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  Chapter 1


Though my guards secured the area and Crum stood nearby, bow at the ready, Roi and I glanced over our shoulders as we created memorials. I clenched my jaw and wiped sweat away from my eyes. Fear of the raiders returning to finish their attack made it hard to keep my hand steady as I worked. 
Four in total: a husband, two teenaged boys, and a young daughter. Making headstones was the least I could do for the poor woman they’d left behind.
I stood with my arm around the widow as my men lowered her family into the ground. Family farms should be a source of happiness, not used as a graveyard. We wept together as dirt flowed over them, sealing their bodies in the soil. The acrid smell of burnt wood mixed with the stench of dead livestock engraved itself in my memory the same way my finger dug into the stone, writing the family’s names in the cool, dark, Hornblende burial markers.
“Do you have family to go to?” I asked her.
Her head bobbed once.
“My guards will travel with you to keep you safe.”
She pulled me to her, hugging me tightly.
Four farms sacked. Twenty-eight graves in two weeks. This can’t continue. I need the Thanes to return the warriors they ordered back to the capital.
Snapping fingers interrupted my thoughts.

      [image: image-placeholder]I was back in my study, safe inside the gray stone walls and sitting at the table across from my mother.
“Fitzeirick, focus. This is important,” she said, snapping her fingers once more.
I forced my concerns over Satra out of my thoughts and faked interest in the menu for my wedding feast. Every time I expressed my satisfaction, my mother found some little detail she insisted on changing. This time I tapped my foot and crossed my arms when she suggested switching the preserved pears for spiced, minced apples.
“Mother, it’s food. Everyone will be happy to have a free meal.”
She glared at me across the table and the candle in the alcove nearest her flared to life. “You’re the son of Eirick, it’s vital to make the right impression on your guests, especially the royals. They can’t think the man governing Croy’s newest skati is an uncultured commoner.”
I’m only his son because he took you as a mistress.
“I doubt a single member of the Council of Thanes will travel this far east. You and I both know Jarl Eirickson won’t bother to attend,” I argued. “Since Father died, they couldn’t care less about us. They’ll send their least favorite hird, or even a squire, to represent them. I wouldn’t be surprised if they tell the backstabbing schemers to stay awhile and spy on me.”
“Nonsense. Your father made you a skald for a reason. Ruling over this territory is a stepping-stone to greater things. They have to come. Neither the councilmen nor your half-brother would ignore their traditional duties. Now, back to the topic at hand…I have a compromise.”
I could almost taste the sugar in her voice. “What did you have in mind?
“We’ll leave the menu as it is and move forward. The first dance.”
“I don’t dance.”
My mother glanced toward the ceiling, then leaned forward and locked eyes with me. “You must dance with Aesa. You can’t dishonor tradition and I won’t allow you to insult her.”
I shook my head. “I move with the grace of a lame draft horse. Aesa’s the beautiful, graceful half of this couple. All eyes will be on her when she takes the floor. I might as well be invisible.”
“If everyone’s watching her, your clumsiness won’t matter,” she countered, smiling. “This is not open for debate. We have a month, more than enough time to teach you, and you will put an honest effort into the lessons. If I must, I’ll have Roi escort you.”
I tapped my fingers on the table, then pointed at her. “I do not dance.”
She opened her mouth to respond, but jumped at the unexpected knock on the door. “I thought you set aside today to finish planning your wedding,” she said, inking the quill.
I did, but I can’t ignore my duties. Of course, I didn’t dare say that to her.
“We will finish today. I don’t know what your hurry is. There’s no reason to rush. Aesa and I are both young and healthy. I’ll make sure you have grandchildren to dote over. As a matter of fact, I plan to spend a lot of time working on that during our honeymoon.”
The fire in her eyes told me I’d crossed a line.
“Roi knows to not disturb us unless absolutely necessary,” I explained and turned to the door. “Come in.”
Mother sighed.
My mentor stepped into the room. The creases in his forehead made a staircase to his bald scalp. That expression never brings good news.
He bowed. “Modir Sar’sa, I apologize for interrupting. Fitzeirick, the messenger returned with a sealed letter. He said you aren’t going to like it.”
How could they refuse my request for aid again?
I took the parchment, glanced over it, and read the official decision aloud. “As before, this is a regional dispute and not a concern of the Council of Thanes. Request denied.”
My jaw clenched tight as my fist closed, wadding the message. I glared at it, wishing to be a firesyth, just once, so I could burn the Thane’s refusal as it fell to the floor. Instead, I stomped on it and prepared to ground it into dust. “Fitzeirick,” my mother barked.
“What?” I snapped back.
“Calm yourself. The floor’s shaking.”
It took a moment before I noticed the floor was trembling. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to calm myself. “Can you blame me? The Thanes call these raids a regional dispute? The Satra nation sends soldiers into Croy, and the council doesn’t consider it a deliberate act of war? What is wrong with —”
“Let me through! I must see the skald!”
Commotion in the hallway cut off my rant. A shiver ran down my back as Roi stepped out. He returned with a guard following him.
The guard coughed. “Beg pardon Skald Fitzeirick. Another raid from the south. A young man collapsed near the southern post. He’s in bad shape, but managed to tell us about the raid on his family’s farm yesterday evening. Men wearing blue and red, just like the last survivor described. He's the only one that got away. We sent for a herbalist, but it may be too late.”
I looked at my mother and watched the color leave her face as I felt my cheeks grow warm. “The wedding plans can wait,” I stated flatly. “I need to see to my people. Roi, get your sword and meet me at the stable.”
Roi grabbed my shoulder. “Bad idea.”
“Why?”
“Could be a trap. Why’d the raids stop after leaving one witness? Before the widow, nothing was left alive — not even crops went untouched. Now they let another escape. We have to consider the possibility Satran soldiers are lying in wait. If Satra captures or kills you, what happens to your skati? Too risky.”
“I’ll bring the guards from the southern post,” I replied.
“And leave it unmanned?” Roi asked.
I threw up my hands. “I have to do something.”
“I have a suggestion,” Mother offered. “Go to the capital. Plead your case before the Council of Thanes in person.”
“I should do something for the victims.”
“If I may?” the guard said.
I nodded.
“I’ll get three or four men to escort a couple of herbalists to the farm. If we find more survivors, we’ll see to them. If not, we’ll give them a proper burial.”
I clenched my jaw for a second. “Hurry and take a stonesyth with a steady hand. The victims deserve proper headstones.”
The guard hurried out, almost tripping himself.
I turned back to my mother. “You’re right, I have to make the demand to the council myself. The raiders are slaughtering my people. I’ll be back in five days, six at the most. Work with Aesa on the wedding plans. She’ll be the centerpiece of the ceremony, after all. You two plan everything while I make sure I have a skati to be skald of. Roi, find Crum. Get the necessary supplies and meet me at the stable.
He nodded and hurried from the room, closing the door behind him.
Gathering the documents spread across the table, she looked at me and smiled. “I’m proud of you. Travel swift and safe.”
