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  Prologue


Queen Cleptra of Cairon admired the porcelain vase her lady-in-waiting had won during the snake festival two weeks before. She’d given all her servants time off to join the celebrations, along with a few extra days afterward to continue such pleasures. She’d been unable to attend the festival herself beyond a customary appearance on the first day and enjoyed the true privacy a nearly empty palace presented. She’d seduced her wife many times in various areas out of sight of disapproving eyes. 
She smiled at the memory.
“Isn’t it simply perfect, madam?” Aslog said.
“It is, indeed. It appears so delicate, I hesitate to even touch it.”
“I said the same to the tradesman. He assured me it’s stronger than it appears. Certainly, we wouldn’t want to drop it on marble or stone floors. But it will survive a tumble on dirt or grass.”
“Let us not test it, shall we?”
Aslog chuckled. “I had no intention to. It is too precious. I kept it as safe as if it was my own babe because I wanted to gift it to you.”
Cleptra regarded her. “Are you certain? Perhaps your mother would enjoy it? Or one of your sisters?”
Aslog laughed. “No, indeed, madam. My mother and sisters would enjoy weaponry much more. I managed to win a couple of daggers and a very nice axe that I plan to send to my family. My father would admire such a vase, however he is always away from home for one reason or another and wouldn’t have time to fully appreciate it. Please, madam, it would gratify me if you would accept this gift. I saw it and thought of Queen Sifus. Her countenance reminds me of porcelain at times.”
Cleptra hummed in agreement and peered more closely at the vase. Fine blue lines ran along its length like cracks, emphasizing the painted flowers, leaves, and vines.
“How can I resist when I agree with you? My wife will adore it even more than me.”
Aslog clapped her hands. “Wonderful.”
When the young woman had come to Cleptra’s court, she’d been worried the Swene would not find a home in Cairon. It had taken her own wife almost five years to find her footing. It wasn’t just Aslog’s pale skin, dark red hair, and bright green eyes that distinguished her from the darker folk of the south, nor her almost manly stature and height. The kingdoms of Swenen and Cairon were markedly different, not just in environment, but in culture and society. Yet the daughter of Lord and Lady Jorvikr had, from the first, given every indication of wishing to learn and absorb all that was around her. She’d taken to the language of Coptin readily and eagerly studied with their minstrels and scribes.
It was a tradition among the kingdoms to send sons and daughters abroad to learn and make connections. It also wasn’t lost on her that Lord Jorvikr might one day wish to marry Aslog to one of Cleptra’s nobles. Cleptra couldn’t have been more pleased with Aslog’s progress over the last three years, and to continue the woman’s presence in Cairon wouldn’t be something to bemoan.
A faint ringing caught her attention. She pulled out the seer stone from one of her many pockets concealed in her dress.
“Aslog, a bowl of water, quickly.”
Aslog hurried and without delay set a bowl of water on the table Cleptra designated, one under the window in her private chambers.
“Thank you. Now find my wife.”
“Of course.” Aslog hurried out of the door.
Cleptra sat at the table and placed the stone into the water. A heartbeat passed before Lord Semsey’s handsome face appeared. She smiled at first and then let it fade when she noted his tired eyes, strained expression, and the slump of his shoulders.
He was a formidable man of considerable height and strength who’d made a name for himself on the battlefield. They were cousins and had been friends since childhood. There was barely a year between them, and at one time, they’d been inseparable. At first, their families had hoped for a union but Cleptra’s desires had been elsewhere. She’d always been thankful that he’d loved her like a sister. The last thing she’d ever wanted to do was hurt him.
It wouldn’t be wrong to say that they trusted each other implicitly.
“Kamen, it is good to see you,” she said.
He sighed. “Aye, as it is good to see you.”
“My wife will arrive shortly. May she join us or do you have a wish for privacy?”
“No, it is best for you both to hear.”
His grim tone had her stiffening. “What has happened?”
“I’d rather not say it twice.”
She bit back her instinctive order and nodded. “How is your wife? Your son?”
A ghost of a smile crossed his face. “They are well. My son is a true horseman. He would live in the saddle if he could.”
“That’s wonderful.”
“My wife will kill herself with worry but she’s also proud.”
“As she should be. I will keep my eye out for a grand horse suitable for your son.”
“Thank you.”
The door opened and Queen Sifus rushed inside followed by Aslog. Her wife was a pale beauty from Swenen with blue eyes like stars. She was paler than Aslog and her hair was like a sheet of gold that Cleptra adored running her fingers through. The moment they’d met ten years before at the Hill of Tarran, Cleptra had been struck and never once looked at another woman from that day onward.
“Aslog, please leave us. I will summon you when you are needed.”
Aslog curtsied and left, shutting the door.
Sifus stepped to Cleptra’s side and greeted Kamen warmly.
“This has to do with Ulfr, doesn’t it?” Cleptra said. “I haven’t heard from my captain after I sent his unit to Thebys’s aid days ago.”
“He came too late.”
Cleptra’s eyes widened as alarm beat in her breast. “You mean—”
“The town is fine,” he hurried to say. “Gods. Give me a moment to sort my mind.” He took a deep breath.
It wasn’t often that Kamen was out of sorts. His family, as well as hers, had deep ancestral connections to Thebys, and he, especially, felt as protective over the town as he did over his own lands and people. He’d received several messengers from Thebys over the last few weeks and each had brought successively disturbing news. The first letter claimed that they had a warrior in their midst who was gravely injured, one of fair skin and possible Swenen origins. Then another messenger arrived later claiming the warrior was part of Ulfr Blackwolf’s warband. Thebys had learned that crucial piece of evidence when the warrior killed Ragel.
