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  From the Author


There are days when we all need an escape from a terrible job, a terrible day, or a terrible life. 
Join my newsletter and get an escape from the real world, stories, and lore designed to entertain and delight.
You’ll also get Stories from the Deep, an exclusive, unpublished anthology chock full of extra epilogues, short stories, and lore from the Patmos Sea Fantasy Adventure Series.
Join now at erickercher.com.
Enjoy the book.
-Eric Kercher
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  1
The Tower


Sun poured in the opening, the rock walls rising like sentinels to either side. Sam examined the openings, barely big enough for the beam, and wondered how he was going to do this. 
“Can we take out a few stone?” he asked.
“Not on yer life,” Bill said. He picked up another stone, wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve, and buttered it with mortar. The haze of the morning had burned off hours ago, but the smell of moisture from the river hung in the air like a blanket. Somewhere off in the distance, a bird called, loud enough to be heard over the sound of masons’ hammers and breaking rock.
Thoughts turned over in his head, options to cut it down to size. Aggravation was at the back of his mind, but it was too late to do anything about it now.
The rest of the castle building was hard at work, the early morning breakfast long over. The sun hung halfway up the sky, closer to the noon meal than morning, and soon it would turn and make its descent to the west.
“What are we going to do?” Beside him, Trent wrung his hands. The boy was too full of worry by two hands, but Sam didn’t get to choose who his apprentice would be.
Sam looked down, the beam that was to take the main position on the ground beside the wall, and walked around the perimeter of the tower.
The beam was long enough to cover the span, but would need to be cut to size and ends shaped to fit into the strange sized opening that the masons had left him. Sometimes he wondered if Bill did it on purpose, or if it was sloppy work. He opted for the ladder but couldn’t rule out the former.
The problem was the cross members. How was he going to get them in? “Take the twine, we’ll measure the opening and get to work.”
Trent took the other side across the gap, twelve feet up to the floor below. That floor had been easier, they were able to incorporate the big wooden beams into the walls of the keep, but now the circles of the tower left the walls behind and rose above them, leaving him little room to work with.
He tied off the other end, checking both corners, and then knelt back to wait as Trent transcribed the opening size onto an offcut of wood.
When he was done, they left the top of the tower, descending to the dusty ground below. Sam puzzled over the problem while they walked.
They cut the beam to length, carved the end to size, and then had it attached to the crane before the supper meal, with a brief stop for lunch beneath the shade of the walls.
Sam stood up, wiped the sweat off his brow, and peered at the cloudless blue sky. “We’ll get this up tomorrow.”
“Mortise and tenon?” Trent asked.
“Possible. Let’s go back and see how the other beams are coming.” He picked up his tool bag, leaving the beam tied up, and together they started for the workshop.
“Oy,” Bill called down. “Are you leaving?”
“Yes,” Sam cupped his hands and called back.
“I need the crane. Untie your beam.”
Suppressing a note of irritation, Sam sent Trent back to take care of it, promising to meet him at the workshop. He could have told me earlier.
No doubt Bill was going to blame him for a work stoppage again, and he would hear about it in the morning. Sam tried to relax, stretching his shoulders and arms from the long day hauling the beam around.
The smell of wood shavings and dust entering the workshop made him feel better. Ned stopped his dressing of a beam and nodded. “All goes well?”
“As well as could be.”
“Ah, Bill giving you more trouble?”
“Nothing I can’t handle.” Sam hung his tools on the peg near the workshop opening. It creaked ominously, and he watched it. “Must do something about that...”
Kerien was hard at work planing the beams they needed, his plane scraping across the surface. A ribbon of wood shaving curled up from the opening, before he took it out and tossed it to join the growing pile of them at his feet.
Sam examined the surface, feeling across the grain. It was smooth, a good sign Kerien had sharpened his plane. “Good work. Check for high spots here.” He pointed to a rise on the top. “Needs to be smooth for the floorboards.”
Kerien looked both relieved and annoyed, the emotions flashing across his face. “Will do,” he mumbled. Sam patting him on the shoulder and joined Ned at the water pail, taking a deep draught after him. The old man’s eyebrows were long and bushy, and he peered out at him from under them.
“Something’s bothering you.”
Sam shook his head, taking another drink. The water was warm from being out all day, but still refreshing. His skin had run out after lunch, but he didn’t have time to get more. “Just thinking about this connection. We can’t just do it like the others, the span is too large.”
“What about smaller spans?”
“Will that work?”
“It should.” Ned, as excited as Sam had ever seen him, talked him through his idea using bits of stick and offcuts. For not the first time Sam wondered why Ned hadn’t been chosen to lead the carpenters over him. He had far more experience, and had worked in fortifications before.
Trent walked in, proceeded to his station to start his next task, and Sam glanced up at him.
His brow was furrowed, and he avoided eye contact with Sam. Something happened.
“How is he?” Ned asked quietly.
“Coming along.” It was true, despite his age, the boy was a hard worker, if not the most efficient. Sam could wish for seasoned carpenters all he wanted, but he worked with what he got.
“They denied the request, didn’t they?” Ned watched him with clear, brown eyes that hid a mountain of wisdom.
“No volunteers.”
Ned snorted. “They’ll have to raise pay if they want volunteers.” His bushy eyebrows wriggled. “I’ll never see that in my life.”
“Never say never.” They went back to the problem, and Sam wished he had Louis back. He would know what to do, or know faster.
“You haven’t put the beam up yet, have you?” Ned asked.
A grip of realization took Sam. They were about to put it up, three stories into the air. “No, we had to take it off for Bill to use the crane.”
“Well, that was a help, and he didn’t even know it.” Ned chuckled, the wrinkles at the corner of his eyes deepening. “Give me a few minutes to think on this.”
Sam nodded and moved off, talking to each carpenter in turn. Kerien had fixed one of the high spots, but had torn the grain in his haste. The pile of lumber in the yard caught his eye as he spoke.
Sam shook his head as he moved on. It was getting low. He would have to send out another team to the forest for more raw lumber soon. They were going through what they had on store fast.
Trent was finishing up the beam preparations, using a square to even out the sides. He was slow, only one side was done, and Sam checked his work.
There were gaps in the square along most of the beam, but a few sections were so far out he grimaced. “Here and here,” he said, pointing them out. Trent looked crestfallen. “You’re improving, boy, don’t give up now.” He handed the square back.
The smell of dinner was wafting in the opening, brought in with the evening wind. It came from the southwest, the prevailing wind direction. He hurried on to Archie and Stu, journeymen that were almost ready for full carpentership. Bob was working on a door frame, finishing up preparing the stock, and was coming along nicely. He would work on the door next, if they had enough oak to finish it.
