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            AND SO IT BEGINS…

          

        

      

    

    
      Ludwig ducked as he rode under the boughs of the tree, but the hulk of a man following failed to see the obstruction. His grunt of pain as a wayward branch slapped his face solicited laughter from the third member of their party.

      "Not funny!" shouted Siggy. "I could've poked an eye out."

      "Come now," said Cyn. "It's only a branch." She pulled her horse up beside him and caressed his cheek. "Shall I tend to your grievous injury?"

      The large warrior blushed despite his grin. "Later. We must get out of this cold first." He raised his voice. "Tell me again, Ludwig, how much farther it is?"

      The plan was to reach Verfeld before winter set in, but the weather had other ideas. They now rode through snow and ice, although admittedly, not much of it.

      "We should be in Drakenfeld soon enough," said Ludwig. "With any luck, we'll be there before nightfall."

      "You've been saying that for three days. Are you sure we're not lost?"

      "This is definitely the right road. I recognize the Redwood."

      "The Redwood?"

      "It likely has something to do with those." Cyn pointed at a copse of trees. "You know, the enormous trees with the red bark?"

      "It does," added Ludwig. "Which means we're very close. All we need to do is keep those to our west, and we'll soon be within the baron's lands."

      "And this baron," said Siggy. "He's a friend of yours, is he?"

      "Lord Merrick? No. I've never met the man, but my father has mentioned him."

      "And you just assumed he would welcome us?"

      "Of course. Is it not the custom in the Northern Kingdoms for nobles to offer shelter to their peers?"

      In response, Siggy laughed. "You're asking the wrong person." Ludwig turned to Cyn.

      "Don't look at me," she responded. "I've been a mercenary my entire life.”
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            ON THE ROAD

          

          WINTER 1095 SR* (SAINTS RECKONING)

        

      

    

    
      Ludwig ducked as he rode under the boughs of the tree, but the hulk of a man following failed to see the obstruction. His grunt of pain as a wayward branch slapped his face solicited laughter from the third member of their party.

      "Not funny!" shouted Siggy. "I could've poked an eye out."

      "Come now," said Cyn. "It's only a branch." She pulled her horse up beside him and caressed his cheek. "Shall I tend to your grievous injury?"

      The large warrior blushed despite his grin. "Later. We must get out of this cold first." He raised his voice. "Tell me again, Ludwig, how much farther it is?"

      The plan was to reach Verfeld before winter set in, but the weather had other ideas. They now rode through snow and ice, although admittedly, not much of it.

      "We should be in Drakenfeld soon enough," said Ludwig. "With any luck, we'll be there before nightfall."

      "You've been saying that for three days. Are you sure we're not lost?"

      "This is definitely the right road. I recognize the Redwood."

      "The Redwood?"

      "It likely has something to do with those." Cyn pointed at a copse of trees. "You know, the enormous trees with the red bark?"

      "It does," added Ludwig. "Which means we're very close. All we need to do is keep those to our west, and we'll soon be within the baron's lands."

      "And this baron," said Siggy. "He's a friend of yours, is he?"

      "Lord Merrick? No. I've never met the man, but my father has mentioned him."

      "And you just assumed he would welcome us?"

      "Of course. Is it not the custom in the Northern Kingdoms for nobles to offer shelter to their peers?"

      In response, Siggy laughed. "You're asking the wrong person." Ludwig turned to Cyn.

      "Don't look at me," she responded. "I've been a mercenary my entire life. It's not as if I spent any time amongst the wealthy."

      "Well," said Ludwig, "it's definitely the custom in Hadenfeld."

      "And he won't mind having us to look after?"

      "Of course not," said Ludwig. "You're part of my retinue."

      Cyn sat up in her saddle. "Retinue. I like the sound of that, although I fear our attire is not appropriate."

      "Nonsense," said Siggy. "We're his bodyguards. What else would we wear if not armour?"

      "A dress?"

      He laughed. "I'd look pretty silly in a dress."

      She gave him a stern look. "I was talking about me!"

      "You? In a dress?" Siggy, suddenly noting the seriousness of her manner, struggled to find the right words to rescue the situation. "I think you would look marvellous in a dress."

      "You've never seen me in a dress."

      "True, but you look marvellous in anything."

      She smiled. "There he is, the silver-tongued rogue I fell in love with. The Continent is restored to normality once more."

      Ludwig chuckled. "And about time, too. I've had enough war to last a lifetime."

      "Speaking of which," said Siggy, "do you truly believe the Duke of Erlingen will keep the peace, or will he use his new-found success to take on his neighbours?"

      "That's no longer my concern. The duchy is a long way from here, and I've more local matters to deal with."

      "Such as?"

      "Reconciling with my father. I'm afraid I didn't leave on the best of terms."

      "You're his only son, aren't you?" asked Cyn.

      "Yes, although I do have a stepbrother, Berthold. My father remarried a widow, and he came as part of the deal."

      "The deal?" said Siggy. "I assume the marriage was arranged?"

      "It was," said Ludwig. "By King Otto himself, apparently."

      "Apparently?"

      "Yes, I don't know the details. I didn't know my father was getting married when he set off for Reinwick."

      "How curious," said Cyn.

      "What is?"

      "That he was married in the north, and we were in the same general area ourselves."

      "Yes," added Siggy, "but his father was there years before us, else how would Ludwig even be aware of it?"

      Ludwig looked back at the two of them. "You're both correct."

      "And what's he like, this brother of yours?"

      "I must admit to never having warmed to him, although his mother proved a nice enough woman in the end."

      "The end?" said Cyn. "Are you saying she died?"

      "Not at all, but I left shortly after learning of her softer side."

      "Then at least you've got something to look forward to. I don't remember my own mother. She died when I was very young."

      "What about you, Sig?"

      "My mother was a most generous woman," the man replied, "with an appetite for life and a heart the size of a horse."

      "I assume she's no longer with us?"

      "No, I'm afraid not. She succumbed to a fever some years ago. I suppose we should've seen it coming, living as we were in the swamps."

      "You lived in the swamps?"

      "Oh yes," said Siggy. "After the rebellion in Abelard failed, we were on the run. The swamps were the only place we could avoid the king's wrath. She wasn't the only one to die there, but, by the Saints, I miss her."

      "How long ago was this?"

      Sigwulf shrugged. "Years. After her death, I had no family left."

      "I thought you had a sister?"

      "I did, or rather I do, assuming she's still alive, but she left us long before our mother died."

      "Is that when you became a mercenary?"

      "Aye. What else could I do? It's not as if I had a trade to fall back on."

      "Well," said Cyn, "I'm glad that's the life you chose. Else I never would've met you. What about you, Ludwig? Is there a woman waiting for you back home?"

      "No," said Sigwulf.

      "And how would you know?"

      The great man smiled. "He lost his love to the Church."

      "She became a Holy Sister?"

      "No, it's even better. She became a Temple Knight."

      "Truly?"

      "Yes," said Ludwig, fondness lingering in his voice. "Her name is Charlaine deShandria."

      Cyn shook her head. "You can't love a Temple Knight. They take vows."

      "I resigned myself to the fact that we shall never be together, but I will never stop loving her."

      "You should adopt a more pragmatic approach."

      "Meaning?"

      "You're the son of a baron. You'll need to wed to continue the family name, and you can't do that with a Temple Knight."

      "They can leave the order, you know," suggested Siggy. "Perhaps it will end well after all?"

      "I wouldn't get his hopes up," said Cyn. "It serves no purpose."

      She was about to say more, but a dull thud to her left interrupted, a crossbow bolt now protruding from a tree.

      "Ambush!" she yelled. Another bolt flew past, striking Sigwulf's saddle.

      "Into the woods!" shouted Ludwig, urging his mount off the road.

