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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      A series of brutal murders puts constables Raedrick Baletier and Julian Hinderbrook on the trail of a killer.

      With Lydelton's populace growing increasingly uneasy and few leads to follow, they must move quickly to find the culprit and bring his reign of terror to an end.

      But they are not the only ones who are hunting, and some foes require more than just skill at arms to defeat.

      Out-Dweller is the second book of the Glimmer Vale Chronicles, a sword and sorcery mystery set in a world of valor and magic.
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      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.
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      Baelin unstrung his bow and shoved it over his right shoulder, under the strap of his backpack, then crouched down and gathered the spoils of the day's hunt. It had taken a while to dress out the buck and he would lose the light soon; it was well past time to get back home. Ilsa would begin to worry if he tarried too much longer, to say nothing of the scolding she would unleash if he caused dinner to grow cold.

      He smiled at the contradiction in her possible reactions - and he had seen them both before. But then that was the essence of woman was it not? Contradiction.

      The buck was heavier than it looked, and it took a moment to get it settled over his left shoulder and balanced well. Baelin adjusted his brown hunting cloak a bit so that it settled better over himself; summer was coming to a close, and the evening's chill had grown bitter over the last week. Then he set off down the hill toward town.

      The northern slopes of the mountains surrounding Glimmer Vale were covered in dense evergreens and he had to weave his way through a seeming maze of tree trunks as he made his way back toward Lake Glimmermere and Lydelton. Many a man with limited experience had gotten lost in these woods, called the Glamorwood by the locals. Some of the more gullible townsfolk told tall tales of spirits living amongst the trees. So with the exception of logging expeditions that never went in further than the edges of the forest and outdoorsmen like Baelin, most people from Lydelton and the town's surrounds did not venture here.

      Which suited Baelin just fine. Most people were not worth dealing with, and the fewer who came here the more likely he was to be able to enjoy the woods in peace.

      And it made venison more rare in town, which meant he could charge more for his take.

      Baelin's smile grew a bit more broad at that thought.

      The shadows were growing long now as the sun made its way to its resting place in the east, below the ridges of the Saddleback Mountains. Off to the right, a Night Thrush called out, breaking the silence with its ululating chirp. Baelin quirked an eyebrow; it was a bit early to hear that particular breed up and about, but the early bird gets the worm, or something.

      He descended further, moving carefully to avoid tripping in the elongating shadows. After about a quarter of an hour he stopped for a moment. The buck was heavy. That was good, made for more meat. But it was growing uncomfortable carrying it as he was; the muscles in his left shoulder were beginning to shout in protest and he felt a cramp coming on.

      Grumbling to himself, Baelin rolled his right shoulder and shoved the bow further down. Then with a huff he shifted the buck over to his right and rebalanced himself before heading off again.

      A few paces later, a snort from off to his left stopped Baelin in his tracks. What was that?

      He turned his head, peering around carefully and trying to ignore the sudden whisper of alarm that began to take shape within him. He had never heard a sound like that out here before, and he had tracked or hunted just about everything that lived in these woods at one time or another.

      The snort came again, a bit louder this time. With it came a strange odor that seeped into the normal scent of fallen pine needles like a bit of dye dropped into a cup of water. He almost had not noticed it was there at all, subtle as the new scent was. Sharp and tangy, with an unpleasant undertone, like something rotten.

      Baelin scowled, that whisper becoming more like a person speaking in a normal tone of voice now. He shivered from a surge of adrenalin. Something was not right here.

      He stood there for a long several moments, his free left hand resting on the grip of his long hunting knife, where it was sheathed on his hip. His left was not his best hand, but he was not completely inept with it. And right then the feel of the weapon in hand was all that mattered.

      The odor grew stronger, and a branch snapped somewhere behind him. Baelin turned quickly. The buck slid off his shoulder and landed on the ground with a muffled thud, but he paid it no mind.

      He squinted, trying to see what was out there, but the light was going fast, and here beneath the canopy of the trees it was already getting on toward twilight.

      He saw nothing, but that was no comfort. Something was out there. Something foul.

      Calm down. You're not some tenderfoot, out in the woods for the first time and scared of his own shadow. It's just a hog.

      The thought was logical, but Baelin's instincts rejected it out of hand. No hog ever smelled like this.

      He looked around for another minute or so, the strange odor growing steadily stronger the entire while, but still saw nothing. Neither was there any other sound besides the tree limbs stirring in the breeze and the pounding of his own heart.

      It was nothing. He just stumbled a bit too close to the remains of some predator's kill.

      And speaking of which, he had his own kill to take care of, and it was well past too late to be out in these woods.

      Baelin crouched back down and maneuvered the buck back onto his shoulder; his left this time. Straightening, he turned back toward town.

