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Chapter One
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The everyday normal noise of the trading-town was loud to Declan's ears as he wandered through muddy streets lined with warehouses, shops, and taverns. In this part of Glengarry, near the outer wall, the streets were crowded with traffic.

Declan barely glanced at the people thronging the streets. There were so many of them gathered here.

Roughly dressed farmers guided mule-pulled carts of crops. Merchant guards, wearing leather jerkins and helmets, escorted laden wagons under their masters' eyes. Hawkers carrying trays preached the specialties of their wares. Women in rough-spun dresses pushed through gaps in the crowds, many of them ducking into the taverns.

Only the roughest taverns are found this far out. Declan ignored them. I'd likely lose far more than just my coin purse in one of those places. He pulled his dark grey cloak more tightly around himself.

“Apples!” a hawker cried. “Fresh apples.”

Not at the this time of year, Declan thought. The last of the winter stores more likely.

Guardsmen stood at some of the street corners, keeping an eye on the crowds, while others marched patrols through those same streets. The town guards wore simple armour—iron rings sewn onto leather tunics—and bell-shaped helmets and most carried spears and shields. They all looked grim-faced.

Declan rested his hand on the hilt of his sword, though he kept the blade safely in its sheath. None of the guards were paying him any special attention. Which is just how I like it. He splashed through a puddle.

A wagon rolled past him, turning towards one of the storehouses which lined the far end of the street.

“Fresh pies. Only the finest meat.”

Not from that smell, Declan thought as he turned a corner and walked towards the inner town wall. I wonder if it's rat? Or something worse?

“Cooking gear!”

“The finest blades. Only the sharpest knives!”

Declan pushed past the hawkers.

More guards stood at the open gates, watching people pass through them.
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DECLAN WAS QUIETLY amused that inner streets were just as muddy as those in the outer district of Glengarry. There was no wagon traffic within the inner walls, but some mule carts rolled along the rutted street. The streets were not as crowded, but were almost as loud.

There were a few guards stationed at the street corners.

Declan kept his pace steady.

Music and voices came from within the many taverns along the street.

Hawkers shouted about their wares.

“Warm cloaks of the finest wool!”

Shopkeepers called for people to enter their shops.

“The finest boots...guaranteed for leagues of the harshest wilderness.”

A woman in a low-cut top stood near a curtained doorway. “Looking for some company, golden hair?” she called out.

Declan ignored her.

“I hope it rots and falls off!” the woman shouted.

Declan ignored her.
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“MAKE WAY!” A VOICE called out as armoured horsemen rode past.

Declan frowned at the passing half dozen riders. He recognized the heavily armoured men as one of the Knightly Orders.

One rider carried a banner showing a sun cresting a mountain.

I do not know that sign. Declan paused and looked around the neighbourhood. “The Fruit Of The Golden Grapes,” he said aloud. “Where would I find that tavern.” He looked around at the stone and wooden buildings. “The Dancing Cartman!” He recognized that particular sign. My tavern should be close then. He looked further down the street and caught sight of a sign painted with bunches of grapes. “Ah ha!”

Two guards were slowly walking along the edge of the street. They eyed him and one gripped his spear more tightly.

“A good day, is it not?” Declan asked. “A quiet day.”

“The Prince of the Dawn watch over you,” one of the guards said.

Declan nodded his head. “And you both.”

“Night is coming.”

“I have a room arranged.”

“See that you do. The curfew within Glengarry is strictly enforced.” The two guards moved on.

Declan licked his lips nervously. He turned to study the traffic for a moment, and then darted across the street. He dodged around a wagon. It was laden with barrels and casks. He kept hurrying.

A driver cursed him.
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DECLAN CLIMBED THE few wooden steps from the street towards the door of a tavern. He paused to scrape the soles of his boots on one of the wooden steps, trying to get some of the thickest mud off. His attempt wasn't very successful.

Stepping inside and letting the rough-panelled door close, he looked around the dimly lit common room, scanning the patrons for any familiar faces.

Torches crackled in sconces hanging on the walls. People shared gossip over mugs of rough ale. A few merchants haggled with one another. Some men were tossing dice and cheering or jeering between throws. The tavern owner—a tall man with lank hair—was stacking clay mugs on the rough wooden shelving behind the bar.

Declan saw no one in the room whom he recognized. For good or ill, I know no one here. Not all that surprising really. There are lots of other taverns in Glengarry after all.

A few barmaids were carrying trays of mugs between the bar and various tables.

“You want a table, golden hair?”

Declan turned his head. “Aye, dear lass.”