      A yell came from behind them, and then six men rose from their concealment in the long grass. Ludwig dismounted, letting his horse, Clay, trot farther in amongst the trees. Cyn and Siggy soon joined him, weapons in hand, crouching in the snow as their attackers drew closer.

      "How do you want to do this?" whispered Siggy.

      "Rush in," replied Ludwig. "Ready?"

      They both nodded, and then all three charged forward as two of their foes reloaded their crossbows while the other four drew swords.

      Ludwig quickly knocked an opponent's lighter sword aside, efficiently plunging his own into the fellow's arm, causing blood to spring forth. He followed this with a second attack to the head, the sheer force of the impact breaking the man's neck.

      Beside him, Cyn's mace struck a helmet with a muffled crash, reminding Ludwig of the sound a bell might make if someone tried to dampen it.

      On the other side, Sigwulf rushed in, slamming his full weight into his opponent, sending them both tumbling. He quickly scrambled to his feet, looming over his foe as he took the man's life with a quick slice to the throat.

      Ludwig, spotting an archer aiming his crossbow, ducked. The bolt sailed overhead, and then the man turned, dropping his weapon in his haste to escape. Cyn finished hers with a second strike to the head—enough to break their enemy's morale. Those still alive quickly fled.

      Sigwulf stepped forward, throwing his sword spinning through the air towards a target, only for it to fall short and send snow spraying upwards.

      Cyn looked at him. "What in the name of the Saints are you doing? Trying to invent a way to disarm yourself?"

      The big man shrugged. "I thought I might've been able to trip him up. In any event, I doubt we'll be seeing any more of those filthy bandits." He spat on the ground.

      Ludwig stood, staring down at the three bodies.

      "Something wrong?" asked Cyn.

      He knelt, taking in everything. "These are no ordinary bandits."

      "Meaning?"

      "Look at their weapons." He pulled on one of the dead men's cloaks, exposing a chainmail shirt. "How many bandits do you know who can afford armour like that?"

      Siggy, having retrieved his sword, returned to his friends. "Those look more like soldiers than thieves."

      "Yes, and what kind of bandit attacks without demanding coins first?"

      "What are you suggesting?" said Cyn. "That these are foreign soldiers?"

      "Unlikely."

      Siggy crouched. "I've seen this sort of thing before."

      "You have?" said Ludwig.

      "Yes. After the rebellion, King Rordan of Abelard sent men like this to hunt us down."

      "That would suppose they knew we were coming, wouldn't it?" said Cyn.

      Ludwig met her gaze. "I sent word ahead."

      "And you told them which road we'd be taking?"

      "No, but there are only two roads that lead to Erlingen, and one of those goes through Neuhafen. No Hadenfelder in his right mind would go through that traitorous land."

      "I'm not sure I understand," said Cyn.

      Ludwig stood. "Neuhafen used to be part of Hadenfeld, but the barons rose in rebellion."

      "Much like Abelard," added Siggy.

      "Aye, but here they were more successful. They didn't win the kingdom but held their own against King Otto, forcing a truce. There's been bad blood ever since."

      "How long ago was this?"

      Ludwig shrugged. "Before I was born, in the early days of Otto's rule. I suspect his ascension triggered the rebellion in the first place, although admittedly, I'm no expert in such things."

      Cyn dug through the dead men's clothing.

      "Honestly," said Sigwulf. "Is that all you can think about—taking their coins?"

      "Of course not. I'm looking for anything that might give us some idea of who they worked for." She retrieved a small pouch, dumping its contents into her hand and holding them up to Ludwig. "Recognize these?"

      "Those are Hadenfeld coins. Whoever employed them was local to the region."

      She began stripping off the armour. "Give me a hand, Siggy. This armour may bear a maker's mark, and even if it doesn't, it ought to fetch a tidy sum."

      "Surely we're not going to bury them in this weather?" asked Siggy.

      "No," said Ludwig. "We'll strip them and leave them to rot in the woods."

      "You know, it would've been handy to take at least one of them alive."

      "Let's just be thankful none of us was hurt, shall we?"

      It took some time to remove the armour from the bodies. In addition to the chainmail, they retrieved two helmets and a trio of manageable swords. Ludwig was all for ditching them, but Siggy felt it was a waste of resources to let them rust in the snow.

      

      They were on their way again by late afternoon, but the delay cost them. Snow began falling, lightly at first but thickening as the day wore on. Eventually, a keep appeared in the distance as they topped a rise. The sight warmed them, despite the weather, and they renewed their efforts to arrive before dark. They passed through empty fields, the farmers having abandoned them for the warmth of their homes.

      Sigwulf looked around as he rode, intrigued by the layout. "Are all farms so spread out in Hadenfeld?"

      "Of course," said Ludwig. "It's mostly a peaceful country. Why do you ask?"

      "A man would be hard-pressed to defend these farms if attacked."

      "War seldom comes here."

      "Yet you spoke of insurrection, did you not?"

      "True," said Ludwig, "although that was not the work of outsiders, but the treachery of some of the barons."

      "As far as you know," added Sigwulf.

      At first, Ludwig reacted with irritation but quickly realized the great warrior was earnest. "You think outsiders provoked it?"

      "I think it almost assured. Outside funds drove my family to support the usurper back in Andover. We know how fractious the Petty Kingdoms can be. Who benefited most from this civil war you described earlier?"

      "Any of our neighbours, I suppose. Before the creation of Neuhafen, Hadenfeld was one of the biggest kingdoms around."

      "And wealthy?"

      "Aye, until fighting the rebellion drained the coffers dry."

      "Then you have your answer."

      "Hardly," said Ludwig. "And in any case, how would we even find out the true culprit?"

      "Likely, we won't, but chances are whoever was behind it would still have influence in the area. Now that you're home, I would be wary of any foreigners you meet."

      "I'm not home yet, and I might remind you that you and Cyn are foreign to these lands."

      "Ah, yes," added Cyn, "but aren't we more like family?"

      "Yes, I suppose you are. Sorry, I meant no offence, but I do see Sig's point."

      "How do you think your father will greet you on your return?"

      He considered her words before answering. "I really have no idea. Things were strained when I left. I doubt it's gotten much better in the last year."

      "But you did tell him we were coming?"

      "Yes," said Sigwulf. "He mentioned that earlier, remember?"

      "I know," she replied, "but he didn't speak about the letter's tone."

      "Tone?"

      "Yes," said Cyn. "Was it apologetic or accusatory?"

      Both of them looked at Ludwig for an answer.

      "Neither, if truth be told. I said I'd matured in the last year and wished to return home but didn't indicate when. That was before I learned of his illness, of course. His letter begged me to return with all haste."

      "I'm a little confused," said Sigwulf. "I thought you wanted to hide where you were?"

      "I did, but after the battle, the Duke of Erlingen discovered who my family was and sent a letter to my father. Realizing he had revealed my location, I wrote home. I intended to remain in Erlingen for a while, but after receiving word of his illness, I decided to head home. My experience during the war made me realize the heavy burden a baron must carry."

      Sigwulf shook his head. "You're meant to be a leader, my friend, not some lazy noble who spends all his time cooped up in a keep."

      "And I will be, someday. I promise you. But right now, my father needs my help."

      "And what about us?" asked Cyn.

      "I'll convince him to hire you if you wish. Of course, if you're determined to move on…"

      "Move on? To where? You know full well we'll hire on, providing you're going to stick around."

      "I am," said Ludwig.

      "Good. Now tell us more about your home. You said you were near a city?"

      "Yes, the free city of Malburg."

      "I'm still not sure I understand how that works," said Sigwulf. "How can a city be free?"

      "He means," said Cyn, "that the city runs itself rather than being under the control of a noble."

      "How is that even possible?"

      "They elect a council," explained Ludwig. "Although, I suspect the guilds play a large part in decision-making. Of course, they still pay taxes to the Crown. Far more coins than the nobles, it would appear. I suppose that's to be expected, considering the amount of commerce going through the place."