Looking at the floor, I shook my head. “I’m not ready for this.”
Mother cleared her throat. “Your father believed in you.”
My head snapped up. I stared at her for a moment, slack-jawed. “How can you say he believed in me? Father left me on my own after making me a skald. He didn’t even provide an advisor.”
She pulled me into a hug and whispered in my ear, “He wanted you to be your own man. To govern without someone influencing your decisions. He thought it would make you a better leader and prepare you to sit on the Council of Thanes one day. I suspect Eirickson’s hand in the trouble you’re having.”
I stepped back from her. “If he’s behind this, what hope do I have? The Jarl can overrule the council.”
She shook her head. “Why are you asking questions you already know the answer to? Don’t be stone headed. Get the council on your side. Even as Jarl, I doubt Eirickson is bold enough to go against a unanimous decision in your favor.”
“Assuming you’re right, how do I secure their support?”
She smiled. “This is your first appearance before the council in some time, you must make the right impression. Dress like a proper Croian Skald.” She paused and shook her finger at me. “And wear the family sword, not your hammer.”
“I prefer my hammer when I have to fight.”
The rest of the candles around the room burst into flame as she fixed me with a hard stare. For a heartbeat, they were brighter than the sunlight streaming through the windows.
She pursed her lips. “Fitzeirick, think. You’re going to negotiate, not fight. If you go in looking for a fight, Eirickson will use that to turn the council against you. The sword represents your authority, Eirick’s support. Make the right impression on the council and secure your skati. Keep your people safe.”
She’s right, as usual. I looked away from her for a moment, turned back, and nodded.
She grunted and strode out of the room, her short, brown hair bouncing with every step.
I considered what she said and packed my skaldic stole and the ornate sword. Looking at my hammer, I hesitated for a moment before packing it too. Just in case.
Making my way to the stable, I spared a moment to hope my mother calmed down before she got to Aesa’s house. An argument between firesyths could end with burning buildings.
Quickly tacking my horse, I walked it out of the stable and squinted against the bright, midday sun. Crum stood on the other of his horse, his shaggy, brown hair more disheveled than usual.
“Good to see you, my friend,” I called out.
He snorted and walked around his horse. His crumpled clothes looked slept in and I couldn’t miss a chance to tease him. “I think you missed a belt loop or two.”
He stomped over to me, putting us eye to eye. His bloodshot eyes confirmed my suspicion. “I want you to know I planned to sleep in today.” He pointed his thumb over his shoulder. “Instead, this oaf rousted me. He told me about the letter and the attack. You know I hate the capital.”
I heard Roi snicker.
“Sleeping in? It’s nearly midday. More like sleeping it off, I’d guess. If you prefer, I’ll send you to assist my mother and Aesa while they plan the wedding and festivities.”
He shook his head and shivered. “No way I’m getting between those two. Aesa’s the right woman for you, but she scares me and Sar’sa doesn’t care for me at all.”
Roi snorted and I didn’t try to hide my smile.
“Aesa scares you because she’s one of the few women around here immune to your advances, but you’re wrong about my mother. She likes you well enough, but not your cavalier attitude toward growing up.”
He rolled his eyes at me.
“And why do you hate the capital? You’ll find plenty of young ladies you haven’t charmed yet. Who knows? Maybe this trip will reward you with a fiancée of your own.”
Crum sputtered as he walked back to his horse.
I worried Roi might pass out from choking back actual laughter.
After buckling my pack behind the saddle, I pulled a little strength from the ground to help me get mounted and shifted around until the saddle felt comfortable. I need to ride more often.
“Can we please get this trip underway?” Crum asked, settling into his saddle. “Where are we going to sleep tonight?”
Roi caught his breath and mounted his horse. “As long as we keep a good pace, we’ll cross the river before needing to find someone to put us up for the night.”
“Should I send a messenger ahead?” I asked.
Roi shook his head. “No messenger would arrive ahead of us.”
“Lead the way,” I said, and we spurred our horses into a comfortable trot.
He led us west through the small market square not far from my hall. Most of the merchants were busy, but a few noticed me and waved or bobbed their heads.
I smiled and waved back.
The guards at the western post snapped to attention as we passed.
We stuck to the well-worn path used by farmers and woodsmen to deliver their goods to the market in town. Smaller trails snaked away toward houses, farms, and shops. Except for a few farmers working their fields, we were the only people around. I breathed slowly and let some tension leave my shoulders.
“How will Eirickson react to your request to address the Thanes?” Crum asked.
I stared at him for a moment. Mother has a point; he needs to grow up and pay attention. “All Croian Skalds have the right to speak before the council and make requests. I expect him to allow me to present the facts. The Satran army is invading our country through my Skati.”
Roi shook his head. “With all due respect, I don’t think that’s what he’s asking.”
“I know,” I grumbled.
“How about this,” Crum started, “when did you last speak with the Jarl?”
“At our father’s funeral.”
He gave a long whistle. “You didn’t attend Brunor Jani’s funeral?”
I looked at him. “I wasn’t invited.”
He nodded. “I’d heard only the Thanes attended the burial. Rumor has it Eirickson commanded her death. Some say he killed her himself.”
Who starts such ridiculous rumors? “Please don’t tell me you believe such nonsense. My half-brother and I may not see eye-to-eye, but it’s not right for people to talk about our Jarl like that. Eirickson’s got a cruel streak and a cold heart, but involvement in his own mother’s death would be a new low. Crum, in the future, I want to know about rumors like that.”
“Yes, my skald,” he said, in a mocking tone, bowing in his saddle.
I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Roi, remind me why I told you to get Crum? I’m having trouble remembering why he’s here.”
“I didn’t want to come in the first place,” Crum argued.
Roi shook his head for a moment. “I’m sure it had something to do with his ability to get out of bad situations almost as easy as he gets into them.”
“Ah, yes,” I responded. “You are the voice of reason, Roi. Thanks for reminding me of the many benefits of having Crum in my company. He serves a purpose other than entertainment.”
“Entertainment? Have you forgotten who all but saved your life when you fought Olver?” Crum asked.
“That would be Roi. Olver bested both of us.”
“Fine, but I kept you from getting hurt when you decided it’d be a good idea to break a wild horse.”
“Yes, you did. I fell on you when he bucked me off and then I had to carry you home with a broken leg,” I drawled.
“Only because you wouldn’t let me syth a brace.”
“We were in the middle of a field with no wood in sight.”
“Well…I guess you have a point, but who introduced you to your fiancée?” Crum demanded, his tone haughty and playful.
Roi barked out a laugh.
I grinned. “Thanks to one of your misguided attempts at romance.”
Roi joined in. “And what a memorable meeting it was. She ran into you, knocked you out. She thought she’d killed you. Poor girl was white as fresh cotton, scared she’d end up imprisoned or worse. You woke and it was love at first sight. Ah, good times! Crum, it might be a good idea to quit while you are behind and save some face for once.”
Crum snorted. “When you put it that way, why do you keep me around?”