She was dark haired and her blouse was cut low. She gave him a smile—that fake smile of a working professional—and a subtle curtsy. “Near the fire or away?”

“Away. And fetch me a mug of decent ale.”

“Other there,” she gestured towards the far wall. “I'll bring you the mug.”

Declan walked across the floor, his boots thumping on the wooden planks. He eyed the empty table. The wooden top was scarred with knife marks and old stains. It did not look very clean. But nothing in this place is clean.

“Leave me alone!” a woman's voice echoed over the noise.

The patrons' chatter barely lowered in volume.

Declan kept walking towards the table he had been pointed too. I just want some ale, he thought. Ale and a chance to think in some peace. He pulled out a chair.

“I said leave me alone!” the woman shouted.

This time the noise in the common room faltered, but then quickly returned to its previous level. A few men twisted in their chairs to look around, but quickly returned their attention to their own tables and their games.

With a quiet sigh, Declan reached for the chair to his table.  Just a drink, he thought.

A few tables away, a woman in a drab green dress was trying to pull her arm free from the grip of a burly man while his two companions leered at her.

Declan grimaced as he turned his head towards the group. Empress take me! he swore to himself.

The trappers—men dressed in such heavy furs could be little else—chuckled.

“Why the rush, sweetie?”

“We just wanna share a drink.”

“I'm not interested.” Once again, the woman tried to pull her arm free.

Declan sighed. He stepped away from the chair.

“Release me!” She slapped the man who held her.

The trappers laughed.

“Just let her go.” Declan kept his voice calm. “She's clearly not interested.”

The trappers glanced at him.

“Wait your turn, lad.”

“Yeah...go find your own wench.”

“She'll take my coins eagerly enough.”

“I never touched your coins.” She turned her face towards Declan with a pleading look in her eyes. “I just want to leave.”

“None of us wants any trouble,” Declan told the men in a calm tone. He spread his empty hands wide. “Just leave the girl alone. That’s all I ask.”

The drunken trappers laughed.

“Just leave the girl alone,” one of them mimicked in a high-pitched, lisping voice.

Declan looked around the tavern for any support. A few other fur-clad trappers looked at him with drink-blurred eyes, then turned back to staring into the depths of their own mugs.

The bartender eyed him, but kept polishing the mug in his hand.

One of the trappers rose unsteadily to his feet.

Declan could see small bits of roasted chicken stuck in the man's beard and the smell of cheap ale hung strongly around him. He swallowed. Empress take me.

“Perig, I think we got us a real city boy.”

Perig was still holding the girl. He leered at Declan from above his thick beard. “Aye, he talks pretty enough.”

“Look at his hair...like cornstalks, Ferenc. Could almost take him for a girl himself.”

Declan winced.

“Think he smells of the city?”

Ferenc leaned forward. “When we come out of the deep forest, pretty boy, anything looks good. Especially to Callum there.” He hooked his thumb towards the third man. “The girl is cheap enough. Our coins are good...but we don't always have to pay.” He chuckled. “Right, Perig?”

“Aye.” Perig brushed his long hair out of his face. “Callum can take the girl. I’ll have this pretty boy.”

Declan felt his face flush hotly. “I told you I don't want any trouble. Let the girl go and allow me to buy you a drink.” He rested his hand on the hilt of his sword.

Ferenc laughed. “Sounds like he's got a full purse...he can pay us for the evening's fun.”

“Leave me,” the girl said desperately. “Do not trouble yourself more on my sake.”

Declan looked around desperately as the big man advanced on him. There was no help to be found from any other patrons in this tavern. They're all so intent on their own tables. “All right, I’m sorry I bothered you. I’ll just leave you gentlemen to your...fun.”

Perig frowned, looking disappointed. “Maybe we don't want you to leave.” He shoved the girl towards Callum.

“Yeah, you can pay for our drinks and our fun.” Callum was leering. “Give us your purse.”

“Aye, your purse to start with.” Perig chuckled and took a step forward.

“If you so wish.” Declan kicked out, his boot striking Perig in the groin.

Perig let out a grunt like a blacksmith's bellows and then toppled like a falling ox. He landed heavily on the table and shoved it into Callum.

The woman gave out a startled yelp as she stumbled away. She fell onto her knees.

“Empress take you!” Ferenc snarled.

The third trapper stood up.

The tavern had gone silent now.

Declan licked his lips and took a step backwards. The third trapper—Callum—was a hulking bear of a man. With his furs and thick brown beard, he looked very much like a bear too.

Ferenc chuckled. “You're in for a beating now.”