      "And how close is Malburg to the keep?"

      "Less than a morning's ride. You can see it from the top of the keep on a clear day."

      "But not from the ground?"

      "No," said Ludwig. "The ground is uneven in those parts, but you can usually see the smoke from their fires."

      "And your father's lands surround it?"

      "They do. There are five villages, all pledging fealty to my father."

      "How is it," said Sigwulf, "that the city is so close?"

      "It's built on the ruins of an old Therengian village. At least that's the story the elders like to tell."

      "Are there Therengians in Verfeld?"

      "I suppose so, not that I ever gave it much thought. However, you can bet I'll pay more attention to such things in the future."

      "I hope you're not going to mention my background to your father."

      "No, Sig. Rest assured, the only thing I'll be telling him is that you're both mercenaries. Not that it's likely to impress him. His opinion of soldiers for hire isn't exactly what I'd call enthusiastic."

      "Why's that?"

      "It's simple accounting," explained Ludwig. "They are more expensive than homegrown warriors."

      Cyn laughed. "Homegrown? You make them sound like some kind of melon, ripened to be harvested. Just how many warriors does your father employ?"

      "It varies, but usually around two dozen. That's all he can afford."

      "And does he count horsemen amongst his troops?"

      "No," said Ludwig. "Although a few may ride into the villages when occasion demands. The truth is, there aren't enough horses to equip them all, and even if he could afford to, there are other matters that demand the coins."

      "So your father is essentially broke?"

      "I wouldn't say broke, precisely, but if you're expecting the high life, you'll be sorely disappointed."

      Sigwulf smiled. "This keeps getting better and better."

      "Hush now," said Cyn. "It will be nice to put down some roots for a change."
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      A trio of riders intercepted them as they travelled the road leading to the keep.

      "Halt in the name of Lord Merrick," their leader called out.

      Ludwig kept his hands away from his sword. "I am Ludwig Altenburg, son of Lord Frederick, Baron of Verfeld."

      "My apologies, Lord. There have been reports of strangers in the area. We've been patrolling the roads to keep them at bay."

      "Strangers, you say?"

      "Yes. At first, we took them for brigands, but it appears they did little but skulk amongst the trees."

      "Likely the same group who attacked us," said Ludwig.

      "Attacked? I trust you're unhurt, my lord?"

      "We are. Thankfully, we killed three of the ruffians before the rest fled. If you're so inclined to locate them, their bodies lie some distance to the north, just off the road."

      "I shall send men to investigate come morning, but I'll escort you back to Drakenfeld Keep in the meantime."

      "Then lead on," said Ludwig. "We look forward to tasting the hospitality of His Lordship."

      The riders turned around and led the way. They passed by more farms clustered closer together.

      "Tell me," said Sigwulf, "is this weather typical of the season?"

      "Winter has come unseasonably early," replied their guide. "Although it's at least spared us the deep snow. On the other hand, the wind's been bitter these last few days. It's a wonder you're not all frozen."

      "Nothing that a nice cup of mulled mead wouldn't fix."

      "I'm sure we can manage much more than that, my lord."

      "Lord, is it?" said Sigwulf. "I like the sound of that."

      "He's merely being polite," added Cyn. "Don't let it go to your head."

      They approached the stables, where the stable hands waited to take their horses. Ludwig dismounted and then waited while his companions gathered their battle spoils.

      "Come," said their guide, turning towards the keep. "Having seen your approach, the lord and lady eagerly await word of your arrival."

      "Is this a common building style around here?" asked Cyn.

      "It is," said Ludwig. "This one, in particular, looks to be very much akin to that of Verfeld Keep."

      The soldier opened the keep's iron-reinforced door, motioning for them to enter.

      "Has anyone ever attacked this place?" asked Sigwulf.

      "No, Lord," replied their guide. "The land's been peaceful for many years."

      "What about the rebellion?" asked Cyn.

      "The fighting never reached Drakenfeld, my lady."

      She moved closer to Siggy, keeping her voice low. "I don't know that I'm ever going to get comfortable with that."

      "What?" said Sig. "Entering a keep?"

      "No, being called 'my lady'. It just isn't natural."

      He chuckled. "Wear it as a badge of honour, if you must, but let's not argue its use at this time."

      They proceeded down a hallway and into the great hall where their hosts waited. The lord was of a similar height to Ludwig, although slightly older and with a well-trimmed beard. His wife, somewhat shorter, wore a thick cloak to ward off the chill, her brown locks tucked into a long braid hanging down the front of her dress.

      "Greetings. I am Lord Merrick Sternhassen, Baron of Drakenfeld, and this is my baroness, Lady Gita."

      "Good evening, my lord. My name is Ludwig Altenburg, son of Lord Frederick, Baron of Verfeld." A look of shock passed over his host's features, but the fellow soon recovered.

      "I am… pleased to welcome you to my home, Lord Ludwig."

      "My apologies if I offended you, Baron."

      "Did you come far?"

      "Indeed. My companions and I travelled all the way from Erlingen."

      "Then I presume you haven't heard the news?"

      "News, my lord?"

      "I'm afraid there's no easy way to say this. Your father has been called to the Afterlife."

      Ludwig staggered to the side as the room spun before his eyes. Only the reassuring hand of Sigwulf prevented him from falling.

      "I am sorry to be the bearer of such distressing news," continued Merrick. "Let us withdraw to more private quarters to discuss the matter in more detail."

      "I knew he was sick," said Ludwig. "It's why I'm returning to Hadenfeld, but coming all this way and hearing he has already passed is bitter news indeed."

      They remained silent as the baron led them farther into the keep.

      "This," said Merrick, "is the warmest room we possess. Please, sit, and the servants will fetch you something to eat."

      They all took a seat, Sigwulf and Cyn looking particularly self-conscious.

      Lady Gita broke the awkward silence. "You say you came from the north?"

      "Indeed, my lady," replied Ludwig. "We came from Erlingen."

      "And what, might I ask, were you doing there?"

      "We were in service to His Grace, the duke."

      "I assume you fought?" asked the baron. "We heard of a great battle, although the details have, as yet, failed to make themselves known in these parts."

      "The Kingdom of Andover attempted an invasion, my lord."

      "Come now. You'll soon be the new Baron of Verfeld. We can set aside formalities, can't we?"

      Ludwig took a deep breath. Losing his father was unexpected, but the news he was to be named the baron made him feel light-headed all over again. He knew it was the logical consequence of being an Altenburg, but somehow it had never occurred to him that he would be called on to fill his father's place so soon.

      Lord Merrick leaned forward in his chair. "Are you feeling ill, Ludwig?"

      In reply, he took a deep breath. "I shall be fine. It's all been rather unexpected. Might I ask how he died?"

      "A fever swept through Verfeld."

      "How long ago did he pass?"

      "We first heard the news last month. It's said the illness ravaged the keep, and your father was not the only one to succumb."

      "Yes," added Lady Gita. "Your poor mother took ill shortly thereafter, joining your father in the Afterlife."

      "She was only my stepmother," said Ludwig. "Although I'll still mourn her passing."

      "Several others passed as well, although I know not their names."

      "I should leave for Verfeld first thing tomorrow."

      "You can't," insisted Lord Merrick.

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "You must ride on to Harlingen. The king will want to invest you as baron."

      "But Verfeld is leaderless!"

      "As it has been for some time now. What matters if it remains so for a few more days?"

      "What about the plague?" asked Sigwulf.

      "It was a fever, not a plague," said Lady Gita, "and seems to have been confined to the keep. I suspect it would've long since run its course."

      "My lord—" said Ludwig.

      "Please, just Merrick."

      "Very well, Merrick. I should be glad to hear of any other tidings you might have concerning Verfeld."

