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Finn marched along the forest road with Henge the Manhir by his side. Elina and Kristofer trailed behind him, as did the rest of the refugees from Gilgin. Birch dominated the forest around them, interspersed with the occasional alder tree, as it did for most of the lands between Gilgin and Brimir. He hummed quietly to himself, content to simply hike through the local lands without having to worry about the backstabbing politics of Gilgin.

The early afternoon sun found a gap in the canopy and fell on Henge, highlighting the red mark on the rock-like being's shoulder. This dragged Finn’s thoughts back to how Jorun and Gudmund had forced them to flee Gilgin, even as Elina had managed to bring back Henge.

His friend noticed his look, gave him a smile, and asked in his deep, rumbling voice, “Have you already decided where to go after Brimir?”

Finn shook his head. “All I know is that we can’t stay there. Jorun is bound to show up with his new friends, looking for me.”

“The Manhir will protect you.”

“Yes, but I can’t ask the people of Brimir to get into a war over me. Besides, it would simply put us in the same situation as we were in Gilgin, fighting a war of attrition we can’t win.”

“It will be the same in other places.”

“I know,” Finn sighed. “Did you learn of a way to defeat the Ochloroc while you were a crystal?”

“Being a crystal was a strange experience. At first I was aware of nothing, but after a while I attuned myself to the Light and Dark Crystals, and I began to see the echoes of magic all across the world. I felt the Ochloroc building their pyramid, and Elina practicing her magic nearby. I could even see a strange force sitting far to the north. Unfortunately, seeing and understanding are two different things.”

Finn sighed. Henge having any extra knowledge had been a long shot, but one that would have helped them immensely. “We’ll figure something out. There’s always a solution to be found. We’ll just make the best of it until we find it.”

The forest made way for a grassy vale as they chatted about all that had happened over the past months. Wood smoke, heavy in the air despite the warmth of the summer day, announced an upcoming village. The land flattened out, and the village became visible in the distance, smoke rising from the various buildings that lay along the ford across the river that ran down the middle of the valley.

A guttural cry rang through the air, and Finn froze in place so suddenly that Elina bumped into him. Ochloroc! “Get down!” He ducked and rushed to a rise in the land beside the road, getting out of sight of the village, his companions hurrying after him. He motioned for silence and listened intently for any indication they’d been spotted as he drew his axe. Another Ochloroc shout answered the first, this one more distant, but there was no alarm in it; just two people having a long-distance conversation. They hadn’t been seen.

“What are they doing?” Elina whispered. “There’s nothing here.”

“I’ve got a hunch,” Finn replied. “Stay here.” He got down on his stomach and crawled through the waving grass to the side of the rise, where he had a clear view of the village. As he spied out the place, he realized he’d passed through this hamlet just a few weeks ago as he’d led half the Inquisitional army on a useless search for Ochloroc raiders. The little bastards had finally shown up.

Flames licked the wooden sides of one of the houses near the ford; the source of the smoke they’d smelled earlier. Maybe two dozen diminutive figures wandered among the buildings. From this distance they looked like teenagers dressed in long, dark robes, their faces hidden behind gleaming silver masks. The Ochloroc herded the human inhabitants towards the center of the hamlet, to where a stone golem, looking like a crude imitation of Henge, stood watch over them.

He crawled back to Elina, Kristofer, and Henge. “They’re gathering slaves.”

“We’ve got to free them,” Kristofer whispered. Several of the men and women around his friend nodded in agreement.

“There are more than two dozen Ochloroc in that village,” Finn said, “and they also brought a golem.”

“We can’t just abandon those people,” Kristofer said.

“I didn’t say we would. I was just making sure everyone knew what we’re getting into.”

“I’m with Kristofer,” a woman, Klara her name was, said behind him. “No one deserves that treatment.” Others muttered in agreement.

“So what’s the plan?” Kristofer asked.

Everyone turned to look at Finn. “Give me a moment.” He ran over what he’d seen of the hamlet in his mind, adding to it what he remembered of the surrounding lands. “There are two directions the Ochloroc can take when they leave. Either they’ll come towards us, following the road west towards Gilgin, or they’ll cross the river. From there they can head north back to their underground realm or east to Brimir.”

“So we split our forces to cut off both directions and ambush them?” Kristofer asked.