“Take it outside!” the tavern keeper called out from behind the safety of his bar. “No fights in here!”

The bar maids had already fled from the common room.

“Won't be much of a fight, Norbert,” Callum snarled as he stepped over the groaning body of Perig. “Golden hair won't put up much of a fight.”

“Just take the drinks I've offered you,” Declan protested, “and we can avoid any further unpleasantness.”

Callum grimaced.

“Empress take your offer!” Ferenc snarled. “But I think we'll take your coin purse. Callum, teach him some manners.”

The trapper's meaty fist slammed into Declan's cheek and knocked him backwards, sending him reeling across the room.

The common room had gone silent.

“Not inside!” the tavern keeper called out.

Shaking his head, groggy, Declan found himself bent over a table and not entirely sure how he had come to be in that position.

The man sitting at the table stared at the knocked over mug of ale and lifted his gaze to stare at Declan.

“Sorry,” Declan muttered apologetically. He straightened up and then tried to lift the table up and throw it.

“Take it outside!” the tavern keeper shouted.

“Ya can't lift it.” The drunk was grinning. “Norbet nailed them all down.”

“Damn.” Declan bit out a curse. “So that makes—” Fingers dug into his hair and slammed his head into the table. Pain lanced through his skull and black spots danced before his eyes. His face felt wet. I’m bleeding, he thought in panic. Or is it just ale? His head was smashed into the table a second time.

“Keep a grip on him, Callum! We'll have some fun with him.” Ferenc looked angry as he stomped across the floor.

Declan blinked his eyes, trying to clear his vision.

Perig was holding a dagger and was shuffling painfully towards him. “I owe the bastard.”

Callum pulled Declan painfully erect. “You're not gonna be quite so pretty come morning.”

Declan shook his head to clear it. The girl was nowhere to be seen. At least she's safe. He jabbed his elbow backwards.

Callum grunted.

Declan felt the fingers let go of his hair. He spun around to face his assailants.

“Get him!” Ferenc smacked a fist into the palm of his open hand.

Callum grabbed for Declan.

Declan grunted as the other man grabbed the edge of his dark grey cloak and pulled on it.

The cloak's strap snapped.

Callum cursed.

Declan turned back to the table and frantically fumbled on the table for the clay mug.

“Get a grip on him!”

Declan’s fingers closed over the handle of the mug. The drunk goggled at him, jaw hanging open. “Sorry.” He lashed out and hit Callum square in the face with it.

The trapper’s head snapped back, then he gave himself a brief shake, spat blood onto the floor, and turned back to Declan, grinning. He was missing several teeth.

“Night's Dark.” Declan frowned. How do I fight him?

Still grinning, Callum grabbed Declan's wrist.

Perig chuckled and held the dagger up.

Declan gasped at the sudden pressure around his wrist. The pressure increased until he was forced into dropping the mug. Despite his increasing frantic resistance, Declan’s arm was inexorably forced up his back by Callum’s all too obvious strength.

“We'll deal with him, then go upstairs with the girl.”

“Where is she?”

Declan abruptly stopped struggling and tried to look down as something sharp jabbed into his throat.

Perig was brandishing his long-bladed knife and its blade pressed into Declan's skin.

Declan froze.

“Yep, city boy, fun-time is over.” Ferenc chuckled. “Swallow too hard and you'll be visiting the Vulture Court.”

Perig grunted something.

“Take this outside!” Norbert shouted. “You lot know my rules. No blood.”

“Shut it!” Ferenc snarled.

Norbert flinched.

Declan grunted.

“Keep a good grip on him,” Perig growled. “I want to enjoy this.”

Declan grimaced with pain as the dagger pressed deeper into his throat. A slow trickle of blood was creeping down towards the collar of his tunic.

“You wanna beg, city-boy? Beg for your life?”

“Empress take you!” Declan snarled. He would have liked to spit in Ferenc's face but his mouth felt dry and his knees were weak. He was shaking, try though he could to stop. He closed his eyes.

“Not so polite now, city-boy?”

Callum chuckled. Blood was trickling down his chin.

I'm going to die in this hell-spawned hovel, Declan thought as the dagger's keen blade caressed his skin. I can't even draw my sword.

There was a sudden blast of chill air into the tavern common room. “Is there a problem?” a deep voice asked.

Declan opened his eyes and turned his head just enough so that he could look towards the door.

The man who had spoken wore a polished breastplate and a conical helmet. A sheathed sword hung from his waist and an orange-dyed cloak trimmed with fox fur was draped over his shoulders. His eyes were bright and his expression was cold.

