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  Chapter 1


The steel left a cold line as it slid across the back of my neck. Hairs on my arms stood tall. Light from several candles burning on the table beside me cast dancing shadows on the wall. Bracing my back against the chair to hold myself steady produced a quiet creak from the wood. My ears filled with the raspy sound of metal scraping metal as Tindra trimmed my hair with a small pair of shears. 
“The timing of this meeting is still suspect if you ask me,” she said, resting the cool metal below my left ear. “Since my parents will be here no more than a day after you leave.”
Reaching back, I patted her leg as she continued trimming my hair. “I’m not leaving to avoid your parents. Riding out with this caravan is the perfect opportunity for me to meet with Crum after he officially promotes Lieutenant Aerison to Commander. Along the way, I can survey my old skati. I won’t let people resettle there without seeing how bad it is myself.”
She tapped her foot while trimming around my ears. As she worked, the shears grew warmer.
“I will dump you in a watering trough if you burn me.” I rubbed the upside-down T burned into my left cheek. “I don’t need another brand. What’s bothering you?” Firesyths. I swear.
“Sorry.” The metal cooled. “I worry.”
I sighed, pushed my talent into the stone floor, and spun my chair around to face her. “You have nothing to fear. There are no threats left in my old territory. Once I lead our army into Satra, I promise to stay out of the fighting.”
“Maybe our victories have come too easy. What if it’s all a trap to get you into Satra? After all, we don’t know what lies Porsey fed them.” She snipped the front of my hair short. “I think success clouds your memory. Don’t ignore the week they held our forces at bay before running back into Satra.
“I haven’t forgotten.”
“Good. Lather your face; I’m shaving your beard.”
I laughed. “Given the mood you’re in? There’s no way I’m letting you put a blade near my neck.”
“Fitzeirick, dear husband.” She touched her forehead to mine and kissed me on the nose. Sparks flared in her eyes. “My love, I know where you sleep. If I wanted to slit your throat, I could do it any time. Lather your face, or I’ll shave you dry.”
I pulled her into my lap and kissed her until she pushed away.
“Keep this up, and your warriors will leave without you,” she said, smiling.
I laughed and let her go. “I’m the king. They won’t leave until I give the order.”
She smiled and shook her head before pointing. “Soap. Face. Now.”
“I thought you liked me with a beard,” I said, reaching for the soap.
“I don’t mind you having a beard, but your helmet will be more comfortable without one. Plus, they can be a liability on the battlefield.”
I nodded and dipped the soap into the small bucket of water sitting on the table. It wasn’t long before the hair on my neck was loaded with frothy bubbles.
Tindra drew a short knife from her belt and rested the edge lightly against the base of my throat before pressing the stump of her right wrist against my forehead. “Don’t move. My left hand still isn’t as steady as my right was. I’d hate to cut you by accident.”
“Let me shave myself,” I protested.
“If I don’t practice, I’ll never get any better,” she argued, and quickly scraped the hair off my face, only slowing when she had to work around the brand. “Much better,” she said. “Rinse. I’ll gather your things.”
“I’m packed. The only thing left is to put on my armor,” I said, reaching for her. “Why are you trying to busy yourself? What’s bothering you?”
She sighed and took my hand. “Everything. My parents are coming—”
“Aren’t you happy to see them?”
“Of course, but you’re leaving, and I know something bad is going to happen to you. Also, you expect me and Roi to work together with the builders working on our castle. We’re getting along better, but...honestly, if I wasn’t friends with Grima, I wouldn’t be allowed in their house.”
I shook my head. “Roi’s not as bad as you think. Give him something to focus on, and you two will be fine. And stop worrying about me. I killed my half-brother and took leadership of Croy while leading only five people. Imagine what I can do to Satra with an army.”
She smiled, hugged my face to her chest, and ran her fingers through my hair. “So confident. It’s one of your better qualities.”
I hugged her back. “I know losing your hand cost you more than you want to admit, but”—I rubbed my smooth chin—“you’re adapting well.”
“Thank you for understanding,” she said, “and for your support. I’m glad you don’t treat me like I can’t do anything for myself.”
“A queen who couldn’t take care of herself wouldn’t be any good for me or our country,” I said and stood. “I need to put my armor on and get going.”
Tindra nodded. “Let’s get you dressed. After I walk you to the caravan, I’ll talk to Einns and get a list of how he wants the castle kitchen.”
“Assuming all goes well, I should be back in time to move into our new home,” I commented.
Although the steel sandwiched between the inner and outer layers of my dark-green-and-brown leather armor added a lot of weight, I had worked the thick skins enough to make the protective garment easy to put on. Having Tindra’s help wasn’t necessary, but I could tell it made her happy.
With a quiet click, my metal-and-stone battle hammer stuck to the magnets on my back. I hefted the saddlebags filled with spare clothes and supplies to clean my armor. If I learned nothing else while training with the Varian army, the importance of well-maintained armor stuck with me.
“Don’t forget your helmet,” Tindra said, picking it up from the table.
I took it from her, and she planted a long, hard kiss on my lips before letting me slide the leather-covered, steel helmet in place.
“To remind you why you need to come back home.”
I raised my eyebrows. “What makes you think I could ever forget you?”
She smiled and took my hand. “Shall we go?”
“You’re going out unarmed?” I asked.
“How would it look for the queen of Croy to walk to her friend's house with a sword on her hip?”
I shrugged. “Whatever you think is best.”
“Remember to keep using those words when you get back.” She laughed and pulled me toward the door.






