

      There had been little else they could do but charge Elkai. Cart let loose a battle cry, urging the Soulless company onward, and the goddess cut his men down. Cart stood and fought her, swinging Death’s Child, driving Elkai back toward the altar. With many of his company dead around him or cut with plague-infected wounds, he paused, energy depleted. Elkai crouched and reached behind the blood-tinged altar.

      When she revealed her hand, something like a miniature sun rested in the palm of her hand, so bright it forced him to squint.

      A grin crossed Elkai’s face and she said, “Did you think you could win, Soulless?”

      Cart urged a retreat. As he and those still able to run fled the cathedral, the fire of a thousand furnaces licked his back. He was thrust forward and tumbled down the steps. Smelled the odor of his beard burning. Felt like he cooked inside his armor.

      As he lay on the cathedral steps, the searing light washed over him and the last thing he heard was the agonized screams of his comrades. It felt as if the air itself were on fire.

      That would explain the singed armor. And the priest’s strange comments.

      He supposed he had died. But why was he back?

      A man in fine, polished armor approached him, a deep blue cloak over his shoulders. That getup was too nice for this place. He wore a close-cropped, gray beard. Hair cut short with a little black still at the temples. The man stopped in front of Cart and grinned.

      He didn’t know this fool personally, but from his getup, he was a Provish soldier.

      Cart said, “Some sort of problem?”

      “You’re the one took care of Granth and his friends.”

      “Word gets around fast. That was me,” Cart said, getting to his feet. “Is there a problem with my methods?”

      “No quarrel from me. I have more love for the shit in the gutters than for Granth. Good riddance to him.”

      Cart scanned both ends of the street. The fancy-armored guy appeared to be alone. Still, Cart’s hand went to the hilt of his sword in case the man had plans to bring in friends.

      “Easy, my friend,” the man said. “I don’t think you’re fast enough to handle me, plus, I mean no harm.”

      “You’re a true legend,” Cart said. “At least you believe you are.”

      “Ser Dane of Prova,” he said. “Don’t know your name.”

      Dane of Prova. He’d heard the name. Supposedly the greatest swordsman south of the Forgotten Hills. Cart had heard he fancied slaughtering farmers and blacksmiths who were sent into battle as fodder but folded when faced with real soldiers. “Cart.”

      “There’s someone who could use your help.”

      “Did the priest send you?”

      Ser Dane said, “I don’t know a priest.”

      Cart studied him for a moment. “One of the Elkai priests? Sure he didn’t send you?”

      “I know there’s a girl that went missing in town. I heard about your exploits and thought you could help.”

      “You’re supposedly fancy with a sword,” Cart said. “Why not you?”

      “Fast as I am, I’m not a young man anymore. No more trapsing off on near-suicidal journeys for me.”

      “Near suicidal,” Cart said. “You make whatever this is sound so appealing.”

      “Last house in the far-right corner of town. If you’re interested. Has a horse sigil over the door. The woman who lives there approached me to find the girl, but I turned her down.”

      Ser Dane meandered down the street. Was this what the priest wanted from him? To help some girl? He had nothing better to do and was generally confused as hell.

      He headed for the house with the horse sigil to see what he could learn.

      

      Cart approached the house with the sigil above the door. As he approached, a slight blue glow surrounded the sign. Cart blinked his eyes, thinking something was wrong. The glow around the sigil faded. Was this some sort of warning? The Elkai priests worked strange magic. Afflicting others with disease. Raising bodies. Working in the service of their goddess.

      Smoke corkscrewed from the chimney. Cart rapped on the door.

      A woman said, “Who’s there? I’ve a dagger waiting.”

      This wasn’t going to be pleasant. “I hear you’re in need of help.”

      “Who sent you?”

      “A fancy swordsman.”

      “Ser Dane?”

      “That’s him,” Cart said. “If you want me to leave, I will. Or I can hear you out.”

      The door opened a crack and he saw the woman. A kerchief covered her head, long blonde hair spilling from underneath. She clutched a rusty dagger against her chest.

      “I’ll run you with this dagger, you try anything.”

      “I’m sure you will,” Cart said. “There’s a missing girl?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want my help?”