      "I received a missive from the king," the man replied. "It mentioned your father's death and that of his good wife but provided no specifics other than informing us others had died. We were warned not to travel there for at least a fortnight." He looked at his wife. "A wise consideration, considering my wife's delicate condition."

      "Condition?" said Ludwig.

      Lord Merrick smiled. "Yes, she is expecting our first child."

      "My congratulations to you both."

      "Thank you. It's not often we get visitors here in Drakenfeld. I would suggest you stay with us for a day or two. It will give you time to think about your new responsibilities. I shall be happy to help in any way I can.

      Lady Gita's gaze turned to Cyn. "Is this your wife?"

      "Saints, no!" said Ludwig, blushing at his vehement outburst. "My pardon. I forgot to introduce my travelling companions. This is Sigwulf Marhaven and Cynthia Hoffman. We fought together in Erlingen."

      "A woman warrior? Are you a Temple Knight, by chance?"

      "No," replied Cyn. "A mercenary."

      Gita's brief look of disapproval was quickly hidden. "How interesting. I can't say I've ever met your like before. How many women mercenaries are there?"

      "I'm afraid I couldn't tell you, my lady, although I admit to meeting half a dozen or so over the years."

      "Marhaven?" said Lord Merrick. "That name sounds familiar. Where did you say you were from?"

      "Up north, but Marhaven is a common enough name," Sigwulf said quickly.

      "I understand my father knew you well," said Ludwig, eager to change the topic.

      "Likely, that was my father," said Lord Merrick. "He died just last year."

      "I'm sorry for your loss."

      "It wasn't unexpected. He was sick for some time. However, he lived long enough to bless our marriage, so at least we have that."

      "Might I ask what he died of?"

      "Injuries sustained when he fell from his horse if you can believe it. He struck his head and was never the same. In the end, he passed in his sleep, which was a blessing."

      "And how did you find the transition to baron?"

      "I helped him run the barony in his later years, but even so, it was overwhelming. Thankfully, Gita was more than up to the challenge of looking after the finances while I concentrated on the tenants. Do you have someone to perform a similar service in Verfeld?"

      "We do, at least we did, but I don't know if he survived the fever."

      "King Otto will have more information for you, I'm sure." Merrick looked at his wife, who nodded. "Look here, you're being thrown into the deep part of the river. What do you say I accompany you to Hadenfeld?"

      "What of your wife?"

      "She can come with us. We'll take a carriage and some horses."

      "I shouldn't like to inconvenience you."

      "Nonsense. We've been meaning to visit the capital for some time. I haven't been there since my investiture."

      "You make it sound like it was years ago," said Lady Gita, "but it was only a few seasons. Still, it will be nice to see the king again."

      Servants brought in food and drink and were passing it around when Lady Gita stood. "You must pardon me, but it's time I went to bed."

      Lord Merrick joined her. "I shall accompany you, my dear." He turned to Ludwig. "Make yourselves at home. The servants will show you to your rooms when you are ready. We'll talk again in the morning, and then you can decide what you will do."

      Ludwig stood. "Good night, my lord."

      The baron raised a finger. "Now, now. Merrick, remember? You and I are to be peers, and I suspect, great friends."

      "Yes, Merrick."

      "There. That's more like it. Now, good evening to you all."

      He took his wife's arm, guiding her from the room. The three of them sat in silence, listening as the footsteps receded.

      "What did you make of those two?" asked Sigwulf.

      "I like them," said Cyn. "They're friendly for nobles. Not at all what I expected."

      "That's because they're still relatively young. They likely haven't had time for the court to corrupt them yet."

      "Not all nobles are bad," said Ludwig.

      "I didn't mean to imply they were, but you must admit they are far more haughty on average."

      "Haughty?" said Cyn, a grin spreading from ear to ear. "Listen to you getting all high and mighty."

      

      Ludwig rose early, thoughts of his future disturbing his sleep. Down deep, he knew this day would come, but Verfeld used to be full of those who could help a baron run his fiefdom. How then, was he to proceed when those very same people might well be gone? The idea terrified him.

      He made his way to the great hall, finding the lord and lady of the keep already eating.

      "Ah, there you are," said the baron. "Come, fill your belly. We don't stand on ceremony here."

      "Thank you. I believe I shall." Ludwig sat down, plucking some bread from a nearby plate.

      "I must say, you look like you had a rough night, not that I can blame you, considering the news. Tell me, have you weighed your options?"

      "I did."

      "And?"

      "I'll take you up on your offer of accompanying me to Harlingen."

      "And your companions?"

      "They are free to make their own decisions," said Ludwig. "Although I hoped they might continue on to Malburg and find out what information they can regarding Verfeld Keep."

      The baron nodded. "A clever solution to a difficult problem. They should have a complete report for you once you return home."

      "Tell me," said Lady Gita. "Do you have a woman in mind for baroness?"

      "No," said Ludwig. "I've been far too busy for such things."

      "But you must know some women, surely? After all, you grew up in Hadenfeld."

      "Yes, but until recently, I never travelled far from Verfeld."

      "Well then, I'll introduce you to the ladies of court when we arrive in the capital."

      "Come now," said Merrick. "The poor fellow has only just learned of his father's demise, Gita. I'm sure there's no hurry."

      "It is his duty to supply an heir. I'm not suggesting he pledges his troth anytime soon, but introductions will need to be made. After all, he's the baron now."

      Ludwig bowed his head. "I will concede to that, my lady, although I cannot promise to entertain any further thoughts regarding marriage at this time."

      "A sensible approach," said Lord Merrick, "and there'll be plenty of time to look into marriage once you settle in."

      "How far is it to Harlingen?"

      "Only about seventy miles. We should be there well before the end of the week. Shall I have my men prepare our horses?"

      "Yes, thank you. I, in turn, will make arrangements with my companions."

      

      He found Cyn and Sigwulf at the top of the keep, looking out over the baron's demesne. The stout warrior turned at his approach. "Quite a sight, isn't it?"

      Ludwig took up a spot beside them, following their gaze. "Yes, it is. Reminds me so much of home, although there are some differences."

      "You're leaving with them, aren't you?" said Cyn.

      "I am. I am duty-bound to meet the king and then be sworn in as baron. However, I'd like you two to carry on to Malburg."

      "To what end?"

      "I need an honest assessment of my lands."

      "Can't your servants give you that?"

      "Ordinarily, yes," said Ludwig, "but there've been several deaths of late, and I need to know how the place fares."

      "Won't your stepbrother be in charge?"

      "I believe so, which is what worries me."

      "Oh?" said Cyn.

      "Back before I left, we disagreed over his collection of the taxes."

      "What sort of disagreement?"

      "I hate to speak ill of the man," said Ludwig, "but he overcharged the landholders and pocketed the difference. I shudder to think what he might have been up to since my father's death."

      "What do you need us to look for?" asked Sigwulf.

      "Talk to the city folk; see what rumours they've heard."

      "That's it, just rumours?"

      "Speak with some of the keep's soldiers, if you can. They tend to hang around the taverns when they're not on duty. Don't try to enter the keep itself though. I don't imagine that would go over well."

      "Understood."

      "How long will you be gone?" asked Cyn.

      "I can't say for sure. It takes at least three days to reach Harlingen, and the trip back to Verfeld shouldn't be more than a week, but while in the capital, I must await the king's pleasure. I'm unsure how long that will take. Do you need funds?"

      "I've enough to last both of us for now, but we could be in trouble if you're more than a month."

      "I can work within that time frame," said Ludwig.

      "Anyone, in particular, we should look out for?"

      "Yes, a man named Kasper Piltz. He used to be my father's right-hand man, but I'm not aware if he still lives."

      "And what should we expect from your stepbrother?"

      "That's another matter entirely. I suspect he might be the one who hired those men to attack us, so take care not to get on his bad side."