  
  Chapter 2


As we passed through the courtyard, she squeezed my hand. “How long will you be gone?” 
I pursed my lips. The last time I guessed how long I’d be away from home, I ended up in a lightless dungeon for nine months. Now, I’m leaving a new home and heading into known hostile territory. At least, I’m prepared for threats this time. “No way to know. I’ll return as soon as possible.”
She nodded but didn’t say anything.
Though I’m not an overly large man, I must make an imposing figure when dressed in my dark armor. We had no problem getting through crowds as I made my way to the warrior caravan.
Quartermaster Rafberg noticed us and pushed through the crowd of warriors and porters loading wagons. “My queen, it’s a pleasure to see you this morning.” He bowed.
“I trust preparations are going well,” she said, nodding.
“Not as quickly as I’d like, my lady,” he said, frowning, “but the caravan will be ready to leave soon.”
“Do you happen to know if Andale is ready?” I asked.
Rafberg nodded and looked back toward the stables. “I saw Bior leading him out earlier, m’lord.”
“Is he riding among your guard?” Tindra asked, eyebrows raised.
“I asked Agrim to send someone as a companion. Bior practically begged to go,” I said. “I suspect he wants to make up for his failure last time he rode with me.”
Tindra’s hand grew warm. “Why only one guard and no archers?”
“I’m riding with two warrior companies. I am in no danger. Bior’s serving as my steward more than anything else,” I said. “Calm yourself, and don’t make a scene.”
“Fine. Make sure he knows I still expect him to keep you safe,” she replied.
“I will. Don’t worry.”
She cocked her head for a moment, then smirked. “Give me a kiss, and I’ll be on my way.”
“Of course, my love,” I said, and kissed her deeply. “Tell Mikael and Margit I regret not being here to see them.”
She reached inside the helmet and caressed my cheek. “You come back. Come home to me.”
I kissed her again, gently, and smiled. “Whatever you think is best.”
She replied with a weak smile before turning on her heel and walking away.
I looked around and found all eyes were on me, except for a few men watching Tindra. Raising my eyebrows and grinning, I turned back to Rafberg. “Do you know if Varian Lieutenant Aerison has arrived yet?”
“Yes, Sire. He’s riding on the lead wagon.”
“That will make him easy to find,” I said. “Is Vestmar with him?”
“The Varian soldier? Yes, m’lord.”
“Thank you for the information. I know you’re busy, but may I ask a favor?”
He nodded. “Of course, Sire.”
I took a sealed message from one of my saddlebags. “When you get the chance, have a messenger deliver this to Commander Galtis where he’s training men on the barges.”
“Consider it done, m’lord,” he said, dipping his head before taking the parchment. “Anything else?”
“No, that should do.”
“Then I hope you have a swift, safe journey, my king.”
I thanked him, turned toward the front of the caravan, and dodged men rushing to get the last of the supplies loaded before reaching the lead wagon. “Well met, Lieutenant Aerison. Vestmar, I trust you are doing well.”
My good friend’s escort nodded to me. “Aye, King Fitzeirick, I am. A little sad to leave your fine city but happy to be headed back to Varia.”
I smiled and nodded. “Always nice to return home after a long time away.”
The Varian lieutenant stood, shaky until he steadied himself against the wagon. “Good morning, King Fitzeirick.” He glanced toward the eastern horizon before continuing, “Good day for travel, assuming those clouds don’t mean rain.”
I followed his gaze. “Never been a good judge of weather myself. The last time I was in the central forest, my friends and I were caught in a bad storm. I’d like to avoid repeating the experience.”
“The sooner we get going, the sooner we find out what awaits,” he replied.
“You speak the truth,” I said. “I’d best get in the saddle and see what’s holding us up.”
Aerison nodded and returned to his seat.
I left them to find Bior and Andale. A stablehand told me the horses were readied on the other side of a warehouse not far away. Following his directions, I found two rows of armored men mounted on horses, looking bored. The warriors brought their right arms to their chests, saluting as I passed.
I spotted Bior grooming Andale. Though the arrow wound he sustained when we were ambushed shortly before I started the war had healed, it still bothered him. It was easy to notice how Bior favored his right leg if you knew what to look for. 
I clamped my hand on his shoulder. “Brush him much more, and there won’t be any hair left on his flank.”
He jumped and turned to me, light-blue eyes open wide. “Oh, Sire.” He bowed, and his silver-streaked, curly, black hair fell forward, covering his cheeks. After brushing his hair back, he continued. “It’s… Sorry. I didn’t see you coming. Was trying to pass the time and wanted Andale to shine for the trip. Would only be right for the king’s horse to look its best.”
“Thank you. I trust he’s ready to go,” I said, securing my saddlebags.
“Aye, Sire. Put the tack on him myself,” Bior said, tugging on the stirrup.
“At least I’ll know who to blame if the saddle falls off along the way.”
“Won’t happen,” he replied, smiling. “Checked it twice.”
“Having a little fun before the ride,” I said, mounting Andale. “Get in the saddle so we can get going,”
He bowed once more and mounted his horse so fast, his sword slapped its flank, causing it to rear.
“Careful,” I said. “Wouldn’t want you to get hurt before the trip begins.”
Several of the warriors near us laughed.
“Aye, Sire … would be terrible. Injuries should wait for the return trip.” Bior patted his leg. “We’re ready to go.”
I nodded to him and turned Andale toward the front of the line. “Warriors. Follow me.”
Men cheered and fell in line. As we passed the warehouse, all but four turned toward the back of the caravan. The four who stayed followed Bior and me to the front.
Turning to Bior, I said, “I only asked for one guard.”
“Scouts,” he explained, “or heralds, if you’d prefer, m’lord. Roi insisted.”
I bit my lip for a moment. “Do they know where to go?”
Bior looked at me with a slightly confused expression. “Last I was told, we were leaving through the southern gate, following the trade path east through the Carved Scar, and continuing to the first supply camp. I was there when Agrim gave the instructions. Has the route changed, Sire?”
“No, and if we don’t get going…” I shook my head. “I don’t want to keep King Crum waiting.”
Bior nodded. “I believe everyone’s waiting for your command, my king.”
When I reached Aerison’s wagon, I called for the caravan to get underway.






  
  Chapter 3


The scouts trotted ahead of the caravan, heading for the southern gate. 
Vestmar popped his reins, and the wagon lurched forward. Shouts rose behind us as drivers urged their teams to move. I heeled Andale and trotted to lead the group. Bior took his position on my right flank.
Citizens waved and shouted their support as we made our way through the city. A welcome change from the treatment I received when I first took power a few months ago. Victory should bring even more happiness, provided it isn’t too costly.
My half-brother let the enemy take my homeland and convinced everyone Satra had no desire to take more territory from Croy. Their incursions past the central forest after I overthrew Eirickson proved they were an ongoing threat to our country. The second attack exposed traitors in my army.
Though the executions that followed cost me several veteran leaders, their deaths secured support for my rule. I didn’t want to spill more Croian blood, but it had to be done.
At the southern gate, the guards stood with their swords and axes across their chests, saluting their fellow fighters as we passed.
I looked at the sky as we turned east. Clouds floated on the horizon but didn’t look to be gathering for a storm. We’re starting later than I wanted. Nothing I can do about it now.