Cleptra’s expression tightened. Ragel was her nephew and though she’d borne him no love, the news of his death had been a blow to her brother. Kamen had delivered the news immediately to her after reading the letter. Although it was a relief to hear Ragel’s treachery was at an end, there was also grief. Thebys had begged for protection and soldiers in the same letter since they suspected Ulfr and Scourge would come to kill the warrior. It sounded as if there was a vendetta between them.
“You said you would send soldiers,” Cleptra said into the silence. “A unit, if I remember correctly. Were they in time to assist?”
His expression grew more strained. “Ulfr ambushed my soldiers and killed all of them. I only learned about it days after the fact.”
“Oh, my dear,” she said with compassion.
Kamen ran a hand over his eyes.
Sifus set a hand on Cleptra’s shoulder and squeezed.
“That’s not the worst of it. The latest messenger from Thebys revealed the identity of the warrior they healed and the one Ulfr was after.” A shudder went through him. “It was Scourge.”
Cleptra narrowed her eyes.
“His real name is Lance.”
Cleptra found it disturbing and puzzling to realize the monster inside the black armor was just a man. A man who was once a child. How had he ended up in Ulfr’s hands? 
“I traveled to Thebys immediately to hear the words from the council and from the citizens themselves. I arrived a couple days ago and am still here. It’s true, Cousin. Scourge, I mean Lance, killed Ulfr, and due to his ferocity, the rest of the warband retreated and scattered. Then he left with one of their healers. A man named Gust. It seems Gust left willingly, wanting to help Lance accomplish his goal of hunting down every single one of Ulfr’s warriors.”
“I don’t believe it,” Cleptra said.
“I didn’t believe it at first either,” Kamen said. “But when I heard the same events told by different people, I could no longer deny what was before me. Even Gust’s aunt, the healer Kissa, told me what Lance had done. She clearly wasn’t pleased that her nephew had joined Lance and was grudging in her words, and that made me inclined to believe her.” He cleared his throat. “While there are certainly mixed opinions about Lance, they all agreed on one thing—he saved them. He trained them in swordplay, in tactics, and dueled Ulfr to save their town. He helped them build fortifications and, after a few early incidents, never caused harm to any townsfolk.”
“What earlier incidents?”
“The sheriff explained them to me. Lance only fought when in defense of someone else, and he didn’t kill anyone. The sheriff is a grounded and law-abiding man, and I have no reason to doubt his word. And, though I know it is rather fanciful to say, many of the townsfolk believe Lance’s horse, Brutus, is divine. The stablemaster Maged swore to the truth of this, and their priestess confirmed it.”
Cleptra raised an eyebrow and said nothing.
Kamen continued. “I actually find what disturbs me the most is that Lord Khepi didn’t heed Thebys’s pleas, and apparently none of the messengers sent to him have returned.”
Cleptra looked away, troubled.
Kamen pressed on. “Ulfr had to have help to travel so far a distance in such a short time. Our soldiers would have arrived at Thebys and helped them if given a few more days. As far as I know, Ulfr rarely travels into Cairon and not so far inland. I have sent messengers to the various northern towns and villages asking for any information on Ulfr’s presence before the attack but I don’t expect to learn much.”
“No. Likely not.” Cleptra shook her head and met his gaze. “The only way I know to travel such great distances without actually traveling them is with two seer stones and divine words known only to a few. Priests and priestess travel that way more than any other. I always suspected Ulfr had a powerful benefactor. If there is truth in this mode of travel, I will be certain.”
Kamen nodded. “What would you have me do?”
“No matter what Scourge did on behalf of Thebys or if his horse is divine, we cannot allow him to roam free,” she said. “Though Ragel was a disgrace to his family, my brother wants revenge for his death. It doesn’t matter that he stripped his son of his titles and family connection, therefore removing any legal protection. I have not yet told him who killed his son, and I won’t until I’m sure what I want the outcome to be.” She shook her head. “I will not have such a dangerous and unpredictable creature in my kingdom. I want him either found and imprisoned or routed. I also want Lord Khepi brought to me to answer for his neglect. He signed an agreement just as you did, Kamen, to protect those towns and villages within sight of your borders. He failed and I demand to know why.”
Kamen said nothing, waiting for her command.
Cleptra could only swallow her wonder at what truth lay behind Scourge’s change of heart. If the dreaded Scourge had forsaken Snet and embraced the gods of light then that was cause for celebration. But she wouldn’t allow her hope to run away with her. She would need hard proof that he’d truly changed his ways.
“Rest this day, my cousin. Set out when you regain your strength. Take my captain and his soldiers with you. Go to Khepi’s manor and bring him to me. Kicking and screaming if you must, or tied up and gagged. I don’t care. I demand answers. I will also gather what soldiers I can and send them to locate Scourge.” A sigh escaped her. “I fear the task will prove difficult. We have few professional soldiers left.”
Sifus gave her a hard look but said nothing. It was an old argument and not one either would ever win. It was probably the one and only regret Cleptra had upon marrying her wife. Sifus’s birthplace was constantly attacked by the horde, a wild people just beyond the empire’s northern borders. Due to their marriage and the emperor’s stubbornness, Cleptra was obligated to send soldiers to help with the campaign to expand north. The emperor would not take no for an answer.
“I will do as you say, my queen. I will have the stone with me always if you need to speak to me again.”
“Thank you, my dear.”
For the first time, his smile reached his eyes. “You’re forever welcome, Kelpie.”