      “Why would you help me?”

      Cart said, “It’s a long tale for another day, but I will help you. I’m bidden to do this.”

      “By who?”

      “I can walk away or I can help.”

      The woman looked him up and down. She was young, maybe no more than thirty summers. “You look sturdy, capable. Come in.”

      The home was small but neat and tidy. Floor swept clean. Pots and pans on a wooden shelf. A stack of books on a table. She had a fire going in the hearth with a pot of bubbling liquid that smelled of onions.

      “You live alone?”

      “Do you see anyone?”

      Cart said, “They might be out and about.”

      “It’s just me,” the woman said. “And Callie before she went missing.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Fria. Yours?”

      “Cart.”

      “Were you in a fire recently?”

      “You could say that.”

      “That must’ve been dreadful.”

      “It wasn’t pleasant. Now, your daughter, tell me what happened.”

      “I sent her to purchase some tallow from the butcher two days ago. It shouldn’t have taken long, and it was right before dark. She didn’t come home.”

      Fria’s voice broke as she spoke. It made Cart think of his own boy and how many years it had been since he’d seen Benn. His son wasn’t dead, but he’d been a child when Cart had left to go to war. “What then? Did you search for her?”

      “Of course,” Fria said. “I wandered the streets most of the night, at great peril to myself. I found out from the butcher that two men in filthy cloaks were lingering around his shop. One of them was missing his right eye. They followed Callie as she left with the tallow.”

      “Foul piles of shit that would harm a child,” Cart said.

      He spared Fria’s feelings by not sharing his thoughts: they were likely slavers and would sell the child to the highest bidders at auction.

      “I should like to cut their throats,” she said, making a slashing gesture across her own.

      “How did the fancy swordsman know of this?”

      “Ser Dane?”

      “Yes, the insufferable prick.”

      “You know him well?”

      “Not well,” Cart said. “But I know his type. Born in Prova with a silver sword up his ass, a dainty lad.”

      “You make judgements.”

      “I speak what’s true. And I know the type.”

      “I heard he was in Bern-Challa and went to speak with him,” Fria said. “He said it was beyond him and he didn’t want to get involved.”

      “Didn’t want to dirty his little hands, most likely.”

      Fria said, “What is your quarrel with him?”

      “The soldiers – the High Guard - in Prova treated the Soulless like shit,” Cart said. “We allied with them to put down the Iron Worker’s rebellion. They put us up in horse stalls while they slept on feather beds, provided us rotten vegetables and stew with nothing more than a piece of fat in it. We’re something they would scrape off their boots.”

      “I see. Well, he is a well-known swordsman.”

      “He’s no one.”

      “Is it true about the Soulless? That they made you sleep among the rocks and beat you with sticks during training?”

      Cart said, “That’s not too far off the mark.”

      “I’m sorry you went through that.”

      “No need for apologies when you’ve done nothing wrong. If they’re slave traders, they likely took the road south to the markets in Baz. It’s treacherous. Foul creatures in the hills. Bandits. Freak storms. Do you want my help?”

      “Why are you helping me again?” Fria asked.

      The pot over the fire began to spit and bubble. She slipped on a heavy mitt, grabbed a spoon, and stirred the concoction.

      “That’s my business. I was told where to find you and you were in trouble. Why the horse sigil over the door?”

      “My father owned a stable,” Fria said. “It was his. Horses were his passion in life, maybe more so than his family.”

      “Should I leave?”

      “I can’t pay much.”

      Cart waved her off. “No need for payment. This is a larger debt I have to settle, one I’m not sure of.”

      “Then yes. I’m going with you.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “She’s my daughter,” Fria said. “You would think I should sit here spinning thread or making stews while she’s in peril?”

      The look she gave told Cart that the woman had fire inside her, like she could cut out his guts right now. He respected that. “Fine, but it’s at your own risk.”

      “I’m no fool, Cart. Not expecting a pleasant stroll to the market.”

      “Do you have a weapon other than that needle you came to the door with?”

      “My father’s sword.”

      Cart said, “I suppose that’ll do. I’ll gather some supplies. A wagon and horses would be nice. And I want to speak with this butcher before we depart. Be ready for my return.”

