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  This book is dedicated to those Ranger’s Apprentice fans around the world who have made the last seven years so enjoyable for me. The stories that follow are in response to the questions you have asked me over the years.


  Thank you all.
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    Redman County


    The Republic of Aralan States


    (formerly the mediaeval Kingdom of Araluen)


    July 1896


    PROFESSOR GILES MACFARLANE GROANED softly as he eased his aching back. He was getting too old to remain crouched for long periods like this, gently whisking dust away from the excavated ground before him as he sought to release yet another artefact from the earth that had held it captive for so long.


    He and his team had come upon this ruined castle several years ago. They had mapped the outline of its triangular main walls – an unusual shape for a castle. The jagged stump of the ancient keep tower stood in the middle of the space they had cleared. The collapsed tower was barely four metres high now. But even in its ruined state, MacFarlane could see that it had been a formidable building.


    Their first digging season had been spent determining the outer limits of the building. The following year, they had begun a series of cross trenches, digging down to discover what lay beneath the build-up of earth and rock and detritus that had collected over twelve hundred years.


    Now, in the third season, they were down to the fine work, and beginning to unearth the ancient treasures of the dig. A belt buckle here. An arrowhead there. A knife. A cracked ladle. Jewellery whose design and general appearance dated to around the middle of the tenth century in the Common Era.


    On one momentous day, they had unearthed a granite plaque, carved with the likeness of a tusked boar. It was that piece that had identified the castle beyond doubt.


    ‘This was Castle Redmont,’ MacFarlane had told his hushed assistants.


    Castle Redmont. Contemporary of the fabled Castle Araluen. Seat of Baron Arald, known as one of the legendary King Duncan’s staunchest retainers. If Redmont had really existed, then surely all the tales of its people might have a basis in fact. Perhaps, MacFarlane thought, hoping beyond hope, he would find proof that the mysterious Rangers of Araluen had actually existed. It would be a staggeringly significant discovery.


    But as this season had progressed and the trenches had been dug deeper still, there had been no find as important as that first one. MacFarlane and his people had to be content with the normal fare of excavations – nondescript metal tools and ornaments, pottery shards and remnants of cooking vessels.


    They searched and dug and brushed, hoping every day that they would discover their personal Holy Grail. But as the summer digging season passed, MacFarlane had begun to lose hope. For this year, at least.


    ‘Professor! Professor!’


    He stood, rubbing his back again, as he heard his name being called. One of the young volunteers who augmented his paid staff from the university was running through the excavation, waving as she saw him. He frowned. An archaeological dig was no place to be moving so recklessly. A slight misstep could ruin weeks of patient work. Then he recognised her as Audrey, one of his favourites, and his expression softened. She was young. The young were often reckless.


    She drew level with him and stood, shoulders heaving, as she recovered her breath.


    ‘Well, Audrey, what is it?’ he said, after giving her a little time.


    Still panting, she pointed down the hill towards the River Tarb.


    ‘Across the river,’ she said. ‘Among a tangle of trees and bushes. We’ve found the outline of an ancient cabin.’


    He shrugged, not excited by this revelation. ‘There was a village down there,’ he said. ‘It’s not surprising.’ But Audrey was shaking her head and grasped his arm to lead him down the hill.


    ‘It’s way outside the village limits,’ she said. ‘It was on its own. You must come and see it!’


    MacFarlane hesitated. It would be a long walk downhill, and an even longer one back up. Then he shrugged mentally. Enthusiasm like Audrey’s should be encouraged, he thought, not stifled. He allowed the girl to lead him down the rough zigzag path.


    They crossed the old bridge that spanned the river. Never one to miss a chance to teach, he indicated to the girl how the supports at either end were older than the middle span.


    ‘The middle section is much newer,’ he said. ‘These bridges were designed so that the centre span could be removed or destroyed in the event of an attack.’


    Normally, Audrey would have hung on his every word. The professor was a personal hero for her. But today she was in a fever of excitement to show him her find.


    ‘Yes, yes,’ she said distractedly, urging him on. He smiled indulgently as she tugged at his sleeve, leading him away from the remains of the ancient village. The going became tougher as they entered the forest and had to make their way along a narrow path, through the close-growing large trees and unkempt undergrowth. Finally, Audrey turned off the path and, bending double, forced a way through a tangle of vines and creepers. MacFarlane followed awkwardly, then stood in some amazement as he found himself in a small clearing, surrounded by ancient oaks and more modern dogwood.


    ‘How on earth did you find this?’ he asked and Audrey blushed.


    ‘Oh … I … er … needed a little privacy … you know,’ she said awkwardly.


    He nodded, waving a hand. ‘Say no more.’


    She led him forward and, looking where she pointed, his practised eye could see the unmistakable outline of a small hut or cabin. Most of the structure had rotted away, of course. But there were still a few vestiges of the upright columns remaining.


    ‘Oak,’ he said. ‘It’ll last for centuries.’


    The outlines of the rooms and dividing walls could still be made out – faint signs imprinted into the ground itself over the centuries, even though the original structure was long gone. And the flattened, level ground of the interior floor was all too obvious.


    ‘There may have been a stable at the rear,’ she said, her voice hushed in this ancient place. ‘I found a few metal pieces – bits and what might have been harness buckles. And the remains of a bucket.’


    MacFarlane turned in a slow circle, studying the dim outline of the building.


    ‘It’s a different layout to the village houses,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘Completely different.’


    He took a couple of steps, intent on making a rough measurement of the cabin’s dimensions, then stopped suddenly.


    ‘Did you hear that?’


    Audrey nodded, eyes wide. ‘Your last step. It sounded as if the ground were hollow.’


    They dropped to their knees together and scrabbled at the dirt and leaf mould. Audrey rapped her knuckles on the ground and again they heard the sound of a hollow space beneath. MacFarlane never moved anywhere without a small hand spade in his belt. He took it now and began tossing the earth aside. Then the blade thumped against something solid – solid, but with a certain give in it.


    Working quickly, testing the ground for that hollow sound continually as he went, he cleared a rectangular space, some forty centimetres by fifty. Audrey leaned forward and brushed the remaining earth from the centre. They found themselves looking at an ancient, desiccated timber panel. A brass ring was set in one side and MacFarlane gently eased the spade under it, lifting it.


    The panel came with it, splintering and half disintegrating, to reveal a stone-lined space underneath.


    A space that contained an ancient wood and brass chest.


    Once more, the professor used the spade to edge the lid of the chest open. Audrey put a hand on his to stop him.


    ‘Should we be doing this?’ she asked. She knew MacFarlane would normally never disturb an artefact like this without taking the utmost care to preserve it from damage.