      [image: image-placeholder]As we approached the mountain range dividing Croy nearly in half, Bior spoke up. “Ready for a bite, Sire?”
Before answering, I glanced toward the sky, forgetting the peaks would block my view of any worrying weather ahead of us. “Yes, thank you for reminding me.”
He nodded and trotted toward the end of the line of wagons.
I looked over my shoulder and found Aerison and Vestmar eating lunch. Aerison lifted a waterskin and smiled before taking a drink.
My steward soon returned with my meal. He handed me a waterskin to sling across my chest and a small bag. “Hard biscuits and dried rabbit,” Bior said.
“With lukewarm water to wash it down,” I replied. “Can’t complain about eating the same food we’re winning a war on.”
Bior coughed, spraying crumbs from his mouth. “At least we’ll be stopped for dinner. Warm food goes down easier.”
I shook my head. “Spoken by someone who’s forgotten what it’s like to eat on the move.”
He patted his stomach and laughed. “Aye, m’lord.”
I joined him in laughter before putting a piece of meat in my mouth and taking a drink of water. Even taking my time to eat, I finished my meager lunch shortly before the Carved Scar came into view. As the caravan turned toward the pass, someone came riding toward us—fast. “Bior!” I called out and pointed toward the rider.
He nodded and galloped ahead to meet them.
I slowed until Aerison’s wagon caught up with me. “What do you think?” I asked the lieutenant.
“Messenger?” As he finished the word, Bior turned to lead the rider toward us.
“I’d guess you’re right,” I said. “But I’m not expecting any messengers.”
“Kings aren’t the only people who get messages,” Aerison commented.
I chuckled. “True enough, but you have to admit, lots of parchment passes between the capital and the battlefield.”
“Yes, but not all of it goes to you.”
I nodded and rode ahead to meet Bior and the messenger. As I got closer, I noticed it was one of the scouts and slowed Andale’s pace.
“Umm ... well met, Sire,” he said, keeping his gaze down. “I bring word … from the Scar.”
Please don’t say it’s blocked. We haven’t had heavy storms recently to wash down mud and stones. At least this time, I’d have plenty of help to clear the debris if it is. I raised my eyebrows and nodded.
“Speak,” Bior prodded.
He looked a little pale when he turned to Bior. “Sorry … I, uh … I’ve never spoken with the king before.”
“What’s your name?” I asked.
Shifting in his saddle, he shivered before turning toward me. “Th — Throst … Sire.” He avoided looking me in the eyes.
“Throst, relax. Tell me what’s going on at the Scar before the caravan passes us.”
He bowed. “The pass is crowded, Sire. Between people and wagons, there isn’t much movement at all. Um … Hallkel and Brondulf rode ahead … to the far end. They’re ordering people to … to clear the way for us — I mean you, Sire — and Thorvid stayed on this side to make sure no one blocks the entrance.”
I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing at the nervous young man. I suppose I’d be much the same had I not grown up in a royal court. “Thank you for the report. Ride back and help Thorvid.”
“Yes, Sire. With all haste,” he replied, bowing as he turned his horse and left at full gallop.
Concern furrowed my brow. “Bior, do you know how much experience these scouts have?”
“From what Captain Agrim said, he and Roi hand-picked the top four warriors from the men traveling with us.”
I crossed my arms. “In other words, they have no experience in the field.”
Bior nodded. “Green as new grass, m’lord.”
Great. I looked back to see how close the caravan was to catching up with us. “Another question. What had him so scared?”
“These fresh warriors haven’t had a chance to get to know you. Veterans still talk about Eirickson’s cruelty. Maybe he expects you’re much like your half-brother, m’lord … being Eirick’s blood and all.”
I hung my head and sighed. “Why do people continue to believe I’m anything like my father or half-brother? Haven’t I proven myself to be better?”
“To those of us who are close to you, aye. But you did nearly split Eirickson in half with one blow from your hammer, Sire … on his wedding day, in front of half the country, no less. Soon after, you had your guard killing people resisting your rule, Satran and Croian alike … right out in the open. Those actions make lasting impressions.”
The creaking sounds of wagons on the move drew closer. This is not the time or place to discuss this. I nodded and put my heels to Andale. “Bior, I appreciate your honesty. You’ve given me much to consider. Thank you.”
“Agrim’s always said you want the truth,” he replied, shrugging.
The first travelers we met before reaching the Carved Scar gave us plenty of room to pass but otherwise did not acknowledge us. As we got closer, the way grew crowded, slowing our pace. Masses of people, horses, and wagons stretched into the pass beyond the first curve. I’d be surprised if the other two scouts made it to the other end. I noticed angry looks cast my way as we jostled our way inside.
Throst and Thorvid were doing their best to move people out of our path, but two men against the masses was a losing proposition. Raising my fist above my head, I signaled for the caravan to halt. 
Vestmar yelled my order as I dismounted. Pulling stamina from the ground as I shouldered my way to Throst. “Get Thorvid over here and be ready to catch me if I pass out.”
He swallowed and looked from me to his fellow scout on the other side of the crowd. “If you pass — Yes, Sire. Um … What are you going to do?”
“Something I’ve never done on this scale before,” I said, closing my eyes. “Hope it works.”
My hand quivered with the energy I’d gathered. Pressing my fingers into the Carved Scar’s stone wall, I took a deep breath. The shaking in my hand worked its way up my arm and into my chest before I released the energy, and my frustration, into the wall. “Make way for King Fitzeirick and a warrior caravan!”
The cliff face shook as my voice roared from the stone, echoing through the pass.
My ears rang. Bright spots winked on and off behind my eyelids before my legs went limp. Hands grabbed me, holding me by my arms.
“We have you, Sire,” someone said. “My king will not fall in front of all these people.”
“Th — Thank you,” I whispered.
“I’m here for you, m’lord,” Bior said. “Lean on me if you need.”
I nodded as another hand steadied me. It was tempting to relax, to sink into a deep sleep, but I knew we needed to get moving again. My breath came in shaky gulps while I sythed a little strength from the ground to steady my legs. Once my breathing slowed, I opened my eyes and took my weight off the warriors propping me up.
Throst, pale and wide-eyed, stepped back as I stood.
Thorvid hesitated before releasing my arm. “Are you well, m’lord?”
I nodded. “Thank you for your concern and support.”
He bowed. “As you need, Sire.”
I turned to face Bior.
His brow was deeply furrowed. He wiped the sweat from his face and looked me over. “That was awesome and scary and dangerous. We can pass now, but you’ve spooked many horses and upset no small amount of the traders and travelers. Perhaps you should’ve warned us first if I’m not out of line for saying so, m’lord.”
I looked past him to the crowd pressed tight against the walls, clearing the majority of the pass. More than a few people looked angry. “I didn’t mean to upset anyone. Your suggestion is noted. Stay by my side until I get on Andale. I’m not sure I trust my legs yet.”
Bior snapped his fingers. “You heard the king. Escort him to his horse.”
“No,” I said. “Throst and Thorvid, ride along the line of people and give them my thanks and apologize for our passing delaying their travel. I’m nothing if not polite.”
“But, Sire. They weren’t cooperating with us,” Thorvid protested.
“They moved when I asked. Thank them.”
“Yes, my king,” Thorvid replied. “As you say … with all haste.”
“Bior, let’s get moving. I want to make the central forest by dusk.”
He moved to my side as I walked. “Lean on me if you need, Sire.”
I patted him on the shoulder and strode to Andale, doing my best to hold my head high. Had I been anything other than a stonesyth, though, I might not have been able to get back in the saddle. As it was, I had to pull more strength from the ground and hop three times before I mounted my horse. Once I was mounted, Bior yelled the order to move again.
I made sure to nod and wave to the crowd waiting for us to move through. Along the way, my thoughts drifted to how impressive the man-made pass was. Long ago, several stonesyths, each much stronger than any I’ve met, had poured tremendous amounts of energy into a natural flaw in the mountain range, opening it into a winding path wide enough for at least four horses to ride side-by-side. My display pales in comparison.
The scouts were waiting as I exited the pass. “You men did your best. I wanted to thank you for the effort.”
“Much appreciated, m’lord,” Throst replied, sounding more confident.
“I have another request. Keep us well south of The Traders Cup. Geri is a good man, but…” I paused, unsure what to say about how I was received when I last visited the inn.
“Geri? A good man?” Bior sputtered. “He housed us in the stable and fed us cold gruel. He’s a horse’s ass if you ask me. If I hadn’t been carrying an arrow in my leg, I’d have set him straight.”
“My order stands; stay away from the inn,” I said, before turning to Bior. “As far as you setting him straight … you might find his blade is as dangerous as his temper.”
“Understood, Sire,” Thorvid said. “Scouts, move out.”
“How can you defend Geri after the way he treated you?” Bior grumbled. “You are the King of Croy. He treated you and the men with you worse than servants.”
“If not for him, his aid and understanding, I may not have lived to have a chance at being king. He took me in, fed and clothed me when I needed help most. Ultimately, he helped me find Crum at his own expense and asked for nothing in return. Had I not reunited with my best friend, good chance I’d be dead … likely by Eirickson’s hand, certainly at his order. I owe Geri a debt I have not yet repaid.”
Bior stayed silent until I turned to look at him. “Thinking about what you said. Him helping you and all … well … I take back calling Geri a horse’s ass. It’s possible pain clouded my judgment that day.”
I fought back a grin but couldn’t stop the chuckle. “I didn’t say you’re wrong in your assessment. He can be a horse’s ass, but in his heart, he is a good man.”
Bior nodded but didn’t reply.
I looked at him before turning my attention to the path ahead of us. A few homesteads had popped up along the trade path before we reached the bridge crossing a river running near the halfway point between the mountains and the central forest. What was once open grassland was slowly turning into farms and grazing pastures. How many people will be comfortable moving back east, farther from the capital, once the war is over? How long will it take for us to settle in the former nation of Satra once those brutes are no more?
The sound of Andale’s hoof beats changed when we stepped from the packed-dirt road onto the bridge. I pushed my concerns to the back of my mind, more things to figure out later, and forced myself to pay attention to my surroundings. More homes and livestock greeted us on the other side of the river. The path north, toward the Trader’s Cup Inn, ran between two homesteads. The last time I was this way, there was nothing but grass and trees lining the route.
“My lord,” Bior said, riding to my side. “Not trying to be a bother, but in case you hadn’t noticed, the sun’s getting low in the sky. If we don’t pick up the pace, the last wagons won’t reach the camp until after dark.”
He was right; I hadn’t noticed. Too worried about people and land. I looked at him and nodded. “Ride back and pass the word. I want the drivers to push their teams so we can arrive while it’s still light.”
“Aye, Sire.” Turning his horse, he shouted orders as I put my heels to Andale.
My big horse protested with a loud snort, speeding up after a second poke.