      “The stew is almost ready. Care to eat before you leave?”

      His stomach gurgled. All he had in him was that piss water ale from the hole in the wall tavern. “I shall.”
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      Cart approached the butcher’s stall after receiving directions from Fria on where to find the place. Cuts of meat dangled from rope in the stall, flies buzzing around. It was dim inside the stall. The damned fool butcher was likely to sever a limb working in such darkness. Whoever would buy meat from such a place would risk sickness and perhaps death.

      The butcher was a slim man with a thick, red mustache. He wore a long apron spattered with blood. As Cart approached, the butcher was humming a tune he recognized as popular with sailors of the Velutian navy.

      The Velutians had transported legions of Soulless to far off shores over the years. Maybe Cart would have a connection with the sailor-turned butcher that would make the man likely to give up information. It couldn’t hurt.

      The butcher trimmed fat from an unidentified animal’s leg. He spotted Cart and said, “Closing soon.”

      “I’m not shopping for cuts of meat.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I want to ask you about a girl that went missing.”

      “This again?”

      “She came to buy tallow for her mother. You’ve met the mother, Fria. She came asking about her daughter.”

      “That’s right. Fine looking woman,” the butcher said. “Shame about the girl.”

      “Two men in hooded cloaks followed her,” Cart said. “That right?”

      The butcher pulled fat from the bone and tossed it in a bucket, where it landed with a plop. Another pile of unidentified glop lay on the floor at the butcher’s feet.

      “They were lingering around, but that’s not unusual. Lots of unsavory types in this town. They were over by the farmer’s stalls. There.”

      The butcher pointed across the street, where now-empty bins which normally held vegetables for sale stood.

      “You have a name?” Cart said.

      “Simeon. You’re one of the Soulless. What are you doing in this armpit of a town?”

      “Cart. You’re Venutian. Navy.”

      The butcher stopped cutting meat, grabbed a bloody rag, and wiped his hands. He came to the edge of the stall, and Cart noticed a scar snaking from his lower lip. It disappeared under his chin.

      “That’s right. You’re observant. How’d you know?”

      “That ditty you were singing about Anna of the islands lifting her skirts was a favorite among the Venutian sailors.”

      “I served on the Dauntless. Don’t recall seeing you. I would’ve remembered such a gigantic fucker like yourself.”

      “The Venutian navy served us well,” Cart said. “Food on the ship was crap and it smelled like a used chamber pot, but you all did your jobs.”

      The butcher tossed the rag aside. “Well I’ll pass that compliment along to the high prince himself. Anything else? I’ve work to do.”

      “Did the girl say anything to you?”

      “Nah,” Simeon said. “Gave her the tallow and she paid me. Didn’t seem worried. But if I were looking for her, I’d head to the port in Dar-Shal.”

      “Not Baz? Plenty of slavers there.”

      “One of those men had a tattoo on their hand. The Grim. Lowlife criminals. Organized. Will do anything for coin. They ship kidnapped victims out of Dar-Shal.”

      “You recognized them for what they were and did nothing?”

      “Look, friend. Dozens of dirty children run about these streets every day. If their parents gave a damn, they’d reign them in. I’m not responsible for every brat that passes my stall. That said, I wish you luck in finding the girl. If you’re going to Dar-Shal, I’d hire more swords.”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      “Why is a Soulless looking for a missing girl? Your type is more inclined to cut throats than do works of charity.”

      “The girl is important to someone,” Cart said. “Not sure why yet.”

      “You were fine soldiers,” Simeon said. “I was proud to serve alongside your company, even if you scared half our crews to death. I hope you find what you’re looking for. No child deserves that fate.”

      With that, Simeon returned to his cutting block, effectively dismissing Cart. He wanted to ask more questions, but time was short and he had a lead to follow now.  Instead of questioning the butcher further, he headed off to find a wagon and supplies.

      

      It was dark by the time Cart finished his conversation with Simeon. After speaking to the butcher, Cart found a merchant who was heading for Dar-Shal, and he negotiated a price for taking him and Fria to the port. The merchant would meet them at the gate come first light and would also gather the supplies they needed. The price was steeper than Cart would’ve liked, but they had no choice. It would be dangerous enough traveling by wagon, but it would afford them greater speed than walking.