She scowled at the childhood nickname and cut the connection. She sat for a long moment and sighed again. Sifus sat on the table facing her and caught her eye.
“This is cause for hope. If the dog of Mad Blackwolf can break his chains than anything is possible.”
“I pray to the gods that you’re right.”

      [image: ]Aslog held her breath as she closed the door. She’d heard the entire exchange and knew what she must do. Her heart beat wildly as she forced herself to walk sedately to her chambers. It had been risky to eavesdrop on Cairon’s queens, and yet the reward was worth the mortification of discovery.
She had a couple of plans to set into motion. First was to alert Ragel’s father, Lord Selous, about Lance. That would drive Lance out of Carion and into Grekenus, right where her father wanted him. It would also create chaos since Lord Selous would be mighty upset with his sister for not telling him about Lance first. A bit of chaos right now was what they needed.
Her second plan, well….
Once in her chambers, Aslog hurried to the chest at the foot of her bed. She riffled through clothes and shoes and books until she found the small, delicate, and ornamented wooden box her mother had given her before her trip south. She flipped the latch and opened the lid. Inside, nestled in velvet, was an emerald ring. She carefully took it out of the box and examined it.
It wasn’t an ordinary ring.
She slipped it onto the middle finger of her right hand, splayed her fingers, palm up, and then slowly rotated the emerald. As she did so, a small, thin spine shot out of the band.
Aslog smiled.
When Lord Khepi arrived, he wouldn’t make it far inside the gate. The poison would act fast, and anything he knew about her father and Ulfr and Ylva would die with him.
Satisfied and eager to put the ring to good use, she rotated the emerald the opposite way and the spine retreated. She hid the box once more in the trunk and closed the lid. After smoothing out her dress, she left her room and proceeded to make herself useful, anticipating the quiet evening and the letter she would write to Lord Selous.

      [image: ]Cleptra lay beside her wife in bed, unable to quiet her mind.
Scourge had a healer for a companion. Gust. Interesting. And his horse. The town’s priestess confirmed he was divine. Who was she to question a servant of the gods? Cleptra swallowed a sigh. She wanted no trace of Ulfr or any of his warriors in her kingdom. If Scourge left Cairon then it wasn’t her problem anymore. That thought didn’t sit well. Scourge was everyone’s problem.
A couple of years ago, Ulfr had partnered with Ragel, and together they’d made a mess of the northern parts of Cairon. So many dead, so much property razed to the ground. Scourge had been Ulfr’s dog and reports of his ferocity were plentiful. Many whispered he was a malevolent spirit that had escaped from the underworld, or the spawn of Mawn herself. Foolishness, yet she couldn’t fault her people for thinking it. He must be terrifying to behold in his black armor.
Rustling sheets alerted her before Sifus spoke. “He is Scourge no longer. His name is Lance.”
Cleptra sighed again. “Are you reading my mind, my love?”
Sifus turned her head and Cleptra felt her gaze. “Even if I had such a gift, I would never use it. Our minds are our only truly private spaces.”
Cleptra grunted. “I have a wild dog without a leash running around free in my kingdom.”
“Perhaps he’s now dog to a healer,” Sifus said.
Cleptra turned her head and squinted.
“He travels with a healer. He travels with a divine horse.”
“Allegedly,” Cleptra said, without conviction.
“And his mission is to wipe out the rest of Ulfr’s band,” Sifus continued undeterred. “Rarely do people change. Yet he has, it would seem. Let us encourage that transformation.”
Cleptra swallowed hard, reading between the lines. “I know you want him for Swenen. But no matter how skilled he is with a blade, he is still a man. One man.”
“A man with a terrifying reputation.” Sifus touched Cleptra’s cheek. “Contact the emperor. Let his imperial soldiers find Lance. Let us make him our dog. If he wants to do good, let us point him down the path we want him to go.”
Cleptra took Sifus’s hand and squeezed. “You sense something, don’t you?”
Sifus closed her eyes and nodded.
“Can you tell me?”
“It is indistinct.” She made a sound of frustration. “His presence will create ripples of change in the empire. Necessary changes. That is all I know.”
Cleptra nodded. She’d learned early on to never dismiss her wife’s instincts or the touch of divine gift inside her. She was named after the demi-goddess Sif—or Net in Cairon—the founder and creator of the empire. Apparently, her wife was given a different name at birth but after she’d shown her abilities, her parents renamed her.
“I will contact the empress. She told me the emperor was ill last month, and she is acting as his regent. I fear we may not find Scourge—I mean Lance—before he enters Grekenus, if that is his goal. If he does, finding him will be nigh impossible. He could disappear into the chaos.” She paused. “I will also try to contact Queen Anak. If she still has her seer stone and her husband didn’t force her to sell it for more weapons.” Cleptra shook her head. “She can convince Kleitos to send out search parties.”
“Don’t forget your own soldiers. You must emphasize that Lance must not be harmed.”
“I will.” She’d wanted justice for so long for the destruction of all those villages. Lance had given that to her. Ulfr and Ragel were dead, and if she, or one of the royal families, managed to put a leash on Lance and direct him where they wanted him to go then justice would be complete.
“I suggest you wait until morning to contact everyone,” Sifus said before kissing her lightly. “Make love to me and then we shall sleep.”
Cleptra smiled. “As you wish, my queen.”