  
  Chapter 4


Bior galloped to my side. “One of the horses pulling the last wagon is moving slow. Might pull up lame. I’m going to ride ahead and get a couple of horses … just in case.” 
The light breeze became a steady headwind as the central forest’s treetops came into view. It carried the distinct smell of roasting meat. I licked my lips.
I eyed my companion sniffing the air, trying to decide if he was telling the truth or making an excuse to get to camp ahead of everyone else. “And maybe get the first cut?”
His face contorted, making it obvious he was fighting to hide a smile. “Sire, you wound me. I’m motivated by nothing but keeping this caravan moving. Surely there’s enough meat for everyone to have a hot meal … but I could secure a serving or two. Wouldn’t be right if your steward let you miss a meal that smells so good.”
I made sure to keep my expression neutral. “And your king, whom you are so deeply concerned about, is to trust your judgment on if there’s enough for everyone?”
“I’ll only turn my attention to food after securing the needed horses. You have my word, m’lord.”
I nodded. “No doubt your concern for the warriors came first.”
“Of course, Sire.”
“Go … and use your best judgment.”
He smiled, gave a quick bow, and took off.
“Bior!” I yelled.
His horse slid to a stop before my steward turned toward me.
“Bring me back a bite if I don’t reach camp before you leave!”
His jaw dropped before he laughed and sped off.