    He met her gaze.


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘But I’m not waiting any longer.’


    The lid opened with surprising ease. Brass hinges, he thought. If they had been iron they would have fallen to powdery rust long ago. Gently, barely containing his enthusiasm, he lifted it back and peered inside.


    The chest was full of pages of manuscripts – written on parchment or vellum that was now brittle and delicate. Gently, he eased one sheet up. The edges crumbled but the centre remained intact. He leaned forward, craning to read the closely written words on the page. Carefully, he studied other pages, handling the brittle manuscript pages with expert care, making out names, places, events.


    Then he gently replaced the sheets and leaned back on his haunches, his eyes glistening with excitement.


    ‘Audrey,’ he said, ‘do you know what we’ve found?’


    She shook her head. Obviously, from his reaction, this was something major. No, she thought, more than that, something unprecedented.


    ‘What is it?’ she asked.


    MacFarlane threw back his head and laughed, still unwilling to believe it.


    ‘We never knew what had become of them,’ he said and, when she cocked her head in an unspoken question, he explained further.


    ‘The Rangers. Halt, Will Treaty and the others. The chronicles and the legends only take us as far as the point where they returned from their voyage to Nihon-Ja. But now, we have these.’


    ‘But what are they, Professor?’


    MacFarlane laughed aloud. ‘They’re the rest of the tale, my girl! We’ve found the Lost Stories of Araluen!’

  


  DEATH OF

  A HERO
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  IT HAD BEEN a long, hard three days.


  Will had been on a tour of the villages surrounding Castle Redmont. It was something he did on a regular basis, keeping in touch with the villagers and their headmen, keeping track of the everyday goings-on. Sometimes, he had learned, little pieces of gossip, seemingly trivial at the time, could become useful in heading off future trouble and friction within the fief.


  It was part of being a Ranger. Information, no matter how unimportant it might seem at first glance, was a Ranger’s lifeblood.


  Now, late in the afternoon, as he rode wearily up to the cabin set among the trees, he was surprised to see lights in the windows and the silhouette of someone sitting on the small verandah.


  Surprise turned to pleasure when he recognised Halt. These days Will’s mentor was an infrequent visitor to the cabin, spending most of his time in the rooms provided for him and Lady Pauline in the castle.


  Will swung down from the saddle and stretched tired muscles gratefully.


  ‘Hullo,’ he said. ‘What brings you here? I hope you’ve got the coffee on.’


  ‘Coffee’s ready,’ Halt replied. ‘Tend to your horse and then join me. I need to talk to you.’ His voice sounded strained.


  Curiosity piqued, Will led Tug to the stable behind the cabin, unharnessed him, rubbed him down and set out feed and fresh water. The little horse butted Will’s shoulder gratefully. Will patted Tug’s neck, then headed back to the cabin.


  Halt was still on the verandah. He had set out two cups of hot coffee on a small side table and Will sat in one of the wood and canvas chairs and sipped gratefully at the refreshing brew. He felt the warmth of it flowing through his chilled, stiff muscles. Winter was coming on and the wind had been cold and cutting all day.


  He gazed at Halt. The grey-bearded Ranger seemed strangely ill at ease. And despite his claim that he needed to talk to Will, once the usual greetings were out of the way, he seemed almost reluctant to begin the conversation.


  ‘You had something to tell me?’ Will prompted.


  Halt shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Then, with an obvious effort, he plunged in.


  ‘There’s something you should know,’ he said. ‘Something I probably should have told you long ago. It’s just … the time never seemed right.’


  Will’s curiosity grew. He had never seen Halt in such an uncertain mood. He waited, giving his mentor time to settle his thoughts.


  ‘Pauline thinks it’s time I told you,’ Halt said. ‘So does Arald. They’ve both known about it for some time. So maybe I should just … get on with it.’


  ‘Is it something bad?’ Will asked, and Halt looked directly at him for the first time in several minutes.


  ‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘You might think so.’


  For a moment, Will wondered if he wanted to hear it, whatever it might be. Then, seeing the discomfort on Halt’s face, he realised that, good or bad, it was something that his teacher had to get off his chest. He gestured for Halt to continue.


  Halt paused for a few more seconds, then he began.


  ‘I suppose it starts after the final battle against Morgarath’s forces, at Hackham Heath. They’d been retreating for several days. Then they stopped and made a stand. We’d broken their main attack and we were forcing them back. But they were rallying on the right, where they’d found a weak point in our line …’
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  Two
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  South of Hackham Heath


  ‘SIRE! THE RIGHT flank is in trouble!’


  Duncan, the young King of Araluen, heard the herald’s shout above the terrible din of battle. The clash of weapons and shields, the screaming and sobbing of the wounded and dying, the shouted orders of commanders rallying their troops and the involuntary, inarticulate cries of the soldiers themselves as they cut and stabbed and shoved against the implacable enemy formed an almost deafening matrix of sound around him.


  Duncan thrust once more at the snarling Wargal before him, felt the sword go home and saw the snarl change to a puzzled frown as the creature realised it was already dead. Then he stepped back, disengaging himself from the immediate battle – physically and mentally.


  A young knight from the Araluen Battleschool quickly took his place in the line, his sword already swinging in a murderous arc as he stepped forward, cutting through the Wargal front rank like a scythe through long grass.


  Duncan rested for a moment, leaning on his sword, breathing heavily. He shook his head to clear it.


  ‘Sire! The right flank …’ the herald began again but Duncan waved a hand to stop him.


  ‘I heard you,’ he said.


  It had been three days since the battle at Hackham Heath, where Morgarath’s army had been routed by a surprise attack from their rear, led by the Ranger Halt. The enemy were in full retreat. By rights, Morgarath should have surrendered. His continued resistance was simply costing more and more casualties to both sides. But the rebellious lord was never concerned with preserving lives. He knew he was defeated but still he wanted to inflict as many casualties as possible on Duncan and his men. If they were to be victorious, he would make them pay dearly for their victory.


  As for his own forces, he cared little for their losses. They were nothing more than tools to him and he was willing to keep throwing them against the royal army, sacrificing hundreds of troops but causing hundreds of casualties in the process.


  So for three days, he had retreated to the south-east, turning where the terrain favoured him to fight a series of savage and costly battles. He had picked the spot for this latest stand well. It was a narrow plain set between two steep hills and recent rain had softened the ground so that Duncan could not deploy his cavalry. It was up to the infantry to throw themselves against the Wargals in hard, slogging, desperate fighting.