  
  Chapter One


The warriors were growing restless and annoyed, eager for action. More and more arrived every day, eager to join Agar’s warband. Wonderful. Ylva stood next to her tent, dressed all in black, her customary dress exchanged for a tunic and trousers. The slight incline overlooked the rest of the camp. She smiled, pleased with the progress. Almost a month had passed since Ulfr had lost his head, and Lance set out on his mission. She had donned the black armor three times now, relishing her role as Scourge. It was a relief to give in to her battle lust after playing the spy so long. The power that came with the armor, and the fear she inspired gave her a heady rush better than any wine. 
These newcomers would need a demonstration of who they answered to, and she was more than happy to give it.
“Agapa, my sword, please.”
Her handmaiden pushed out of the tent, handing over the sheathed sword grip first, exactly as she was trained to do. Without glancing her way, Ylva took the sword and tied it to her belt before walking down to join Agar in greeting the new recruits.
She noticed a few younger folks, barely more than children, among the new warriors, and frowned. That would have to be dealt with. Orphans of the war, no doubt. Or recently acquired slaves from independent raiding parties. She noticed a few bruises and a lot of terror. Clearly abused. She had no time for such nonsense.
Agar stood in the center of camp, tall and hulking, his long blond hair pulled back in a tail and his scruffy beard full and unkept. She liked the rugged look of him, the promise of savagery. His blue eyes were dark and merciless.
She stepped beside him and waited for the others to join.
“Welcome to all you bastards!” Agar bellowed in Taris, making sure everyone could hear him. “Listen up! You join this warband, you give your loyalty, and I give you riches and bloodshed. I consider that a fair deal. I won’t tolerate oath breakers. You swear fealty to me, I expect you to keep it until death takes you. Now, to the rules—”
“Rules?” someone said with dripping contempt. “What kind of warband is this? I didn’t come here to be treated like a pansy soldier.”
Ylva caught sight of her target and suppressed a smile. There was always at least one idiot willing to act as a demonstration.
Agar grinned. “Thank you, good fellow. You just volunteered.”
“For what?” he asked with a sneer. A few of the warriors beside him shuffled away.
“To act as a lesson,” Ylva said softly. “To those who are unwilling to follow the rules.” Silence fell as she stepped forward and unsheathed her sword.
The burly warrior scoffed and gave her an insulting once over. “I don’t fight whores. I hump them.”
Only a few snickered. The rest had enough good sense to be wary. Ylva didn’t need to glance over her shoulder to know Agar would be grinning like a well-fed cat. He enjoyed watching her work.
“Oh darling,” Ylva purred with venom, batting her eyelashes. “I don’t fight cowards. I slaughter them.”
With a deep scowl, he pulled his sword, and she was on him before he could bring it fully to bear. She sliced through his biceps with quick movements before twirling away, using her speed and agility against him. Like the oaf he was, he stumbled after her, cursing viciously as blood soaked his tunic. She played with him, dodging and feinting, slicing and poking. Little jabs, trickles of blood. She made him look like an idiot, and he knew it. The rest of the warriors moved away, giving them a modest arena, roughly a circle. Their audience cheered and jeered, treating it as a sporting event.
Ylva tossed her flaming red hair over her shoulder before putting her hand on her hip and angling it mockingly. “Is that all you got, coward?”
He roared and charged. “Wench!”
Ylva laughed and skipped out of the way, using both her years of battle training and her years of dance lessons to keep one step ahead. Then she decided she was done playing. Let them see the brutality she could inflict.
She started hacking. First went his hand at the wrist, the one holding the sword. He howled and grabbed the stump spurting blood. The shocked crowd fell silent for a moment. Then she took his other hand. He dropped to his knees. She approached him, gripping her sword in both hands. She sliced her blade diagonally across his face. He fell to the ground and curled up, sobbing and begging. With her heart racing and her blood pumping, the battle high an intoxicating euphoria, she drove her blade through his neck, stopping the sound in an instant. With a slight gurgle, the disrespectful warrior fell silent.
Giving a satisfied sigh, she straightened and set her hands on her hips, panting and triumphant. She blew a few strands of hair out of her eyes and looked at the shocked and excited faces surrounding her.
“I doubt any of you would be so happy if that was you lying in your own blood and filth.” Her words stopped the cheers and laughter. “We don’t have many rules, and the ones we do have are set in stone. Loyalty, my bastards and bitches, is obligatory. Traitors are killed with less mercy than I showed our friend here. Second, all those children you brought? And all the children and young folk in this camp? Off-limits.”
Cursing, grumbling, groans, and protests.
She waited a moment and let Agar bellow at them to shut up before continuing.
“Slaves are resources. We do not hump our horses, do we?” She squinted at the crowd. “I hope to the gods none of you enjoy such things.” A few nervous snickers. “So, I say, treat your slaves as your horses and your ships. Off-limits. If I hear or see you act otherwise, then you will meet this coward’s fate. I will enjoy it greatly.”
She gripped her sword and yanked it free. “Agar? Feel free to continue.”
Agar continued reciting the rules—there weren’t many—as Ylva moved away from the crowd. They parted for her, no one so much as brushing against her. She was pleased.
Then she caught several familiar faces and grinned. “Ah, there you are. I wondered when you’d get here.” She spoke in Spart, the native language of Grekenus. She was fluent in all the major tongues of the empire.
Mundi scowled at her. “Didn’t know you’d be here.”
She laughed. “Where else would I be? Why should you get all the fun? Come on, all of you. We have things to discuss.”
Twelve warriors, formerly of Ulfr’s band, followed her to her tent. Agapa quickly took her sword and handed her a cloth to clean her face and hands. Then Agapa handed her wine and stepped outside. Ylva sat in the only chair available and smirked.