They had finished their tasks for the day. “What should we do tomorrow?” Bob asked, hanging up his apron. The dinner bell would be ringing soon. They both looked toward the door. That was a good question. After this section of the tower, they would need flooring. No one had started it yet.
“Take down a few more trees tomorrow. Straight oak is preferable, but anything straight will do.”
They nodded. “Go ahead.”
Without hesitation they were gone, out of the workshop and straight to the food. The bell rang out seconds later, and the rest of the workshop put up their tools.
Sam stayed behind, thinking about what was left and what was upcoming. The sun was casting its colors into the sky, and he leaned on the workshop porch to watch it.
Castle Hornblood stood imposing before it, a skeleton of what it would be. The great walls of limestone glittered gray in the sunset. It was made of stout, hefty stone.
That reminded him. The quarry asked for another crane. Who he was going to get to do that he wasn’t sure, but they had one about to fail. It was there since the beginning and had seen plenty of use.
A few more loads and it might snap in half. Sam sighed, hung up his apron, and joined the others at dinner.
The Square was abuzz with conversation and alive with light. A cheerful fire burned in the center, with the remains of a deer still turning on the spit and sizzling as it dropped fat. The smell drifted over everything and mingled with fresh bread. Sam didn’t even mind the undercurrent of unwashed bodies it smelled so good.
He got in line for the food, which had dwindled since he was so late. he was behind a pair of masons talking about the woes they had to deal with.
He made his greetings and listened to the life around them. There was a touch of sadness in his gladness. Families now joined the workers, contributing all the chaos and joy that accompanied them.
Children played and ran in between the legs of their parents in great packs. The women added a touch of comfort in the hard wilderness they occupied, and food was by far his favorite contribution.
“Evening Sam,” Twilight said, winking at him. “Some of everything?”
“Please.” He took the wooden plate, holding it out over the thick stew that she spooned onto it. A chunk of bread, fresh from the morning, added a garnish besides a slice of venison that still steamed. “Much obliged. You always have a way with food that I appreciate.”
“On, get along now,” she said, waving a hand at him and blushing, but she looked pleased. He knuckled his brow and went to join Ned at a table, along with a few of the other carpenters.
The masons shot him a look as they took their plates, one mumbling something under his breath to the others. Sam didn’t fail to notice.
It troubled him, just another thing to add to the pile of unresolved problems. How could he work with Bill?
The food was good, and hot too, almost too hot. It burned his tongue, so he let it cool. The weak ale that came with the meal helped with the sting, but couldn’t remove it.
He let his stomach grumble as his food cooled, making small talk with the others.
“Sam, there you are.” The voice boomed behind him, and he winced.
“Overseer Clayton,” he said, rising. “Evening to you.”
“What is the meaning of holding up the work at the southeast tower? I was told you took up the crane almost all evening.” The Overseer brought all eyes to him, silencing the crowd.
Sam cleared his throat. The tips of his ears burned hot, and he fought the anger that bubbled up inside. He thought he would at least have until the morning. “We were unaware that the — “
“Enough of your excuses. How many times do I have to tell you how critical this castle is?” Whispers in the crowd brought his attention, and Clayton rounded on them, shaking a large fist in their direction. “And don’t think all of you are free of this, either. I’ve seen how you sulk and shirk your work. Need I remind you how close we are to Belmarch?”
The Square was silent, except for the crackling of fire and hisses of burning fat. Someone nudged the spit worker and they resumed rotating it, the creaking joining in.
“You’ll see me in the morning,” Clayton said, turning his haggard eyes back to Sam. “And leave your excuses when you do.”






  
  2
Overseen


The night didn’t go well. Sam’s food tasted like ash in his mouth, but he dutifully swallowed it. He didn’t know when they’d have meat again, but doubted it would be soon. 
The others gave him a wide berth, letting him alone. He caught a couple glances from the masons, giddy with a hidden mockery, but they didn’t say anything outright.
The time came for him to retire, and he bid the others good night. Instead of going back to his hut he went out to the edge of the small town that had been erected and stood at the edge of the farms.
Small puffs of wind tousled the sprigs of greenery and rattled the trees. The wind was dying down for the night, like it usually did, and the sky was half covered in clouds. The stars twinkled above him with a sliver of moon carved out in the eastern sky.
This wasn’t the kind of life he was hoping for. He squeezed his eyes shut, imagining what it would be like to be someone else. If Fannon was here...
The chill of the night wore through his clothing, and Sam retired his thoughts and turned back to the simple hut he called home.
It wasn’t much, but with his station he was afforded privacy. A bed, a table, and some belongings in a trunk made the majority of the furnishings, with a chair he made himself.
It wasn’t the prettiest thing to look at, but it held him up well on three legs. He sunk into it, leaning back against the stiff frame.
What was he supposed to tell him? That he didn’t know what he was doing? That he should find someone else to lead the carpenters?
Ned wouldn’t do it, and none of the others were even masters. They needed more craftsman here, if the building was going to work, but with the completion of the outer wall there didn’t seem to be much desire to finish it.
Day after day they looked for barges and ships coming up river loaded with more recruits to raise the castle. Day after day they were disappointed.
Even the masons were tired, despite the large numbers, and Sam wondered if this wasn’t done out of necessity instead of spite.
That wasn’t something he thought of before, but he realized it might be the case.
The night was waning, and his body called for rest. Sam yawned and shed his outer garments. After he slipped into bed he decided to go to Bill in the morning and see if there was anything he could do.
This castle wasn’t going to build itself.

    
  The roosters woke him. He was grateful to be awake, the strange dreams of a nightmare haunting him.
He had been back in full armor, weighed down and trapped in quicksand, all his family just out of reach. They called to him with gaunt faces and outstretched hands of the palest white, beckoning him on.
He didn’t want to go there, wherever it was, and tried to escape, but the sand pulled him closer, trapping his legs and arms and sucking at his neck.
He still felt the coarse grains at the base of his chin and rubbed it. Nothing there.
It was all a dream, too real to be anything else.
Sunlight poured in the slat covered window, another perk of his position. He dressed and pushed open the door to the early morning world.
Others were already out, the farmers and wives in the field, tending to the hardest work before the heat of the day. Gruel was kept warm over the fire and he took a bowl. 
It wasn’t good, but it filled his belly, and kept him in good enough cheer to keep him alive.