“You and Roi will always have my back. The royal court is full of schemers and I know I can trust you two.”
Crum grinned. “I do my best to keep the women from distracting you. It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it.”
Roi groaned. “I’m sure Fitzeirick appreciates your hard work.”
“The job is its own reward,” he replied.
“At least I have Roi for a moral compass,” I commented.
“A quality of all great men,” Roi said.
“Great man,” Crum scoffed.
“Of course, great men are never appreciated until they are gone,” Roi replied.
As the friendly jabs continued, I suspected they were purposely trying to get my mind off the ugly business driving me to the capitol. Of course, Crum never takes anything too serious. That thought brought a smile to my face and I decided to let myself relax and try to enjoy the journey. 
Our shadows grew long before I sent Crum ahead to find somewhere to rest. As he rode out of sight, Roi muttered, “I don’t want to ride in the dark hoping to find Crum when he comes back.”
“I agree. Let’s pick up our pace a little, if nothing else to shorten his ride back.”
We urged our horses to speed up and soon caught sight of Crum galloping toward us on a different horse.
“I found a farm not far from here. They made me take their horse so mine could rest. When the farmer heard you needed board, he insisted you spend the night in his bed. They’re preparing a feast for you. I tried to talk them out of it. They wouldn’t listen.”
I sighed. “That isn’t what I wanted. A warm, dry place to lay our heads after a modest meal would have been fine.”
“I tried to convince them,” Crum assured me. “I even insisted you’d slept in hay barns before, but that didn’t matter to them.”
Why must my title be such a burden? All I need is a simple meal and warm, safe place for the night. I shook my head and sighed heavily. “Fine, lead the way. What’s the farmer’s name? Maybe I can talk him into not giving up his own bed for the night.”
“Arnfred. But I don’t think you’re going to change his mind.”






  
  Chapter 2


We pushed the horses to a faster pace and soon arrived at a modest farmhouse. Two young women stood waiting by the gate. They waved and called out, “Crum’s back, Skald Fitzeirick’s with him.” 
I shot a sideways glance at Crum as the horses slowed.
“Oh,” he said, through a delighted smile. “Did I forget to mention Arnfred and Juliana have twin daughters? I’d like you to meet Tona and Maren.” 
I tried to tell them apart. Same long, thin, sandy blonde hair, light-brown eyes, and crooked grin. Even their simple, tan, cotton dresses matched. Can’t be older than sixteen.
The girls curtsied when I dismounted.
“That’s not necessary,” I told them with a smile.
“Of course, it is,” a weathered man said, walking toward us. “It’s rare to see any nobles out this way, much less our skald.” He bowed his head as he finished.
Roi dismounted and we unlashed our packs.
“My son will take care of your belongings. Tona, Maren, take Skald Fitzeirick and his men to the table.” He looked back over this shoulder and yelled, “Thile, see to the horses and get their packs to the house.”
The sisters took Crum’s hands and led him down a well-worn path.
Roi followed, shaking his head and muttering, “I should have known. Of course, he’d find twins.” I knew him well enough to hear the exasperation in his voice. 
I paused, wanting to say something to our host in private.
A young man, Thile, most likely, with a sparse beard ran past Crum and the twins. He stood taller than the girls, was broader across the shoulders, and his forearms carried the thick muscle of a laborer. His plain, cotton shirt had several patches and his leather pants showed wear.
I offered Arnfred my hand. “This is all unnecessary. My friends and I only need a meal and a warm, dry place to sleep. Giving up your bed is too much. I didn’t come here to be a burden.”
Arnfred shook my hand and looked me in the eye. “I’ve heard of your modesty, but it wouldn’t do for my house to spare anything for you. My wife, Juliana, raised a longer table out back to make sure we had room. I’d feel ashamed to give you less than our best.”
I nodded. “We appreciate your generosity. It is my honor to eat with your family.”
Arnfred walked with a slight limp as he led me behind his home. His dark, wrinkled skin told a story of many years working in the sun. Light-brown hair showed more than its fair share of gray. His clothes, like Thile’s, looked worn, but cared for.
As we passed the house, he bowed again and waved me toward a stone table ringed with wooden chairs. Not far away a yearling cow hung over an open fire pit. The smell of roasting meat drifted across the yard, making my mouth water.
As I expected, Crum stayed near the twins trying to entertain them. An older woman, Juliana I assumed, kept a wary eye on him while chopping vegetables.
If I tried to work like that without watching the knife, I’d take off all my fingers. 
She looked weathered, like her husband, but worked with confidence as she tended the meal.
Roi stood off to one side, watching for trouble…keeping an eye on Crum.
Crum saw me and stood before proclaiming, “Citizens of Croy, I present Skald Fitzeirick,” then bowed with a flourish.
The twins copied him while Juliana curtsied. Arnfred and Thile dropped to one knee and bowed their heads. My cheeks warmed. “I appreciate your hospitality, but please, no more formality. Let us eat as friends.”
Arnfred rose. “Skald Fitzeirick, we’re not friends. You’re the leader of this skati, ruler of the territory. You honor my family; please accept our respect. You’ve already met my son and daughters. This is my wife, Juliana.”
The woman stood from her curtsy and walked toward me. When she got within arm’s reach, she held out her hand and looked at the ground. Her long, blonde and gray hair spilled forward covering her face.
I took her hand. “Lady Juliana, thank you for the meal. I see where your daughters get their beauty.”
As I released her hand, she murmured, “Thank you, skald,” and returned to cooking.
“Smells like everything will be ready soon,” Arnfred said. “Please take the head of the table.”
I decided against arguing and sat. Crum and Roi took their places to my left and right. The family sat a respectful distance from us. “This is your house and your food, please sit with us,” I urged them.
The twins moved first, jostling for position next to Crum. Their father cleared his throat and one of them gave up, opting to sit across the table from my best friend, next to Roi. Arnfred took the seat opposite mine and his son sat to his left, leaving the seat to the right for Juliana.
“Girls, perhaps we’d eat a little sooner if you two helped your mother,” Arnfred suggested. They both apologized and left to help with the final preparations.
I looked at my companions. “How about you two help with the heavy lifting?”
They nodded and offered their assistance.
“My wife’s a strong stonesyth, heavy lifting’s not an issue,” Arnfred said, with a thin smile.
“My friends should help. You are putting us up for the night,” I replied.
The farmer nodded and watched Crum ‘working’ near the twins.
I hope he doesn’t cause trouble.
After a short silence, Thile spoke, “Skald, Crum said you’re going to ask the Council for troops to defend our borders. Do you think they’ll send the help you need?”
His father shot him a look, but I waved, letting him know I didn’t mind the question.
“Matters of the court can get complicated, often more than they should be. Without realizing it, the guards at the passage between Croy and Varia also deterred Satran attacks. For some reason, the Council of Thanes moved those forces elsewhere. I expected them to return the warriors as soon as they received word of the first incursion, but they didn’t. After the most recent attacks, refusal is no longer acceptable.”