Declan eyed the man warily. He was obviously from one of the Knightly Orders. And men from the Orders are usually trouble.

“I ask again...is there a problem here?” The knight was resting his hand on his sword. His expression grew harder.

The man behind the bar cleared his throat. “No problems here,” he gasped out.

“Nothing going on that need concern one of your order,” Ferenc said.

“Many things concern me. Maintaining order is important.”

Declan pulled himself free while Callum was distracted. He carefully moved toward his dropped cloak.

“Disruptions to the Prince's Peace do not please me.” The knight's tone was as cold as his expression.

“You're ruining our fun.”

“You need to find another source of fun. I will see that peace and order is kept in this town.” The knight was still gripping the hilt of his still-sheathed sword. “This is not a matter for further debate. He peace will be kept.”

“I owe him!” Perig said.

“So do I.” Callum spat blood onto the floor.

“The Prince's Peace will be kept.” The knight gestured at the trappers with his free hand. “Go back to your drinking lest we discuss your planned treatment of a woman of this town.”

Declan took a careful step towards the door. He was holding his cloak and trying to settle it around his neck.

The knight turned to look at him.

Declan froze.

The knight examined Declan closely. “Get out of here, boy.”

“May the Prince of the Dawn illuminate you.” Declan hurried past the knight and outside into the cold evening.
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Chapter Two
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Declan stumbled on a rut as he hurriedly walked along the hard-packed dirt street—this part at least was dry and not muddy. A sudden gust of a cold wind chilled him so he shook out his cloak to rehang from his shoulders. He muttered a soft curse as he saw a tear in the dark grey cloth. He pulled the cloak on and tried to secure the strap.

“You're unharmed then.”

Declan gave a start, then turned at the soft voice. “Are you?” he asked the girl from the tavern. He forced his hand away from the hilt of his sword.

“I am unhurt.” Seen in the daylight, she was small and thin, with a plain face. “Thank you for coming to my aid with those ruffians.”

“It was my honour.”

“I could not have avoided them.” She shivered. “They wanted me too—”

“Think no further about it. Any true gentleman would have done the same.”

A merchant's cart rolled past.

“We should move on, my lady, lest they leave the tavern and catch sight of us again.” Declan glanced back up the street towards the tavern door but it was still shut. “I'm Declan Millward.”

“My name is Aisling Vadeboncoeur.” She pulled her blue wool cloak more tightly around herself. She smiled at him from within her cowl, a little shyly.

Declan offered his arm. “Can I offer you an escort to your...destination?”

“That would be comforting.”

Declan smiled. “Lead on, gentle woman.”

“This way to the wagons then.” She began to walk along the street and Declan hurried after her. “I am glad that knight lancer Lionclaw arrived in time.”

Lionclaw? Declan sighed. Knights take such boastful names. “Did you send him?”

“I passed him in the street and said men were fighting in the tavern. I was afraid someone was going to be killed.” She eyed him, then hastily looked away. “I was hoping it would not be your blood that was spilled.”

“The knight had good timing. It was a close thing.” Declan sighed. I should not have needed such rescue, he thought with mild bitterness. “Can I help you carry that bundle?”

Aisling's grip tightened on the pouch. “No.” She took a breath and continued more calmly. “No, thank you. My mistress told me to buy these herbs. They are meant to be brewed into potions to help heal the sick and injured. My thanks for your offer, but I would feel better if I carried them.”

“Is your mistress one of the druidic ranks?” Declan shrugged as she did not reply. “Keep your secrets, as you wish.”

The first moon was just starting to rise above the horizon.

“Are there many wounded among your people?”

“Even one is too many.” Aisling kept walking. “It is a harsh world.”

“That it is.”
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THE TWO WERE APPROACHING the inner wall of the trading post.

The guards standing watch at the gate were different to those when Declan had first entered the inner town. They studied everyone passing by, but stopped no one.

“They'll close the town gates soon.” Aisling kept walking. “The outer gates too.”

“No surprise there. Only a fool would leave the gates open overnight.” There were far too many monsters prowling in the dark. “Glengarry enforces a curfew. Most towns do.”

The two passed through the open gate and into the squalid shanty-town which surrounded the trading post.

Declan adjusted the way his cloak hung from his shoulders so that he could easily draw his sword if needed. He looked around, frowning at the crowded streets. The traffic of wagons and carts had not slowed since he walked through it earlier. I see few of the post's guards out here. “How far do we need to walk?”

“Far enough, though still within the safety of the outer wall.”