      [image: image-placeholder]As the camp came into sight, Bior returned, leading two horses. He glanced over his shoulder. “There are several deer cooking … plenty to go around, Sire.”
“Thank you for the report,” I replied, smiling. “See to the last wagon. I’ll make sure you don’t go hungry.”
He nodded and headed toward the end of the caravan.
Slowing, I waited for Aerison’s wagon. “Lead the caravan to the right of camp; we’ll circle the wagons there, corralling the horse teams inside for the night.”
“Varian army training stuck with you, did it?” he asked, smiling.
Vestmar chuckled.
“More than I’ll ever admit,” I replied, returning his smile. “Can you handle things, or do I need to stay and give orders?”
“I may not be a Croian commander, but a well-trained man recognizes authority when he hears it.”
I gave him a quick nod and turned back to camp. Once inside the wooden fence, I asked the first warrior I saw where his commander was.
He bowed. “Sire, Commander Kalf’s in the third cabin on the left.”
“Take my horse to the circle of wagons and see he’s cared for.”
The warrior reached for the reins. “Of course. Gladly, Sire.”
I strode down the path with my shadow stretching ahead of me. My legs protested as tight muscles worked loose with each step. Should’ve been riding more often. I stopped at the door of a simple, wood-walled cabin, about a third larger than the surrounding structures, and knocked.
“Come in and make it quick,” someone called from inside. “I’m expecting the king soon.”
Stepping inside, I said, “King Fitzeirick is here.”
Torches mounted to the left and right walls gave the room a warm glow in the fading daylight. Two candles, sitting on a large, wooden table sitting in the center of the room, lit the space. Three men, two with their backs to me, sat, looking over a large parchment.
Commander Kalf's eyes opened wide. His chair fell over backward as he quickly stood. “Sire, I wasn’t expecting you to arrive alone.”
The other two men jumped from their seats, turned, and bowed.
“Everyone else is busy with wagons or horses. I saw no reason to wait for an escort,” I replied.
“Of course, Sire. I trust your travel was easy. Would you care to sit? I’ll send for some ale. We can talk. Have you met Sergeants Boe and Ingjald?”
The men nodded when he said their names.
“I have not. Well met.”
“Well met, Sire,” they echoed.
“The Carved Scar was crowded, a good sign in general, but it slowed our pace. A drink sounds good. It’s been a long ride. My legs need to stretch. I’ll stand, at least until dinner’s served.”
Kalf nodded. “Sergeant Boe, a cask of ale and cups.”
“Aye, Commander. With all haste.”
“A favor, while you’re out,” I said.
They froze mid-step.
“Find Varian Lieutenant Aerison, the Varian soldier Vestmar, and Bior. I’d like for them to join us.”
“Of course, m’lord,” Ingjald said.
“Thank you,” I replied, making my way to the table. “What do you have here?”
“Reports and supply requests from Southold, Sire.”
“Anything I need to know?”
“Nothing surprising in the requests. Between our stores here and what the caravan holds, we’ll send everything they asked for with you, m’lord. As far as the report.” He shrugged. “Looks much the same as the last several reports. Little fighting. General Gudmann suspects it’s a trap.”
I nodded. I’ve heard the same during my recent meetings with General Heming. “Given the way Satra ran back to their lands, I can’t fault anyone for thinking they’re planning something big when we cross the border.”
“Better to advance with caution than be caught by surprise, m’lord. I’m sure plenty of barbarians will be there, regardless of when we arrive.”
I chuckled. “True, but the longer we give them to prepare, the worse it may be. Changing the subject, have you been past the central forest?”
“Far enough to investigate the nearest Satran stronghold.”
My chest tightened. “How bad is it? What sight awaits when I return to my homeland?”
He shook his head. “It’s not pretty, m’lord. We’ve made a safe path through the murder ground, but the surrounding area is untouched. Haven’t had enough spare strong stonesyths to work the land flat again, much less make sure it’s safe. I strongly suspect traps are waiting for anyone fool enough to venture too far into those pits and barricades alone.”
“But it’s safe to pass on the path and through the fortress?”
“Aye, it is.”
“And beyond?
“No reports of any problems since the enemy fled south.”
I nodded. “Good. It hurts my heart knowing Satra tore up my homeland, but I’m looking forward to good Croian citizens settling there again. Soon, I hope.”
The door opened. Boe entered, hefting a small cask on his shoulder. 
Kalf gathered the parchments and moved them to one corner of the table before Boe placed the ale on the side nearest to him.
As the sergeant filled a stone tankard, Ingjald came into the room. “I have the Varians with me, Sire. Bior isn’t far behind. He insisted on bringing the food.”
I tried not to smile at my travel companion’s antics. “Thank you, Sergeant.”
Aerison followed, red-faced and leaning on Vestmar.
I pulled a chair out and motioned to Aerison.
He nodded and hobbled over to the seat.
Bior entered, streaks of meat juice in his beard shining with the torchlight. He carried a platter of food with several forks jabbed into it. “Told you I wouldn’t let you go hungry, Sire.”
Ingjald closed the door behind him and joined us at the table. “Anyone goes to bed hungry or thirsty, it’s their own fault.”
Boe placed our drinks on the table as we took our seats.
“Sire,” Kalf said, “You first.”
I looked at Aerison. “You’re a valued guest in our country, a great leader, and a good friend. Would you start the meal with a toast?”
Lifting his tankard, Aerison cleared his throat. “To strong warriors, battles well fought, and long live the victors. To a long and prosperous alliance between Varia and Croy and to ridding our world of the Satran plague.”
I reached to him and patted his shoulder as the echo of ‘aye’ drowned out the sound of mugs clacking together. We set into the meat like a pack of wolves.
Typical of my home country’s cooking style, the meat was unseasoned but not as bland as it could’ve been. Whoever cooked it chose the firewood to add a nice touch of smoky flavor. Between bites, Bior explained one of the horses pulling the last wagon had something wrong with a hoof. The driver thought it might be a cut, but it was getting too dark to tell. The head groom agreed to look at it in the morning.
“If it can’t pull, we’ve got plenty here you can use, Sire,” Kalf offered. “But if anyone can get a horse right, it’s Borgar. Don’t know if there’s such a thing as a herbalist for horses, but if there is … he’s the best.”
Boe and Ingjald nodded their agreement, not speaking with their mouths full.
“I’ll trust your man’s judgment. Thank you for offering more horses, if needed.”
“Anything to support the war effort, m’lord,” Kalf replied.
I lifted my tankard to him before taking another drink. “Aerison, I trust everything else is in order with the wagons and horses.”
He swallowed. “No doubt you’ve got some tired stonesyths among your men this evening. Your group isn’t as well trained as I thought. Took three tries and way too much yelling on my part before the wagons were pushed together well enough to contain the horses. I’d advise you to run all your future recruits through the exercise until they can do it correctly the first time with their eyes closed. I promise this group won’t have a problem doing it when we stop tomorrow.”
“That explains why you were so winded when you got here. I’ll pass your suggestion on to Agrim next time I see him,” I said.
“What were they doing?” Kalf asked.
Vestmar and Aerison described the Varian practice of circling their wagons to act as a makeshift corral when a caravan stops for the night. I had experienced it first hand, traveling from Varia into Croy as part of the coup resulting in me taking control of the country from my half-brother.
Bior’s fork was the last one dropped on the platter. Despite our best efforts, there was still meat after we’d eaten our fill. However, the cask had run dry.
“While I am enjoying the company, we have an early start tomorrow. Where are we sleeping?” I asked.
“The cabin to the right of this one, Sire,” Kalf said, pointing. “Boe will take the lieutenant and his man to their quarters. Bior, follow Ingjald to the barracks. Ingjald, take this platter for the night watch to finish off.”
“Bior’s my right hand on this trip. I’d prefer he stays close to me.”
Everyone turned to look at me.
“Sire,” Kalf said, “you’re in no danger here.”
“I’m concerned with any danger. He should be close enough that I don’t have to search for him if I have a task for him.”
Bior nodded. “I’ll sleep outside your door if that’s what you need, m’lord.”
“Won’t be necessary,” Kalf said. “Boe, see the Varians to their rooms. Ingjald, help Bior get a bed from the barracks and put it in the front room of King Fitzeirick’s cabin.”
“Aerison, Vestmar, sleep well,” I said, as they headed for the door.
“With a belly full of deer and ale, I’ll sleep like a babe,” Aerison said.
Bior chuckled and nodded as he followed Ingjald out of the building.
“Would you like me to escort you to your cabin?” Kalf asked.
“No. I’m sure you’ve had a long day and need to sleep soon yourself.”
Kalf bowed. “As you say, m’lord. Sleep well.”
“And a good night to you, commander.”
Entering the cabin, I fumbled in the dark to find the tinder box and light a candle. If only I was a firesyth.
Dust hung in the air as I removed my armor. Probably should clean it before going to sleep. Tired, and more than a little drunk, I wiped the leather clean and flopped onto the bed.
I don’t know when Bior entered.






