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      Henry stopped at the top of the rise and stared down at the fortress nestled in the valley below. It had taken him a little over six months to get here, but he knew, in the end, it would be worth it. It was worth it, he corrected himself. Yes, many of the people he’d encountered along the way said he was crazy. But they also admitted they were intrigued by his dedication and purpose.

      The unknown stories about the Battle Lord and Lady of Alta Novis.

      As he started down the road, he saw the guards reacting from the parapets atop the tall log walls. He could almost guess what they were saying among themselves. Who was the stranger? Was he alone? Why was he on foot and not on a horse or wagon? More importantly, why was he here, and what did he want?

      He was tired. More than that, he was at the end of his rope emotionally and mentally. He needed time to recuperate, and hoped he’d be able to stay a while. He had very little in the way of money, most of which he’d earned doing odd jobs at the compounds he passed on his journey. He fingered the two remaining coins in his pocket as he approached the main gate. With a little luck, they’d be enough to earn him a meal or two.

      He got within fifty yards of the massive double doors when one of the sentries hailed him.

      “Ho! Stranger! Halt!”

      He stared up at the man and waited.

      “State your name and business here,” the guard ordered.

      “My name’s Henry Elder. I’m an author. I came to write some stories about your battle lord and lady.”

      The man conversed with someone Henry couldn’t see before continuing. “Are you armed?”

      Henry snorted. “Of course I am! I have a couple of knives on me, and a short sword. Would you like to see them?”

      “You can keep your weapons. But understand that if you brandish them or threaten anyone with them, you will be severely dealt with.”

      Henry nodded. “I understand, and I accept your conditions.”

      The sentry waved for him to continue. “Enter, stranger.”

      Rather than open the huge doors, a smaller one inset in the wall next to them opened. Stepping inside, he was greeted by another armed guard. The man scrutinized him.

      “Are you just passing through, or are you planning to stay a while?”

      “I’d like to stay for a few days. I have a couple of coins for a room and a meal, but I was hoping I could get some odd jobs to pay my way.”

      The guard gave him a lopsided grin. “I’m sure there are a few merchants who could use an extra hand here and there.” Turning slightly, he indicated a central walkway leading from the front doors up toward the large two-story building in the distance. “Go straight ahead to the main hall. You’ll be fed and given drink and a bed for the night as a sign of hospitality. Stay longer, and you’ll be expected to pay your way.”

      Henry sighed. “That’s very generous. Thank you.”

      The man gave a short nod but remained standing where he was. Henry got the hint and moved on, knowing the guard would continue to watch him until he entered the building.

      Another set of smaller double doors were set in the front entrance, underneath a slight overhang. He let himself inside, pausing on the threshold to get his first impression of the immense dining hall. There had to be at least two dozen long tables and benches inside. Another, slightly smaller table sat at the far end, close to the fireplace on the right that nearly ran the entire length of the building’s side.

      Other than himself, there was no one else inside. However, he caught the smells and sounds of something going on at the rear where he presumed the kitchen was located. Henry eyed the short staircase that led up to the second floor. Judging by the doors, he guessed some apartments were located there.

      A woman entered the room from one of the far end doorways. She carried two pitchers toward the left side of the room where some small casks sat on a table against the left wall. She suddenly became aware of him standing in the doorway and stopped.

      “Yes? Can I help you?”

      “I would be grateful for something to drink and maybe a bite to eat.”

      “Have you just arrived?”

      “Yes.” He started to say more, but she set the pitchers on a table and exited back inside the rear. He remained standing there, wondering if he should sit down, when another woman walked into the room. She was older and a bit portly, but she had an air about her. An attitude that gave him the impression she either ran the place, or she was in charge somehow.

      “Well, don’t just stand there. Take a seat!” the woman ordered in a no-nonsense voice.

      He advanced toward the nearest table and was about to do just that when she stopped him.

      “No, no. Not back there.” She waved at him to move forward. “Come up here and sit down. Don’t make us have to walk all the way down there if we don’t have to.”

      He managed a small grin. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. What’s your name?”

      “Henry Elder.”

      The younger woman reappeared, picked up the pitchers she’d abandoned, and proceeded toward the table with the casks.

      “Would you care for some mead?” the older woman asked.

      He swallowed. “That would be great. Thank you.”

      The older woman left. He continued to observe the younger woman remove the lids, empty the contents of the jugs into the casks, and replace the lids. It was then he spotted the upside-down mugs also resting on the table, and realized it was a station where people could come in and get a drink without bothering the kitchen help.

      The older woman reemerged from the back with a tall mug in her hand. She set it in front of him, then perched her hands on her hips. He saw her looking at his knapsack sitting on the floor by his feet, and she smiled at him.