“The past few weeks have shown us that splitting forces is rarely a good idea. Besides, we don’t have the manpower to do so. With their golem, the Ochloroc would overwhelm half of us.”

“Then what?”

“I’m sure they’ll head east across the river,” Finn stated. “There’s nothing for them to the west, while if they cross the river, they can head north towards Stirgard and make for one of their underground cities. They’ll have to split their forces as they move across, with some leading the captured people and the rest following. If we attack when they’re halfway across the river, then we only have to fight half of them.”

The men and women around him nodded their assent. It was a simple enough plan, which he liked. There wasn’t much that could go wrong with it. Putting his axe away, he crawled to the edge of the road and found a place from which he could just about make out the hamlet. When he was certain the Ochloroc weren't looking his way, he dashed across the road and ducked behind a hip-height wall bordering a field. One by one, his companions flowed after him.

From there he crawled towards the river, where a few birch and alder trees and some low shrubs offered the most cover. Weaving through the trees, he approached to within fifty paces of the hamlet, where he hid behind a cherry bush. Within minutes, Kristofer and his followers had gathered around him.

“We wait here until they get ready to leave,” Finn whispered. “Then we sneak to the edge of the village. When part of the Ochloroc group has crossed the river, we attack. Any questions?” He looked round the group gathered around him. One by one they shook their heads. “Very well, we move on my signal.”

He crept round the bush until he had a clear view of the hamlet, and pulled his axe. The Ochloroc ambled around the place, seemingly without a care in the world, pillaging the houses one by one and setting fire to them after they’d dragged out anything valuable. All the goods were loaded onto a handcart so large it could only be drawn by the golem. The humans were herded into the middle of the hamlet, where two Ochloroc chained them together.

One of the humans shoved his captor away as he was about to be chained to another woman and fled between two buildings, making for the forest’s edge. An Ochloroc yelled an order and pointed with a finger, and the golem rushed after the man, catching him before he’d passed the first building. The clay creature lifted him by the back of his shirt and dragged him back to the line of prisoners. When they got there, the Ochloroc said something and the golem dumped the man on the ground, holding him down with a slab-like hand. The Ochloroc overseer pulled out a whip and lashed the man again and again. With each strike the man cried out, his shouts echoing along the river. Finally, the Ochloroc grew bored of doling out punishment, and the golem dragged the whimpering man to the line of prisoners, where he was tied and left on the ground.

The sun had moved a hand’s width and the smoke from the burning buildings had grown thick in the air, mingling with the sulfuric scent that seemed to always accompany the Ochloroc, when one of the little bastards shouted an order. His companions who’d spread throughout the hamlet returned to the line of prisoners, and the golem took up his position at the front of the handcart. This was what Finn had been waiting for. He waved at his companions to get their attention and motioned towards the hamlet. He made his way around the cherry bush, keeping low, and dashed towards the closest building.

Finn pressed his back again the rough bark of the house’s log wall, and strained his ears as his companions joined him. The sounds coming from the village didn’t change. The Ochloroc chatted to one another in their harsh, guttural tongue, and, apart from the still-whimpering man, the humans were silent. Finn's group hadn’t been spotted.

He spied round the corner of the building, getting a clear view of the ford. Hidden from view on the other side of the building, the handcart creaked as the golem set it in motion, its wheels clattering on the uneven surface of the road. Any moment now, the first Ochloroc would make their way towards the ford and across the river. He’d wait until the human prisoners were in the middle of the river to make his attack. With the humans in the way, the half of the Ochloroc force that would be across the river would be hindered when reinforcing their comrades.

A low whistle came from behind him. Elina, who stood at the farthest corner, waved him over, a distraught look on her face. As he rushed over to her, she pointed round her corner of the house. He glanced round and cursed in a low voice. “Shit.” The Ochloroc column had set in motion, but they weren’t heading towards the river; they were going the other way.

Why? There’s nothing for them there. The thought flashed through his head; he pushed it away. He could be surprised later. Now he needed to act before the Ochloroc got out of the hamlet and they lost all possibility of surprising the little buggers. They’d just have to make the best of it.

He waved over Kristofer. “Take half our men to the next house,” he whispered, “and charge in from the flank. I’ll do the same from this side. Make as much noise as you can once you make contact with the Ochloroc.” Kristofer nodded, pointed at several men and women, and rushed away.