  
  Chapter 5


To his credit, Bior woke early enough to have a large cup of tea and a small loaf of bread coated with honey waiting on the table for me. After breakfast, I did my best to ignore a slight headache and changed into a fresh set of clothes. Where do they bathe around here? Bior wasn’t around to find out for me, so I set out on my own.
Commander Kalf walked past my quarters as I opened the door. “Morning, commander,” I greeted him.
He bowed before looking at me, eyes a little bloodshot. “Good morn, Sire. Did you sleep well?”
“Better than I expected. I’m sure the ale helped.”
He nodded. “But it hurts a little this morning.”
I chuckled. “Yes. It does.”
“Anything I can do for you?” he asked. “Breakfast?”
“Bior took care of my meal, but where do I clean up? I’d like to bathe before we hit the path.”
“Come with me,” he replied. “I was headed to the pond myself.”
“Pond?” I asked, as we walked. “I don’t recall any stream nearby.”
“A couple of stonesyths found an underground spring, opened a well, and fed it into a small depression. I will warn you, it’s chilly enough to wake an exhausted warrior.”
I nodded. “Thanks for the warning, but I figure warm baths are a luxury I’ll do without for some time.”
“Aye, Sire. They are few and far between out here.”
Kalf led me past several rows of small cabins to the northeastern corner of the camp, nearly inside the central forest. Five or six warriors dried themselves near the bathing pond, about a dozen more were washing.
“How’s the water this morning?” Kalf asked the men getting dressed.
“Cold as usual, commander.”
He chuckled and pointed toward a set of stone shelves a couple of paces away. “Sire, you can store your clothes there. Drying cloths are on the left. Wet cloths go in the small cart. Soap cakes are in the buckets at the edge of the pond.”
I undressed and took a deep breath of warm air before stepping into the pond. Cold water stung my feet as I bent down to get soap.
“Best to get in quick, m’lord,” Kalf said, passing me. “Get the shock over so you can wash and get out.”
A shiver ran up my legs. I nodded before willing myself into the water. As the chilly water lapped at my stomach, my legs went numb from the cold. I stopped when the pond was mid-chest deep and made sure to keep my hands out of the water, afraid my fingers would lose feeling and drop the soap. Ripples of cold tickled my back as men waded past, getting out to dry.
After a deep breath, I dunked my head under quickly and soaped from head to toe as fast as I dared. Kalf chuckled before I dunked myself again to rinse.
The commander got out of the pond a few steps ahead of me and tossed me a drying cloth. I dried quickly and shook my legs, trying to get some feeling back in them, before dressing. Returning to camp, I pondered where to look for Bior first and asked Kalf if he knew where my steward might be.
“No, Sire. I went straight from eating in my quarters to bathe. Perhaps he’s with Borgar checking on the injured horse.”
I thanked him for the suggestion and turned to leave camp. 
“If I don’t see you before you leave,” Kalf said, “may you travel swift and safe, my lord.” 
I waved and kept walking. For someone who’s supposed to be at my beck and call, Bior made himself scarce this morning. Dodging warriors, doing my best to not interrupt their business, I reached the western edge of camp and stopped at the exit to talk with the guard. “Have you seen Borgar this morning?”
“Yes, Sire.” He pointed toward the caravan. “The head groom went that way shortly after first light.”
“Was Bior with him?”
“Don’t know who that is, but Borgar was alone when he passed through.”
Dead end. I tapped my foot and scratched my chin for a moment. Where else could he be? The answer came to me. “Where do the warriors eat?”
The guard pointed back into camp. “Follow the fence south to the training grounds, and keep going to the mess hall.”
I smiled and offered him my hand. “Thank you.”
He bowed before shaking my hand. “My pleasure, Sire. Best of luck with your search.”
Hurrying along the edge of the camp, I reached the training grounds and was tempted to stop and watch the men sparring. As much as I wanted to know my warriors were at their best, I needed to find Bior and get the caravan going again. We are on a schedule. I kept walking, trying to keep my mood from getting any worse.
The chaotic sounds of mingled conversations hit my ears when I opened the door to the long, rectangular, stone building used as the mess hall for the entire camp. No one looked my way while I swept my eyes across the room. On the third pass, I spotted Bior and called his name.
He stood, still chewing whatever was in his mouth, and waved me over. He returned to his seat as I stomped my way to the table. “We don’t have time —”
“Sire, I’d like you to meet my cousins,” Bior interrupted. “King Fitzeirick, allow me to introduce Skap and Kotkel. They’re family from my mother’s side. We haven’t seen each other in months. Cousins, this is King Fitzerirck.”
At first glance, the two men looked a little younger than Bior. They stood and bowed low. “Honored to meet you, my king,” one said.
“Please, join us,” the other added.
I understand, all too well, how important family is, but we don’t have time. “I’d like nothing more, but as I was saying, we need to get the caravan on the move.” I moved beside Bior and clapped my hand on his shoulder.
He stiffened under my grip.
“I need your assistance,” I said, frustration evident in my voice.
“I … yes, m’lord. My assistance, of course … anything you need.” He stammered. “I — we were catching up and … and I must have lost track of the time.” 
“Skap, Kotkel, thank you for everything you do for Croy,” I said. “I don’t want to seem rude, but we must be going. Duty calls.”
They bowed again. “We understand, Sire. Travel safe and swift.”
“It was good seeing you two,” Bior said, before I squeezed his shoulder and turned him toward the door.
We wound our way through the camp, dodging warriors. Bior tried several times to explain himself, and I kept telling him to keep quiet. Once we reached the cabin, I opened the door and motioned for him to go in.
“If you would let me explain—”
I pointed to a chair at the table. “Sit. I’ll talk. You’ll listen.”
He squinted for a moment before hurrying to the chair.
Crossing my arms, I glared at him for a moment. “While my rule is more secure now than it was, I’m not confident there aren't people still conspiring against me.”
“But we’re among —”
“Don’t talk...listen, and listen carefully. I didn’t balk at you traveling as my steward because I know you are a good man, reliable and loyal. However, I need you to set the example, at least in public, showing my authority over my guard and our army is absolute. I did not berate you as we walked across the camp because I didn’t want anyone to see me as a harsh tyrant. I’m not asking you to be a bootlick; I’m asking you to do what you know how to do. Be a loyal, observant, and capable servant.”
“I brought you breakfast.”
“You did, and I appreciate it, but I had to ask where to bathe because you were nowhere to be found. I don’t doubt Kalf’s loyalty, but how does it look when I have to ask him a question my steward should have already addressed? Does it give him a reason to consider I don’t command respect? Does he slip up, mention it in front of the wrong person, and start a rumor that undermines my effort to keep Croy whole and safe?”
Bior wrung his hands together. “I … I’m sorry, Sire. I didn’t think you’d mind me visiting family.”
“I don’t. Believe me, I know family is important. Had you asked or even let me know where you would be, I’d have gladly given my permission. The problem is I had to go looking for you.”
He cast his eyes to the floor. “Understood. Do I resign to you, or should I ride back to the capital and resign to my captain?”
I sighed. “I don’t want you to resign. I want you to act as my right hand.”
He nodded but didn’t look up. “Professional. All business. I understand. It won’t happen again.”
After rubbing my forehead for a moment, I said, “Look at me. I don’t want this trip to be a burden. I like having fun as much as anyone. I like to laugh. I enjoy playful banter … when it’s appropriate. When we’re alone or riding out of earshot of anyone else, you have my permission — my encouragement even — to speak freely. Around everyone else, I want you nearby and alert. I need you ready to act as necessary. When I don’t have an immediate need, do as you like, so long as I know where to find you.”
“Understood.” He stood and put his arm across his chest. “I’ll take my assignment more seriously and be mindful of your request.”
I smiled. “Perfect. Now, for the first order of the day. I’ll pack my clothes. Take the saddlebags and get Andale ready to travel. Let everyone know I’m getting ready and expect the caravan to be ready to move soon after I arrive.”
He nodded. “Gladly, m’lord.”
Once Bior left, I pulled my armor on and headed to the wagons.
Aerison was seated on his wagon, shouting orders as warriors went about getting the horse teams harnessed.
“How’s it feel to be in charge again?” I asked, as I got close.
“Same as I remembered,” he replied, smiling. “I was born to do this. Shame I can’t go into battle with my soldiers.”
“But you are getting command of an important post. If you remember, I was the one who said you can’t keep a good man down while you were on the mend at Abi’s.”
“True, but we would have never had that conversation if you didn’t have traitors in your midst.”
“They’re all a bad memory now,” I said, as Bior approached with Andale in tow.
“He’s ready to go, Sire,” Bior said, patting my horse’s neck.
I thanked him and got into the saddle with no problem. “How’s the horse with the hoof problem?”
“Borgar insisted on keeping him here. Said the wound needed time to heal, or the horse would go lame. He made sure we had a good replacement. I sent the scouts ahead when I arrived. Everything’s ready to go … on your order, m’lord.”
“I’ll trust the groomsman’s judgment. Ride back and remind the drivers to keep their reins tight. If they get off into those obstacles between here and the stronghold, it could hurt a horse or damage a wheel … or worse.”
He nodded. “With all haste, Sire.”
I turned to Vestmar and pointed toward the forest.
He snapped his reins. “Move out!”