      "And how does one do that?"

      "By avoiding him whenever possible."

      "And if we can't?"

      "Then flatter him. That should keep him at bay for the short term."

      "That's it?" said Cyn. "Just charm him? That doesn't sound too difficult."

      "He may project a calm demeanour, but he's a ruthless, calculating fellow underneath. I suspect he's more interested in separating people from their coins than making any real friends."

      "So," said Sigwulf, "in other words, he's a lot like your average northern noble."

      "I suppose that's one way of looking at it. In any case, you should be wary."

      "Does Verfeld control any villages?"

      "It does," said Ludwig. "Five, remember?"

      "Do you want us to visit them to determine how they fare?"

      "Much as I like the idea, I must leave that to your discretion. Even if you don't, the folks of Malburg rely on the outlying villages for food. You'll soon know if the harvest was good."

      "How?"

      "Easy," said Cyn. "A poor crop means food prices soar. Don't worry about us, Ludwig. We'll find out what's happened in your absence. I'm more worried about you."

      "Me? Why in the Saint's name would you be worried about me?"

      "You're going to court, which is something new for you."

      "Nonsense. I spent time at the duke's court back in Erlingen."

      "Yes," said Sigwulf, "and you were decidedly uncomfortable. You complained to no end."

      "Agreed, but all they wanted to do was keep congratulating me."

      "And you think it'll be any different in Harlingen?"

      "It's not the same thing. There hasn't been a battle in these parts for decades."

      "True, but you're about to become the kingdom's newest baron. That alone will make you the centre of attention."

      Ludwig turned crimson. "I hadn't considered that. Any advice?"

      "Yes. Keep your wits about you, and no matter what happens, try not to overindulge."

      "Meaning?"

      "Don't drink to excess. You never know who might be watching."

      "I shall bear that in mind."
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      Ludwig quickly became accustomed to the capital's narrow and confining streets. From his point of view, the more concerning issue was the stench permeating the place. That, combined with the ankle-deep mud in some areas, made the visit distasteful. The carriage became stuck three times, necessitating hard work from barons and servants alike.

      Towering over the city like a guardian, the Royal Keep finally came into view: an impressive piece of workmanship made using the same grey rock that formed the city's walls.

      "Interesting, isn't it?" mused Lord Merrick. "They brought in the stone from the Harlingen Hills. Have you ever seen them?"

      "The hills?" said Ludwig. "No, can't say that I have."

      "They lie just to the east, astride the road to Grienwald. It's been a substantial source of stone for centuries."

      "And they lugged all that here? An impressive accomplishment."

      "That's nothing. Wait until you see inside."

      "And the king lives there?"

      "He does, although you'd assume he'd prefer more glamorous quarters. Most kings prefer their estates in the country."

      "King Otto isn't like most kings, at least not from what Father told me."

      Lord Merrick barked out a laugh. "That's putting it mildly."

      "Come now," said Lady Gita. "The pair of you should know better than to belittle our king. You should be ashamed of yourselves."

      "Don't blame me," said Merrick. "It's the king who's eccentric."

      "Still, you should be more charitable."

      "When you say eccentric," said Ludwig, "to what do you refer?"

      "I thought you knew?" said Gita.

      "I know he's a large fellow. My father used to say that the king could eat more than a prize bull."

      "Quite true," said Lord Merrick, "but he sets possibly the best table in all the Petty Kingdoms. Not that I've much experience in such things, mind you."

      "Is that why he's considered eccentric?"

      "Not at all, my dear friend." Ludwig's host lowered his voice. "They say he has an equally large appetite for women. Not that he's very active these days."

      "How old is he, precisely?"

      "Ancient. If memory serves, he celebrated his sixty-fifth birthday some two years past."

      "Three," corrected the baroness. "If you remember, Lord Morgan's mistress gave him a bastard that same year."

      "Oh yes. I remember now; that was his third."

      "That's terrible," said Ludwig. "I would think a noble would set a better example."

      "He's hardly the first to father a child out of wedlock."

      "What did the baroness make of that?"

      "Nothing. At the time, she'd been dead for nigh on five years."

      "And does he have a legitimate heir?"

      "None whatsoever. I imagine he'll likely name one of his bastards to inherit Grienwald, but at this point, no one knows who it will be. You can ask him yourself if you want to. He's visiting Harlingen."

      "How can you tell?" asked Ludwig.

      "It's the custom in these parts to hang a baron's coat of arms from the Royal Keep when visiting." He pointed. "That's Lord Morgan's over there—the one with the blue background."

      "So he's related to the king, then."

      Lady Gita smiled. "I see you're familiar with our Hadenfeld traditions. You're related yourself, if I'm not mistaken."

      "I am, although somewhat distantly."

      "That means there'll be blue in your coat of arms as well."

      "Yes, but I'm far removed from any royal duties."

      "Just how far down the line of succession are you?" asked Merrick.

      "Eighteenth," said Gita. "No, wait, I tell a lie, it's seventeenth; there was a death last year. Of course, the great majority of those are very old."

      "And that number can change quickly if a war comes," added her husband.

      "There's talk of war?" said Ludwig.

      "Not at present, but Neuhafen makes demands every few years. I'm sure you're well-acquainted with them by now."

      "Yes, I am. My father's lands share a border with Dornbruck, one of Neuhafen's baronies."

      "They're yours now," Lady Gita reminded him, "or they will be once you're officially sworn in as baron."

      "Any idea when that will be?"

      "It won't be long now that we're here. The king doesn't enjoy leaving a barony empty."

      "But won't he need to call his barons to the capital?"

      "What?" said Lord Merrick. "All seven of us?"

      "You mean six," corrected his wife. "After all, the Barony of Verfeld is officially empty at this moment."

      "Not that it matters. The king likes two witnesses for such things, and we've got that covered between Lord Morgan and me."

      Ludwig sighed. "This all feels so rushed."

      "That's because it is. Your lands have been leaderless for some time."

      "I understand my father died, but surely the castellan would've kept things running?"

      "Most assuredly, but a barony without a lord is like a ship without a rudder. Lacking constant adjustments, it would soon run aground."

      "I see I'll have my hands full for the foreseeable future."

      "Don't worry," said Lord Merrick. "We'll help where we can."

      

      Ludwig halted at the door while the servant announced him. Lord Merrick and Lady Gita were told to wait outside for this initial meeting, making him even more nervous.

      The court of King Otto was nothing like that of the Duke of Erlingen. Whereas the duke embraced the dressings of wealth, the King of Hadenfeld seemed more restrained.

      Six of the barons' banners hung on the walls, along with the king's own flag taking pride of place in the centre. A massive chandelier packed with candles filled the air with the odour of tallow rather than wax—a strange choice for a wealthy king.

      A solitary, portly figure sat at the end of the great table, picking away at his plate. He looked up, and their eyes met. A smile slowly formed on His Majesty's face as he recognized his visitor.

      "Ah. There you are—the spitting image of your father." He waved Ludwig forward. "Come, my boy. Sit, and we shall have a nice chat."

      "Yes, Your Majesty." Ludwig sat, taking in the king's form. Otto was a large man, both in height and girth, yet his face didn't reveal it. While his hair was a little thin on top, he boasted a thick and lush beard. Based on naught but hearsay, Ludwig expected to meet a glutton, but his cousin took great care while eating, maintaining proper decorum—one might even call him fastidious.

      "Would you care for some cheese?"

      "No, thank you, Your Majesty."

      "Come now. We are cousins, you and I. Let us not be so formal."

      "How should I address you?"

      "Lord or sire will do well enough. Although, to be honest, I'm taken of late with the expression 'm'lord'."

      "That's a strange title for a king, isn't it?"

      "It is, to be sure. I first heard it from a visiting delegate, a fellow from Talyria, if you can believe it." The king leaned in conspiratorially. "Nasty business, that."