Finn turned to Henge and Elina. “Can you keep the golem occupied until we deal with the Ochloroc?”

“Sure,” Henge answered. “We’ve faced a few before.”

“Thanks.” 

Kristofer had gotten to the back of the next building. Time to get started, Finn thought. He raised his axe and charged round the corner of the building. The Ochloroc had already passed the alley between this building and the next, and Finn burst out into the open behind the enemy column.

A dozen or so Ochloroc were ambling down the road leading out of the hamlet behind the group of captured humans. One of them wielded a whip several paces long, using it to encourage the humans to keep shuffling forward. The others had sheathed their weapons, and were chatting with one another. The golem pulling the handcart laden with all the pillaged goods walked between the humans and the other half of the Ochloroc soldiers, who chatted as carelessly as those at the rear.

Finn charged at the closest Ochloroc and buried his axe in the slaver's back while shouting at the top of his lungs. All around him his companions followed suit, attacking whoever they could. He jerked his axe free and attacked the next Ochloroc even as Henge rushed past him to strike the golem. Kristofer and his half of their troops streamed out from beside the next building, intercepting the Ochloroc rushing to the aid of their comrades.

The golem pulling the cart dropped his load and counterattacked Henge. With a series of earth-shattering punches, it forced the Manhir back. Then the ground underneath them buckled and the golem stumbled, its foot stuck in a rocky grasp. Finn spared a glance over his shoulder. Elina knelt with her eyes closed, one hand held to the ground; she’d trapped the golem with her magic.

Three of their soldiers attacked the stuck golem, striking at its side and legs. The hulking creature half-turned to face this annoyance, and with a lightning-fast strike of its arm swatted one away. The man crumpled against a house five paces back, blood streaming from a head wound. As the golem struck the man, though, it exposed its back to Henge. The Manhir jumped forward and pummeled the creature’s back with his fists over and over, until a crack like shattering glass rang through the hamlet, and the golem collapsed in a mound of rubble and clay; Henge had destroyed the crystal that powered the creature.

With the collapse of the golem, the last of the Ochloroc turned and fled, even as the captured humans cheered at the sight. The fight was over. Finn took stock of their situation. The man knocked back by the golem lay dead on the ground, his head caved in. Another woman had died fighting the Ochloroc, pierced multiple times by a sword. Three of their soldiers sat on the ground, bleeding from large stab-wounds, while a handful of others bled from smaller injuries. All in all, they’d done well to get out of the encounter, with minimal casualties.

Finn turned to Elina. “Can you triage the wounded? I’ll free the prisoners.”

“Sure thing.” Elina ordered several of the men standing around, looking uncertain about what to do, to heat water and bring the wounded over to her, even as she hurried towards a man leaning against a fence with his cradled arm against his chest.

Finn headed over to the prisoners, who huddled together by the side of the road. “Did anyone see if one of the Ochloroc carried a key with him?”

“Master Finn, I thought I recognized ya,” a voice from the group said. A man with greying hair round his temples stepped out of the line as far as his shackles allowed. “Ne’er did have time to send me boy to tell ya we spotted some of them Ochloroc, but it seems like ya didn’t need to be told anyway.”

“Master Torbin, I’m glad to find you alive and well. Let’s see if we can get you freed. We can talk after you’re more comfortable.”

“Aye, that’s true, that is. One of ’em little folk has the key all right. Not sure which one, though. They all look the same to me.”

“Don’t worry,” Finn said. “I’ve got a different solution. Henge, can you lend a hand?”

The Manhir walked over from where he’d been examining the golem’s remains. “What do you need?”

“We’ve lost the key. Can you get them out of their chains?”

“Shouldn’t be too hard.” Henge walked over to the line of prisoners and went down to one knee. When he reached out with one of his boulder-like hands to grab a chain, the people shied away.

“Don’t be afraid,” Finn said. “You can trust him. He’s one of my best friends.”

Master Torbin stepped forward, holding out his arms. “If you says we can trust ’im, then we can trust ’im.”

With exaggerated care, Henge reached out with two fingers and snapped the chain, freeing Torbin’s legs one at a time. After seeing how careful the towering figure had been, the other prisoners closed in on Henge, eager to be freed. One by one all the chains fell away, until Henge had freed all humans of their shackles and the chains lay in a pile of metal.

“I’m sorry we weren’t in time to save your town,” Finn said as Torbin approached him.