  
  Chapter 6


I led the caravan along the fence surrounding the camp to the path leading into the central forest. After passing through the shattered remains of the wall Satra built to slow down any attacks we might launch, we entered what was left of the once-majestic stand of trees known as the central forest. Satra had decimated it while they occupied the territory. 
My last memory of this place was traveling to the capital with Roi and Crum. I smiled, for a moment, before a frown forced its way onto my face. Had I known then what I know now, I would have killed Eirickson on sight. Yes, I may have died as well, but it might have saved many lives.
Lost in my thoughts, I barely noticed the hoof beats as Bior returned. “I’ve spoken with every driver about the dangerous path ahead, Sire,” he said.
I turned to look at him, frown still twisting my lips, and blinked a couple of times.
Bior raised his eyebrows. “What troubles you, m’lord?”
“Memories. Good and bad,” I said, shaking my head. “Recent events which feel like a lifetime ago.”
“It’d be a lie if I said I understood but … I’m here if you need to talk.”
“Thank you, but your responsibilities are enough of a burden,” I said.
“I have broad shoulders, m’lord, and a shared load is easier to bear. I’m supposed to help you as you need. Am I not?”
Whether he intended it or not, his statement brought a smile to my face. “Yes, you are. If I want to share, I’ll ask for your ear. Until then, your support is welcome.”
“As I can,” he said, bowing.
We exited the forest much sooner than I expected—It used to be much deeper. To the fire with the Satran for wasting the trees—to a breathtakingly horrible sight. None of the descriptions of this maze, the killing zone Satra made here, prepared me for it. Hills, valleys, pits, large sharp-edged stones jutting from the ground at random, and smaller stones strewn about to trip men and horses, slowing any advance for archers to pick them off from the fortress wall.
This is what Fastulf led the guides through in the pitch black of night, preparing our surprise attack. Pride swelled in my chest. “Can you imagine what the first attack was like?”
He laughed. “I’d never cross this broken ground without hurting myself somewhere along the way.”
“Yet the company Fastulf and the guides led across made it through without being detected,” I said. “Amazing to it for myself.”
“Aye, Sire. It is a sight.”
The Satran fortress loomed ahead, looking foreboding with a wide section of the western wall torn open. Tension drew my shoulders higher. My hands gripped Andale’s reins.
“Have you seen anything moving about since we exited the trees?”
He looked left and right before glancing back at the caravan. “Can’t say I have. Why?”
“I haven’t seen anything either, but since we exited the woods —” I shrugged.
“I know what you mean,” Bior said, nodding. “There was some death here, and the fortress ahead isn’t inviting. Perhaps it’s all weighing on your mind, Sire. If there was something, the scouts would have noticed and sounded an alarm, or we’d have heard fighting.”
I rubbed my forehead before looking toward what remained of the Satran fortress. “Perhaps. But stick close anyway.”
“I’m here until you tell me otherwise, m’lord.”
Ravens squawked and cawed as we entered the abandoned fortress. The noise twisted my nerves tighter. A faint smell of death hung in the air though I didn’t see any bodies nearby. Heart pounding, my eyes flitted from one shadow to another, looking for places someone might hide as we rode through the stone structure. Splintered, wooden doors lay inside ragged, stone openings to barracks, storehouses, and other structures. Piles of rubble sat on either side of the path through the site of our first attack.
As much as the victory made me glad, I couldn’t keep from thinking about the people, my people, who once lived beyond where this horrid, stone structure now stood. The innocent farmers, ranchers, and tradesmen who worked with the land. People who wanted nothing more than to provide for their families, help their neighbors, and live in peace.
The memory of a family I stayed with came to mind. A farmer, his wife, son, and twin daughters … decent people making a life for themselves. No doubt the Satran invaders killed or enslaved them. Protecting the good folks who can’t protect themselves is why we fight to remove Satra from our world. 
The exit on the far side of the stronghold was larger than the entrance we came in. I remembered a report mentioning something about needing more room to get warriors out faster when the Satran soldiers turned tail. Leaving the ruined structure, I should have known better than to expect the land to be in usable condition. The ground was gouged by routed soldiers trying to slow down their attackers or make crude hides and holes to fight from. Where once there were homesteads with farms and livestock, vast areas of devastation dominated the landscape. Sorrow gripped my heart before anger settled in my gut like a cold stone. It’s going to take the sweat of many men and women before my old skati is livable again.
“All this damage,” Bior said. “It’s like they had no intention of settling here. Why plunder the land instead of settling here?”
“Eirickson convinced them they would split Varia with him. Perhaps they planned to use the resources here to build weapons, enough to arm the whole nation of Satra, to continue the invasion.”
Bior shook his head. “But you twisted their agreement off, right at the root. So, they turned their forces toward us.”
“Maybe my actions forced them to give up settling here.” I shrugged. “Who knows how a Satran’s mind works. Regardless, the war isn’t over until the last Satran draws their final breath.”
“I’m not sure General Gudmann agrees,” Bior commented.
I swept my arm ahead of us. “How can anyone see this and not want to wipe them out? When Eirick attacked Varia and captured this land, he didn’t leave it unlivable. And he didn’t kill or enslave the Varians who didn’t escape. My father left them the option to leave or stay and live under Croian rule. Can you say the same about Satra? No. They slaughtered our people or took them as slaves. I’ll strike the last one down myself without a second thought.”