  And always lurking in the back of Duncan’s mind was that one mistake from him, one lucky throw of the dice for Morgarath, could see the Wargal army gain the initiative once more. Fortune in battle was a fickle mistress and the war that Duncan had hoped was ended at Hackham Heath was still there to be won – or lost by a careless order or an ill-considered manoeuvre.


  Momentum, Duncan thought. It was all-important in a situation like this. It was vital to maintain it. Keep moving forward. Keep driving them back. Hesitate, even for a few minutes, and the ascendancy could revert to the enemy.


  He glanced to his left. The flank on that side, predominantly troops from Norgate and Whitby, reinforced by troops from some of the smaller fiefs, was forging ahead strongly. In the centre, the armies from Araluen and Redmont were having similar success. That was to be expected. They were the four largest fiefs in the Kingdom, the backbone of Duncan’s army. Their knights and men at arms were the best trained and disciplined.


  But the right flank had always been a potential weakness. It was formed from a conglomerate of Seacliff, Aspienne and Culway fiefs and, since the three fiefs were all about the same size, there was no clear leader among them. Knowing this, Duncan had appointed Battlemaster Norman of Aspienne Fief as the overall commander. Norman was an experienced leader, most capable of melding such a disparate force together.


  As if he was reading the King’s thoughts, the herald spoke again.


  ‘Battlemaster Norman is dying, sire. A Wargal burst through the lines and speared him. Norman has been taken to the rear but I doubt he has long to live. Battlemasters Patrick and Marat are unsure what to do next and Morgarath has taken advantage of the fact.’


  Of course, thought Duncan, Morgarath would have recognised the banners of the smaller fiefs on that flank and guessed at the possible confusion that might result if the commander were put out of action. Once Norman was down, the rebel commander had undoubtedly sent one of his elite companies of shock troops to attack the right flank.


  Momentum again, Duncan thought. Only this time it was working against him. He peered keenly towards the fighting on the right flank. He could see the line had stopped moving forward, saw his men take the first hesitant step backwards. He needed a commander to take charge there and he needed him fast. Someone who wouldn’t hesitate. Someone with the force of personality to rally the troops and get them going forward once more.


  He glanced around him. Arald of Redmont would have been his choice. But Arald was being tended by the healers. A crossbow quarrel had hit him in the leg and he was out of action for the rest of the battle. Arald’s young Battlemaster, Rodney, had taken his place and was fighting furiously, urging the Araluan forces forward. He couldn’t be spared.


  ‘They need a leader …’ Duncan said to himself.


  ‘I’ll go.’ A calm voice spoke from behind him.


  Duncan spun round and found himself looking into the steady, dark eyes of Halt, the Ranger. The dark black beard and untrimmed hair hid most of his features, but those eyes held a look of steadiness and determination. This was not a man who would bicker over command or dither over what had to be done. He would act.


  Duncan nodded. ‘Go on then, Halt. Get them moving forward again or we’re lost. Tell Patrick and Marat …’


  He got no further. Halt smiled grimly.


  ‘Oh, I’ll tell them all right,’ he said. Then he swung up onto the small shaggy horse that was standing by him and galloped away towards the right flank.
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  Three
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  A BELARD’S HOOVES thundered dully on the soft turf of Hackham Heath as they drew near to the trouble spot. Now that he was closer, Halt could see that the Wargal attack was being spearheaded by one of Morgarath’s special units. They were all larger than normal, selected for size and strength and savagery.


  And they cared nothing for their own losses as they battered their way forward. Maces, axes and heavy two-handed swords rose and fell and swept in horizontal arcs.


  Men from the Araluan army fell before them as they advanced in a solid wedge shape.


  Halt was still forty metres away and he knew he would arrive too late. The Araluan line had bowed backwards before the onslaught. Any second now it would crumble unless he acted.


  He reined Abelard to a sliding stop.


  ‘Steady,’ he said and the little horse stood rock-still for him, disregarding the terrifying cacophony of battle noise and the awful, metallic smell of fresh blood.


  Halt unslung his bow and stood in his stirrups. Then he began to shoot. He had three arrows in the air before the first struck the Wargal leading the attacking wedge. Halt had chosen his most powerful bow for the battle, one with a ninety-pound draw weight at full extension. Forty metres was point-blank range for such a weapon. The heavy, black-shafted arrow slammed through the beast’s corselet of toughened leather and bronze plates and dropped him where he stood. Then, in rapid succession, the next two arrows struck home and two more Wargals died. Then more and more arrows arrived, each with a deadly hiss-thud, as Halt emptied his quiver in a devastating display of accuracy.


  He aimed for the Wargals at the head of the wedge, so that as they fell, they impeded the progress of those behind them. It was the sort of shooting no ordinary archer would attempt. If he missed, he might well send his arrows into the backs of the Araluan soldiers facing the Wargals.


  But Halt was no ordinary archer. He didn’t miss.


  Out of arrows, he urged Abelard forward once more. As he reached the rear of the line, he dropped from the saddle and ran to join the struggling troops. On the way, he stopped, tossed his cloak to one side and picked up a round shield lying discarded in the grass – the Ranger two-knife defence was no use against a Wargal’s heavy weapons. He hesitated a second, looking at a long sword that lay beside a dead knight’s outstretched hand. But it was a weapon he was unfamiliar with and he discarded the notion of using it. He was used to his saxe knife, and its heavy, razor-sharp blade would be perfect for close fighting. He drew the saxe now as he ran forward, forcing his way between the soldiers.


  ‘Come on!’ he shouted. ‘Follow me! Push them back!’


  The soldiers parted before him until he was at the front of the line and facing a huge, snarling Wargal squad leader. The brute was only a little taller than Halt but it was massive in the shoulders and chest and probably weighed twice as much as he did. Halt saw the red mouth open as the Wargal bared his fangs at this new enemy. A spiked mace swung horizontally at him and he ducked beneath it, instantly coming upright and driving forward with the saxe, sinking it deep into the beast’s ribs.


  He saw a sword coming from the left, blocked it with the shield, then kicked the huge Wargal off the point of his saxe, sending the dying monster sprawling.


  ‘Come on!’ he shouted again, slashing his blade across another Wargal’s throat and springing forward. He dodged another sword and stabbed twice at a Wargal facing him, buffeting it aside with the shield as it doubled over in agony. The Wargals were immensely powerful. But they were clumsy and Halt had the speed and reflexes of a snake. He ducked and weaved and cut and stabbed, carving a path forward. And now he sensed someone moving up behind him, heard another voice echoing his cry.


  ‘Come on! Forward! Push them back.’


  The hesitation in the Wargals’ attack caused by Halt’s volley of arrows, and his sudden appearance as he darted forward and took the fight to the enemy, gave the Araluan soldiers new heart. They began to follow Halt and his unidentified companion, moving forward once more.