The man looked at the burning buildings around them. “Don’t be, it’s not yer fault. I’m sure ya came as fast as ya could. If it weren’t for you and yer men, we’d be marchin to the gods know where with that li’l bugger with his whip behind us.”

Where had they been going? Finn wondered as Torbin spoke. Both Stirgard and the underground realm of the Ochloroc lay across the river. On this side, they’d only get to Gilgin, and even though Jorun was a backstabbing bastard, he wouldn’t let Ochloroc into the city — especially not those herding human slaves. He wouldn’t risk antagonizing the city’s inhabitants like that, at least not until he would be more secure in his rule.

Finn kept the thoughts to himself. Torbin wouldn’t be of any help in figuring it out, and it would only worry the man. Instead he asked, “Where will you go now?”

Torbin looked at the burning buildings around him, silent for a moment. “I guess stayin’ here an' rebuilding is not an option.”

“I’m afraid not. The Ochloroc will be back again, and we might not be there to help you out then.”

“I dunno, then. To Gilgin with you, p’rhaps. I liked the way you dealt with ‘em bastards.”

“You’re welcome to come with us, but we’re heading the other way,” Finn said. “Jorun and the Inquisition have captured Gilgin with the help of the Ochloroc, so it’s not safe for us there.”

“You don’t say! Sorry ta hear that. Brimir sounds like a mighty fine place as well.” He turned to his wife, standing with the other freed prisoners behind him. “How do ya’ feel about going to Brimir, Margret?”

“Can’t be worse than here,” the woman answered.

“There ya go. If ya don’t mind having us, then we’ll be joining ya to Brimir.”

“It’ll be a pleasure,” Finn said. “Gather whatever belongings you want to take with you. We’ll be leaving as soon as our wounded have been cared for.”
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Finn marched through the main gate of Brimir’s keep, Henge and Elina at his side, Kristofer and his crew following behind him together with the refugees they’d brought along from the hamlet. The paving stones covering the dark tunnel leading through the gatehouse lay straighter than he remembered, the ruts that had been worn into them by the coming and going of heavy carts no longer there. One more sign of the craft of the Manhir who’d come to the city. He’d seen their handiwork throughout the city; the city wall stood in good repair, all damage of the siege last year repaired, and plenty of recently restored homes showed signs of the grace and quality the Manhir put into all their craft.

A guard ran ahead of them through the tunnel towards the main building of the keep, bearing news of their arrival to Rockbreaker. The man had looked dubious as Finn had approached him, but the presence of a Manhir had convinced him to let them enter and to bear a message to the Manhir leader.

They emerged into the keep’s courtyard, greeted by hammering ringing out from the blacksmith’s workshop at the far end, half hidden behind the soldiers and servants swarming across the open space before it. A hubbub of voices came from the mess hall and the keep’s main barracks to the right of the gatehouse, accompanied by the savory scent of a stew brewing and the sweat of too many bodies in an enclosed space.

Finn turned to Torbin. “I’m sure they’ll give you a bite to eat if you go to the mess hall. I’ll ask whoever’s in charge where you can go after that.”

Torbin grabbed Finn’s outstretched hand and shook it. “Thanks, Master Finn. We’d be shovelin' dirt for some Ochloroc bastard if ya hadn’t arrived. We’ll remember.”

“Just look after your people,” Finn said. Torbin nodded in response and ambled towards the mess hall, his neighbors following after him together with Kristofer’s followers, leaving just Elina, Kristofer, and Henge with Finn.

“Shall we go look for Rockbreaker?” Elina suggested.

Henge nodded, skipping from one leg to the other. “Yes, let’s go!” He bounded forward towards the entrance of the main building, leaving the others to follow him.

As they approached the entrance, the keep’s double doors flew open and Rockbreaker burst out like an avalanche. “Henge!” the old Manhir shouted as soon as he spotted the other Manhir. He barreled towards him, servants and soldiers scattering to get out of his way, and threw his arms round him, nearly knocking him over. “It really is you! I didn’t dare believe the guard when he told me a Manhir named Henge was looking for me!”

“Elina brought me back,” Henge said when he could get a word in.