“You ran with your tails between your legs,” Ylva said, enjoying being blunt. “I don’t see fierce warriors standing before me. I only see pesky little rats that scurry away at the first sign of danger.”
She eyed each of them in turn and was pleased to see her insult offended them.
“You were there,” Mundi said. He seemed to appoint himself the leader of those gathered. “You ran with the rest of us.”
She raised an eyebrow. “At that time, I was merely an observer. Unlike you, I follow my orders. Lance is one man, and you ran after your precious leader got his head severed.”
“He’s not one man,” one of the women said, a lanky brunette with one green eye and one brown. “He’s Scourge.”
“Not anymore. Now he’s grown soft. According to my reports he travels with a companion now. A healer. He’s hunting all of you, and if you keep running, he will gut you like any worthy predator. I suggest you turn around and ambush him. He won’t be expecting that.”
After a few glances and murmured words, Ylva spoke again.
“One of you give him a message for me.” She met Mundi’s gaze and held it. “Tell him a new Scourge has arisen and will pick up where he left off.”
Mundi narrowed his eyes. “If you want us to kill him, why give us a message?”
“It might fracture his concentration and make him easier to kill,” she said. “If he’s grown soft it shouldn’t be too hard.”
“What do we get out of it?” Magni, Mundi’s brother, asked with a fair dose of belligerence.
Ylva barely resisted rolling her eyes. “If it’s treasure that you’re after, Agar has plenty of it, as does my master. And Agar would be delighted to make room for you in his band if you’re interested. But those two things are only guaranteed if you bring me Lance’s head. And, because I’m curious, bring the healer’s to me as well.”
She sipped her wine. “Oh, and I would suggest you get moving. My spies report that Lance is steadily making his way to Grekenus’s border. Ulfr used to have hideouts there, didn’t he?” She smiled coldly. “And consider using the healer as bait.”
Mundi scowled, probably having issues with taking orders from a woman. Men were simple and fragile creatures. If their egos and masculinity were questioned or threatened, they wrung their hands before hacking at everything to prove they were tough.
“Do we have a deal?” she asked.
Mundi exchanged looks with everyone and the rest nodded. “Aye.”
Ylva held out her hand. Mundi scowled again before shaking it, his calluses scraping against hers.
They trudged out of her tent, and she finished her wine in blessed quiet. She raised a toast to her sister, Aslog, for her continual intel on Lance’s possible locations, and her diligence in keeping chaos between the royal houses going, distracting them just enough to prevent the soldiers from capturing Lance. She also had to give her sister praise for handling Lord Khepi so swiftly. Aslog might not be as bloodthirsty as her or their mother, and yet she could handle her affairs decisively when the need arose.
Ylva thought of Mundi and the others and expected them to fail. Lance was an army onto himself. And when they did find him and deliver her message, Lance would come. If he thought himself a hero, he would come to defeat the new Scourge. Desire coursed through her body, and she squirmed in her seat. The desire to be humped crashed over her painfully. The euphoria of the duel still coursed through her veins and knowing her plans were going perfectly set her pulse racing. Cursing under her breath, she strode out of her tent and scanned the camp until her gaze landed on Agar. He appeared to have finished giving the rest of his spiel and was greeting everyone.
She stared at him until he sensed her attention. He lifted his fair head and turned in her direction. She pressed her hand against her groin lightly then jerked her head toward her tent. She knew he’d follow. He’d be as hot as she was after her fight. And Agar was obedient, fierce, and without any hint of softness. His body was also broad and strong, and he liked to leave bruises. She adored his violent power, and though he was no Lance, he was a sufficient substitute.
He pushed into her tent a moment later, bright eyes glinting with need. She sent him a challenging smile before removing her tunic and pushing down her trousers. He shoved her onto the pile of furs that acted as her bed, and she grinned when he forced her legs wide apart.
“Wench,” he growled.
“Bastard,” she said with smirk.
This is going to be good.

      [image: ]“Reports are flooding in,” Aslog said. “And they’re disturbing.”
Lord Viljar Egillson, Earl of Jorvikr of Swenen leaned over the bowl of water and peered at his daughter. “Explain.”
“It appears, from all accounts, that Scourge is protecting the weak. He’s only slaughtering warriors, most of them from Ulfr’s band. The queens have sent out several small patrols with orders to capture and contain Scourge. I don’t think she knows what she wants to do with him if he should fall into her grasp. It’s confirmed that the healer, a man named Gust, is his constant companion along with a horse they claim is divine. The soldiers have captured several of Ulfr’s warriors and imprisoned them. Queen Cleptra is in contact with King Kleitos about possibly sending them back to Grekenus or maybe seeking agreement to execute them on Cairon soil on Grekenus’s behalf.”
Viljar leaned back in his chair and rubbed his chin, pensive.
“Scourge does appear to be making his way to Grekenus. Queen Cleptra has requested from Kleitos that search parties be sent but his hands are tied.”
Viljar nodded. The southern half of Grekenus was ruled by King Aeschylus, and he wasn’t in communication with anyone except Viljar and sometimes Ylva for supplies.  
“I hope Ylva has everything in place to receive him. Scourge might not be so easy to turn back as we hoped if the healer has twisted his mind.”
“That is not for you to worry about,” Viljar said gently. “You focus on your own tasks and let your sister proceed with her plans. I have every confidence in you both.” He paused. “What of Lord Selous?”
“He’s keeping Lance away from the northeastern part of the kingdom. He nearly caught him once when Lance traveled too far in that direction. His forces are small, however, so there really isn’t any possibility that he can send them too far afield. There’s been great tension between the queens and the lord, which has thoroughly distracted them both. Lance is avoiding Apys so he doesn’t have much choice but to head north or west.”