      “You just bumped up a couple of steps on my appreciation ladder.”

      He was intrigued. “Oh? Why?”

      She pointed to the knapsack. “Nearly everybody who shows up tends to dump their stuff on the table. Looks like your momma raised you right.”

      Henry chuckled. “I learned from the best. Thank you for the mead.”

      “You still wanting a bite to eat? You’re too late for lunch and too early for supper, but I can rustle you up something.”

      Pulling the two coins from his pocket, he laid them on the table. “I’ll take whatever that’ll bring me.” He held up the mug. “Along with this.”

      She crossed her arms over her ample bosom. “Didn’t the guards tell you your first day’s on us?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “You don’t ‘but’ me,” the woman snapped, then added a smile. “By the way, my name’s Berta. Not Bertha. There’s no H.”

      “No H. Got it. And your job here is?”

      “I run this place.”

      “You do?” Henry chuckled. “I thought this place was run by D’Jacques.”

      “He runs the compound, but this lodge is my domain.” She grinned again. “He’ll even tell you that himself. I’ll be right back.” She vanished through the doorway.

      He sipped the mead, noting its cold sweetness. As it slid down his parched throat, he could feel the exhaustion ebb from his body. But he knew if he didn’t get something solid in his stomach, the alcohol would quickly fuzz his brain.

      It didn’t take the woman long to return with a tray of cold meats, half a loaf of what smelled like freshly baked bread, and a bowl of grapes. He hungrily dove into the food, forcing himself to take it slow and not wolf it down.

      “I take it you haven’t had a decent meal in a while,” Berta remarked.

      “Not since I left that last compound a few days ago.”

      “What compound? Which direction did you come from?”

      “North.”

      “Ah. You must have come from Foster City. Zane Batuset’s the battle lord there.”

      “That’s right. He is, but he wasn’t there, so I didn’t get to talk to him.”

      The woman gave him a quizzical look. “Tell me, Mr. Henry Elder. Are you here to stay a while? Or are you just passing through?”

      “Actually, ma’am, this is my destination.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He paused to take a swig of his drink to wash down his mouthful, then reached for his knapsack. Opening it, he extracted a few sheets of paper, his ink pen, and a bottle of ink, setting the items on the table beside him. “I’m an author. I’m here to learn about the battle lord and lady. Specifically, I want to hear stories about them to put in a book.”

      Berta made a disparaging sound. “There’s already books about them floating around.”

      “I know that.”

      “And I doubt Yulen or Atty will sit with you long enough to tell you about themselves. They’re busy people. Even if they agreed to, they’re real hesitant to discuss themselves.”

      “I figured as much,” he agreed.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Then what do you hope to accomplish?”

      He leaned over the table. “I want to hear from people like you. The people who work with them. Who live with them. Who fight alongside them. Who know them better than anyone else. I want to hear your stories about them. First-hand stories.”

      The woman seemed to chew over that for a few seconds before sliding onto the seating bench across from him. “I’ll be honest with you. I don’t know of any stories I can tell, and I’ve been here since Yulen D’Jacques was a baby. My momma worked the kitchen as Rory D’Jacques’ cook.”

      “Rory D’Jacques was Yulen D’Jacques’ father.”

      “Right.”

      Henry looked at the slice of meat he held between his fingers. He could understand her reluctance to gossip. “Tell you what. Since you can’t think of anything, why don’t I ask you a few questions, and you answer them to the best of your ability? Maybe that’ll jog your memory a bit.”

      She glared at him. “And all this is for a book, you said?”

      He wiped one hand with a napkin. Reaching back into his knapsack, he withdrew a volume, handing it over to her.

      She opened it to read the title page. “The Battle of the Bloods by Henry Elder.” She lifted an eyebrow at him. “What’s this about?”

      “Several battles various battle lords have fought against the Bloods,” he informed her. “Yulen and Atty’s fight with them after the Bloods razed Bearinger is in there.”

      Berta grunted and handed him back the book. “Okay. So you’re a real honest-to-God author.” Taking a deep breath, she said, “All right. Hit me with your questions.”

      “You’re willing to let me include a chapter by you?” he double-checked.

      “Might as well. At least I’ll know you’ll be getting the truth about those two, instead of some cooked up, embellished version created by some charlatan who’s never been around them, much less met them. So, shoot. What do you want to know?”

      He shoved another piece of meat into his mouth before reaching for his pen, but he was sidetracked by the deliciousness. Berta saw him hesitate and chuckled. “Something wrong with the meat?”

      Rather than concern, he heard amusement in her tone of voice. “No, no. It’s just
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