      "My lord?"

      "Talyria, I mean. Seems the first minister declared himself ruler after the king's demise."

      "Had he no heirs?"

      "It would appear not, although there are rumours he tracked them all down and had them killed."

      "Very well. M'lord it will be, then."

      The king laughed. "That's the spirit, lad." He paused to gently place a tidbit of cheese into his mouth and chew on it. "Not the best, if I'm being honest."

      "M'lord?"

      "Not you, my lad. I was referring to this cheese." Otto picked up another piece and stared at it. "They don't age it like they used to." He turned to Ludwig. "How about you? I hear you aged a bit in the north?"

      "I saw battle, if that's what you mean."

      "I daresay you did much more than that. The Duke of Erlingen wrote of you in glowing terms, and he's not the type to hand out plaudits where they're not earned. What I want to know is what changed you?"

      "Changed me?"

      "Yes, before you left, you had the reputation of a womanizing wastrel. When I look at you now, you're the very model of a heroic warrior. Your mother would have been proud."

      The mention of his mother brought a lump to Ludwig's throat, leaving him unable to respond.

      "What I'm curious about," continued the king, "is what caused that change?"

      "The love of a good woman," said Ludwig, bringing a flush to his cheeks.

      "Is this the smith you refer to?"

      "You heard about her?"

      "Of course. I try to keep abreast of everything that happens in my kingdom, especially when it comes to gossip." He smiled. "I know what you're thinking, that gossip is for old women, but this fascination of mine has kept me on the throne for years."

      "Through gossip, m'lord?"

      "There's always some truth in it, my lad, although it's often difficult to discern the facts. This woman, is she the reason you ran away?"

      Ludwig lowered his head. "Yes, Your Majesty."

      "Then we must drink to her health." He watched as his visitor sought a cup, but none were to be had. "This will never do," muttered the king. "Wadswurth," he called out. "Fetch another cup and some wine." He set his own vessel down. "We'll toast her once yours comes. Now, where was I?"

      "You were talking about gossip, m'lord."

      "Ah, yes, so I was. As I was saying, it may seem peculiar, even unpleasant, if you like, but listening is an important part of ruling. My grandfather used to say a king has two ears and only one mouth. Do you know what that means?"

      "Yes," said Ludwig. "That one should listen twice as much as they talk."

      Otto smiled. "That's it, precisely. I can see you're a clever fellow. It ought to serve you well in the coming years."

      "M'lord?"

      "Come now. I'm old, and it won't be long before I'm dead and buried. Every time a ruler of Hadenfeld dies, there's a period of unrest, and these days there's the added uncertainty of Neuhafen's response."

      "You believe they would invade?"

      "I wouldn't put it past the scoundrels."

      "Might I ask you a question, sire?"

      "Of course," said Otto. "What is it you'd like to know?"

      "How is it Neuhafen came to exist in the first place?"

      "That's a long and complicated issue, but I'll try to give you the simple version. As you know, the Crown is usually handed down from father to son. However, when there's no son, the situation becomes more complicated. In such circumstances, the nearest male relative is crowned, but our laws concerning such familial links are… what's the word I'm looking for? Ah, yes—obtuse."

      "Meaning?"

      "Once one gets past nephews, pretty much anyone can claim the throne. I've tried to clarify that by numbering my successors. Take yourself, for example. Admittedly, you are far down at number seventeen, yet some would even dispute your inclusion within the lines of succession."

      "But Hadenfeld only has seven barons."

      "It does, but that does not prevent others from claiming their spot on the list." He opened his arms to encompass the room. "Look around you and tell me what you see?"

      "A room of sparse furnishings, m'lord."

      "And do you know why?"

      "I assumed it was due to your… thriftiness?"

      Otto nodded. "An assumption I expected, but the truth is it takes a lot of funds to keep my extended family in the lifestyle to which they've become accustomed. Do you have any idea how many I am obliged to support?"

      Ludwig grinned. "Just shy of seventeen, I would suspect."

      The king chuckled. "Well said, my lad, and that would be true were I only counting the male members, but there are almost as many women. It's a wonder I can even afford this table!"

      "I had no idea, m'lord."

      "Of course not, and why would you? You've got a tremendous advantage over the others, Ludwig, for you have a barony all to yourself."

      "Are you suggesting that none of the other heirs possess lands?"

      "Well, Lord Morgan is the Baron of Grienwald, and a couple others have estates, but Hadenfeld isn't the kingdom it used to be. Ever since we lost Neuhafen, we're half our size, less, if I'm being honest."

      "Less?"

      "Yes, when Neuhafen broke away from us, they took eight barons with them, so they technically outnumber us by one. Of course, some are more powerful than others, so that doesn't give us the most accurate picture."

      "Is this leading somewhere, m'lord?"

      "Aye, it is, and I'm glad you worked that out. It shows you possess a keen mind." He sipped his wine before casting his gaze around. "Where are those drinks I called for?" He looked at Ludwig and lowered his voice. "Here's a little piece of advice for you, my lad—ensure you hire competent servants. It'll make your life so much easier."

      "Understood."

      "Now, where was I? Oh yes. I need you to return to Verfeld and build it back up to the power it used to be."

      "M'lord?"

      "Your father was a loyal subject but terrible at running a barony. I'm hoping you'll be more successful."

      "I shall do my best," said Ludwig.

      "That's the spirit!"

      "Is there anything, in particular, you're looking for?"

      "Yes, more warriors. The army of Hadenfeld isn't what it once was, and I fear Neuhafen might seek to take advantage of that."

      "Any particular types we're short of?"

      The king sat back. "I can see your time in the north was well spent. We need everything: footmen, archers, and horsemen, but the latter would soon bankrupt you. Have you bowmen at Verfeld?"

      "We didn't when I left, but I suppose my father might've hired some."

      "Unlikely. He was always careful with his coins, and as for Berthold…"

      "Berthold? You mean my stepbrother?"

      "Yes. He's been in charge in your absence. Did you not know?"

      "I assumed Kasper Piltz was running things."

      "Ah, then you haven't heard. Piltz succumbed to the same fever as your father, along with half the garrison. I'm afraid you'll be rebuilding Verfeld from the ground up as far as people go."

      Ludwig fought to keep from panicking.

      "Is there anyone to help you?" asked the king.

      "I returned to Hadenfeld with two comrades, m'lord, both of them warriors."

      "Then you have a good start, at least as far as soldiers are concerned. I suggest you look for a new castellan as soon as possible. That will free you up to work on raising your army."

      "Yes, m'lord."

      The door opened, admitting an old man bearing a tankard and a clay jug. These he set down before his lord and master, then exited the room.

      Otto shook his head and poured the wine. "See what I mean? They're all like that."

      "But you are the king."

      "You would think that would make a difference, wouldn't you, but all they see these days is an old man worn away to practically nothing."

      Otto lifted his cup. "Now, let's have that toast, shall we? What was her name?"

      "Charlaine," said Ludwig. "Charlaine deShandria."

      "Then here's to the woman who made you into the fine fellow who sits before me this day!"

      

      Ludwig shut the door behind him. "That was certainly not what I expected."

      Lord Merrick looked up in surprise. "Oh? In what way?"

      "I expected someone much more bombastic. His reputation makes him out to be so."

      "He must like you. When I was sworn in as baron, he scowled the entire time."

      "Likely due to the ceremony's expense."

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "Nothing, I was just thinking out loud." Ludwig looked around the room. "Where is Lady Gita?"

      "She's arranging things with the Royal Chamberlain."

      "What things?"

      "Well, your investiture, for a start. They don't organize themselves."

      "Doesn't the king have some say in that?"

      "And you believe Otto is going to deal with the details?"

      "I concede the point."