Bior raised his hands. “Sire, I’m not saying I agree with the general. Even if I did before, seeing this would change my mind. You mentioned the possibility of disloyalty earlier. If there is any, perhaps General Gudmann is a source.”
“He and I have disagreed before,” I said, shaking my head, “but I’ve never had a reason to question his loyalty. I trust him to do what needs to be done when ordered without delay. We may have a heated disagreement afterward, but he will obey.”
“As you say, m’lord. You know him better than I.”
I hope so. “I need a subject to take my mind off all the destruction. Tell me about your cousins.”
Bior chuckled. “I figure their story’s about the same as many other warriors. As young boys, they did more to get into trouble than anything else. Nothing serious, mind you—typical kid stuff. Skap’s older by about a year, but Kotkel’s the thinker of the two. I helped them both prepare once they decided to become warriors. Their pa expected them to work in the family business. He’s a cobbler.” My escort pulled his boot from the stirrup and kicked his leg to the side. “Makes the finest boots you’ll ever wear.”
“I’ll keep it in mind next time I’m looking for new boots,” I said, smiling.
“Let me know, and I’ll get you the family price,” Bior said. “Not that you couldn’t afford them anyway, m’lord.”
“I don’t mind paying for good work.”
He nodded. “As I was saying, working leather and hammering soles didn’t appeal to either boy. Like many, they wanted to go on an adventure.”
“So, your cousins haven’t learned adventures are funny things,” I said. “People love to talk about their adventures, making them sound exciting. The truth is, adventures are only fun to talk about after the fact; they are miserable to have.”
He scratched his head. “Not sure I get your meaning, Sire.”
“We’ve been on an adventure before, you and I … the ambush at the Carved Scar. I’m sure you’ve shared the story of how you got your limp, maybe even embellished the tale for laughs or to impress a lady or two … right?”
“Well … m’lord, I’m not sure I’d confess to bragging to you. I mean, you’ve had much worse.”
I shook my head. “Regardless, you’ve talked about it since and made it sound exciting. But, and tell the truth, was it any fun at all while it happened?”
“No. I was hurt. You were hurt. Everyone was miserable.”
I chuckled. “Thus my point. Adventures are fun to talk about but no fun to have.”
Bior pursed his lips and stroked his beard several times before nodding. “I see the wisdom in your statement. I’ll share it with the boys next time I see them.”
“You can,” I said, “or wait until they are telling a tale of some adventure to point it out.”
His eyes lit up. “Oh, that should be good for a laugh. Thank you, Sire.”
“I’m nothing if not helpful.”
“And I’m getting thirsty,” Bior said, grinning, “and this waterskin’s empty. Want me to bring you a full one?”
The uncomfortable suspicion someone or something was watching us still nipped at the base of my neck. I looked back at the Varian wagon. Aerison’s eyes were closed, but Vestmar was alert, sweeping his gaze right and left.
Does he have the same feeling?
Galloping hoof beats ahead of us caught my attention.
I spun my head around.
“Wait. Let’s see who’s headed our way.”






  
  Chapter 7


Topping a rise, we almost ran into Thorvid. 
Yanking the reins, his horse skidded to a stop. “Sire,” Thorvid said, “we noticed something moving through an overgrown field ahead.”
I glanced at Bior.
He returned my look, eyebrows raised.
“What have you found?”
Thorvid shrugged. “I don’t know, m’lord. Maybe nothing. Throst called out when he spotted some tall grasses twitching. I sent him and Hallkel into the field to look for tracks while Brondulf kept watch while I rode back to alert you, Sire.” 
“I’ve felt like someone—or something—has been watching us for a while now,” I said, “but I haven’t seen anything.”
“Same,” Bior added.
“How far away is the field?” I asked.
Thorvid twisted in his saddle and pointed. “You can see it from here, Sire.”
Leaning so I could look past him, I saw two men ride out of a patch of knee-high grasses about twenty paces off the southern edge of the road. The clearing could hold our caravan with room to spare. The third scout, hand shading his eyes, stared at a stand of trees stretching away from the field’s far southern edge.
“Bior, ride back and let Aerison and Vestmar know we might have something to watch for ahead of us. I’m going ahead, with Thorvid, to look things over for myself.”
“Is that wise, Sire?” Bior asked. “This could be a trap.”
“I am aware and won’t be alone.” I pointed toward the field. “They haven’t raised an alarm, and two companies of warriors will be along shortly. For all we know, it could be a bear or a wild pig.”
My steward pressed his lips together for a moment before nodding. “As you said, my king. Keep yourself safe.”
I nodded toward the lone scout. “Thorvid won’t let me take any risk, right?”
“Yes, m’lord. Your safety is my highest concern.”
Smiling, I glanced back at the caravan. “Go, Bior. We’ll wait at the field unless there is danger.”
“Aye, Sire.”
“Take the lead, Thorvid, and stay to my right. I’ll keep to the northern edge of the path...in case someone emerges from hiding.”
“Of course, m’lord,” Thorvid said, bowing before he turned to lead me to the field.
Riding at a comfortable trot, I watched for any suspicious movement. Nothing caught my eye by the time we reached the other scouts, talking among themselves.
“Anything to report?” I asked, bringing Andale to a halt.
Hallkel cleared his throat. “A few broken branches, not far from the field’s edge, Sire. We rode a short distance into the trees to see what we could find and.” He shrugged. “No tracks in the ground … nothing to follow.”
“So, it’s not an animal. If anything, it’s a stonesyth wiping their tracks as they pass. Keep a sharp eye,” I said. “A lone stonesyth isn’t much of a threat, but we all know how deadly
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