  Halt turned momentarily to glance back. He saw a stockily built sergeant a pace behind him and to his right, armed with a spear. As Halt looked, the sergeant thrust the spear forward, skewering a Wargal so that it screeched in agony. The man grinned at him.


  ‘Keep going, Ranger! You’re getting in my way!’


  Behind him, others were following, forming their own wedge now and driving deeper and deeper into the Wargal line.


  Halt faced the front once more. A Wargal came at him, axe drawn back for a killing blow. The sergeant’s spear shot forward over Halt’s shoulder, taking the Wargal in the throat and stopping it dead.


  ‘Thanks!’ Halt called, without looking. Two more Wargals were coming at him. He sidestepped the sword thrust of the first, felt his foot turn as he trod on the arm of a dead enemy, and tumbled sideways to the ground.


  The second Wargal had swung a club at him and the stumble probably saved his life. The club struck only a glancing blow, instead of shattering his skull with a direct hit. But it stunned him and he hit the ground, losing his grip on the saxe knife. He tried to rise, but was hampered by the shield on his left arm. Dully, he realised that the Wargal with the club was standing on the shield, preventing his rising. He looked up, still dazed by the glancing blow, and saw the club go up again.


  So, this is it, he thought. He wondered why he felt such a stolid acceptance of his own death. Maybe the blow to the head had slowed him down. He watched, waiting calmly, fatalistically, for the club to descend.


  Then a flicker of light blazed over him, gleaming off a spearhead that buried itself in the Wargal’s chest. The force behind the spear thrust shoved the creature backwards. It gave a hoarse screech of pain and fell, passing out of Halt’s line of sight. The sergeant jumped nimbly over Halt’s fallen form, dragged his spear free of the dead Wargal’s body and stood with feet braced wide apart, protecting Halt from further attacks. He thrust again with the spear and another Wargal retreated hastily. Then a battleaxe smashed down onto the spear shaft, and the heavy iron head went spinning away, leaving the sergeant with nothing more than the two-and-a-half-metre ash spear shaft.


  Halt’s head swam and his vision blurred. The blow to the head had definitely done him some damage. His limbs were weak and he couldn’t find the strength to rise. The scene before him seemed to unfold at a slow, dreamlike pace.


  The sergeant took one look at the headless spear, shrugged, then whirled the heavy ash shaft in a circle, smashing it against another Wargal’s helmet. Holding the shaft in both hands now, like a quarterstaff, he thrust underarm at a second enemy, driving the end deep into the Wargal’s midsection.


  ‘Look out!’ Halt’s attempted shout of warning was nothing more than a croak. He had seen a third Wargal, crouching low and concealed behind his companions, a jagged-edged sword ready to thrust.


  One of the injured Wargals grabbed at the spear shaft, dragging the sergeant off balance, and the sword blade shot forward like a serpent striking. Red blood flowed from the sergeant’s side where the sword had taken him. But still he didn’t falter. He jerked the spear shaft free of the enemy’s grip and, with an overhand action as if he was casting a spear, he slammed it straight forward, hitting the Wargal who had wounded him straight between the eyes with the blunt end of the shaft.


  The Wargal screamed and fell, throwing his hands to his shattered forehead and dropping the sword as he did so. Instantly, the sergeant seized it, tossing the spear shaft aside. Now he struck left and right with blinding speed and opened great slashing wounds in two more Wargals. One fell where he stood, while the other spun away, blundering into his companions, knocking two of them over. The sergeant parried a short iron spear thrust coming from his right. Another stabbed out from the left and struck him in the thigh. More blood flowed. Yet still he fought on. He killed the Wargal behind the spear with almost contemptuous ease. Then he slashed and cut left and right with the sword, taking a dreadful toll on any enemy who came within its reach. A knife thrust cut him in the side. He ignored it and despatched the knife wielder with a backhanded slash.


  Then Halt saw something he thought he’d never see.


  As the blood-stained figure drove forward, sword rising and falling, hacking and cutting and slashing and stabbing, a tide of fear swept over the Wargals.


  Morgarath’s hand-picked shock troops, who up until now had feared nothing short of mounted, armoured knights, fell back in terror before the bloodied, death-dealing figure with the sword.


  And as they did so, the men of the Araluan army found new heart and swept forward in the wake of the sergeant. He was badly wounded, but he continued fighting, until his comrades surged past him, slamming into the demoralised Wargals and screaming in triumph.


  For a moment, the sergeant stood in an empty space on the battlefield. Then, as the second rank of Araluan fighters poured past him to reinforce the first, and the Wargal line broke and retreated in total confusion, their hoarse, wordless screams filling the air, his knees gave way and he sagged to the ground.


  The noise of the battle moved away from them, receding like a tide, and Halt finally managed to free his arm from the shield, still pinned to the ground by a Wargal’s dead body. He tried to rise to his feet but the effort was beyond him. Instead, he crawled painfully to the fallen sergeant, dragging himself over the sprawled bodies of the Wargals the man had killed.


  In spite of his wounds, the sergeant was still breathing, and he turned his head painfully as the Ranger approached. He managed a weak smile.


  ‘We showed them, Ranger, didn’t we?’


  Halt could barely hear the voice and his own was a croak as he answered. ‘That we did. What’s your name, sergeant?’


  ‘Daniel.’


  Halt gripped his forearm. ‘Hold on, Daniel. The healers will be here soon.’


  He tried to put as much encouragement into the words as possible. But the sergeant shook his head.


  ‘Too late for me.’ Suddenly the man’s eyes were filled with urgency. He tried to rise but fell back.


  ‘Rest easy,’ Halt told him, but Daniel raised his head wearily and leaned towards him.


  ‘My wife …’ he managed to gasp. ‘My wife and the baby. Promise me you’ll …’ He coughed and blood rolled down his chin.


  ‘I’ll look out for them,’ Halt told him. ‘But don’t worry. You’ll be fine. You’ll see them soon.’


  Daniel nodded and let his head fall back. He took a long, shuddering breath. Then he seemed to relax, and his breathing became easier, as if Halt’s promise had lifted an enormous burden from his mind.


  Halt heard voices then, and footsteps nearby. Then gentle hands were rolling him over and he found himself looking up at the concerned faces of a pair of medical orderlies who were setting down a litter beside him. He gestured weakly towards Daniel.


  ‘I’m all right,’ he said. ‘Take the sergeant first.’


  The nearest orderly glanced quickly at Daniel, and shook his head.


  ‘Nothing we can do for him,’ he said. ‘He’s dead.’
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  Four


  [image: images]


  HALT WOKE.