“Excellent.”
“May I ask, Father, if you’ve made progress with intel about the emperor?”
“I have some lines to pull. I don’t want to be too hasty, however. I can’t look too eager to dismiss the empress’s official statement. Don’t you worry about my end of things. Make sure the queens don’t suspect anything.”
Aslog smirked. “They adore me. If they weren’t so sickeningly in love with each other, I suspect I would have been invited into their beds several times by now.”
Viljar hummed in consideration. “I would suggest you leave the possibility open. Let them know you are interested, delicately, in such a relationship. Love has nothing to do with passion, darling. Though they could easily love each other, eyes roam freely.”
“Mother said the same thing when I contacted her yesterday.”
Viljar raised an eyebrow. “And why did you contact your mother before me?”
Aslog blushed. “Do not be cross with me. There are womanly things a daughter must discuss with her mother.”
Viljar eased back and nodded, conceding her point. “Keep me updated, my dear.”
“I will. As always.”
He broke the connection and slipped the seer stone into his pocket. Sometimes he forgot that his daughters were fully functioning women who would need their mother’s particular guidance once in a while. It also occurred to him that he and Dagmara should begin to seriously consider marrying each of them to influential spouses. Ylva was a year away from being twenty. Aslog was only a few years behind, and Calantha was a blooming fifteen. Each of them would be worthy mates. He didn’t want to waste what their unions could gain him if he made a mistake in the choosing. Yes, a deep discussion with his wife was in order. But not right now.
Viljar dressed in stately clothes before leaving his manor. While traveling by carriage was expected of an earl, walking was the fastest way to get anywhere in the Hill of Tarran. The cobblestone streets were bustling, and it was hazardous to try to cross. One always ran the risk of being trampled by haughty horses and their mad drivers.
He waited patiently for the perfect moment before slipping his way to the other side of the street to join the jostling crowd. Gaggles of women in brightly colored dresses and wearing the floppy hats currently in style, sent him appreciative looks. He inclined his head to them before striding past. He noted a few lords of his acquaintance and sent them polite smiles or nods as well. It took several minutes to reach the Grand Temple, near enough to the imperial palace to appear dwarfed by the home of the emperor and empress.
Marble columns and walls with granite floors and a glass-domed ceiling announced to the world that the temple was to be revered and regarded with awe. Carved into the outer walls for all eyes to see were intricate depictions of all the gods of the empire. The Hill of Tarran was the melting pot for all of the kingdoms, the heart and the life’s blood of the Nifdem Empire.
As always, Viljar felt miniscule as he walked up the steep granite steps to the tall and wide main doors into the temple. All were welcome. Worship and offers were appreciated and expected, and the temple never locked its doors. It was open to all both night and day. He stepped inside, still feeling small. The ceiling soared hundreds of feet above his head, the glass dome allowing natural light to illuminate the single, enormous space. Rows of pews were set up in front of each god’s statue while one large aisle allowed worshipers to make their way to their particular god without disturbing anyone else. Rich tapestries filled all empty wall space, and the impossibly long carpet indicating the center aisle was vibrant and joyful. Cleaned daily, there wasn’t a speck of dust or dirt anywhere, not even the floors.
Viljar peered at the current visitors. He scanned them carefully while slowly making his way farther into the room. He soon caught the eye of the one he wished to visit and nodded stiffly before making his way to the statue of Wodan. The god of trickery, war, and the afterlife was the chief god of Swenen’s pantheon. Viljar set four gold pieces into one of the offering bowls and then a small pouch of berries, which could only be found in Swenen, in another. He stepped back before settling in the first pew.
He waited thirty minutes before a young priest approached. He approved of Drusus’s discretion. It wouldn’t do to ignite suspicion. Drusus wore the customary gold robes of a priest, though he also wore a silver sash around his waist indicating he was the personal assistant to a higher-ranking priest. In Drusus’s case, the chief priest himself, Tarquinius.
Drusus set the gold pieces and the pouch of berries onto a tray he carried. Viljar stood and stepped closer to him.
“I hope you have had enough time to learn something,” Viljar said in a low voice. Sound tended to echo in the enormous chamber, and it was a trick to keep conversations secret. He had plenty of practice, though.
“Tarquinius has visited with the empress many times,” Drusus whispered. “He has even gone into the emperor’s bedchamber. I was not allowed.”
Viljar eyed him. Waiting.
Drusus swallowed hard. “I fear to say anything. Even to you.”
Viljar raised an eyebrow. He’d been Drusus’s patron when the young lad from a poor Swenen village wanted to train as a priest. Viljar had made all his dreams come true with the express purpose of placing an asset in the Grand Temple. Drusus owed him. They both knew it. So he continued to wait, letting silence speak for him.
“Tarquinius never said what he’d seen in bold terms but I believe I have deciphered the truth.”
“Which is?”
“The emperor isn’t simply bedbound. He’s unconscious. He’s been that way for two months. Nearer to three now, I think.”
Viljar kept any expression from his face despite the shock that jolted him. That meant the empress had lied when saying she was receiving dictation from her husband. She was acting on her own without any guidance. She was, effectively, acting as emperor.
Well, well. Interesting. And troubling.
“Please keep my words to yourself,” Drusus said. He met Viljar’s gaze for a moment, his own pleading. He was pale and slightly sweaty. “I have no wish to damage my standing here. This is my home.”
“Do you think I would be so careless as to threaten your position here?”