Arnfred looked confused. “What’s complicated about this? Croian people are in danger.”
I nodded and tried to not sound frustrated. “I agree. They refuse to send the aid we need. Jarl Eirickson doesn’t care for me which, I’m sure, isn’t helping. It’s a family matter.”
“A family matter?” Juliana echoed, as she placed a platter of meat in the middle of the table.
I smiled at her and shook my head. “Let’s not dwell on the shortcomings of my half-brother. Please, Arnfred, tell me about yourself and your family.”
Everyone filled their plates. “Not much to tell. We’ve farmed for generations. My ancestors worked land around the capital before settling here. I took over part of the land after Juliana and I married. I’m not afraid of hard work, but my sything is weak. I can make straight lines in a field easy enough, move the dirt back over seed, and not much more. Juliana’s the strong one.”
She took his hand. “I do the hard, messy work, but the girls keep this place going. Tona and Maren, talented woodsyths on their own, are artists when they work together. Truth is our home would fall to the ground, if not for my daughters’ attentions. Not to overlook the way they have with the crops and trees; this farm will never be as productive when they leave to start their own families.”
The twins blushed.
“My wife tells the truth,” Arnfred said, “but we can’t overlook Thile’s efforts. He can stonesyth a little. Has a nose for ore to be honest, and enough talent to increase his stamina. His strength is firesything. Taught himself how to heat the ore he finds and work it into tools. He made these plates along with the knives, forks, and spoons. I think he has a future as a blacksmith, if I could find a mentor.”
Roi swallowed a forkful of beef and spoke up. “I know a couple of smith shops, about a full day’s ride away, which could use a talented apprentice. He’d be gone from home for years, though. Are you and Juliana willing to let him go?”
Arnfred glanced at his son before looking his wife in the eyes. “We haven’t talked about it.”
I looked over the utensils, admiring the care put into making them. The boy had plenty of raw talent. “You need not decide right now, discuss it after we leave. If possible, we’ll stop by on our way back and see if he’s ready to take that step. If not, the offer still stands. When he’s ready, send him to my hall. I will see he gets trained by the best in the skati,” I promised, spearing a small potato.
Thile looked at me, his eyes opened wide. “Thank —” He coughed. “Thank you, skald. That’s more than I could ever ask from you.”
“Nonsense. I see the care you put into your work. You have potential, having a great mentor guiding you would make you even better.” I took a bite and Roi smiled at me.
Arnfred moved to hold his wife as a tear welled in her eye.
“I am sorry if I misspoke. I meant no harm offering my aid,” I said, trying to comfort our host.
Juliana looked at me, eyes shining. “Oh no, skald, you did nothing wrong…these are tears of joy. I never thought my son could gain such an honor. I feared his talent would go to waste here as we have little need for metalsmiths beyond simple tools and the like.”
The twins smiled wide and spoke in unison. “And what of us?”
I saw Crum’s jaw move as he prepared to say something. Everyone jumped when I clapped my hand on his shoulder. I stared at him and shook my head.
Roi snorted and took a bite of food.
What can I say to keep this from becoming uncomfortable?
I glanced from one sister to the other several times. “From what your father said earlier, you two are invaluable here. Your efforts help the whole family prosper. I have no doubt you will both, in due time, find yourselves in love and starting your own families.” Unsure what to say next, I looked to Roi for help.
He shook his head slightly.
Fine time to not have any words of wisdom.
Tona and Maren whimpered before rushing into the house. Juliana’s face went pale before she hurried after them.
Thile snickered as Arnfred sat slack-jawed.
I pressed my lips together tightly to steady my trembling chin. Way to show this family how much I appreciate their hospitality.
As I turned away from our host, Crum shoved my hand off his shoulder. “I wanted to say places like cities are bad for woodsyths like your daughters. Cities damage to the spirit of strong woodsyths. The stone and commotion dulls our connection to the materials we manipulate. Ask any woodsyth or herbalist who lives in a city, they’ll tell you about the time and energy spent tending their gardens and green spaces, the strain they feel fighting against the rigid stone construction surrounding them. Arnfred, your daughters are special. Make sure they don’t leave the farms and the forests. They will never enjoy the kind of life they have here in a city.”
My slack-jawed expression mirrored our host’s. This can’t be Crum; he never talks like that. Who is this insightful man and what has he done with my friend?
Roi cocked his head and looked at Crum. “My friend, that’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard you say. I had no idea you were even capable —”
“I have many secrets,” Crum replied, scowling, before sticking his tongue out at Roi.
I covered my face with my hands and closed my eyes, wanting to escape this uncomfortable situation. Trying to calm myself, I listened to the sounds accompanying the dimming daylight to clear my head. Did Arnfred and Juliana always have the fate of their children on their minds? It wasn’t a topic my mother and I discussed over our meals. At least not until my father summoned me to the capital and burdened me with the title of skald. 
Someone touched my arm and I flinched.
Roi whispered in my ear, “Juliana and her daughters have returned.”
Uncovering my face, I blinked and held my breath for a moment, hoping to avoid further embarrassment.
Now, small lard candles lit table. The girls stood on either side of their father, with Juliana behind him. Again, Tona and Maren spoke together, “Skald Fitzeirick, Sir Crum, Sir Roi please accept our apology. We misunderstood you. We should not have taken offense and made such a spectacle.”
I nodded and slowly released my breath. “I believe we’re both guilty of misunderstanding. Please sit, I have a couple of things to say.”
I paused, letting everyone get comfortable again.
“I’ve never counseled young men and women on what their future may hold. I make proclamations to large crowds, pass judgments, and declare punishments. Thile, if you and your family decide your talents lead you to work as a smith, Roi will put you in touch with the right people. Tona and Maren, I’m not sure living in a city is best for you. Considering your talents, Crum could offer better insight as to how it would affect you than I can. If you do find yourself moving that direction, I’ll offer whatever help I can give. Now, let’s finish this meal before it cools much more.”
“No problem,” Thile said, confidence clear in his voice. “Everyone step back.”
Thile stood and glanced toward the still smoldering fire pit before looking over the food. Sparks streaked across his eyes. The fire flared and the air between the pit and table shimmered before visible waves of heat moved past him. 
Watching him move heat through the air fascinated me so much I almost missed a slight tremor rippling through the ground.
Roi nodded when I glanced at him. I didn’t imagine it. The farm boy pulled stamina from the ground while directing heat. I’d never seen such a thing.
He continued until the smell of hot food filled my nose, then closed his eyes and dropped his hands to his sides. The shimmer disappeared from the air. He took a deep breath and stretched his arms toward the sky as he exhaled and opened his eyes again.
“Be careful around the plates, they’re hot,” Thile warned. “I kept the heat from everything else. Mother, a pitcher of water. Please.”
Juliana anticipated his request and had a jug ready. Thile quenched his thirst while we sat and resumed eating.
“Excuse my lack of manners, moving so much heat always leaves my throat dry. I will sleep well tonight,” he commented, while placing the pitcher on the table and taking his seat.