Although, he would have to face the Overseer soon. The man slept in late, so he had some time.
He was the first in the workshop and kindled the remains of the fire with offcuts and shavings to a pleasant size. It was almost time to re-oil all the handles, but he had none to speak of.
He might, if he still had a position after this meeting, be able to beg some from the Overseer. They did still get some shipments from the south, and oil might be available.
But all of this, he knew, was just a distraction. He would have to face the Overseer on his own.
The others were coming in, and he greeted them. They looked at him and slipped by, and he tried to soften his expression, but they got to work and kept their heads down. Little conversation flowed. The sounds of work abounded as the sun rose. He glanced outside and knew any longer would meet nothing but anger.
“I’m off, everyone keep working while I’m gone.” He expected something, but was greeted with silence. Even Ned didn’t look up.
So Sam turned and left, walking the path up to the castle keep and toward the entrance.
Sunlight still streamed in from above, shining on the first floor, and sneaked its way into cracks down to the bottom level. There were no doors on the main entrance hall, another thing Sam and his crew were supposed to do, so he walked in the large stone arch and down the hall to the first door on the left.
He was inside, talking to someone else, as Sam paused just outside to take a deep breath. The air was dusty and filled with the droppings of the masons far above.
Sam rapped on the thick wooden door, remembering that he helped make it. Vaguely, he sensed a moment of pride before the voice came through it. “Enter.”
He didn’t sound pleased, although a lot of the bite that had been in the Overseer’s voice was gone. Either by a good night’s sleep or the dulling of time, Sam hoped it might turn out better than he expected.
Overseer Rhys was inside, with a young man of about twenty. The thick black hair gave it away, he was a Hornblood.
“Come in,” the Overseer said, his eyes clouded. He sat behind a paper-strewn desk covered in the plans of the castle. It was oversized to hold them all, and Sam was sure his desire was for a far more elegant desk, for the Overseer was a sophisticated man. Why he ended up here in charge of the production of the building was still a mystery to him.
Silence reigned, and Sam took his spot in front of the desk dutifully, staring straight ahead.
The wood of the Overseer’s chair squeaked as he leaned forward and steepled his hands. “Is there a reason why you keep interfering with the mason’s work?”
“Not trying to interfere, sir.” The room smelled of tobacco and sweat, the trace lingering of a pipe still around.
“Then why do they keep coming to me, saying you’re putting them behind?” His voice was calm, for now. Sam wondered if it wasn’t due to the Hornblood onlooker.
“I imagine we keep them from advancing from time to time. I’m trying to get everything done.”
“Trying.” the Overseer scoffed. “I’ve given you everything you need, and yet you still make excuses.” He slammed a fist down on the table, making it jump. Sam kept his eyes fixed on a point above him where an interesting section of stone met. “If it weren’t for the deadline, I’d have you removed and sent upriver to the nearest drop off point.”
Sam bit his tongue. Better to get it over and done with than worry the man any longer. “Yes, sir.”
“I want you to think carefully about what needs to be done and work together, in harmony, with everyone else. Is that clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I said, is that clear?” Sam met his eyes, fiery behind the puffy cheeks.
“It is clear, sir. Is there any word on recruits?” Sam had to press this. “We could use a few more--”
“Enough!” the Overseer thundered, rising from his chair and toppling it backward. “You’ll get what you get,” he calmed himself, straightening his shirt and slicking back his black hair. “Dismissed.”
Sam dropped his head a small, but respectful, amount and left.
He breathed a sigh of relief as he shut the door. It could have been worse, and it could have gone better. He suspected the Overseer was holding back, but whatever the case may be he still had a place here.
Now, he just had to finish the work. Behind him he heard voices, but couldn’t make out what they were saying through the door. He resisted the urge to listen and left, back out the wide open arch to the outside and down the path.
The sun was up in the sky now, burned off the last wisps of morning. Sam whistled in the bright morning air, some of the weight off his shoulders.
Once again, he would live to fight another day.
He glanced up at the tower. Bill watched him with a glower, but Sam just waved and walked on. No need to upset him now.
As he walked along the dusty path to the workshop he wondered who the newcomer was. The Hornbloods were set to take residence in the castle, it was their land, after all, but hadn’t been seen before now. It couldn’t be the Duke, not with him being so young, and he suspected it might be a son or a distant cousin. Maybe a nephew to come see how things were going.
Sam brightened at the idea that they might have another report that would put their situation to light to higher ups. It might be the thing they need, to finally get more workers and more support.
And, if truth be told, more soldiers.
He glanced over, the Ventie River running clear right behind the forest. A few more stones on the tower and they would be above the trees, and with a good view to the other side.
To the Belmarch side. 
Which meant they could be seen in turn. He wondered what it was like there, as much as the stories told of death and destruction, he knew it couldn’t be that bad.
Although the thirst for war and blood seemed to be real, considering the stories that were told. Invasion, raids, attacks. They had carried them out in spades.
Which, he supposed, is why the castle was being built. Stationed at the headwaters of the Streaming Split, the division of the Venti River into the Golden River on the east and the Black River on the west, the castle allowed for a defensive position at the best river crossing from Belmarch in to Chathem.
It would be where he would have chosen a defensive position, too. Sam shook his head. That life was behind him now, long gone. He was a carpenter, a worker of wood.
He longed for the feel of it, warm and smooth or roughed from a new split, and the smell of it. Fresh, clean, newly felled, or dried and sawn, wood dust brought him to simpler times, a time of peace.
And, hopefully, a time of prosperity. As much as he disliked being Master Carpenter, the pay was better than as a worker alone.
A child waved to him, Netty’s girl, he thought, and he waved pack. She turned back to her playmates, chasing after one another in the dust.
A low rumble in the distance brought his attention to the sky. Lightning lanced through a thunder head far off. It might be coming this way.
Sam quickened his step and soon found himself back at the workshop. Anxious eyes looked to him, and he smiled. “I’m still here, for the time being.”
“We hoped you would be,” Ned said, hand on a plane. 
“What did he say?” Archie asked.
“Nothing that bears repeating to your ears. Hush now and get back to work. We’ll have a difficult time if we don’t get that beam up before it rains.” Sam looked around. “Where’s Trent?”
“Up at the castle. He brought your tools and said he was going to start without you.” Sure enough, his tool hook was empty.
Sam checked to make sure everyone had enough work for the next few days and left. A part of him admired the initiative Trent showed. Another part of him wondered what he would mess up.
But by the time he got to the tower, Trent hadn’t progressed much past marking up the end of the beam.