  For a few seconds, he wondered where he was. He was lying on his back, staring at the canvas roof of a large pavilion. He could hear people moving quietly nearby, speaking in lowered voices. Somewhere, further away, a man was moaning. He tried to turn his head but a sudden flash of agony greeted the movement and he grunted in pain.


  He raised his hand to his forehead and felt a thick bandage there. Then memory began to come back to him.


  The battle with the Wargals. He remembered that. Remembered the club that had caught him on the side of the head. That must be the cause of the flaring headache he now felt. And he remembered a sergeant. What was his name? David? No! Daniel. Daniel had saved his life.


  Then he was overcome with sadness as he remembered the words of the litter bearer. Daniel was dead.


  How long had he been here? He remembered that as the medical orderlies had lifted him onto the litter, he had lost consciousness. It seemed that it had happened only minutes ago. He tried to rise and the headache speared him behind the eyes again. Once more, he grunted in pain, and this time a face came into his field of vision, looking down at him.


  ‘You’re awake,’ the orderly said, and smiled encouragingly at him. He reached down and laid a palm on Halt’s forehead, testing for fever. Seemingly satisfied that there was none, he touched the bandage lightly, making sure it was still tight.


  ‘How … long …’ Halt’s voice was slurred and his throat was thick and dry. The orderly held a cup of cool water to his lips, raised his head carefully, and allowed him to drink. The water felt wonderful. He gulped at it and choked, coughing so that water bubbled out of his mouth. The action of coughing set his head aching again and he closed his eyes in pain.


  ‘Still feeling it, I see?’ the orderly said. ‘Well, the healers said there’s no serious damage. You just need a few more days’ rest to let the headache settle down.’


  ‘How long … have I been here?’


  The orderly pursed his lips.


  ‘Let’s see. They brought you in the evening before yesterday, so I’d say about thirty-six hours.’


  Thirty-six hours! He’d lain here asleep for a day and a half! A sudden chill of fear struck through him.


  ‘Did we win?’ he said. He remembered that the Wargals had retreated ahead of Daniel’s attack, but that might have been a localised event. The orderly smiled, nodding his head.


  ‘Oh yes indeed. Morgarath and his brutes were thoroughly beaten. Someone referred to it as a rout. I hear you had a little to do with that, as a matter of fact?’


  He added the last curiously, as if interested to hear more about Halt’s battlefield escapades. But the Ranger waved that aside.


  ‘Are we still at Hackham?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes. The cavalry are pursuing the enemy, of course. But the rest of the army is still here. Not for long, though. They’ll be moving out soon.’


  ‘Moving out where?’


  ‘Disbanding. The war’s over. The men will be going back to their farms and their families. And none too soon.’


  Farms and families. The words stirred another memory in Halt’s mind. Daniel had spoken of a wife and baby. And Halt had promised to help them. But now he realised that he had no idea where they were and, if the army was really disbanding, he might never find them. He sat up without thinking and swung his legs over the side of the bed, then doubled over as the crippling pain hit him. The orderly tried to restrain him.


  ‘Please! Lie still, Ranger! You need to rest.’


  But Halt seized the orderly’s forearm and managed to stand, swaying, by the bed. He blinked several times. The pain eased a little. But it was still there.


  ‘I don’t have time,’ he said. ‘Get me something for this headache. I’ve got to find out where he lived.’
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  He remembered that the men he had been sent to lead were a mixed group from Seacliff, Aspienne and Culway. The soldiers around him when he forced his way through to the front rank had worn the crest of a black badger on their tunics. He had seen the same crest on Daniel’s. He had no idea what group marched under that banner, so he headed for the command tent, and the King’s Battlemaster.


  When he reached the command centre, he found the Battlemaster gone. Of course, he was leading the pursuit that was hounding Morgarath and the Wargals back to the south-east corner of the Kingdom. But his secretary was still there, making notes as to casualties, replacements and promotions. He glanced up as Halt entered, and smiled warmly. The entire army had heard of Halt’s feats during the battle.


  ‘Good morning, Ranger,’ he said. Then he noticed the bloodstained bandage and saw how Halt swayed as he entered the tent, reaching out to steady himself against the table top where the secretary sat.


  ‘Are you all right?’ he said anxiously. He rose and hurried to find a bench for Halt. The Ranger dropped onto it gratefully. He blinked several times. His vision was still blurry. He hoped that was only temporary. He couldn’t imagine shooting with such poor vision.


  ‘Just a headache,’ he said. ‘I need some information. I took command of troops on the right wing in the final stages of the battle –’


  ‘Indeed you did!’ the secretary said warmly. ‘The whole army has heard about it.’


  ‘There was a soldier. A sergeant named Daniel. He actually led the charge when I was knocked down. Did anyone mention his full name, or would anyone have a record of where he lived?’


  But the clerk was shaking his head. ‘I don’t keep the full roster. Each individual force looks after that for their own men. What unit did he belong to?’


  ‘I’m not sure. They wore a black badger as their crest.’


  The clerk’s eyes narrowed in concentration for a few seconds, then his expression cleared. ‘A black badger? That’d be Captain Stanton’s company, from Aspienne Fief. They’re camped over to the north, on a small hill. Stanton was badly wounded before you rallied his men. He’s been invalided back to Castle Aspienne. But his sergeant major should be able to help you.’


  ‘Thanks for your help.’ Halt left the tent. He paused for a moment, looking to the north. On a low hill several hundred metres away, he could see a group of tents clustered around a banner. It was too far to make out the device on the flag but he could see that it was black in colour. He headed towards the tents.


  As was the custom, the banner marked the position of the commanding officer’s tent. As Halt drew closer, he could see that he had been right. The device on the flag was a black badger. He paused at the open entrance. The command tent was larger than the simple four-man units that surrounded it. The commander and his staff worked here, so it was used as a company office. At the rear, a separate section was screened off, forming the captain’s living quarters. Now, of course, that would be vacant. But a burly figure was sitting at a table in the front section, frowning over sheets of paper. He was an older man, somewhat grizzled and with an unmistakable look of experience and authority – undoubtedly the sergeant major the clerk had mentioned. He looked up as Halt stepped into the tent, taking in the Ranger cloak and the bandage round his head.


  ‘You look as if you’ve been in the wars,’ he said, grinning. Halt allowed himself a faint smile.


  ‘Just one. Same one you’ve been in. I’m trying to find a home address for one of your men. A sergeant by the name of Daniel.’


  The grin faded and the sergeant major shook his head sadly. ‘Daniel? He was a good man. We lost him in the final battle, I’m afraid.’


  ‘I know. He saved my life just before he died.’