Rockbreaker looked around and only now seemed to notice Elina and Finn standing next to Henge. He let go of the Manhir and knelt next to Elina, which brought him face to face with her. “The Manhir are ever in your debt. How did you manage?” A frown furrowed his brow, and he glanced at Elina’s pack. “You brought the Crystals with you? And you came together with Finn?” He straightened out. “There’s a larger story here, I see.”

“Indeed there is,” Finn said, “and it also concerns Brimir. It’s probably easiest if we tell you and the leaders of Brimir at the same time.”

“Of course,” Rockbreaker said. “Follow me inside. I’ll ask for Thane Ivar to join us.”

The old Manhir led them into the keep. As they wove their way through the narrow corridors, he stopped a servant and ordered the man to find the thane and ask the city’s ruler to join them in the lesser reception room. Finn’s eyes took some time to adjust to the dim corridors after the bright courtyard, the outside noises muffled by the thick stonework. Rockbreaker led them to a comfortable sitting room with wooden panels covering the walls and rushes on the floor, where he directed them to the chairs gathered around the cold hearth.

“So, how did you do it?” Rockbreaker asked once they’d settled in, still wearing a broad smile.

Elina took a moment to gather her thoughts before answering. “While studying Dark Magic, I learned that it has the ability to transform crystals into regular rocks.” A shadow passed over Rockbreaker’s face at the mention of Dark Magic. Elina held up her hand, forestalling a remark. “I know Dark Magic is dangerous and should be avoided. But using Light and Dark together was the only way to bring Henge back. The main issue was that just turning Henge from crystal into rock would simply leave him as regular rock. As I pondered the issue, it occurred to me that Light Magic lets me manipulate living rocks, forming them and giving them shape. My theory was that by using both at the same time, I could transform Henge back while still keeping a magical spark inside him.”

The old Manhir’s face brightened at the tale. “Amazing,” Rockbreaker said. “Who’d have thought Dark Magic had its uses?”

“It only just worked,” Elina said, “and only because I was in the Vein of the Gods and had both the Light and the Dark Crystals with me. Anywhere else, and I would have failed. And even so, you were right.”

“About what?” Rockbreaker asked.

“Dark Magic. I nearly destroyed the Inquisitional Palace, killing everyone inside it, when I tried using it. It’s violent, and hungry for ever more blood. I’m never using it again if I can help it.”

Rockbreaker gave her a small smile and placed his hand on Henge’s shoulder. “I’m just glad Henge is back.”

The talk drifted to lighter topics until, a short while later, the door at the other end of the room opened and a stocky man walked in, followed by a girl dressed in a servant’s livery. “I got a message that you were looking for me, and that it was urgent,” the man said.

“Thank you for making time for us,” Rockbreaker answered. “I believe it is indeed urgent. Allow me to introduce you to Finn Trollarvik, and Henge.” He pointed at both of them. “I think you’ve already met Elina.”

The thane bowed at Finn’s name. “It’s an honor to meet you, Chairman Finn. What brings the ruler of Gilgin to my humble city?”

Finn rose and bowed in return. “I’m no longer Chairman of Gilgin, my lord, which is part of the reason we’re here.”

Thane Ivar sat down in the chair on Finn’s right. “What news do you bring from Gilgin, then? I’m always eager to know what’s happening with our esteemed neighbors.”

“Jorun Jorunson has captured the city of Gilgin with the aid of Stirgard and the Ochloroc,” Finn said flatly.

Shock passed over the face of the thane. “The Eternal City, taken! I can’t believe it. Her walls are impenetrable.”

“Alas, it’s true,” Finn said, “though they didn’t penetrate the walls. We surrendered the city to them before they attacked.”

“That sounds either very foolish or very wise,” Ivar remarked.

“We were outnumbered and outmatched. We had no food to withstand any kind of siege. We chose the option that would protect the people of Gilgin and prevent unnecessary bloodshed.”

Finn proceeded to give an account of all that had happened in Gilgin, detailing how the betrayals of Gudmund and Jorun had finally led them to surrender the city. All the while, Thane Ivar and Rockbreaker listened attentively, occasionally asking a question to clarify a point or to bring out a specific detail. Here and there, Elina and Kristofer added comments and explanations.

At last, Finn fell silent and sat back, thirsty from all the talking.

Thane Ivar stared into the cold fireplace for a moment before speaking. “It was an evil deed that led to the fall of Gilgin. Jorun was always a man with more ambition than honor. Thank you for bearing this news to me. It offers us time to think and prepare for what may come.”