Sam stopped, collecting his breath, and examined his work. Everything was laid out as they expected, with two sides marked. He nodded, and Trent took out his saw and started working, cutting away the meat of the wood back to just outside his line.
Sam turned his attention to the middle. After his discussion with Ned, he thought he knew what he was going to do.
“You’re in our way,” a familiar voice said. Sam turned. Bill, and three of his masons, stood with arms crossed and hammers ready, scowling at them.
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Beamwork


“Good morning to you too.” Sam eyed them. Their pupils were dilated and, judging from the smell wafting in his direction, they had found their way into the ale earlier. 
“I didn’t say it was a good morning,” Bill said, deepening his scowl.
“What is it you would like?”
“For you and that sod to stop getting in our way.” Bill pointed his hammer at Trent. Sam stepped in between them, causing the other masons to spread out and enter a fighting stance.
Sam held up his hands. “We don’t want any trouble.”
“You’ve got it,” one of the masons said, a slight slur to his speech.
“Hold on,” Bill said. He smiled. “We want to work, that’s all. Like he said, no trouble.”
“Can we discuss this in a more...private setting?” Sam kept his voice low, hoping that Bill was the only one who had heard.
He scoffed. “I think not. Why don’t we help them boys?”
The masons advanced, and Sam stepped back. He pushed Trent away, the boy quivered, and they stepped out of the way.
Bill watched him as they picked up the beam and chucked it down the hill. It tumbled, striking the rocks on the way down, before it finally rested at the base of the wall.
“There. Now we can get to work.” Bill walked up to Sam. “Next time you get in our way, we won’t be so accommodating.”
“We aren’t enemies,” Sam said. Bill showed him his teeth.
“Just stay out of our way.” Bill walked past, shouldering him out of the way. Sam stepped aside, letting him go.
“Why didn’t you do anything?” Trent’s face was flushed, and his eyes were watery. Sam put a hand on his shoulder.
“Come on,” he said. He felt Trent’s eyes boring into his back, assuming he was a coward. He felt a touch of it, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He was here to build, not to destroy. “There’s a way to break anything, given the right leverage. It’s harder to make.”
They trudged downhill to the beam. Sam examined it, running his hands along the dents and scratches it had picked up along the way. The ends were blunted, but they were going to be cut anyway. Miraculously, it was still intact and sound enough to put up.
“Help me with this side,” Sam said, stooping down to pick up one end. He gave a count and they lifted it, turning it one revolution, and pulled it up the hill. It had taken the four masons to pick it up, but the two of them struggled.
They stopped to take rests, setting back on the ground every few yards. Sam felt it in his back at the top, the burning of his muscles and arms.
It had taken the cart to get it up here, and at least a half an hour to return it by hand. Trent wouldn’t speak to him, and avoided his gaze. Still, Sam went over the cutting with him, instructing him and watching him when he needed to.
He wasn’t going to abandon his development over a little tussle.
While Trent cut the ends, he worked on the mortise at the middle. He laid out his sizing and scored along the edges of the hole, about a quarter of the way from the edge of the beam, and then got to work using a chisel to hollow it out.
It was still sharp from when he had sharpened it this morning and made quick work, deepening the hole and creating a pile of chips to each side. He was halfway through when Trent needed to turn the beam and performed the same operation on the other side, but a little smaller to account for mis-measurement.
Slices of wood fell away as he cut. The chisel gleamed in the light of the morning, reflecting the sun and scattering it into tiny shards of light.
Sam leaned down and blew into the hole. Chips and shavings flew out, then drifted down around the opening and ground. He brushed them off, enjoying the smell of the oak as he cut it.
He let himself sink into his work, letting the confrontation slip away. The music of the castle under construction lulled him. Slamming rock, hammer blows, the ring of metal. A rope creaked as the crane hauled another load of rock to the top.
Inch by inch, stone by stone, beam by beam, the castle was coming together. When Sam finished his mortise he stood up and stretched his back, admiring the work they had put in so far.
He hadn’t been here for the initial laying of the walls and outlays, but now they towered above him. The keep was well under way, the next priority, before they build the rest of the outbuildings and support structures other than the blacksmith.
Their area was finished, tucked up against the wall. Smoke poured out of the chimney, a fire blazing in the furnace.
He wiped his sweaty brow, glad he didn’t have to be there on a hot day like today. The sun wasn’t at the peak of its journey and already his clothes were soaked with sweat.
“Done with this side, too.” Trent stood over his work, shuffling his feet from side to side. He still wouldn’t look him in the eye.
Sam passed his hand over the work, comparing it to the form they had used. He pointed out a few more areas to knock down.
“First, let’s move these cross members over. Might as well cut it on the ground.” 
He had another beam ready, a few yards away down the slope. They went and pulled it from its resting place, setting it up on an offcut to suspend it off the ground.
Sam took one end of the saw and Trent took the other. They started it roughly in the middle, rasps that hit a steady rhythm as each man pulled the saw back and forth.
The teeth cleared out packs of sawdust that puffed out the sides and sprinkled onto the grass. The lunch bell rang just as they finished, the beam falling away into two on either side.
Sam dusted off his hands and left the beam where it lay. “Come on, we’ll eat and come finish this after.”
After putting away the tools, safe from prying eyes and hands, they walked down the road with the stream of other workers back to the Square.
Up ahead, the movement around the fire seemed more pronounced. When they got there the Square was abuzz with activity and conversation.
“What’s going on?” Trent asked, eyes wide, as they reached the table the other carpenters had claimed.
“New lord,” Ned said, ripping off a hunk of bread and dumping it into his stew. “Brought a world of trouble, it seems.”
“How so?” Sam asked. He waved off a fly buzzing around his head. The soup smelled good. Leftover venison, no doubt, or the bones. He suppressed his hunger to listen to the stories around him.
“Young Hornblood, distant cousin or something like that. Says the Belmarch have rumblings of war and raiding parties.”
“I heard they came over the river a few miles down and killed an entire village. Didn’t even take them as hostages, just burned the place down. They said the bodies were left all charred and blackened,” Archie said. Trent’s eyes widened even more.
“Hush now, none of those rumors,” Sam said.
“It isn’t rumor. I heard the same thing, that the peace isn’t holding anymore and they’ll be across.” Kerien held up a defiant chin.
“These Belmarch aren’t that bad. It must be bad blood making tall tales.” Sam stood to get in line.
Ned shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I’ve lived up north my whole life and what they say about the Belmarch is true. A bloodthirsty, horrible people that love fighting amongst themselves more than they do fighting others.” He gummed a hunk of bread, some soup dribbling down his chin. “That’s the only thing that’s kept them from invaded and conquering us so far.”