      "Ah," said Lord Merrick. "I hear footsteps. Perhaps that's her now?"

      They waited as footfalls approached, and then the door opened to reveal the baroness. "I see you're back, Lord Ludwig."

      "I am, my lady. Have you news for me?"

      "Yes. Your ceremony is slated for the day after tomorrow. After that, you'll be free to return to Verfeld."

      "That's when the actual work begins," added Merrick. "Have you any experience with running a barony?"

      "A little," said Ludwig. "My father sometimes had me collect the tithes."

      "And did he ever let you see the accounts?"

      "He did, which is how I discovered my stepbrother was skimming."

      "And where is the fellow now?"

      "Still in Verfeld, as far as I know. And that's what worries me."

      "How so?" asked Merrick.

      "The king told me Berthold was running the barony in my absence. I can only imagine the state he's left it in."

      "Come now," said Gita. "We must give him the benefit of the doubt, surely? He is, after all, a loyal subject of the Crown."

      "Actually," said Ludwig, "he's from Reinwick, and as far as I know, he's shown no inclination to do anything that didn't benefit him first."

      "Then there you have it. He'd have no choice but to look after things, else his standard of living would be affected."

      "I would like to believe you, but I won't know until I return home."

      "You must have faith," said Gita.

      "Will you two join me in travelling to Verfeld Keep?"

      "I'm afraid we can't," said Merrick. "We have business to attend to back in Drakenfeld, but we'll visit as soon as we're able."

      "I greatly appreciate all you've done for me. I promise you, someday I'll return the favour."

      "You're not rid of us yet," said Lady Gita. "There's still the matter of your little ceremony."

      "Yes," added Merrick, "and we'll share the road home for a few days. Now, let us go and celebrate your coming elevation into the ranks of the nobility."
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      "This," said Sigwulf, "is supposed to be the best place in all of Malburg to find lodgings."

      Cyn stood there, taking in their surroundings. The place was packed this late in the afternoon, likely a common occurrence during the winter months. "What did you say they called this inn?"

      "The Willow."

      "The people of this city must be well-off indeed to frequent such an establishment. Are you sure we can afford it?"

      "The funds are there to be used; why not spend them? After all, once Ludwig arrives, we'll be living at the keep, which won't cost us anything."

      "Well," she mused, "I always wanted to sleep in a proper bed."

      "You slept in a bed back in Drakenfeld."

      "Yes, but you weren't in it with me."

      "I can't help it if the baroness put us in separate rooms." He took her hand, pushing his way through the crowd. Eventually, he found a serving girl. "Who do we talk to about getting a room?"

      "I can help you," she replied. "My father owns the place."

      "We need one big enough for two," added Sigwulf.

      "For how long?"

      "A week at least, possibly more."

      "And you can pay?"

      "Do you think I would ask if I couldn't?"

      The girl placed her hands on her hips. "You wouldn't be the first one to try to bluff their way into a room for a simple tryst."

      "Tryst? I'll have you know this is my wife!"

      "My apologies, sir, but I must still see your coins if I am to hand over a key."

      He brought out his pouch and spilled some coins into his hand. "Satisfied?"

      "Come this way," she said, deftly weaving through the crowd.

      Sigwulf was big, likely the tallest one in the room, but even he found his progress slow.

      The girl said something to the man behind the bar, who then handed her a key. She led them upstairs, where she handed it off to Sigwulf. "Your room is the last one on the left. We serve breakfast at sunup, and dinner is available as long as it lasts."

      "Whatever do you mean?" asked Sigwulf.

      "We cook one pot of food. Come late, and you risk none being left. Understood?"

      "Yes, of course."

      The girl sized up the mercenary. "And you only get one bowl; is that clear?"

      He nodded, then watched her descend into the madness below. Cyn took the key from him and made her way down to the door.

      "Remember now," she chided, mimicking the girl's voice, "only one bowl for you!"

      She opened the door and then stepped into the room. Sigwulf hurried to catch up, but by the time he was at the door, she had already thrown herself onto the bed.

      "Now," he said, "this is something I could get used to."

      Her eyes met his. "Close that door and get over here. I feel like a good ravaging!" He shut the door in record time.

      
      Sigwulf opened the shutters, gazing out at the city, the early morning sun warming his face. Behind him, Cyn stirred, then moments later, her arms encircled his waist.

      "The day promises to be splendid," he said, turning to face her. "We should get to work."

      "In a moment. I'm still getting used to being your wife."

      "I had to tell her something. You heard what she said."

      "I like the thought of being your wife." She smiled, then quickly added, "Not that we necessarily need a ceremony or anything."

      "Then wife you shall be. There must be a Holy Father in town. We can see to it right away if you like."

      "Oh, Siggy, I didn't mean I wanted a ceremony. The last place I want to be right now is at a temple."

      "You don't want a ceremony?"

      "Who would we invite? It's not as if we have family here in Verfeld."

      "We have Ludwig. Wouldn't you consider him family?"

      "It's not the same thing. Let's face it, a wedding is just an occasion for family and friends to gather, but there's just the two of us now."

      "Then why all this fuss about being married?"

      "We’re about to be in service to a noble,” she replied. “We should at least present ourselves as a married couple, don’t you think?”

      "Nonsense. We're talking about Ludwig, not some high-born idiot with too much time on his hands. I’m more than happy to consider you my wife if that’s what you truly desire.”

      She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. “Thank you, Siggy. That means a lot to me.”

      
      "Now, where should we begin our search for information?"

      "The Willow is nice, but we need to find someplace more… common."

      "I'm not sure I follow."

      "It's simple," said Cyn. "If you want to know what's happening in town, start with the merchants. They hold the keys to the general mood of the place."

      "Sounds good. What type of merchant are we looking for?"

      "A dressmaker."

      "And they'll have information about Verfeld?"

      "No, but they'll be able to make me a dress, and I'm going to need one if we're to stay at the keep." She paused a moment. "On second thought, I think it's a perfect place to start."

      "Because of your dress?"

      "No. Don't you see? A woman has to remain at a dressmaker's for some time to be fitted and measured. It's the perfect place to exchange gossip."

      "And what am I to do while you're being fitted?"

      "I would suggest you find a weapon smith or an armourer. Remember, we still have to identify who made that mail we took off those bandits."

      "It would be a little obvious, carrying around chainmail shirts all day."

      "Then take a sword instead. You might even find the actual smith who forged them."

      "Very well, but let's eat something first." He grinned. "I worked up an appetite this morning."

      
      Dressed in her armour, Cyn stepped into the shop. The patrons all stopped what they were doing, the better to stare at the strange attire of the new arrival.

      "Can I help you?" said an older woman.

      "Yes. I'm here to purchase a dress."

      "For yourself?"

      Cyn looked behind her, but no one else was present. "Yes. I'm to be the baron's guest."

      A look of disapproval crossed the proprietor's face. "We don't deal with that kind of woman here."

      "How would you know what kind of woman he associates with? He has yet to arrive."

      "Don't be ridiculous. He took over when Lord Frederick died."

      "Ah," said Cyn. "Now I understand the confusion. You're referring to Lord Berthold."

      "Of course. Who else would we be referring to?"

      "Lord Ludwig."

      "Lord Ludwig? But he ran off, didn't he?"

      "That may be, but he's back now. Well, I say back, but he went to the capital to meet the king first."

      The woman moved closer, taking an intense interest in the mercenary. "And you say he's returning?"

      "Indeed," Cyn replied.

      "Where are my manners? My name is Romina Straub, and this is my shop.

      "Pleased to meet you. And the rest of you are?"

      "Miri," replied the taller blonde, "and this is Zira and Lenka. Did you travel with His Lordship?"

      "Aye, I did, as well as my husband, but he is otherwise engaged." She paused a moment. "I assume Lord Berthold is not well-liked?"