Drusus tightened his jaw. He shook his head.
“Rest assured that your confidence shall not pass my lips to anyone.”
He inclined his head toward Drusus before turning on his heel and striding away.






  
  Chapter Two


Gust knelt and carefully cut the stems of the haethorn plant. Despite most considering it a weed, any worthy healer knew its medicinal properties. When boiled properly and mixed with a few other herbs, it turned into a paste that blocked infection from open wounds. He was almost out of his supply and thanked the gods for the haethorn’s bright orange coloring. 
“Are you done yet?”
Gust didn’t bother to sigh. Without looking away from his task, he said, “Patience is a virtue, Lance. You promised that we would stop whenever I spotted healing herbs, and I promised to let you drag my ass over this entire bloody empire. That was our deal.”
“I know. But how long does it take to plunk up special weeds?”
Gust flicked his gaze over. Lance squirmed not far from him, his expression one of a sulky child’s. Brutus, Lance’s loyal war stallion, paced behind his rider and snorted in similar agitation.
What a pair they made.
“Which one of us is the healer?”
Somehow Lance managed to sulk harder and stomped away, grumbling. Gust shook his head and continued his cutting. Lance was like a dog with a bone, which wasn’t any wonder considering they’d been tracking Ulfr’s warriors since leaving Thebys. Lance maintained enviable single-minded focus on routing all his former comrades and putting them to the sword. However, that also made him impatient and grumpy when Gust insisted on the little things like breaks, food, and sleep, in addition to the occasional stop when he found any healing herbs. Or stops in villages to visit apothecaries for supplies he couldn’t find in the wild. Although Gust had to admit, at least to himself, he was dawdling with the haethorn leaf on purpose.
The last warrior Lance had gone up against had gotten lucky and sliced his blade along Lance’s ribs. It was a shallow wound and painful despite Lance’s denial. Gust then concluded the fight by shooting an arrow through the warrior’s throat. Then he was forced to deal with Lance’s yelling, his anger not helping his injury in the least. Gust had wanted to heave after taking another life. Instead he’d given extra tribute to the next Anknet shrine they’d come across.
Lance wanted to personally slaughter every single one of Ulfr’s warriors, and Gust wasn’t allowed to interfere. Stubborn ass. Lance was as skilled as Hoksys, the guardian of light himself, with a blade, and yet he was still mortal, and he could still bleed. Gust wasn’t going to lose his friend. Not if he could prevent it.
“You’re still angry with me,” he said softly as he rose.
Lance stilled, his back to Gust, and sighed. “Aye.”
“He could have wounded you worse. What was I supposed to do? Stand there wringing my hands? Ever known me to do that?”
Lance shook his head.
“Look at me.”
With visible reluctance, Lance turned around, his blond brows knitted in worry and agitation. Gust moved closer and laid a gentle hand on his cheek. They’d long ago grown comfortable with touching each other. Lance wasn’t accustomed to gentleness, having been trained into being a weapon since childhood, enduring pain and humiliation most of his life. For that reason, Gust knew Lance cherished every touch and hug and occasional kiss on the cheek Gust gave him. For Gust, touching Lance in a friendly, affectionate fashion helped soothe his own deep desires.
He loved Lance as a friend. He also desired Lance as a lover. It troubled him that the longer he was with Lance, the more that love and desire started to change form, becoming deeper, more vital. He didn’t want to admit, even to himself, he was falling in love with Lance.
Gust’s dark skin contrasted with Lance’s fairness, and Lance’s honey blond hair was long and trailed down to the middle of his back. The stubble around his mouth was a slightly darker blond than his hair. He shaved irregularly and Gust started to like the stubble and beard. Without it, he was far too pretty. The facial hair also hid a few of his faint scars, ones received in his younger years with Ulfr. Yet when Lance had his hair pulled back as it was now, the old, faint half moon scar on the side of his face beginning at his temple and reaching down to his chin, was noticeable.
Gust’s own hair was long and twined into multiple braids, a few strands decorated with beads, he often pulled back into a tail to keep out of his face. It was the custom of his people, and he cherished every small part of them that he could carry. He didn’t know when or if he would see his home again.
Lance’s expression softened at Gust’s touch, and he covered Gust’s hand with his own.
“I promised to protect you,” he said.
Gust smiled. “Aye, you did and you are. I also promised to protect you. I didn’t argue when you wanted to take on every single warrior by yourself, did I?”
Lance shook his head.
“So don’t argue with me when I deem a situation is in need of my help. I have your back. That’s why I’m here. You can’t redeem yourself if you’re dead.”
Tension seemed to melt from  Lance, and he leaned forward to rest his forehead on Gust’s shoulder. Gust smiled and brushed his fingers through Lance’s soft hair. He hoped Lance was finally listening to him. Understanding him.
“I don’t want you to kill,” Lance whispered. “You’re a healer. You save lives.”
Gust rubbed Lance’s back with his other hand, and a moment later found himself in a tight embrace, Lance’s muscled arms caging him in warmth and strength.
“Thank you for your concern,” Gust said gently. “It means a lot to me that you understand what such actions do to me. But my soul is clean. I kill to protect you, and I have never killed an innocent. The gods know what is in my heart, and Anknet hasn’t seen fit to take away my healing abilities or disregard my pleas when I speak divine words. I can only assume she is content with my actions.”
“Do you think the gods see what’s in my heart?”
Gust pulled back and his heart jumped when Lance kept his hands on Gust’s waist. He gripped Lance’s upper arms and attempted to make his smile reassuring.