Sam was sobered. He had heard tales about them raiding and pillaging, but had assumed they were exaggerated before. Ned wasn’t prone to tall tales, and even less to lying.
“They aren’t going to get us, are they?” Trent asked. His hands gripped the bench, knuckles white.
“We’ve got a wall to keep them out,” Sam said before anyone else could open their mouths. “You’d best remember that we have a job to do and can’t be distracted from it. Trent, come get your supper.”
The line had died down, only two in front of them. The smell of the soup was stronger here, mixed with the smoke of the fire. Sally spooned his portion out with a few kind words, which he returned, and he went back to join them.
The other groups of men and women cast furtive glances around and spoke in whispered tones. Sam met their gaze where they could, seeing something of fear inside.
There might be something more to these tales than he had thought.
Kerien was in the middle of one when they returned, capturing all the attention of the others. Sam picked it up midway through the story. “They took the women first. Did unspeakable acts to them. The men were forced to watch. They begged them to stop, but they only laughed.
“They slaughtered the animals next, forced the women to cook them, and then when they were done with their feast and their...acts.” He paused, and the others leaned in. Sam took a spoonful of the soup and blew off the steam. “They killed the men and dumped their bodies into the river. They floated down, discovered by the towns below. A day later, they saw the women. Then the children.”
“Horrible,” Archie said, face contorted in pain.
“That’s not the worst of it. They ate the hearts of the children.” The others recoiled.
“Why would they do that?” Trent asked, as white as a sheet.
“Some say they’re possessed by demons. Other say it is to grow more powerful.”
“Whatever the reason, keep them as far away on that side as possible.” Archie shuddered and Trent clutched at his flagon.
“The word is the Belmarch are on the warpath again. That’s why they’ve sent a Hornblood here. They say there’s a warlord withing Belmarch that is unifying them.”
“A unified Belmarch? God forbid,” Bill said.
“We should expect them to attack soon.”
“On what authority do you speak?” Sam asked, setting down his spoon.
Kerien paled a little, then dropped his gaze to his soup. “Things I’ve heard around,” he mumbled.
“Rumors then?” Sam arched an eyebrow. “Kerien, I’m disappointed in you.”
“We all know they would do it if they could. Why do you think we’ve finished the walls first?”
“No sense in scaring anyone about it.”
“You’ve right to be afraid of them,” Ned said. “They’re monsters walking in the form of men.” It cooled his head to hear Ned say it.
“Either way, we won’t speed up the work thinking on it any.”
“That’s just it, we’re going to be trained to fight.” Sam’s head snapped to Kerien.
“What?” Bill asked, mouth gaping.
“That’s one of the reasons the Hornblood is here. He’s brought with him his head guard to train us in combat. No spare swords around, apparently.”
This rumor, if true, was the worst. Sam’s mind wandered back to darker days. Days he had tried to escape from as much as possible.
Could they be catching up to him?
He steadied his hand on his bowl and took a spoonful into his mouth. He held it there, feeling the chunks of potato and the wetness of the stock, then swallowed.
It went down like a lump of stone and settled in his stomach next to the feeling that had developed.
Fighting was someone else’s business. There was no way he was going to get caught up in it.
The others talked about the developments, gossiping about the Hornblood, but Sam let it all wash over him. He didn’t even scold them like he would have, his mind was too preoccupied.
Before he knew it, the work bell was ringing again. The workers got up at once, and in a wave went to the castle.
Sam was swept up with them, the others going back to the workshop and Trent and he up the hill with the rest.
His feet carried him without thinking. They were back at the beam already, and Trent was at his side.
“Master Freeman?”
“Yes?” Sam looked down at him.
“Should we get back to work?”
“Oh, yes.” he wondered how long he had been standing there without moving. A minute? Or longer? “Take that side, we need to cut these to fit.”
As he worked to carve off the tenon, checking his cuts as they went, Sam’s mind was on a different time.
And a different place.






  
  4
The Thunder that Waits


The sky darkened in the south, a mass of clouds gathering on the horizon. Sam felt the rain before it hit and smelled it on the wind. He frowned and watched the sky, waiting for it to open and pour out its water to the earth. 
They didn’t get as far as he liked, but leaving it out in the open would have spoiled the timber. So, begrudgingly, he called a halt to the work and they pulled it under a nearby lean-to just in time for a great mass of water from the sky.
It bounced off the rocks and splashed up from the ground to soak his pants. The courtyard was mud in an instant, a chaos of carts and horses and men running to and fro to try and get out of the rain.
“Why don’t you tell them to go away and leave us alone?” Trent was hunched in the corner of the lean-to while Sam looked out into the rain. He was hoping it would blow over, but there was too much water for that to be a possibility. This would wear itself out, but not before they needed to get back to the workshop.
The question, however, disturbed him from his thoughts of the past. “It will be better to find a way to work with the masons. We won’t be finding ourselves rid of them anytime soon.”
“But what they did, what they do...” he trailed off.
“These men aren’t our enemies, Trent.”
“They certainly aren’t our friends.”
Sam had to let out a laugh. How naïve. Had he ever been that foolish, that unseeing? “They have a job to do, and they’re as low on manpower as we are. But, not only do they have less men than they should, they have far more work.”
He spread his arms around him. “All the walls, all the fortifications. They are all stone. Most of their men are in the quarry, and the rest are hauling the stone back and forth.”
Trent looked up. His eyes had softened, some of the edge gone out of his shoulders. “I-I didn’t think about that.”
The air tasted fresh and sweet, the dust knocked down and the tang of it washed away. “There are a lot of things we don’t think about.” The sheet of rain had turned into a pounding. “It’s lightening up. Come on, back to the workshop.”
As they left the rain was lessening. It still soaked into his clothes, cold pinpricks that made him walk faster.
“Welcome back,” Ned said. Sam shook the water from his back and hands, slicking back his hair.
Trent stamped his feet and scraped the mud off his boots with the side of the porch post.
“Back in for the rest of the day, it looks like.” Ned stretched and got up, joining him to look out at the rain. Sam looked down at him. There was an interesting look on his face.
“Yes, I’m afraid. More rain.”
“Storm on the horizon. And not just rain.” Lightning flashed, lighting up Ned’s face. The rumble of thunder came less than a second later.
“Too much. We have too much to do.”
“There will always be more to do,” Ned said, eyes scanning the horizon. “We must do what we can now, in this time, and let go of the rest.”