      "Far be it for me to comment on the ways of nobility," said Romina, "but he's known to have certain… predilections."

      "Let me guess—loose women?"

      "Along with copious amounts of drink, yes."

      "Not only that," added Lenka, "but he likes to throw his weight around."

      "Never mind that," said Romina. "This woman…"

      "Cynthia, Cynthia Hoffman, but you can call me Cyn."

      "Cynthia is clearly in need of a decent dress. Now then, what do we know about Lord Ludwig?"

      "I'm not sure I understand what you're asking?"

      "You are dressing to impress him, are you not?"

      "No, not at all. I want something more befitting castle life."

      "You'll be staying at the keep, then?"

      "Eventually, but for the moment, my husband and I are at the Willow."

      "A fine establishment," said Romina. "Now, let me think." She moved across the room to examine several bolts of cloth. "You'll need something warm. I hear keeps like Verfeld can get cold, especially this time of year. I would also suggest some nice thick footwear. What colour do you prefer?"

      "I don't know that I've ever given it much consideration. What do you think would suit me best?"

      Romina grabbed two bundles of cloth and came closer, holding them up to Cyn's hair. "Ordinarily, I would recommend blue for someone with your colouring, but I'd go for the green in this case. It matches your eyes."

      "My eyes are brown."

      "Yes, but there are flecks of green here and there, subtle yet unmistakable up close. Yes, I think the green material would work best. Of course, the final decision is entirely up to you."

      "Green sounds fine to me."

      "Good. Now, let's talk about the design, shall we?"

      
      Sigwulf halted as the sound of a hammer striking an anvil caught his attention. He waited for it to repeat, then struck off, soon finding himself on a road full of artisans of various types. Several hawkers noticed his arrival and quickly directed their efforts to securing his business.

      "I'm looking for a swordsmith," he called out. "Are there any hereabouts?"

      "There are two," replied an intimidating man with a scar on his face. "Just past that bend in the road, you'll find the smithy of a fellow named Eckhart."

      "And the second?"

      "A master swordsmith, Tomas deShandria. His place is half a block farther down the street."

      "deShandria? I know that name."

      "Not surprising. His reputation is known far and wide."

      "Thank you. You've been most accommodating."

      "When you're done at the smithy, why don't you come back and let me make you some decent boots?"

      "I shall certainly consider it." Sigwulf continued on his way, his thoughts weighing over this unexpected turn of events. deShandria was an odd name; what was the likelihood of more than one of them in Malburg?

      
      He arrived at the second smithy to find an older man working inside, the door left open to allow the cool winter air to circulate through the place.

      Sigwulf stepped inside. "Excuse me. Are you Tomas deShandria?"

      The grey-haired man who turned was tanned, but there was no mistaking the strength in his arms. "I am. Have you come seeking a sword? If so, I must disappoint you."

      "Are you not a sword maker?"

      "I am, but I'm afraid I've far too many commissions. Unless, of course, you're willing to wait a few weeks?"

      "As it happens, I'm here on other business."

      "Oh? And what might that be?"

      Sigwulf drew forth a sword and turned the blade, offering it to the smith hilt first. "I recently came into possession of this. I wonder if you could tell me who made it?"

      Tomas took the weapon, inspecting it. "It's certainly not one of mine. I would never make something of such poor quality."

      "Poor? I would've said otherwise?"

      "It's usable, I admit, but the balance is off." The smith moved to a work table and lifted a sword, offering it up. "Try this, and you'll see what I mean."

      Sigwulf took the blade, swinging it around experimentally. "It's a fine piece of work, but I fear its cost would be too much for my meagre purse."

      Tomas looked once more at the sword his visitor brought with him. "I need to remove the handle and examine the maker's mark. I hope you don't mind?"

      "Not at all."

      The smith cleared the table and began removing the pommel. "Some smiths put their mark on the blade itself, a technique going back centuries, but in these parts, the custom is to place it on the tang—the piece of metal sitting beneath the grip."

      "I know full well what a tang is," said Sigwulf, "but I must admit to some curiosity why it would be hidden."

      "There are various reasons, foremost being the desire to remain hidden to casual inspection."

      "Why would a smith desire that?"

      "Typically to avoid someone finding out they are supplying weapons to less-desirable people."

      "Then why mark them at all?"

      "Most smiths guilds require it. A swordsmith who's blacklisted by the guild would soon find themselves without work." Thomas paused a moment. "Ah, here we are." He removed the handle, then carried the now exposed tang over to a window, the better to examine it. "Here it is."

      "Do you know the mark?"

      "I do, in fact." He turned to his visitor, the weapon still held in his hand. "Might I inquire how you came to possess this?"

      "A few bandits attacked us, and one of them used that sword."

      Tomas moved closer, holding up the weapon for Sigwulf to inspect. "If you look closely, you'll see a stylized letter N with a line through its middle."

      "Yes. It looks like an ancient rune of some type."

      "If it is, it has done little for the one who used it."

      "Is the smith from Malburg?"

      "No, but he's not too far away. Goes by the name Nadan Warling, and he works for the baron."

      "Are you sure?"

      "There can be little doubt. The guild keeps a catalogue of all the various smiths' marks. I hate to say it, but if someone with that sword attacked you, he's likely in service to the barony; not that it surprises me."

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "I'm sorry. I shouldn't let my personal feelings interfere with your quest for knowledge."

      "Clearly, you don't like the baron. Is that because of your daughter?"

      The smith was instantly alert. "What do you know of Charlaine?"

      "I mean no trouble for you, Master Tomas. I swear."

      "Yet you know my daughter?"

      "I know OF her, yes."

      "How?"

      "I am well-acquainted with Lord Ludwig Altenburg, and he is still very much in love with her."

      A tear came to the old man's eyes. "And is she well?"

      "I'm afraid I can't say. I understand she's a Temple Knight now, but I never met her myself. What can you tell me of the actual story concerning her and Ludwig?"

      "They were in love, but Lord Frederick forbade them to see each other. They were planning to run away together when his men intervened. She agreed to join the Church to save her family… her mother and me, from the baron's wrath."

      "That explains so much," said Sigwulf.

      "And now you say that Lord Ludwig is back?"

      "Not yet, but within a week, barring any other interruptions. Can you tell me anything of Verfeld Keep and those in charge?"

      "It is currently in the hands of Lord Berthold, who I believe is Ludwig's stepbrother."

      "Have you had reason to interact with him?"

      "Unfortunately, yes. He still owes me for a sword he commissioned."

      "I imagine he's waiting for it to be completed."

      "I delivered it to him more than a fortnight ago, yet I've seen nothing of payment." Tomas paused a moment before continuing. "I suppose I should've seen it coming."

      "Why do you say that?"

      "He's been running up debts."

      "If that's true, why don't people refuse to serve him?"

      "And risk incurring the wrath of a baron? He may not run this town, but that doesn't stop him from wielding tremendous influence. Why, one word from him, and Malburg could lose its status as a free city."

      "And so the merchants must simply submit to this outrageous behaviour?"

      Tomas shrugged. "What choice have we?"

      "Listen," said Sigwulf. "I know Ludwig is a man of honour. I'm sure he'll honour Berthold's debts."

      "I hope it's so, but I hear the barony has fallen on hard times. The fever was devastating due to the close confines of the keep."

      "Did any in Malburg fall sick?"

      "Thankfully, no, but then again, we took precautions against such an affliction as soon as we heard of it. Fortunately, it's all over now, but as I said, the baron's people suffered greatly."

      "Do you know if this smith, Nadan Warling, survived?"

      "I believe so. His dues are all paid up."

      "Dues?"

      "Yes, to the guild."

      "Thank you, Master Tomas."

      "I'm glad I could be of assistance. Might I ask your name?"

      "Sigwulf. I'm a mercenary by trade, although lately, I've been
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