I stared at Thile with new respect. What could he do with better training? Mother never did anything like that. My knife and fork were cool to the touch, but the plate gave off heat. I had more to learn about the abilities of strong firesyths.
After a drink, Arnfred asked, “Skald, we know of your engagement, but what about your companions. Roi. Crum. Do you have families?”
Roi closed his eyes, bowed his head for a moment, and drew a breath. Crum spoke first. “I must admit I’m envious of those with strong families, like you Arnfred. I did not grow up with such ties. I’m the youngest of three, born after my brother and sister left home to make their way in the world. Their house empty, my father and mother moved to the new eastern lands to live out the rest of their days. Then I came along; seemed mother’s youthful vitality teas worked better than she thought. My father shunned me for being a new mouth to feed. Mother loved me, but ours was a broken house and I knew it would be best for me to strike out on my own, as soon as I could.”
I’d heard that story so many times, it shouldn’t affect me except I knew he wasn’t exaggerating…every word was true. It made me appreciate my mother’s love and guidance.
“That’s…that is so sad,” the twin sitting near Crum said.
“Do you…plan…to start a family?” the other girl asked.
Crum looked her in the eyes. “Maren, I may never be ready to marry. I don’t know if I can provide the kind of life a proper woman deserves.”
How does he tell them apart?
His answer seemed to upset her. I felt a growing concern our stay tonight would cause trouble.
Roi took a long drink and cleared his throat. “I could regale you with long and exciting tales of traveling with my father and mother. A story of hunting beasts for food and men for bounty, but that’s not the man who sits before you.
“Jarl Eirick hired my parents to watch over a Varian woman living in the far eastern territory. This worked well for me because I had turned eighteen; I was ready to marry and start a family of my own. Little did I know I’d be a widower at twenty and helping my parents again after Fitzeirick was born. To be honest, it saved my life. Mentoring him helped me deal with the death of my wife and daughter. Once Crum started hanging around, keeping my charge out of trouble became more challenging.”
It was always funny to hear Roi talk about me as a child. My earliest memory of him was the day we tested my talent. I was five or six.
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“Each one has a treat,” Roi said, “all you have to do is get it.”
I walked directly to the stone and put my hand on it, like Roi taught me. Familiar, tingling energy in the stone flowed to my hand as I pushed my talent into it. I found a hollow and tore the rock open. It had sweetbread inside.
“Well done, stonesyth,” one man said, smiling.
I devoured the small treat. “Is that all?”
He swept his hand toward the others. “Go see them.”
Passing the fire, I smelled cooking meat.
“You must put the fire out,” the man, nearest the fire said.
I stared at the flames for a moment, took a deep breath, and tried to blow them out.
He chuckled. “Good try, but you must use your talent.”
I looked at him before reaching toward the flames. Heat washed over my hand, but I couldn’t feel energy like I did in the stone. “I can’t.”
“You’re not a firesyth. Try wood,” he said.
When I reached for the block, the last man said, “Open it, with your talent, and enjoy what you find.”
The wood had an interesting texture, not rough, but not smooth either. I tried to find energy in it, like with the stone, but felt nothing.
“Nothing?” he asked.
I shook my head.
“You’re not a woodsyth.”
At the time, I felt like a failure, but Roi helped me understand that was just how life worked.

      [image: image-placeholder]Someone nudged my shoulder.
“Juliana asked you a question,” Crum said, tilting his head her direction.
I looked at her. “I’m sorry, I got lost in thought. What do you want to know?”
“I asked if Roi was your step-father.”
“No,” I replied. “My mother never married. He’s my mentor and trusted advisor.”
No one noticed Thile sleeping, until he started snoring.
I smiled. “I suppose that’s a good sign it is time to get some sleep ourselves. I’d like to get an early start.”
Arnfred nodded. “Juliana, get Thile to his bed. Daughters, take care of the rest of this food. Save what you can, feed the rest to the hogs. Then off to bed.”
“Where are Roi and I sleeping?” Crum asked.
“I’m not picky,” Roi said.
Arnfred looked sideways at him. “Tona and Maren can share a room for the night.” 
“Nonsense,” I said. “I will not trouble your family any more than I must. Crum will share your bed with me or get his bedroll and sleep on the floor. Roi, I prefer you take up a post outside the girl’s rooms.”
Crum groaned before heading toward the stable. We waited for him to return, then followed Arnfred to the room where he and his wife slept.
“Did your daughters build the bed?” I asked.
He beamed. “Yes, they spent weeks gathering the right pieces. We replaced the straw earlier this season. I hope you find it to your liking.”
“It looks to be almost as nice as my own, and a far sight better than I expected to sleep on. You have my gratitude. Could you please show Roi to a sturdy chair?”
The farmer shook his head. “I can’t believe you wish him to sleep in such an uncomfortable position.”
“I’ve slept in far worse, believe me. I don’t mind and it gives me a chance to practice sleeping through court meetings,” Roi said, a glimmer in his eye.
I chuckled. “Off to your post, my friend. Sleep well and keep the twins safe.”
Roi closed the door behind him.
“You wound me with your lack of trust. Do you think I would move on those girls?” Crum asked.
“Sit,” I said, pointing to the bed. “I trust you with my life. I know you’re honorable, despite your never-ending pursuit of women. I did this to put our hosts at ease. This sleeping arrangement avoids unnecessary suspicion and uncomfortable accusations.”
“I guess that’s why you’re a skald and I’m only associated with your court. You are far wiser than I. Sleep well.”
“Sleep well, my brother,” I replied.
I forgot something about Crum before creating the sleeping arrangements. He snored, like heavy cloth getting ripped in two. After a while, the rhythmic noise lulled me to sleep.






  
  Chapter 3


I felt well rested when a knock on the door woke me. “Who’s there?” I called out. 
Crum didn’t move.
Roi stepped into the room carrying our saddlebags. “Juliana’s cooking breakfast, enough food to hold us to our next stop.”
“These people are generous beyond measure. Such a pleasant change from the court life. I’ll be right down.”
Crum stayed asleep as I dressed.
Passing Roi, I grinned. “Please bring Crum to the table.”
Roi smiled. “He’ll join you soon.”
While taking my seat, I heard Crum shout, “Where — what? Hey, I didn’t —  you oaf, put me down.”
“No. Skald Fitzeirick ordered me to bring you to the table.” 
Roi carried him over his shoulder like a sack of grain. I didn’t often notice how much bigger Roi was than Crum, but this sight gave a stark reminder. Roi stood head and shoulders above him. And I’m about the same size as Crum; Roi could carry me much the same way.
Crum continued yelling. “I’m not a child. Put me down now. If you don’t, so help me —”
“You’ll do what? You and Fitzeirick together can’t best me,” Roi teased, dropping him.
He landed hard on the floor. “Ow! You dolt, we have to ride all day today.”
“And again tomorrow I expect,” Roi added.