  The older man regarded Halt with increased interest. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘you’re that Ranger, are you?’ He rose from behind the table and offered his hand. ‘It’s an honour to meet you. My name’s Griff.’


  Halt shifted uncomfortably. He disliked being the centre of attention. It wasn’t his way. He preferred to move unobtrusively through life, going unnoticed wherever possible. But he shook the man’s hand.


  ‘I’m called Halt,’ he said.


  Griff waved him to a seat and sat down himself once more. He pursed his lips thoughtfully.


  ‘Not sure I can tell you too much. Everything was pretty rushed when we mobilised the army and Daniel was new to the fief. He and his wife had moved from Norgate not long before the war began.’ He indicated the piles of paper and scrolls on the table that was serving as a desk. ‘We didn’t get time to put down all the men’s details before we had to march out. I’m trying to catch up on it now.’


  ‘Can you tell me anything about him?’ Halt asked.


  ‘He had a farm, I believe, somewhere in the south-east part of Aspienne. But where it might be I have no idea.’


  ‘Did he have any friends in the company who might know?’


  The sergeant major was shaking his head before Halt even finished the question.


  ‘He may have. Although as a sergeant he would have kept himself a little separate from the other men. You could ask around. He had command of the sixth squad. You’ll find them one row over and halfway down.’


  ‘I’m obliged,’ Halt said. He rose to his feet, wincing once more as the pain lanced through his forehead. He put a hand on the table to steady himself and Griff looked at him with some concern.


  ‘Should you be up and around? You don’t look so good.’


  Halt shook his head – and immediately wished he hadn’t. ‘I’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Just a bit of a knock. I’m better off in the fresh air than in a stuffy healer’s tent.’


  ‘That’s true.’ Griff looked back at the forms and papers on his desk with a degree of disappointment, as if he’d been hoping they’d fill themselves in while he talked.


  ‘Well … sorry I can’t be of more help.’


  Halt waved a hand in acknowledgement. ‘Every little bit of information helps.’


  He strolled down the neat tent lines, cutting through between two tents to reach the next row across. About ten metres further down, he saw a placard mounted on top of a spear shaft with the numeral ‘6’ on it. He looked down the next five tents and there was a similar marker, this time bearing the number ‘7’. Five tents, four men to each, that made twenty men in the squad. Assuming they had all survived, which he knew they hadn’t. Three soldiers were lounging in the sun outside the first tent. They looked up as his shadow fell across them. There was a hint of suspicion in their eyes but, since Crowley and he had reformed the Ranger Corps, Halt was becoming used to that. Officers and sergeant majors might value the skills Rangers brought to the army, but the rank and file soldiers tended to be ill at ease around the grey and green clad figures. He knew there were wild rumours circulating that Rangers practised sorcery.


  ‘Good morning,’ he said evenly. The men nodded, craning their necks to look up at him. They were seated on low stools. One was patching a ripped jerkin, a second was whittling a stick with a knife and the third was chewing slowly on a piece of dried beef. From where Halt stood, it looked as if the beef was winning the struggle. Halt indicated a spare stool, a few feet away.


  ‘Mind if I join you for a few minutes?’ he asked.


  The man patching his jerkin nodded.


  ‘Why not?’ he said, his tone neither welcoming nor dismissive.


  His companion with the beef jerky was staring at Halt, a frown of recognition on his face.


  ‘I know you …’ he said thoughtfully, trying to place the memory. Then it came to him. ‘You were at the battle!’ he said. ‘We were being driven back and suddenly you were there, shoving forward and slashing away at the Wargals and yelling at us to follow you. You did an outstanding job. Outstanding!’ He turned to the others. ‘Did you see him? First of all, he dropped at least a dozen of them with his bow, then he darted in among them, slashing and stabbing. And look at him! He’s barely bigger than a boy.’


  Halt raised an eyebrow at that. He wasn’t the largest of men, but he knew the soldier was stretching it a little. However, he could see that no insult was intended so he let the comment pass.


  ‘Your sergeant gave me a hand,’ he said and the man nodded vigorously.


  ‘He did! He took them on when you went down. Must have killed a dozen of them too!’


  Halt smiled quietly at that. The man was inclined to exaggerate.


  ‘He did a great job,’ he agreed.


  The jerky chewer turned to his friends. ‘Did you see the sarge?’


  Both of them shook their heads.


  ‘We were further over, on the right,’ the jerkin patcher replied. ‘All we saw was that the line was about to break and run, then it started to move forward again. Then the Wargals were running instead.’


  But the question had been rhetorical and the beef chewer was keen to continue his story.


  ‘He did four or five of them with his spear. Then one of them chopped the head off it and he used it like a quarterstaff, spinning it round, knocking them over like ninepins. Then he grabbed a sword and killed eight or nine of them before they got him.’ He looked to Halt for confirmation. ‘You saw it, Ranger! How many do you reckon he killed?’


  ‘At least eight,’ Halt said. He saw no reason to contradict the man. The atmosphere was suddenly a lot more welcoming than it had been at first. ‘I wanted some information about him,’ he said. ‘Any idea where he lived?’


  He was disappointed to see the three faces cloud over in a now familiar expression of uncertainty.


  ‘Sorry,’ said the man who had been extolling Daniel’s deeds and courage. ‘He was new to the unit and the area. Got promoted quickly.’


  ‘That’s right,’ said one of the others, laying aside the patched jerkin. ‘The captain liked the look of him. Made him a sergeant almost immediately. Apparently, he’d had some military experience in Norgate before he came to Aspienne.’


  ‘He was promoted so quickly we didn’t really have time to get to know him,’ said the man who had been whittling. ‘I think I heard him mention a farm somewhere …’


  He trailed off, unsure of his facts. There was an awkward silence. Halt made a move to rise from the stool, thinking that once again his efforts to trace Daniel’s family were doomed to failure. The first man who had spoken, the beef jerky chewer, seemed to come to a decision.


  ‘You could try Kord and Jerrel,’ he said. ‘They might have an idea.’


  ‘If they’d tell you,’ the man with the repaired jerkin put in.


  Halt looked from one to the other. ‘I take it you’re not fond of these two?’


  The three men exchanged glances. Then the one who had suggested the two names answered him.


  ‘They’re a pair of liars and cheats. They run a dice game and they tried to make a friend of Daniel initially, playing up to him and inviting him to play. My guess is they were letting him win at dice to get in his good books. But he saw through their scheme before long and they found themselves doing their fair share of fatigue duties. So they dropped him.’


  ‘What makes you think they’d know where he lived?’ Halt asked, and again there was an awkward pause. Finally, the whittler spoke.