“What will you do when Jorun comes this way with offers of friendship?” Kristofer asked.

“I don’t know yet. We’ll listen to him, and give him a fair consideration.”

“You can’t seriously consider trusting that traitorous scumbag,” Kristofer said.

“I most certainly can,” the thane answered. “Gilgin is a powerful ally, and we share strong historical bonds. However, that doesn’t mean I will trust him blindly.”

“And what about us?” Finn asked.

Thane Ivar gave him a questioning look. “What about you?”

“Jorun isn’t particularly fond of me on a personal level,” Finn said, “and he’ll probably consider Elina and me a threat to his rule. He’ll never let us walk around freely.”

“Brimir is my city, and no one gets to tell me what I can and can’t do in my city. As long as you’re my guests, you're under my protection.”

“That is very gracious of you, my lord.”

The thane waved dismissively. “I’m just obeying the laws of hospitality, as every ruler should. What are your plans, anyway?”

“I’m going to find a way to end this war once and for all,” Finn announced. “The Ochloroc won’t stop coming, and they’ll slowly grind us down until we’re all enslaved.”

“We also need to stop them from completing the Black Pyramid,” Henge chimed in. 

It was one of the first times the Manhir had said anything, and Thane Ivar turned to him, looking almost surprised to see him talking. “What’s that?” Ivar asked.

“The Ochloroc use pyramids to harness and enhance their destructive magic,” Henge said. “They have several of them in their underground cities, and are now building a large one in Stirgard. They’re on track to complete it around mid-summer. We need to stop them from doing so.”

Rockbreaker rumbled and spoke up. “You should know that above-ground pyramids are a lot more potent that those below the surface. The last time the Ochloroc built one above ground was before humans even arrived in these lands, and it took the combined might of the gods to stop them. If they complete their pyramid, they can easily destroy the defenses we placed in your walls.”

“And how do you propose we destroy this pyramid of theirs?” Ivar asked.

“We've already tried and failed,” Kristofer said. “With the Ochloroc there, Stirgard is too well defended to break in and do serious damage to the building.”

“You make it sound hopeless,” the thane said.

“There’s always a way,” countered Finn.

“I’ve been thinking about this ever since our encounter with the Ochloroc on our way here,” Kristofer said, “and I think I know of a way to both stop the building of the pyramid and the Ochloroc, or at least slow them down.” Everyone leaned towards him as he spoke. “The Ochloroc rely heavily on slaves to keep their economy running. If we raid them and free their slaves, they won’t have the people they need to build the pyramid, or even to feed their cities.”

“That almost makes sense,” Thane Ivar said. “Except that I can’t spare any men to raid the Ochloroc. I’m already short on men to protect my own lands.”

Kristofer nodded. “I figured as much. If you can spare some equipment, then I might have the soldiers we need.”

“The people you freed?” Finn asked.

Kristofer nodded. “We’ve talked about this on the march here, after our run-in with the Ochloroc. No one deserves to be made into a slave, and we all want to hit the Ochloroc where it hurts.”

“How big a group are we talking about?” Thane Ivar asked. 

“We’re about twenty people,” Kristofer said.

“That’s not an issue at all,” the thane said. “Report to the armory tomorrow, and you’ll be outfitted. Until then, you’re my guests. I’ll have someone find you lodgings for the night.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Finn said. “That is most gracious.”

Thane Ivar waved a hand dismissively. “It’s just common courtesy.”

“Which is something we’ve been in short supply of recently.” 

“I assume Henge will want to stay with his kin,” Thane Ivar said. When Henge nodded in confirmation, the thane turned to his servant who’d been standing by the door. “Arrange for three rooms to be prepared for our guests.”

The boy bowed. “Certainly, my lord.”

“Thank you.” The thane turned back to Finn. “Do you have any other information about the Ochloroc troops and their movement through the lands around Gilgin?”

“I’ll give you what I know,” Finn said. “Though it might already be outdated. A lot has happened in the last few days.” Finn spent the next hour telling the thane of the different forces roaming through Gilgin’s lands, describing the raid on the hamlet they’d stopped in great detail.

As Finn’s tale ended, Thane Ivar rose. “Thank you for all the information, Master Finn. The stories of your dedication to uniting the lands in the opposition to the Ochloroc are shown to be true. Now you’ll have to forgive me. I’ve got other duties to attend to, and so I must leave you. When you’re ready, Ingemar will lead you to your sleeping quarters where you can rest and freshen up a bit.” The serving girl who stood by the door nodded at his words.