      Either way, this could be suicidal. They would travel through mountain passes where Dekri made their homes. He hoped to avoid the mountain creatures, as they had a taste for flesh and often preyed on travelers. With luck, they might go unnoticed.

      He wandered for a bit, passing the tavern where he’d slain Granth and his companions. The tavern-keep was sweeping outside the door, and as Cart passed, she hocked a gob of spit at his feet. He kept walking. The spit was an improvement over what normally ran in the gutters here.

      As he turned a corner, Ser Dane leaned against the doorway to an inn. From inside came raucous shouts and laughter, mingling with stringed instruments. Above the din someone sang horribly off key:  She was the finest maiden from round the bend. Washed my clothes then let me stick it in her end!

      Lyrics obviously written by the finest poet in Bern-Challa.

      Seeing Cart, Ser Dane nodded and said, “Lost, Soulless?”

      “You’re far too fancy for this place.”

      “Everyone needs a place to lay their head.”

      “Did they sew you a silk pillowcase to rest your silky locks on?”

      “I’ve been to battle dozens of times, you know. I’m no spoiled prince, as you would portray me. Plus if you’d noticed, I’ve little hair, you dumb bastard.”

      “Watch your tongue if you want to keep it.”

      “Yet it’s fine for you to insult me?” Ser Dane said. “I directed you to the girl. What’s your problem, Cart the Soulless? Armor chafing you in the wrong places?”

      “My armor’s fine, you fool.”

      “So are you going after the girl?”

      “How’s that your business?” Cart said. “You wanted no part of this.”

      “Well?”

      “We leave at dawn,” Cart said. “She’s likely being taken to Dar-Shal.”

      “Treacherous road.”

      “You’re an observant one.”

      Ser Dane said, “Just your sword? No help?”

      Ser Dane was wearing on his nerves. He continued leaning against the inn’s front wall. His casual manner boiled Cart’s blood for some reason. “Just me and the girl’s mother.”

      “You could use another hand.”

      “You? I thought you wanted no part of this. Your joints were too creaky, old man.”

      Ser Dane stood up straight and faced Cart. “I know the road. I know what lurks in the mountains, never mind the cutthroats that would have their way with the woman and slit everyone’s throats.”

      “I’m not sure I could tolerate you.”

      “You’re no day at the fair yourself. But I can help.”

      “Suppose I agree,” Cart said, “what will this cost me?”

      “I offer my services for free. I’m sailing back to Prova. I’ll book passage in Dar-Shal. It will benefit us both.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be with your troops?”

      “I’m on leave. Due back start of next month.”

      Cart supposed he could use another sword, even if it was from an irritating Provish soldier. “If you try and fuck me over, I’ll leave your guts open for the birds to eat.”

      “I would expect nothing less from a Soulless.”

      “I’ll need extra provisions to feed your fancy ass,” Cart said. “You’ll have to contribute some coin.”

      “I’ll take care of my own things.”

      “Meet us at the gate at dawn,” Cart said. “If you’re late, we leave without you.”

      “I’m a soldier like you, Soulless. It’s been drilled into my head to be on time.”

      Cart wanted proof that Ser Dane was as advertised. There were plenty of braggarts in the world who claimed to be the fastest blade around. Or that they’d killed so many men there was nowhere to stack the bodies.

      He pretended to move along, then drew his sword, spinning with two hands and swinging as if to remove Ser Dane’s head. Ser Dane nimbly sidestepped, drew his sword, and swatted Cart on the rump with the flat of the blade. Were this a real battle, Cart would’ve run the sword through the man’s guts.

      Standing on guard, Ser Dane said, “Did you think I was lying?”

      “Had to see for myself,” Cart said. “Not bad for an old man. You’ll do. Dawn. Be there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cart spotted a small inn around the corner from where he’d left Ser Dane. That place was too raucous and he didn’t need any further problems, having killed three men already. Fortunately, Bern-Challa lacked anything resembling a constable or magistrate. He’d done the tavern keep a favor, possibly saving her life and had been spat upon for his efforts. She’d be on her own next time.