Sam shook his head. “I wish I had your confidence. I’m not even sure what I’m doing now has any impact on anything other than the few things that are added to the castle.”
“We do our part, just as others do theirs.”
Sam looked back into the workshop, watching the carpenters at their work. The scrape of a plane, the song of the saw in Kerien’s hands. The sound of an offcut falling to the dust. “What am I doing here, in this place?” he wondered aloud.
Ned laughed, making him look in surprise. “That, my boy, is a question we all search for. Even me.” He returned to his work with a chuckle, and Sam glanced out into the rain before going to his own workbench.
He had a panel mid carving, a crest of Hornblood with the Tree of Everling embossed on a field of white. He had already carved out the trunk, and most of the branches had come from it, but he had yet to carve the rest.
Taking up his gouge, he sat on the stool, then moved it for better light, and set the tip into the edge of a cut half finished.
The v shaped blade cut into the wood, pulling it away with a light pressure from his hand. He looked back up at his example carving, and traced the branch all the way out to the edge, lessening his pressure and bringing the blade up to a shallower cut.
At the end only a whisper of wood parted from the panel, and he pulled it away to fall to the ground behind him.
He thought as he carved, taking solace in the act as he always did. This was the skill that earned him his master. A steady hand and even pressure with a blade allowed him to work quickly, but precisely.
He had finished most of the tree when the rain slowed to a light patter, then stopped. Drips ran off the roof of the workshop, sloping to the covered porch and falling into puddles below that ran back down the yard and out to the muddy street beyond.
The air was cool now, and fresh. It would have been sweet except for the smell of the mud. Sam kept working, up until the bell of dinner.
“Master Freeman, shall we return to the castle?”
“Not yet,” he said, brushing shavings off his work and his pants. “The clouds give me pause. We’ll see what tomorrow holds.”
Trent turned and walked, joining the others for dinner. Sam let them go ahead, inspecting their work.
Kerien rushed too much, and it showed up in his work. There were plane tracks on the door and saw marks from a careless cut near the tenon. Sam shook his head, another problem he had to deal with. If he would slow down, he would be better than most journeymen, but like this, he could barely be called one.
The paths were muddy as he walked to dinner, his boots squelching with every step. The ground clung to him, refused to let him go.
There was a part of him that was still searching for something, after so many years on this journey. He longed to know what it was, that he could find a way to get there.
Dinner was more of the same, and he kept to himself. He listened to the others talking, then slipped into the shadows to observe.
The talk was muted now, although there was plenty of it. Hushed tones filled the nooks and crannies of the Square as the sun cast its sunset upon the breaking storm clouds.
“More work tomorrow, and what with the winter coming, they’ll be pushing us harder than we ever had to work before.” The speaker was a mason, one of the older ones on the crew, Danny. He was just off to one side of the lean to Sam had taken refuge in. 
“Do you think they’ll do it?” That was Rosco, another mason. Sam frowned to hear his voice. He was one of the ones with Bill today.
“It’s only a matter of time. You can believe that we’ll be the first targets too.”
“Well, at least the walls are up.”
“The outer walls. We still have too much work on the keep. If they breach those...”
“We’ll be dead no matter, even if the keep is finished.”
“Come on, let’s go get something to drink.” Their conversation faded as they went to the alehouse. Sam guessed they would be refused, unless there was someone on the inside letting them have it.
The memory of the morning came back, burning into his mind. Shame came with it, at not being able to do anything, at not fighting back. He suppressed that.
How had they gotten drunk? Sam thought about following the men, but decided it wasn’t worth getting in trouble about. They wouldn’t take too kindly to him following them and, after the incident today, it would be best to keep a low profile.
Bill would be in his shack tonight. Sam pondered a visit, wondering if it would do any good. He dismissed it, thinking he might be wise to let him cool off a bit, if the rain and weather hadn’t done that for him already.
The weather might put him in a fouler mood, come to think of it. Sam chewed on a piece of grass he plucked from a straggly patch growing beside the Square.
It was trying to survive, just like they were, but there was too much trying to choke it out and kill it. Still, despite all that, it was green and vibrant, a small patch of hope in the dust and mud.
Something came over him seeing it. Sam stood up, brushed off his pants, and walked out of the Square.
He turned right, instead of the left that would bring him back to his shack. In a few more moments he found himself outside Bill’s place.
He stopped at the door and waited. Voices drifted out from inside. He wasn’t alone.
Sam knocked on the hard door. It gave as he did, then went back to its original position. The voices stopped at once.
“Who is it?” Bill asked.
“Sam.”
A pause. Shuffling. The door creaked open half an inch. “What do you want?”
Sam spread out his hands. “To talk. Nothing else.”
Bill peered at him with a suspicious eye. The smell of ale drifted from the opening. Sam doubted he would let him in, thought he might slam the door in his face.
Then he swung it open and let him in. “Come in.” His face was hard, but Sam went in anyway. Another mason, Barry he thought, stood in the corner. Sam entered, then Bill shut the door behind him.
Bill went back to his stool and sat. “I’m listening.”
“I’ve done something to offend you, haven’t I?” Sam stopped in front of Bill. He glanced at the table, a few mugs on the corner. Empty, but enough foam in two to be recently full.
A smile blossomed on Bill’s face, then he laughed. “Done something? Yes, you’ve done something. Done nothing but hinder our work is what you’ve done.”
“When have I done that?”
“You drag your feet, take forever with the beam-work, then dare to come in and deny it?” Bill leaned back, but Sam wasn’t convinced it was from ease. “Impolite, I’d say.”
“I’d agree. Quite disagreeable,” Barry said, walking around.
“We’ve set the beams when you’ve asked.” Sam crossed his arms, trying to suppress his anger.
“So now it’s our fault?”
“That’s not what I said,” Sam said. He was beginning to regret coming. A hint of frustration crept into his voice, no matter how much he tried to hide it. He took a deep breath. “Perhaps we could work together more closely so that I’d know where you need us the most. We don’t have enough men right now.”
Bill sat up straight, eyes flashing. “You don’t have enough men? What do you think we have, men aplenty?”
“I know you don’t have enough either — “
“Don’t you come in here telling us what we have or have not,” Bill cut him off. He was straight on the stool now, practically on the edge.
Barry had edged behind him, and Sam took a look at him from the side of his vision. “I came for peace, not for anger.” Although anger is what he was feeling.
“Peace? You came for peace?” Bill let out a snort of laughter.
Rough hands seized Sam from behind. Bill thrust his face into Sam’s, his hot, alcohol soaked breath oozing over him. “You came to a fortress of the war for peace?”