“They see into all our hearts. Why do you think they sent Brutus to you? Why do you think we’ve been able to find Ulfr’s warriors so quickly and successfully? I think they’ve blessed our mission.”
It also helped that they were both skilled trackers and between them the warriors’ trails were plain and clear.
Lance’s eyes brightened and a rare smile touched his lips. Even after all this time he still didn’t smile as often as Gust would like. Lance glanced at his horse and his smile deepened. Brutus trotted up to them and nosed in, apparently wanting affection as well.
Gust laughed and rubbed his nose. Divine animals were said to be descended from Batsa, the goddess of animals both wild and domestic. Brutus was large and resilient, his coat an unblemished gray while his mane, tail, and hooves were black as onyx. His eyes were dark and showed intelligence far beyond any average horse.
“Do you think after I kill all his warriors that I will be redeemed?” Lance asked as he stroked Brutus’s neck.
“I can’t say. But will that satisfy you?”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
“There are other warriors and other killers and raiders all across the empire. It wasn’t only Ulfr and his soldiers that harmed innocent people.”
Lance appeared puzzled.
“People need protection,” Gust said. “You’ve mentioned before your desire to kill those who harm others. Remember how you wanted to be Thebys’s dog against Ulfr? Well, once all his warriors are gone, what then? I don’t see you hanging up your sword.”
Lance cocked his head. “Don’t you want to return home?”
“I—” Did he? “One day, perhaps. I’m not in a hurry. I’ve always wanted to see other parts of the empire. Why do you ask?”
“Well,” he said slowly. “You came with me to avenge your people. Ulfr and his warriors attacked Thebys, and you’re helping me run them down. Then you plan on returning home, right? I don’t think I can do this without you. I don’t think I want to.”
Heart heavy, Gust took Lance’s hand and squeezed. “You won’t have to. I said I was going to help you redeem yourself and I will.”
“And when will I know that I am redeemed?”
Gust blinked. He didn’t have an answer for that. He said nothing, and Lance’s shoulders slumped as he stared at the ground.
“I’m doomed, aren’t I?”
“Hey now.” Gust touched his chin and lifted it so their gazes met. “Don’t think like that. We’ve only just started. We have a mission to complete so let’s continue with it. We’ll reserve conversations about the future for later, all right? I’m not giving up on you so don’t give up on yourself.”
Lance stared at him with such wonder and affection Gust’s heart skipped a beat. It wasn’t often that Lance showed such vulnerability. It told Gust that the question of Lance’s redemption had been troubling him for a while, and Gust hoped they’d nipped it in the bud.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
Gust patted his cheek. On impulse, he kissed the other one, and Lance’s stubble scraped his lips. He didn’t mind. Lance looked good with his chin dusted with dark gold. Actually, he looked good regardless. He was a handsome man with a sturdy face, bold and frosty blue eyes, a lush mouth, and a proud nose. He was a bit taller than Gust and broader at the shoulder. The way he held himself, and his constant alertness, proved he was a warrior through and through, and no one would mistake him for anything else.
Lance gave him a lopsided smile as color rose to his cheeks. Gust chuckled before stepping away and securing his healer’s bag to Brutus’s saddle.
“We’re about an hour away from the next town,” Lance said after a moment of fidgeting silence on his part. “Can we ride straight there and not stop? Please?”
Gust laughed this time at Lance’s attempt at politeness even as eagerness and pleading colored his tone.
“Aye, fine. How’s the side?”
Lance fingered the wound. “Good enough. A twinge. Sometimes.”
Gust gave him a hard stare. 
Lance wilted.
“Are you lying to me?”
“No! I would never.”
Gust crossed his arms over his chest and raised an eyebrow.
Lance hunched his shoulders. “Truly, I am well. Nothing like after the gauntlet. Or the bear. Not even close. It was a scrape, nothing more.”
“It was certainly more than a scrape. Since I can’t trust you to tell me the truth, I’ll check for myself. Lift your tunic.”
Lance sulked again as he obeyed. It was hard for Gust not to take his time to admire the sleek muscles and flat stomach bared before his eyes. Or the way Lance’s breeches showed off his calves and clung to his waist and thighs, emphasizing the bulge of his groin. Gust chided himself and unwrapped the bandages around Lance’s waist before gingerly peeling back the clean square of cloth to expose the wound. The paste and stitches had done their jobs, and the skin was knitting together nicely. There was hardly any redness and the scar would be minor one.
Gust was sure that to Lance it probably was a scrape. He’d endured far worse and could fight through immense pain and still come out the victor. Lance wasn’t one to be coddled.
Gust cleared his throat and rewrapped the bandages. “Looks well enough. Just remember that you are mortal. And wear the damn mail shirt that Ally made for you for the gods’ sake. Don’t let pride make you stupid.”
Lance lowered his tunic, and Gust was saddened to see such masculine beauty covered up again. He stepped back, and Lance clasped his belt, fiddling with his sword a moment.
“I enjoy the freedom of not wearing armor.”
“Pardon?”
Lance refused to meet his gaze. “As Scourge I wore black armor from head to toe. Even my eyes were barely visible. It was hard to fight at times. I like moving freely.”
Gust took a deep breath even as his guts shuddered. The mention of black armor and of Lance’s past brought a sharp jab to his heart. “The mail won’t constrict you, and you know that. You wore it against Ulfr.”
Lance nodded.
“It would protect your current wound, at least. Do it for me, please?”
Lance finally looked up and nodded again. “For you, then.”
“Thank you.”
They climbed onto Brutus who was more than able to
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