      He entered the inn, where a fire blazed in a small hearth. Three women, two with dark hair and one blonde sat at a table in the corner. They wore peasant dresses that showed off cleavage. Each of them had a tankard in front of them. They pointed, giggled, and whispered as Cart approached the inn keepers’ counter.

      The innkeeper was an old man with a fleshy face. His right eye was nothing more than a gaping hole.

      “Help you, traveler?”

      “Room for the night.”

      “Certainly. We have four rooms upstairs, all available.”

      “How much?”

      “That’ll be two full coin.”

      “How’d you lose your eye?”

      The man probed his cheek under the missing eye, as if Cart had reminded him it was missing. “Attacked by Dekri on the road here to open the inn. Foul beasts. Pretty sure the bastard ate it.”

      Cart placed two coins on the counter. “That’s some bad luck.”

      The innkeeper scooped them up and placed them in a pouch on his belt. “Any room you like. If you take one of the girls upstairs, try and keep the racket down.”

      Cart nodded. As he turned, one of the dark-haired women approached him. She wore a mud brown peasant dress. Plenty of cleavage for all to see, the skin on her chest lightly powdered and perfumed. She’d seen more than 40 winters, just like Cart. She smiled, revealing a missing front tooth.

      “Me and the girls saw you come in,” she said. “I was betting you have a thick cock. Would you like to help me win a bet?”

      The other women leered at Cart. They were as subtle as a punch in the face.

      “What will that cost me?”

      “Not much at all. One-fourth a coin.”

      It had been ages since he’d been with a woman. Allie was gone, and she was the last one he’d laid with. The whore was pretty enough, and a roll on the mattress might help him sleep. “Come upstairs with me, then.”

      Once inside the room, he shut the door and the woman stood near the bed. He tossed her a coin and she caught it, tucking it in her apron.

      Cart said, “What’s your name?”

      “Ruby.”

      “Cart.”

      “You’re one of the Soulless. You a killer?”

      “Some would say that.”

      Cart removed his belt and scabbard, then began to slip out of his armor. Ruby tied her hair back with a piece of string, then slipped out of the dress. She lay on the bed in the candlelight, sitting up against the wall and spreading her legs.

      “Like what you see?”

      “I’ve never seen a naked woman that I didn’t.”

      Once Cart stripped to his skin, she eyed him from head to toe. “Looks like I’ll win that bet. Now show me what you can do with that thing.”

      
      They had finished a few hours ago and Ruby slept. Cart sat naked on the edge of the bed, unable to sleep. Ruby had been inventive and fun, but the sexual escapades hadn’t tired him out as he’d hoped. Instead, it had made him feel hollowed out inside. Lonely. He thought of how long he’d been without a companion, of leaving Allie behind when he’d left for Prova.

      He’d been on a brief leave home, the Soulless being allowed to return home before setting out to put down the Iron Workers’ rebellion. Over the years, Allie had grown used to being married to a soldier. Benn had become accustomed to his father leaving for battle, still only ten when Cart left for Prova.

      On the day he was to leave for port, Cart had found Allie by the stable raking hay. Her hair shimmered like wheat in the morning sunlight. Her strong hands worked the rake, muscles in her forearms tightening.

      Benn was off somewhere in the woods.

      Allie said, “Almost time to leave?”

      “Getting close.”

      “Don’t suppose I can talk you out of it.”

      Cart said, “We’ve been down this path.”

      “You weren’t here long.”

      “I can only stay as long as the commander allows. You know the leave rules.”

      She continued to rake, head down. “So break them.”

      “Do you want to see me swinging from a gibbet?”

      “We need you. Benn needs a father.”

      “You knew my duties when we married,” Cart said. “The only way out of the Soulless is death or old age, whichever comes first.”

      “You’re hardly home.”

      Cart said, “What would you have me do?”

      “Walk away,” Allie said. “Join your family.”

      “I would be hunted to the edges of the map. Arrested. Deserters are not given a quick death. My body would be hung at the gates of Brant as an example.”

      She continued raking and let out a long sigh. In the stable, their large black draft horse nickered. He knew Allie was mad. Jaw clenched. Not looking him in the eye.