  ‘They always wanted to know where everyone lived. Always asking you questions about where you came from, what you did back home. Can’t prove anything, but I reckon they were keeping a record, planning to go back after the war and rob people.’


  ‘Particularly those who’d been killed in battle,’ the jerkin patcher said heavily. ‘They’d know the families would be easy prey. It’s the sort of thing they’d do, all right. They probably know where to find the sergeant’s farm.’


  ‘The trick will be getting them to tell you,’ the beef jerky chewer said and the others nodded. Halt looked around the small circle of faces, seeing the distaste for the two vultures called Kord and Jerrel.


  ‘How would I get to meet these two?’ he asked.


  The jerkin patcher raised an eyebrow.


  ‘Play dice with them,’ he said. ‘But be prepared to lose.’
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  Five
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  PRIVATE JERREL OF the black badger company was working on a pair of dice. He’d finished the first one and he was almost done with the second. He was filing off two of the sharp corners on the die, rounding them slightly so that they would tend to roll to a pre-selected point, showing a score of six more often than sheer chance would allow. It wasn’t as reliable as his alternative method of fixing a pair of dice. That involved carefully inserting weights to make it fall with the selected side face up. But sanding the corners increased his chance of a winning roll.


  In his pocket, he had a pair of counter-weighted dice, carefully doctored to show scores of one and two. But weighting dice was a tricky business. It took a long time to remove all signs that something had been inserted in the little cubes. His other pair had been confiscated some days previously by a passing officer. Now he had to resort to rounding the corners to replace them. You needed two pairs of doctored dice to fleece a new victim. You used one pair to get him interested, letting him win the first few rolls. Then, when he thought his luck was in, you suggested raising the stakes. And when he agreed, you switched the dice so he’d roll a losing number.


  A shadow fell across the entrance to the tent and Jerrel hastily shoved the die and the small file under a blanket. The entrance to the tent was blocked for a moment as a man entered. Jerrel looked up, frowning. The newcomer carried a kit bag and a sheathed sword and sword belt. He was wearing a soldier’s uniform with a black badger on the left breast. He looked around the interior of the tent, saw an empty bunk and dropped his belongings on it.


  ‘Who the devil are you?’ Kord asked. He’d been lying back on his own bunk on the opposite side of the tent and the displeasure was obvious in his voice. He and Jerrel had enjoyed having the tent to themselves. Their tent mates had been killed or wounded in the battle. Now, it seemed, they had a new man joining them.


  ‘Name’s Arratay,’ the newcomer said. ‘I’ve been transferred from second squad. Sergeant major said for me to bunk in here.’


  He was a short man, slightly built but with powerful shoulders and a deep chest. His beard and hair were ragged and unkempt. He had a grubby bandage wound round his head. Above it, the hair was black and the eyes were dark and piercing. Like a bird of prey, Jerrel thought. Then he smirked at the idea. It was more likely that the stranger would become prey for him and Kord – once he had a chance to finish working on that pair of dice. Even so, he didn’t want the stranger in the tent with them.


  ‘Find somewhere else to bunk,’ he said shortly. ‘We’re full here.’


  ‘There’s only two of you,’ Arratay said reasonably, looking around the tent.


  ‘You heard him,’ Kord said. ‘Now get out of here.’


  Arratay shrugged. ‘If you say so …’


  ‘I do,’ Kord said. ‘So get out.’


  Shrugging, the newcomer picked up his kit and left the tent. Jerrel smiled at Kord. That had been easy, he thought. Then his face darkened as he heard a loud voice outside the tent.


  ‘You there! A-ratty – or whatever you call yourself! Where d’you think you’re going? I told you to bunk in tent forty-three, didn’t I?’


  ‘The tent’s full, sergeant major,’ Arratay replied.


  ‘The blazes it is!’ Kord and Jerrel exchanged exasperated glances as they heard heavy footsteps approaching. Then the tent flap was thrown back and the bulky frame of Sergeant Major Griff filled the entrance.


  ‘My aunty’s moustache it’s full! Get in here!’ He glared at the two occupants. ‘You two make room!’ he bellowed.


  ‘Yes, sar’major,’ Jerrel said sullenly. Kord managed a grunt in reply. As Arratay re-entered the tent, Griff stepped in front of him to bar his way, his hands on his hips in an aggressive posture.


  ‘As for you, A-ratty, you can report to the cookhouse and scrub rubbish bins and cookpots for the rest of the day. That might remind you next time to do as I tell you!’


  ‘Yes, sar’major,’ the small man said. His eyes were down, not meeting the temporary commander’s. But as Griff stalked out of the room, he made an insulting gesture towards his back. Then he turned, shrugging, to Jerrel and Kord.


  ‘Sorry about that,’ he said.


  Jerrel and Kord exchanged a look, then Jerrel stood and took Arratay’s pack, placing it on an empty bunk.


  ‘Can’t be helped. Griff can be a real pain. Better get along to the cookhouse or he’ll be at you again.’ He caught Kord’s eye. As soon as Arratay had gone, they’d go through his kit to see if there was anything worth stealing. Kord nodded unobtrusively. The same thought was going through his mind.


  Arratay sighed and turned to go. As he reached the entrance, Kord called after him.


  ‘When you’re finished your work detail, maybe you’d like a little game of dice?’


  Arratay smiled at them. ‘That sounds like fun,’ he said.
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  Kord threw up his hands in mock exasperation.


  ‘Another winning throw! Where does your luck come from, Arratay?’


  The small trooper grinned happily as he raked in his earnings. He’d thrown three winning scores in a row and now there was a respectable pile of coins on the low table where the three of them were seated.


  ‘Just my lucky day, I suppose,’ he said, pushing forward a new wager and shaking the dice in their cup. The bone cubes rattled together, then he cast them onto the table.


  ‘Double six again!’ Jerrel said. ‘I don’t believe it!’ He looked at Kord. ‘I think we’ve got a professional in the tent.’ Kord nodded gloomily but Arratay merely laughed.


  ‘Not me, boys. It’s just clean living and a clear conscience. Want to raise the stakes?’ He said it casually but he noticed the quick, furtive look that passed between the two men. Kord agreed, after a brief show of reluctance.


  ‘Well, I might be crazy, but why not? It’ll give us a chance to win some of our money back.’


  ‘Or I’ll clean you out sooner,’ smiled Arratay. He put another bet forward, waited till they matched it, then rolled again. Eleven this time, but still an automatic winner.


  ‘Can’t you roll anything but fives and sixes?’ Jerrel said.


  ‘Not when I’m running hot.’ Arratay smiled. But his eyes narrowed as this time, instead of letting him reclaim the dice, Kord picked them up and handed them to him. He’s made the switch, Halt thought. He took the dice, placed them in the cup, shook them and rolled.