Juliana cleared her throat. “You two better behave yourselves. You may be grown men and guests, but I’ll bring you both to heel, if need be.”
Roi looked down.
Drooping his shoulders, Crum looked away and clasp his hands together behind him.
“Yes, mum,” they answered in unison.
I couldn’t help but chuckle.
Thile shuffled in at the end of the commotion and yawned. “Good morn all. Sorry for falling asleep at the table last night.”
“Think nothing of it,” I assured him, waving it off. “What you did…I saw it and still have trouble believing it happened.”
Arnfred and the twins walked in. “We have some old saddlebags in the stable. We’ll load them when you’re ready to go.”
“How can I repay your generosity? Gratitude doesn’t seem like enough. Your family went beyond anything we expected,” I told him sincerely.
“I suppose I could ask much. You insisted we met as friends. Would you take us in and feed us if we’re ever near your hall? That’s something a friend would do,” Arnfred said.
“Of course. I’d be happy to put you and your family up for as long as you needed.”
“Then we’re even,” Juliana said, placing food on the table.
“Agreed,” I said. 
One of the twins put a plate in front of me and the other loaded it with apple slices and strips of pork.
“Where will you sleep tonight?” Juliana asked.
I swallowed and opened my mouth to answer.
Roi tapped his foot against mine and gave a quick shake of his head.
Furrowing my brow, I looked at him.
“Although we haven’t seen any Satran activity this far north,” Roi began, “it’s best if we keep our travel plans secret.”
I relaxed and nodded.  
“In any case, I hope you travel swift and safe. I’ve heard some places between here and the capital can be dangerous,” Arnfred warned.
“I often talk my way out of trouble and, if my social graces fail, we have Roi. Brute force should triumph where good sense falls short,” Crum said, chuckling.
Roi grunted in response and kept eating.
“Thank you, again, for your hospitality. I don’t want to appear eager to leave, but it’s important we get going. We have a long ride ahead of us.”
“I understand,” Arnfred said. “Thile, ready their horses.”
Once we finished the meal, the rest of the family rose from the table with us. The twins stood last and bracketed Crum, shuffling their feet as he walked to his horse.
“Will you be back this way?” one of them asked.
“I hope so,” he answered, while securing his bags and bedroll.
Roi and I strapped down our belongings and double-checked the bags. Thile had done a good job securing them.
We mounted up and I thanked the family once more.
They bid us good journey before we rode away.
Neither of my companions seemed eager to start the friendly banter we enjoyed yesterday. I used the silence to think about how best to sway the council. I had to find a way to show the seriousness of the situation while not appearing weak. The plight of my people should be enough, but none of the Thanes have visited my skati in so long. Maybe they’ve forgotten what we provide to the rest of the country.
While mulling over those thoughts, I remembered something Crum said before we left. “Why’d you give hope to those young women? I wouldn’t mind visiting Arnfred and his family again, but we may not have the luxury on the trip back. I hope we’ll be leading a warrior procession.”
He shrugged. “What harm did it do? I would like to visit the family again. I’ve kept far worse company. Maybe this is a sign I’m maturing?”
“Anything’s possible, Crum. You're always good for a surprise,” Roi quipped.
“It’s to my advantage to keep people guessing,” Crum replied. “Speaking of which, are we really planning to ride to Skald Nikulas’s hold today?”
“If possible,” I said. “I’d hoped to get his opinion on a few things before facing the council.”
“And how far to the inn Roi told us about?” Crum asked.
“It’s a stone’s throw from the entrance to the Scar,” Roi said. “Why do you care?”
Crum pointed ahead of us. “Because those clouds are looking pretty ugly.”
As he spoke, a cold wind hit us head on. My eyes followed his finger to a boiling mass of dark clouds rising over the swaying treetops. “He has a point. Let’s get into the forest before that storm rolls over us. The trade path is well worn, but a hard-enough rain could still cause problems.”
We pushed our horses to a near gallop. Large drops of rain fell as we reached the shelter of tall trees. The storm strengthened as we slowed to avoid exhausting our mounts, so early in the day. Soon the hammering downpour made it hard to hear each other, so we rode in silence until the path exited the line of trees.
The horses stopped when the blinding rain blew straight into our faces. I cursed myself for leaving in such a rush. I hadn’t thought about getting caught in a storm. Sleeping on the wet ground was not my idea of a good time.
“You think we should wait this out?” I yelled.
“Not sure!” Roi replied, at the top of his voice. “Rain’s too thick! Can’t see the sky! Too loud to hear if any animals are leaving the area!”
“Can we at least ride back to get out of the spray?” Crum shouted, pointing into the forest.
We moved far enough to be out of the wind-driven water and dismounted.
“Crum, can you work some of the smaller trees into a passable shelter? Roi, gather firewood so we can at least stay warm. I’ll tend the horses.”
Crum stepped into the woods.
Roi rummaged through his pack to find his hand ax.
I gathered everyone’s reins and followed Crum.
Roi fell behind as he stopped to gather dry limbs along the way. I sythed a few cairns to mark the path, in case he lost sight of us.
Crum found a stand of young trees and formed them into a solid wall against the wind with an effective roof over our heads in short order. About ten paces away, he worked more trees into a makeshift corral. Searching his saddlebags, he found his bow drill and went to work on a slab of wood pulled from an older tree. Smoke rose as Roi found us.
“Perfect timing,” I said.
“Glad you marked the path. Tracking you in the rain while carrying a load of firewood is not my idea of fun,” Roi said, dropping the wood. “Crum, I’ll work the drill while you syth some of these limbs into kindling.”
He nodded and they switched places. Once the smoke gave way to flame, Crum tossed small pieces of wood to Roi. We soon had our source of warmth.
Crum put his bow drill away and pulled out the parts of his flatbow and his quiver of arrows. He sythed the bow together and strung it with practiced ease.
“Hunting in this weather?” I asked.
He shook his head before nocking an arrow. “It’s loud enough for someone or something to sneak up on us. Better safe than sorry.”
“Roi,” I said, “you lived around here, anything we should be wary of?”
“Saw signs of wild pigs while gathering wood, a sounder could do some damage.”
“Predators in the area?”
“A few. Bears, but they aren’t going to sneak up on us and we could handle one bear easy enough. Weather could drive a few mountain lions into the forest. One would have to be desperate to attack us, though. Still, I trust Crum’s self-preservation instincts.”
“I’ll get my hammer. Want your sword, Roi?”
He shook his head. “Anything that shows up I should be able to handle with the ax.”
“Suit yourself,” I said. “Despite the storm, I’m enjoying the journey. It’s nice to be out here with good traveling companions.”
Crum flicked a clump of mud off his boot. “I could be in a nice, dry tavern, spending time with an admirer. Instead, I’m good travel company.” He pointed at me. “I wouldn’t do this for any other friend. Anyone else would have to pay.”
“If I’m not mistaken, we’re your only friends,” Roi replied, smirking.
A loud snap interrupted the conversation. We looked for the source, but the constant roar of pouring rain made it hard to hear.