      Allie raked for a few more moments, then stopped, supporting herself on the rake. She looked up at Cart, her face smudged, nails caked with dirt. The most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Always had been. From the moment he’d seen her, Cart knew he would marry her. And he had to leave her. Again.

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “Until the job is done,” Cart said. “And if we’re granted leave after, I’ll be home.”

      She leaned the rake against the stable, then stepped up and held his hands. Hers were calloused from hard work, but her touch was gentle. Cart’s hands bore scars and burn marks from years in combat. They were meant for yielding swords and smashing faces, although Allie always told him how gentle he was with her.

      “I suppose I’ll wait for you,” Allie said. “I always do. And despite the fact that you make me madder than a pissed-on rooster, I understand your duty.”

      Cart said, “Were it not for the death sentence over my head, I would come home for good. I’m no good to you hanging in the wind for the birds to peck at.”

      “These iron workers, are they ferocious?”

      “Not likely,” Cart said. “Average working folk angered at the royalty in Prova. Working almost as slaves. They’ve burned a fair amount of property and killed some of the nobles. The regular army can’t handle them.”

      “Only a Soulless can.”

      “The price was right. Prova is paying fifty-thousand gold  to the King Marthen for our services.”

      “You be careful. I’ve no desire to be a widow, and Benn needs a father.”

      He felt a pang of guilt, not that he’d admit it to Allie. On trips home, he’d taught Benn how to fish, hunt, and construct a bow. And some basic swordsmanship with a dull short sword he’d acquired for the boy. “Neither a widow nor an orphan I’ll make my family.”

      He bent low and kissed Allie, the taste of morning berries and cream still on her lips. She reached up and stroked his beard.

      “You should see Benn before you go.”

      “Where is the boy exactly?”

      “Gathering firewood,” Allie said. “Now go, I have work to do. And come back home to me.”

      Cart nodded and set off to the woods on the rise beyond their cottage, where he found Benn swinging his sword and driving back imaginary foes.

      “That doesn’t look like gathering firewood,” Cart said. “Mind what your mother asked you to do.”

      Benn said, “Yes sir,” and placed the sword in a weatherbeaten scabbard. “I was slaying the beast of Dyreton.”

      “You’d need more than a dull sword to slay a thousand-year-old dragon.”

      “I’d just walk up and lop his head off.”

      “In your dreams, perhaps. I’m leaving soon.”

      Benn set the sword down and began to gather chunks of wood and sticks. “I know. You always have to leave.”

      “I have a duty.”

      “You always say that, too.”

      “It’s part of being a soldier.”

      He was stacking wood in a small pile, not looking at Cart. “I just wish you could stay.”

      “Look at me, son.”

      Benn continued gathering the wood and adding it to the pile.

      “Benn. Look at me,” Cart said, sterner this time.

      This time, Benn stopped and looked up at Cart. The boy was tall for his age, broad in the shoulders, gifted (or cursed) with Cart’s build. He had Allie’s hair color and blue eyes, a sharp contrast to Cart’s dark eyes and beard. “When I was a little older than you, they dragged me off to Prost Palla to become a soldier.”

      “You were that young?”

      “I was. We slept outside on the ground in all types of weather. Wore little clothing, got broth and bread, and bits of fatty meat for most meals. I trained from dawn until dusk for years to become a soldier until I graduated to the ranks of the Soulless.”

      “The Soulless are heroes,” Benn said. “They’ve written songs about your Company.”

      Cart shook his head. “Those songs are exaggerated, and the Soulless are beyond help. But there’s hope for you.”

      “You’ve killed lots of men.”

      “I have.”

      “What’s it like?”

      “You don’t need to know that. What you need to do is look after your mother and our home. I have something for you.”

      Cart knelt and from his belt he took a dagger. He’d taken it off a dead captain from Geld. It was a fine dagger, slightly curved and engraved with strange symbols. Had a nice weight to it and was sharp enough to split a crotch hair. “Here. For you.”

      Benn’s eyes got wide. He took the dagger from Cart and said, “Did you kill someone for this?”

      The boy was too smart for his own good, which pleased Cart. No one would deceive him without effort. “Never mind that. Be mindful how you handle it. It’ll take off
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