  The other two gave an ironic cheer as the dice turned face up to show a two and a one.


  ‘Three!’ said Jerrel. ‘And about time!’


  It was a simple game. Eleven and twelve were automatic winners. Two and three were losers. Any other score didn’t count. The gambler simply threw again until he won or lost. Halt grimaced as the others scooped in the money he’d bet. The dice passed to Jerrel and he threw a six. Then a four, then a two. Halt won back a small fraction of what he had lost on his last throw. Kord took the dice and fumbled as he placed them in the cup.


  He’s switched them again, Halt thought and, sure enough, Kord threw an eleven, then a twelve, winning two small hands, before switching the dice once more and losing. In the process of handing the dice on to Halt, he switched them yet again for the winning set. The two cheats didn’t want Arratay, as they thought he was called, losing enthusiasm too soon. The game went on, Halt winning some hands, losing others, but generally staying just ahead of breaking even.


  The two cheats kept plying him with wine, which he surreptitiously managed to empty into an old boot when they weren’t watching. But he pretended to become more and more affected by the drink, slurring his words and laughing foolishly when he won.


  ‘Big day tomorrow,’ he said, after they had been playing for some time. ‘We’re moving out early and heading south.’


  His two companions reacted with surprise at that.


  ‘South?’ said Kord. ‘Why south? We’re supposed to head home and disband.’


  Halt shook his head and peered at them owlishly.


  ‘Not any more. Not any more,’ he said, tapping the side of his nose with his forefinger. ‘The Wargals are putting up a stiffer resistance than expected. Morgarath has them under firm control again and Duncan needs extra men. We’re them,’ he added, after a pause.


  He could see that this news had the effect he’d desired. Kord and Jerrel exchanged a glance. Then Jerrel questioned him further.


  ‘Where’d you hear this?’ he asked.


  Halt jerked a thumb over his shoulder in the general direction of the administration section of the camp.


  ‘At the cookhouse,’ he said. ‘The cooks had taken delivery of extra rations to prepare for us.’


  Now the two cheats looked thoroughly concerned. Cookhouse rumours were the source of much intelligence among the rank and file. And they had a reputation for accuracy. Halt, of course, had heard no such rumours. But he hoped that the thought of an imminent departure for the south might force Kord and Jerrel’s hand. If they were planning to rob Daniel’s farm, this might precipitate things.


  He leaned forward, peering with bleary eyes at the table.


  ‘Now where are those dice?’ he asked. ‘It’s my throw again.’


  ‘Here you are,’ Kord said, passing him the dice and throwing cup. He had just lost the last throw and it was Halt’s turn again. Halt was reasonably sure that he’d been handed the losing dice. His suspicions were confirmed by Jerrel’s next words.


  ‘It’s getting late,’ he said. ‘Let’s put it all on one last big pot. What do you say?’


  Kord pretended to look doubtful. ‘It’s up to Arratay.’


  Halt shrugged. ‘Why not?’ he said. ‘I feel my luck’s coming back.’


  They all shoved their remaining money into the centre of the table. Halt reached for his tankard and took a deep swig – the biggest he’d had all night. Then, as he clumsily set the tankard down, he spilt the remaining wine on the table, flicking it towards Jerrel so that a red tide flowed across the rough wood and into his lap. Jerrel sprang backwards with a curse.


  ‘Look out!’ he said.


  ‘Sorry. Sorry,’ Halt replied thickly. But in the confusion, he’d switched the losing dice for another pair that he had in his jerkin pocket. He’d prepared them that afternoon while he was supposed to be at the cookhouse and they were shaved so that they would show a twelve at each throw.


  He shook them, muttering to them as he did so, then spilled them out onto the table.


  ‘Bad lu–’ began Kord, already reaching for the money. Then he stopped as he saw two sixes gleaming up at him, like two sets of teeth in two tiny skulls.


  ‘How did you …?’ Jerrel stopped as he realised he’d give the game away if he went any further. Arratay might be drunk. But he wasn’t that drunk.


  Halt grinned foolishly at the dice, and scooped them up.


  ‘Lucky dice!’ he said. ‘I love these dice!’


  He pretended to kiss them noisily, and switched them once more for the losing pair he’d been handed originally. That done, he slipped his own dice into his pocket, and dropped the others back onto the table as he began to rake in his winnings.


  ‘No hard feelings, boys,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you a chance for revenge tomorrow.’


  ‘Yes. Of course. Tomorrow,’ Kord said. But his tone told Halt that there would be no game the next night. And there’d be no sign of Kord or Jerrel, either.
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  Half an hour later, Halt lay on his back, breathing heavily and noisily through his mouth as he feigned sleep. His two tent mates were talking in lowered voices. They had waited until they were sure Halt was fully asleep. Kord was testing the dice, rolling them over and over again and constantly getting a losing score as a result.


  ‘I don’t understand,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s simply not possible for him to roll a twelve with these dice.’


  ‘Careful,’ Jerrel told him, casting a quick glance in Halt’s direction. But his companion waved his caution aside.


  ‘Aaah, he’s out like a light,’ he said. ‘Did you see how much he drank? He’s full as a boot.’


  Halt’s mouth twitched slightly in amusement. There was definitely a full boot in the tent, he thought. His loud breathing was making it difficult to hear what the others were saying, so he stirred, muttered something and rolled onto his side, facing away from them. The snoring stopped as he was no longer on his back but he kept his breathing deep and even. Kord and Jerrel hesitated as he stirred, but soon relaxed when it became obvious he hadn’t woken.


  Once again, Kord tested the dice. Once again, they rolled a three.


  ‘Give it away,’ Jerrel told him angrily. ‘It was an accident. They must have hit a crack or a dent in the table top. Besides, we’ve got more important things to think about.’


  Reluctantly, Kord stowed the dice away in his pocket. ‘You mean this rumour about us heading south?’


  Jerrel nodded. ‘Last thing we want is to get tied up in another campaign. It could go on for weeks, and we’ve got places to be. If we’re held up, there’s a chance that family members will arrive to help the widows and we’ll miss our chance.’


  Turned away from them as he was, Halt could allow himself a scowl of anger. It was true, he thought, the two of them were planning to rob the families of men killed in the battle.


  ‘So what’s your plan?’ Kord asked.


  Jerrel paused, then came to a decision. ‘I say we pull out tonight. We’ll leave an hour or two before dawn and get on the road north. We’ll hit the sergeant’s farm first. That’s the closest.’


  ‘We’ll be flogged if they catch us deserting,’ Kord said but Jerrel dismissed the protest.


  ‘They
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