My heart pounded in my chest.
Cracking and snapping came from all around us. After a strong gust, a large branch crashed to the ground near our shelter. 
Roi rubbed the back of his neck. “That was close.”
Crum chuckled. “No kidding. I almost shot it. I hate to waste arrows.”
Something stirred nearby. We all jumped, looking for the source of the new sound. The horses nickered and neighed as underbrush snapped. Something big was moving toward us, fast.
Crum drew his bow and Roi stood, ready for something to happen.
I gripped my hammer so tight my fingers tingled. 
Several deer charged through the trees, running between the corral and our shelter. The horses crowded against the far side of the makeshift pen, kicking and nipping at each other.
Roi approached the corral, speaking trying to calm the horses.
“Be careful,” Crum said.
“As bad as an injured horse would be, we can’t treat you if you get hurt,” I added.
“Relax,” he replied, “I know what I’m doing.”
A brown blur pounced toward my horse.
The horse reared and bucked, spoiling the attack.
Roi jumped back. Crum let fly an arrow as soon as the mountain lion hit the ground.
It yowled and backed away.
His bowstring strummed two more times and the cat collapsed before it could get out of the corral.
Roi moved to put himself between the horses and the downed predator.
The injured cat swiped at him.
I focused on the area underneath the thrashing mountain lion and poured my will into the ground. A jagged hole opened. The animal fell to the bottom with a quiet thud, yowling when it hit. Reversing my efforts forced the crack closed. I felt the dying beast struggling against the dirt, but it didn’t take long for it to stop moving.
“Took you long enough to do something,” Roi called out, while trying to calm the horses.
“You know I have trouble working with loose ground.”
“But I can’t syth and keep the horses safe too,” Roi replied.
“How am I supposed to get my arrows back?” Crum grumbled. “It takes time and effort to make those. I’ll need one of you to make arrowheads for me.”
“You let me know when you have shafts ready and I’ll syth them out of whatever stone you want,” I replied.
“Obsidian. I want Obsidian.”
“Since you two have settled that,” Roi drawled. “Try to be quiet. We’ve almost been crushed by a branch and fought off a mountain lion. Best be ready for what’s next.”
Crum nodded. “Any chance we’re sitting in a dry stream bed?”
Roi nodded. “It’s possible…why?”
He pointed into the forest. “Looks like the water’s rising faster than I’d expect over there.”
I turned and saw a small flow heading our way. “How far to the inn?”
“At a brisk pace, on a clear day, we could make it well before nightfall. Traveling in this weather, we’ll be riding in the dark,” Roi said.
“Guess I’ll start looking for someplace to syth another quick shelter,” Crum said.
“No,” I said. “If we’re going to move, I say we press on. It’s no more dangerous to ride in the dark than to risk staying in the woods. And don’t forget why we’re making this trip. The lives of my people depend on me getting the warriors we need. As helpful as a visit with Nikulas may be, time is not on our side. We’re staying at the inn.”
“The mission is the most important thing,” Roi agreed, moving dirt over the fire.
“I hope this inn has warm beds,” Crum remarked, sything a section of the corral open to lead the horses out.
After putting my hammer away, I looked over my horse again to make sure Roi hadn’t missed a serious injury. We mounted up and headed back to the trade path, into the wrath of the storm.
The closer we came to the edge of the forest, the harder the wind blew against us. The raindrops felt like small pebbles hitting our faces. We leaned forward, bracing against our horse’s necks to avoid the stinging raindrops. The non-stop, howling wind made it impossible to hear each other. We rode nose to tail to keep from getting separated.
It seemed like forever before the rainfall tapered off. The wind kept blowing. It cut through our soaked clothes, biting to the bone.
“Roi,” Crum called, through chattering teeth. “How much farther?”
Roi shivered as he looked around. “It’s too dark. Can’t tell where the mountains stand on the horizon with the cloud cover.”
“Wait, we could ride right past this place?” Crum asked.
Roi shook his head. “I doubt we’ll miss The Trader’s Cup. It hosts a rowdy clientele, at least until the owner decides to go to bed. When Geri turns in for the night, everyone quiets down or leaves.”
“Does he keep a regular bedtime?” I asked. “We may want to pick up our pace to avoid rousting him so we can get rooms.”
“Best suggestion I’ve heard since we left the forest,” Crum said and put his heels to his horse.
Roi and I followed his example.
We pushed the horses, and ourselves, to near-exhaustion before we noticed a light in the distance. As we got closer, we found people riding toward us.
“What’s going on?” Roi asked an approaching man.
“Geri’s gone to bed.”
“No, he has not,” Crum yelled and took off at a full gallop.
“Crum, stop!” Roi shouted and gave chase.
I shrugged at the confused man and set off after my companions.
Roi caught up to Crum, grabbed his reins, and stopped his horse.
Crum drew back his fist. Roi pushed him out of the saddle. He hit the ground with a thud, scrambled to his feet, and ran toward The Trader’s Cup. Roi made a quick motion with his hand, raising a small amount of ground in Crum’s path.
Crum tripped and fell, face first. Before he could get back up, Roi dismounted.
Mud slithered around Crum’s legs, holding him down. “Let me go! I’m going to get us a room! I won’t sleep on wet ground!”
“Crum, if you go beating on the door, Geri will get up, open the door, kill you, and go right back to bed,” Roi replied.
“Kill me and go back to bed? What kind of place is this?” Crum demanded.
“Yes, Roi, I’d like to know too,” I said.
“Someplace I can get us a room.”
“But you said he’d kill Crum for beating on the door.”
“Geri doesn’t know Crum. Stay back and give me a moment.”
As Roi walked away, I got off my horse, gathered up the other two, and pushed the mud off Crum. “Let’s stay close,” I suggested.
I felt Roi gather some strength before stepping on the porch. He banged on the door several times in a strange rhythm.
“I’m in bed,” a gruff voice responded. “We’re closed until morn.”
“This is Roi, son of Rorec. I need beds for myself and two friends.”
“If I get out of this bed, it’ll be to cut out your tongue for lying. The man you claim to be hasn’t been here in years. Go away!”
“My father saved your life, Geri. Is this how you treat his son when he asks for a room? You’d leave him outside, wet and cold?”
I heard someone stomping across the floor and feared for Roi’s life. “You might want to get ready to fight,” I whispered to Crum.
The gruff voice yelled from behind the door. “Final warning! If I open this door and you're not the man you say, you’ll die where you stand!”
“Open it and find out!” Roi bellowed back.
My oldest friend didn’t flinch when the door swung open.
A barrel-chested, grizzled, old man thrust a leaf-bladed sword straight at Roi’s throat before looking him up and down. He lowered the blade. “You’ve grown, son of Rorec. I meant to put it between your eyes.”
“Perhaps your age is catching up with you, Geri,” Roi said, offering his hand. “It hasn’t been that long.”
They both laughed.
“Come in, friends of Roi,” Geri called.