Finn remained in the sitting room, talking with Henge and Rockbreaker, even as Elina and Kristofer retired to their room. Outside the afternoon wore on, and Ingemar brought them salted crackers and dried sausage as a snack to tide them over until dinner was served.

A knock came on the door, and another servant walked in. “Master Rockbreaker, Thane Ivar has requested your presence in the main hall. An envoy from Gilgin has arrived, and the thane deems it wise for you to be present.” The servant turned to Finn. “My lord has asked me to tell you, Master Finn, that it’s a bad idea for you to join Master Rockbreaker, though if you wish, you can observe the proceedings from the gallery.”

“Thank you for your message,” Finn said. “I’ll follow the thane’s suggestion. Could you show me the way?”

“Of course, sir.” The servant turned and headed back out of the room.

Finn rose and let Rockbreaker pass. As the old Manhir obscured him from the servant’s vision, he bent towards Henge. “Could you rush to Kristofer and Elina to tell them of these events, and gather my pack from my room?” he whispered.

Henge raised an eyebrow. “Do you expect trouble?”

“No,” Finn whispered, “but I don’t know how far we can trust the thane, and what Jorun has to offer. I’d prefer to be ready for a quick escape if needed. Just to be on the safe side.”

“Of course,” Henge said. “I’ll do my best to be subtle. I’ll meet you in the gallery.”

Finn followed after the servant, who led him up to the next floor and to the back of the keep. The servant left him at an arched doorway that opened onto the gallery that ran the length of the hall. Finn hunkered down against the wall, hidden from the people below. Perhaps only Rockbreaker, who towered over everyone in the hall, would be able to spot him from down there. Voices drifted up from the floor of the hall several paces below him; the meeting had already started, the introductions over.

“What brings you to our wonderful city, Jorun?” Thane Ivar asked.

Jorun himself came? Finn wondered. That had to mean that this wasn’t just some friendly visit. Jorun had to be up to something.

“I came here because of the historical bond our cities share,” Jorun answered. “We’re linked together by the Inquisition.”

“Indeed,” the thane answered. “And I would like to renew our bonds of friendship. We can benefit from cooperating in our fight against the Ochloroc.”

“Yes. We need to stand together, though I fear you have the wrong enemy in mind.”

“How do you mean?” Thane Ivar sounded confused.

“I’m not surprised you don’t understand me when I see a Manhir standing by your side.” Jorun spat out the word Manhir. “Your mind has been poisoned by that nightmarish creature. The Ochloroc are not our enemy. That creature is.”

Finn sighed. There really was no hope for Jorun.

The thane’s voice rose as he answered, “Then how do you explain the countless bodies we’ve buried? The holes in our wall we’ve had to repair? The refugees flooding into our city? Even today we received a group of farmers about to be enslaved by the Ochloroc when a group of soldiers rescued them.”

“All a simple misunderstanding,” Jorun said. “The Ochloroc had just been freed from their captivity by the Manhir, and believed there were Manhir hiding in Brimir.”

“That doesn’t explain why they’re still attacking helpless farmers.”

“They are hard pressed by the Manhir. They need aid in their fight, laborers to help them build devices to stop the Manhir, and farmers to help them feed the resistance troops.”

Someone moved in the corridor behind Finn. A moment later, Henge’s face appeared round the doorway. Finn motioned for him to get down before coming closer. The Manhir crawled across the floor until he sat next to Finn, and placed two packs in front of him.

“I’ve warned Elina and Kristofer,” Henge whispered. “They’ll be ready to leave at the first sign of trouble.”

Thanks, Finn mouthed at the Manhir. At least that was one worry less.

Down below in the hall, Thane Ivar had continued speaking. “You don’t do that by turning people into slaves. You do that by asking for help. By hiring people to work for you.”

“I have their assurances that the people are being treated fairly. After the war is won, they will be returned to their homes and recompensed for their work.”

“You’re delusional.”

“On the contrary,” Jorun said. “Unlike you, I’ve talked to both sides. It is you who is misled.”

Thane Ivar sighed. “This whole discussion is pointless. Just tell me why you’re here.”