    
  Torches fluttered in the night, and horses stamped. The Bear stepped up into the saddle, then hauled his hulking frame on. The straps creaked ominously, but held. He swung the black horse around and faced the group of onlookers.
“Tonight we ride for glory and the blood that will flow like rain.” Smiles appeared, then a round of cheers went up from the rough-looking group of fighting men. He wished he had more, but a few dozen men would be more than enough. There were enough the torchlight didn’t touch the far edge of their numbers. “We will catch them by surprise and make them fear the men of Belmarch once again.”
“Like sheep, they would be led to the slaughter and we will leave their bones for the vultures to pick over. You will have your fill of their women and drink the tears of their sorrow.” Another round of cheers, and he turned and galloped off into the night. The men followed.
The sound of thunderous horseflesh rose into the night sky, devoid of a moon and black as night. The Bear smiled as he thought of the castle they were to crush, and how easy it would be.






  
  5
Unwelcome News


The first hit landed above his ribcage, the second in his stomach. His air left, and Sam doubled over. 
Barry held him up. Gasping, Sam struggled for breath. When he caught it he stood back up.
“Not so proud now, are you?” Bill snarled. Barry laughed at him.
“Don’t hit me.”
Bill’s eyes widened. “What was that?”
“I said don’t hit me.” Sam kept his voice quiet, but let the edge of danger into it. It gave Bill some pause, even in his inebriated state.
Barry pulled at his arms, tightening them and hurting his shoulders. His chest hurt, and his stomach throbbed. Bill had strength, he had to give him that.
Their eyes locked. Sam held his gaze and his head upright. There was a desperation in Bill’s eyes, and it surprised him.
At last, Bill looked away. “Let him go.”
“Boss — “
“I said let him go. He isn’t worth it. Just a nobody trying to make a name for himself.”
Barry let go after a vicious tweak. Sam rotated his arms. “We’re done here.”
“It would be easier if we worked together,” Sam said, holding hope of one last thing that would let them work together.
Bill thought for a moment, then there was a knock at the door. “Get out,” Bill said.
Sam left, knowing it was no use. Men with more mugs brimming with ale stepped aside as he walked out the door.
He brushed between them, ignoring the ugly looks they gave him.
Night was full now, and dark. The lessening light of the Square guided him home, although he walked past his own bed and down the road to the woods.
The sounds of laughter and conversation died down as he walked, replaced with the crickets music. His arms still hurt from being held.
He went to sleep, troubled and wishing he were somewhere else. Had he made the wrong decision? Was he supposed to be somewhere else?
The last thought he had was that he could leave it all behind, go somewhere else, and learn something new.

    
  The next morning brought strange news. Crowds gathered in the Square as he got ready, the murmuring from their conversation seemed unusual for this early.
Sam walked outside, only to be sucked into the crowd. “What’s happening?”
“The Overseer’s coming down. Something big is happening,” said Luke, a farmer.
Sam looked over to the other carpenters, gathered up beside the cooking fire that smoldered in the morning light. Someone should have been tending it, but it had died down.
Cold food lay forgotten on the tables, and Sam pushed his way through the crowd to take a cake and munch on it while he listened.
“This is too early to let us go. Why are they bringing us together?” Sally said. She was rocking her baby and clutching him to her chest. Her husband tried to calm her.
“We’ll find out shortly. Here they come now.”
He was right, the Overseer entered the Square, flanked by guards and with the young man Sam had seen in his room. The crowd shouted questions at him, and the Overseer raised his hands.
“Quiet, quiet now. Everybody calm down.” The Overseer mopped his head with a handkerchief. His forehead shone. “Now, I’ve called you all here to introduce his highness Duke Evan Hornblood, the third of his name.” He stepped aside and let the young man enter the circle. A hushed crowd watched him.
The Overseer bowed, and the group followed. Appeased, the young man gave a half smile and cleared his throat. “Thank you all for being here and the work that you do. It is so very important that this fortress be completed. Our very way of life is at stake and depends on it. The Belmarch are on the move, no longer content to fight amongst themselves.” A murmur rushed through the crowd, and the Overseer gave them a nasty look. It died back down.
“I’m sure you all have worked hard up until now, but I’m afraid I’m going to ask you to work a little harder. This is Captain Yand.” He motioned to his companion, a tall, muscular man with a short haircut and a peppering of salt at his temples. “He will be training you all in rudimentary combat.”
The Overseer broke in as the crowd started to raise questions. “You will not be expected to fight. This is just a basic precaution. The world is dangerous and we all know what the Belmarch raiders can do, eh?”
The question stuck, and the Overseer again yielded to Earl Hornblood, who nodded in a dismissive way. “No, you won’t be fighting,” he said, irritated. “But you will be ready to defend her. The garrison takes up residence in the next two months, and will be sent upriver soon. In the meantime, we’ll secure the castle and move everything we can inside the walls.”
“It sounds like you expect an attack,” someone yelled out. The Earl’s head swung to the sound, examining the crowd, but the voice was lost.
“We expect nothing. We plan for the worst. The Hornbloods wouldn’t have held the northern province this long if we hadn’t. Captain.”
“At the third bell, you’ll be expected to meet me in the castle courtyard. Men, that is,” the captain said, gazing over the assembled ragtag group of workers and their families. “We’ll work on basic fighting first, then long arms next. Any man caught shirking his duty will be set to the pole and lashed.”
His steely eyes looked them over. Not a peep was heard. “Does anyone have a problem with that?” He dropped the volume of his voice to a low whisper. Sam thought he could hear everyone swallowing, but inside, he smiled. This man was hard.
But he also expected him to fight. Sam roiled inside. How was he going to get out of this? Would they take more work as an excuse?
Or maybe that he had to oversee others, that he didn’t have time to train.
While he was thinking about this, he had missed more of the conversation, and the Hornblood was talking again.
“There will be rewards for every man, woman, and child for the successful completion of Hornblood Castle. We will be the fortress on the hill, the defender of Chathem, the savior of our people.” His eyes flashed as he said it. Sam didn’t buy it. “So go forth and do your duty.” With that, he swung around, trailing his cloak in a flourish, and left. The captain was at his side, but the Overseer scrambled with his guards.
“Back to work, like he said,” the Overseer said as he tripped up the path behind the others.
“Trained to fight, are they mad?” Trent said, rushing up to him. “Why are they doing that?”
“You heard the man, just a precaution,” Sam said, taking another bite of his cake. It was cold, but still good. Made with caring hands.