“Which way to the barn?” I asked.
“Einns,” the innkeeper bellowed. “Drop the broom and get these horses to the barn. Bring their bags and set them by the fireplace.”
A young boy ran past us and snatched the reins from my hands. I worried the horses would have trouble keeping up with him.
Geri led us to the table nearest the fireplace. The day’s fire had burned down to glowing embers. He placed two logs on top of the coals and made a quick lifting motion. The fire flared bright enough to hurt my eyes.
“That’ll get you warm and dry,” he said. “I’ll get Grima out of bed to fix you something hot to eat and drink. The first three rooms to the left upstairs are empty.”
Roi nodded.
“Grima. We have late arrivals. Fix a pot of stew and keep hot tea coming.”
A shrill voice answered. “I’m in bed already.”
“If you want to keep a bed, you’ll take care of my company.” 
Turning back to Roi, he asked, “Who is the son of Rorec traveling with these days?”
Roi pointed. “This is Crum, a silver-tongued devil and a good man to have at your side. Next to him…my liege, Fitzeirick, Skald of the far eastern skati.”
Geri’s face went pale. “Skald? You should’ve told me.” He stood and bowed low. “Please, forgive my rudeness. I meant no offense.”
“None taken. Please don’t make a fuss over me. I apologize for disturbing you. Roi made it clear you valued your sleep.”
Before he could answer, the young boy entered and dropped our packs nearby.
“Into the kitchen with you, help your mother. The sweeping can wait.”
“Yes, sir,” the boy responded, sounding exhausted.
Geri grinned at me. “I’m forever in debt to Roi’s father. Two bandits had me cornered, set to kill me. He showed up and downed them both before either knew what happened. What’s Rorec doing now?”
Roi shrugged. “Don’t know. My parents went back on the road soon after I became Fitzeirick’s mentor. Our paths haven’t crossed.”
“I see,” Geri said. He rubbed his chin for a moment before looking at Crum. “I trust you’ll keep your silver tongue away from Grima. She’s working off a debt.”
The boy interrupted the conversation with a large, steaming pitcher and set out four cups. He moved slow enough for me to notice his dark hair brushed the tops of his shoulders and see the fatigue in his large, brown eyes. I couldn’t settle on his age, but he looked no older than ten or eleven. He yawned before turning back to the kitchen.
“Far be it from me to get into a man’s business, but what about her husband?" Crum asked, filling the cups. "A decent man minds his own debts.”
“You’re right,” Geri replied. “A decent man would. In this case, I never met the boy’s father. Since you prefer to stay out of my business, that’s all you need to know.”
“We aren’t here to get involved. I’ve got enough trouble of my own,” I said, before Crum could speak again.
Geri nodded. “Trouble from Satra, so I hear. I take it you’re headed to the capital.”
I glanced at Crum. “I’ve heard news travels fast through the taverns.”
Crum chuckled.
“I have to find out why the Council of Thanes took the warriors out of my skati and what it will take to get them back.”
“I hear rumors about Varian raiding parties from the north. Jarl Eirickson is having trouble securing the border,” Geri warned.
Roi and I looked at Crum.
He shrugged.
“But Varia borders my lands to the east. Why would they raid from the north? Is Skald Nikulas allowing them through this skati?” I asked.
By her name, I expected Grima to be an older woman. When she appeared, carrying a large pot, I guessed her age to be somewhere between mine and Roi’s. Like her son, she had long, dark hair with the firelight showing a few lighter strands. It had the disheveled look of someone who tossed and turned in their sleep. She had the same round eyes too, sitting on top of dark bags. “Hot stew for the late guests. Do you need anything else, sir?” she asked, while her son placed bowls and spoons on the table.
Geri looked to each of us. Crum pointed to the pitcher.
“Another pitcher of tea, then off to bed with both of you,” Geri said.
She dipped her head and they backed away before turning toward the kitchen.
Roi watched them until they left the room.
“Word is Varia found, or made, a passage through the northern peaks. Maybe they found a fault like the Scar and sythed it. If Eirick did it, why couldn’t they?” Geri asked, shrugging.
I looked at Crum. “You heard anything about this?”
He shrugged. “What do you want from me? I don’t frequent the trade taverns. I prefer to associate with the upper rungs of society. They’re the ones with lonesome wives and adventurous daughters.”
Geri looked at Roi while pointing at Crum. “You keep him away from my workers.”
Roi gave Crum a toothy smile. “He’ll conduct himself in an honorable manner, I promise.”
I fought back a smile, remembering how he handled Crum in the farmer’s house this morning.
After the last spoonful of stew, I yawned. “Geri, I hate to appear ungrateful, but we’ve had a rough day. I hear a bed calling my name. Crum, I think it best if you retire too. Roi, feel free to catch up with your friend.”
Roi mumbled something I couldn’t understand, but stood with me.
Geri stood and bowed. “Skald Fitzeirick, I hope you find the bed to your liking. Would you like someone to wake you for breakfast?”
“Anything beats sleeping on wet ground. Roi will wake me. I often wonder if he ever sleeps. Again, I apologize for rousting you from your bed.”
“No, no, don’t let my gruff nature trouble you. It’s…well, if I let everyone know they can come and go as they please, I’d never get any rest.”
“In that way, you’re like a skald. People want your constant attention, regardless of how trivial the matter may be.”
Roi coughed and glared at me.
Maybe trivial wasn’t the right word.
Geri laughed. “Comparing me to a skald? Perhaps your companion isn’t the only silver tongue here.”
His rough laughter followed us up the stairs. When I closed the door, I couldn’t hear anything outside. Shutters on the window blocked most of the moonlight. I felt my way to the bed.
It reminded me of the farmer’s bed, and I didn’t take long to drift into a comfortable sleep.






  
  Chapter 4


Sudden pressure on my shoulder woke me. 
Where am I? My stomach fluttered and in a half-asleep need to defend myself, I grabbed the hand and twisted.
“Ow,” Roi cried out.
That brought me to my senses, and I let go. “Sorry.”
“I hope you react more kindly to Aesa’s touch,” he muttered, rubbing his wrist. “Come down and eat. I’ve already settled with Geri. Einns has our horses ready and loaded.”
“Are you sure it’s safe to trust Geri? I mean, he could’ve slit your throat.”
He patted my shoulder. “He’s a good man, more than fair with most of his dealings. He just has strange ways.”
I shrugged. “You know him better than I. Go ahead. I’ll join you after I change.”
Crum’s voice carried above the din. I looked for him while descending the stairs, and found him seated at a table entertaining a group of women.
Glad Grima’s not among them.
Several men glanced his direction while eating. Some seemed interested in his story, most looked jealous of the attention he commanded. 
Roi was nowhere to be seen.
Sticking to the edges of the room, I got near the table as he struck it three times. Several of the women jumped and gasped.
After sneaking closer, I realized Crum was telling his version of yesterday’s mountain lion attack. No doubt he started working on the tale the moment after it happened.
I waited in silence for him
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