“Other than renewing our bonds of friendship, I’m also looking for a group of war-criminals, led by Finn Trollarvik, usurper of Gilgin, and Elina Eindriddotter. I’ve received information that they were heading this way.”

Finn tensed at the words. Now was the time to see what kind of man this thane was.

“Finn Trollarvik,” the thane ruminated. “Wasn’t he the hero who saved Brimir and its people when the Ochloroc first invaded?” Jorun grumbled something unintelligible. “I haven’t seen him, or heard he was anywhere near here.” Finn breathed a sigh of relief.

“Then let it be known there is a reward for his capture,” Jorun said. “One thousand gold pieces to the man or woman who brings him to me.”

“That’s a lot of money for a simple fugitive.”

“He’s a dangerous man. I see it as my duty to bring him to justice. So make sure to send me word if you see or capture him.”

“Hm, you know, I’m not sure I will,” Thane Ivar said.

“Think twice about that.” Jorun’s voice turned venomous. “Aiding Finn would give you a dangerous enemy.”

“You dare threaten a thane in his own hall?” Thane Ivar’s voice turned ice-cold.

“That actually brings me neatly to my second point.” Finn could hear Jorun smirk, as if the High Priest had practiced this speech. “This isn’t your hall. It and the whole city of Brimir belong to the Inquisition. You are sitting in my chair. So no, I don’t dare to threaten you in your own hall. I dare to threaten you in my hall.”

“Tread very carefully, Jorun,” the thane said. “Otherwise you’ll quickly find yourself tossed out of my city.”

“This city and all its lands have been ruled by the Inquisition for generations. I am here to claim them as their rightful ruler. You have a chance to turn them over peacefully and remain as the city’s magistrate.”

“Get out!”

“I will give you some time to reconsider,” Jorun said. “When I next return, I’ll get back my city, one way or another.”

“Guards, escort this envoy out of my city, before I forget I should be civil to him.”

“No need,” Jorun said. “I’ll see myself out.” Feet marched down the hall.

“Make sure he leaves and stays out,” Thane Ivar proclaimed.

Finn ran a hand through his hair, trying to take in the whole conversation. “It seems Jorun has big plans,” he muttered to himself.

“It wouldn’t surprise me if the Ochloroc put him up to it,” Henge answered.

“Jorun is ambitious enough on his own. He doesn’t need the Ochloroc to put him up to stupid ideas. Though I’m sure they’ll be thrilled to see us fighting each other while they achieve whatever their plan is.”

“I’m not sure they have a plan, beyond creating chaos and enslaving us.”

“That sounds too simple to me,” Finn replied. “They’re definitely bent on conquering all, but they’re too smart to just do it by fighting everywhere. There has to be some method to their madness.”

“They always seem pretty random to me,” Henge said.

Finn sighed. “I guess we’ll never find out. Why don’t you go put that stuff away before the thane spots us? I think we can be pretty sure he’ll not sell us out to Jorun.”

“You got it.” Henge got up and grabbed the bags again. “I’ll also tell Elina what happened.”

Finn looked after his friend as the Manhir walked away from the gallery, wondering about Jorun. Had the man really come all this way just to reclaim the city? He must have known what the answer would be. Maybe he was a bigger fool than Finn had considered.
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Birchwood
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Kristofer smelled the burning wood before he saw the village of Birchwood — or what remained of it. The wooden palisade wall that had at one point surrounded the highland village had been reduced to charred stumps in the ground. The village’s houses had met a similar fate; smoke still rose from two of the larger structures, the fumes making his eyes water. The Ochloroc had clearly been through this place not long ago. Given the still-smoldering ruins, it couldn’t be longer than a day or so.

He’d left Brimir the day after they’d arrived, together with his ragtag group of friends. Finn had advised him to start small and easy, scouting the land nearby for small groups of Ochloroc. He’d agreed; it was a good way of striking back at the bastards while learning how to do so. Once they’d talked it over, everyone had volunteered to come along. Their only problem so far had been to actually find any Ochloroc to attack and slaves to free, which was why they’d come this way. His hunch that if the Ochloroc had raided the village down in the valley then they’d also raid other towns nearby had proven correct. They'd just been too late to stop them.

Kristofer walked into the remains of Birchwood, disturbing the thin layer of ash that covered the ground. He spoke his thoughts out loud: “We should have a look around for anything that tells us which way
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