His lack of family was pronounced then, as the men who had them rushed off to talk with them. Husbands led their wives by the elbows, or were led just as much, and they spoke in hushed tones.
Martha practically dragged her husband by the ear, giving him a mouthful. Suddenly, that family situation didn’t seem as bad.
Still, the pain in his heart continued, even as Trent followed him to the others. None of the carpenters that remained had families except Archie. “Take some time to talk it over,” Sam said, seeing the look in his eyes.
Gratefulness replaced the anxiety, and he left to find his wife Beth and their young girl Nancy. “The rest of us are going back to work. We’ll pick up the slack in the line until he gets back.”
“I don’t want to fight,” Trent said, sitting down and crossing his arms.
What was he supposed to say? Sam looked at him, feeling exactly what he was feeling, only without the memories to accompany them.
“Ned, you’ll finish the door?”
“Quicker’n two shakes.” Ned winked at him and sauntered off with Kerien, whistling a tune to mock him as he went.
“I thought you wanted to fight,” Sam said, rounding on Trent. “Or do you just want others to fight for you?”
“That’s not fair.”
“Neither will the enemy, whoever they are, when they show up here with axe and sword. They’ll take your life faster than you can give it up.” He softened his tone and dropped to one knee. “I don’t like it either. Give it some time, it sounds like it will only be for a month or two and then the fighters will get here. I don’t think they’ll waste time drilling fighting stances into carpenter’s apprentices when that happens.”
Trent turned red. “I don’t know how to fight.”
“You do, in a way. We all do, when we need to.” He got back up. “Come on, to work. The first bell’s already rung.”
They walked side by side through the hardening mud, and Sam watched the sky. The storm had passed and left sunny skies. It would dry everything out and keep it ready to work.
But now he found himself dragged back to fighting. He had come here to escape it, not to get a bigger dose and with less protection.
The others were working, and Sam put on his apron and took up his plane. He stared down at it, a tool of iron and wood.
How was cutting through wood any different than cutting through a man? It bled sap, it was a living creature.
He set it to the plank and pushed. A thin, clean shaving curled up into a circle until his plane went off the end.
Sam’s fingers wrapped around it. It was thin, delicate, and smooth. One quick crush and it crackled beneath his grip, then fell as he let it loose.
“Kerien, please come over here.” Kerien stopped his work, halfway through a saw cut, and set down his tools. His brows were knit together in a question.
“Yes?”
Sam offered him the plane. “Take a cut for me.”
Kerien took it and set it on the board. He pushed, keeping his hand steady under Sam’s watchful eye. When he was done Sam rubbed his hand along the cut and sighted down the edge with a square.
There was no gap. “Good.” Kerien smiled as Sam straightened. “Now why can’t you do that on your own?” Sam kept his voice down, a low whisper meant for Kerien’s ears only.
His smile vanished into a frown. The others kept working, seemingly oblivious of the interaction.
“What do you mean?”
“Shall we examine your current work?”
He dropped his gaze, his frown deepening. “No.”
“You’re a good journeyman when watched. Am I to be here every second of the day to do it?” Sam looked at him. “How many do we have that can?”
“No, you don’t need to,” Kerien mumbled.
“I didn’t think I did. You’re on your way to the master’s trail, but I’m afraid you’ll never make it with the quality of work you have now.”
“You want me to work fast.”
“I want you to work well.”
“But there’s too few of us and too much to do.”
Sam held up a hand. “Let me worry about who does what and how many we have to work. How many hours of the day do you have to worry about it?”
Kerien shrugged.
“None.” Sam ran a hand through his hair, greasy and unwashed. He would need to visit the river soon, if he could ever find time. “I need you to focus on the work you have now, and let me worry about the rest. Deal?”
“I guess.”
“It that doesn’t work for you we can change places.” Sam let a hint of a smile play across his face.
“No,” Kerien said with a grimace, “you can keep it.”
“Good man.” Sam squeezed his arm. “You’re getting stronger than anyone in here. I’ll have you putting up the beams soon. Go on now, back to work.”
Kerien, properly chastened, went back to his bench. He kept his saw straight, paying attention to his line.
Sam hoped it would hold. He wondered if he had done the right thing, but then quickly dismissed the thought.
He would protect all of them, as much as he was able. Sam picked up the plane again and stared down at it. They were his family.






  
  6
Mistakes


The afternoon sun beat down on them, pulling out the sweat from his body and burning his skin. Sam struggled with one end, the rope creaking dangerously. 
“Down now.” He tried to guide the end in as Trent unwound the crane. The beam came down, swung wide, then corrected with Sam’s guidance.
It set down into the rock, falling within the hole the masons had made for them, and he sighed. “Keep going.”
The crane sang, then the beam stopped. The rope went slack. Sam stared down the edge.
One side had gone in well, all the way into the rock and seated exactly where he planned.
This end, as he expected, was stuck halfway in. Over an inch of wood stuck up over the rock, where it should have been under the edge.
“Back up.” Trent gave an exasperated look to him, but worked the wheel of the crane in the other direction. The rope pulled taut, then strained and broke the beam free. “Stop.”
He looked on both sides, feeling along the edge. There it was, a shiny side and smoother than the rest. A few swipes of his chisel took off the offending wood, and a few steps above for good measure.
When he finished, he looked out over the edge of the castle wall. The green trees covered the edge of the river, but it wouldn’t be long until they would be able to see it properly.
From up here you could hear it, a rushing, bubbling noise that was lost unless you really thought about it.
It was the shallowest spot in the Venti for miles, and the best place to cross it. As soon as they were done with the castle the trees would come down on that side, leaving the defenders an easy arrow shot for anyone trying to ford.
The King’s men had done well in their selection, although they had torn down an old wooden tower that functioned as the warning for the Chathem defenders in the past.
Masons crawled over the walls of the keep, cutting stone, setting stone, mixing mortar. He couldn’t escape the sound of them anywhere, no matter how hard he tried.
Trent lowered the crane again, and this time the beam set in perfectly. Sam ran his hands along the edge, feeling the rise of the stone and the lip that would allow the masons to encase the end in mortar and continue up the next course.
“Now, for the cross members.” They were cut and at the bottom, and it meant a long walk down the stairs and through the keep to get there. Trent started lowering the rope of the crane while Sam started down.
The sunlight diminished as he walked down, covered up by the construction above. He paused for a moment in the cool of the corridor below to rest.
Voices drifted from somewhere down the hall. He couldn’t help but catch what they were saying.
“We
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