Declan nodded and continued to walk after her along the muddy street. Like every trading post he had visited throughout the baronies, the centre of the trading post was a fortified group of buildings with a tall log palisade around it. A second wall of logs surrounded the bulk of the marketplace, storehouses, stables, and other businesses.

The shanty town was crowded between the inner and outer palisades.

Declan could see a handful of campfires already lit by travellers who had established their night camps among their wagons. Too poor to afford an inn, he thought. Too untrusting to leave their possessions unguarded.

Aisling led him past two settled camps and into a busy site just past a train of wagons slowly rolling off the road and onto the hard-packed earth.

“We are here.”

Declan eyed the wagons. The encampment was sizable.

Another patrol of armoured knights rode past.

“The Order of the Sunlit Mountain are keen to keep order in the town.”

“That's good, I suppose. For the town seneschal I mean.” Ignoring the trio of knights, Declan looked around again, frowning.

Men-at-arms, clad in ragged tunics and battered armour, stood guard over parked oxen-drawn carts. The carts were parked in a series of squares.

A few carts were still trickling into the makeshift camp. The cart drivers looked tired and equally ragged. Women sat in the carts, shawls pulled tight around their shoulders and their hair covered by head-scarves. Children peeked out over the back of the carts to stare around with wide eyes. Cattle lowed and horses neighed. Chickens clucked loudly in cages.

Declan blinked his eyes and then turned towards Aisling. “This is no group of merchants.” Not with so many families and farm beasts.

“No, they're not.”

“Who are all these people?”

Aisling watched the wagons and carts rolling past. They slowly moved into place among the already parked wagons. “We are the loyal followers of Baronet Louis de Buade Frontenac. We have joined him in exile.”

Declan looked south-eastward, along the road they had obviously been travelling, his gaze going towards the Laurantian mountains. “Did you come through the Broken Wheel Pass?” He couldn't help but shiver. “It's far too early in the season for risking such a journey overland.”

“We were caught in a late blizzard,” Aisling admitted. “But the snows melted and we were able to continue.”

“That was foolish.”

“The baronet had little choice. We were ordered to leave our homes or be executed.”

“All of you?” Declan followed her towards a cluster of wagons parked close together.

Cooking pots already hung over crackling fires. Some children were playing, near one of the wagons. Men-at-arms eyed him, but nodded their heads respectfully at his companion.

Declan kept his hand clear of his sword hilt.

“The baronet has the strong loyalties of his people.” Aisling paused a moment, watching several young children dart past. “His enemies would have been extremely harsh with the common folk for supporting him.”

“So your entire village moved?”

“Several villages...everyone with family loyalty to the baronet left their homes and most of their possessions behind. Most of them by choice...some were forced at spear point.”

“The baronet's?”

“No, those of the baroness.”

Declan grunted.

“Baroness DeCobray does not tolerate dissent.”

“She claimed the baronet's lands?”

“She did. I do not know the politics behind it, but we were given little warning or choice in our fate. She was cruel.”

“Nobles often are.”

Aisling gave him a sharp look.

“I have heard stories about the DeCobray family...I must admit I have not been to Mount Royale in some years so I do not know the truth of said tales. I know nothing of your Baronet Frontenac.”

“He is stern but just. Kind at times, but harsh with those who displease him.”

“A typical noble.”

“Yes.”

They walked a bit further into the camp.

“That wagon belongs to the master-of-arms,” Aisling pointed to a tall wagon which was already parked and two men stood guard outside of it. “Marshal Frontenac commands the baronet's men-at-arms. I have heard he's seeking to hire on more guards while we rest here.”

“Guards are necessary for any journey. The roads are dangerous.”

“Even villages are dangerous in the night.”

Declan did not argue that fact. All the world is dangerous. A thought he did not wish to voice. Everyone knows that monsters prowl the forests.

“Thank you for the escort, Declan.” Aisling gestured towards a large cauldron hung outside a wagon decorated with runes and symbols. “My mistress will be wanting to brew some of these herbs before nightfall.”

“Is your mistress a druid?”

“She is an Ovate, a herbalist. She is an enchantress. She also advises the baronet about magic.” Aisling turned, leaned in and kissed Declan on his cheek. “Thank you again, goodman Millward, for the safe escort. Perhaps we shall meet again.” She smiled at him again before she vanished inside the wagon.

Declan stood looking at the closed door, slightly bemused. Then, feeling as if he was walking on air, he turned and strolled out of the encampment and back towards the inner gate.

*     *     *
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DECLAN TOOK A DEEP breath
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