      And came face to face with something right out of his nightmares.

      His scream, loud and terrified, echoed through the woods for a long several seconds before it abruptly cut off in a strangled gurgle.

      Then all was silent.
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      Julian spat the last of his teeth-cleaning solution into his little washbowl, then straightened and smirked at himself in the mirror. He had almost become civilized.

      He took a moment to lace up his boots—brown leather, weathered and comfortable, that came almost to his knees—then he pinned his badge of office, a silver fist grasping a set of scales, onto the breast of his dark green tunic and strapped on his sword belt. A moment later he was out the door, ready to face another day as the hammer of justice.

      Or, more likely, the solver of middling disputes.

      As he pulled the door to his small flat shut behind him and locked up, Julian reflected that life as Constable of Lydelton was not quite what he thought it would be. Hardly surprising, considering how he and Raedrick came into the job. But still, he had expected a bit more excitement, more challenge.

      In retrospect, he should have known better. Lydelton, though prosperous, was not a large town. When the merchant caravans were not in town—and they were few these days—only a few hundred people, maybe a thousand tops, lived in the town proper. That did not make for much in the way of crime, at least among the locals. The rest of the Vale held probably double that number, but they were spread around enough that Julian hardly ever interacted with them; for the most part they took care of matters that needed taking care of themselves, and resented having their business butted into.

      So Julian's days mostly consisted of sitting in the Constable's Office and making sure the place was kept up, making a stroll or two around town and checking in on the various businesses and residents, and preparing the weekly report to Mayor Brimly.

      Hardly the epitome of excitement. But then again, it could be worse. A lot worse. Julian had seen more than his fair share of action and, for lack of a better term, excitement in the Army, on the front lines. Though it was more like moments of sheer terror between weeks of absolute boredom and frivolous make-work. The quiet life here in Lydelton was quite an improvement from that.

      A narrow set of stairs led from his flat's doorway to the ground floor below. Julian took them two at a time and emerged a moment later onto the street outside.

      His flat rested on the second floor of a small building on Cannery Street, two blocks from both Main Street to his right and Lake Glimmermere, with its multitude of fishing docks, to his left. The first floor of his building was dominated by his landlord's canvas shop, which supplied sails and other gear to the fishermen on their boats. Master Feldmyn did a steady business from what Julian could see, which explained why he lived in a good-sized house on the west side of town instead of in the flat above his shop. And why the rent on the flat was so reasonable.

      Or it could have been Julian's status as a genuine local hero that lowered the rate, but he doubted it.

      Julian turned right toward Main Street, but took the first right and walked several blocks down until The Oarlock came into view. Two stories tall and impeccably kept up, the Inn had quickly become Julian's favorite supplier of drink, food, and company.

      He wasted no time, but strode quickly up to the main entrance and stepped inside.

      As always, it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the relative gloom of The Oarlock's taproom. The windows were few, and draped, letting only a small amount of sunlight within. Instead, oil lamps on sconces around the room lent a dim, flickering glow to the place. When it got colder, they would be augmented by fires from the twin fireplaces in the corners to his right and left, but for now the fireplaces were empty, barren.

      A long bar stretched along the length of the wall to his right. The remainder of the room was filled with tables, most of them unoccupied at this early hour. A staircase in the rear corner led up to the rooms on the second level, mostly unrented at this point unless Julian missed his guess; it had been some time since a caravan, or any travelers, had come through the Vale. A set of swinging double-doors at the rear led into the kitchens, and off in the rear right lay a less obtrusive doorway that led out to the lower level privy.

      It almost felt like coming home.

      Julian sidled up to the middle of the bar, where a woman of late middle years, dressed in a simple brown dress and a white apron, was wiping down the taps with a pristine white rag. He had never seen Molli ever use a dirty rag for that job; he supposed the dust was likely too scared to come anywhere near her bar, as much a neat nick as she was.

      Molli flashed a warm smile at Julian as he settled down onto one of the stools lining the bar. "You're late," she said.

      Julian snorted. "It's not yet 8 o'clock." He glanced aside, toward the mantel overtop the fireplace on the right, where a large wooden clock ticked away the day's hours. The Gods alone knew where Molli acquired the gold to afford something like that; she sure was not telling.

      Molli shook her head in response, then pulled a plate that was covered by an off-white cloth napkin out from where it had been resting below the bar. She slid it across the polished wooden surface toward him. "This has been growing cold for ten minutes," she said, and quirked an eyebrow at him. "You're late."

      Julian could only spread his hands helplessly and give her an abashed smile. There really was no other response; she had him cold.

      Molli looked gravely at him for a few seconds, then chuckled and turned away, toward where a pitcher that was beading with condensation sat next to the taps. She grabbed a goblet from a shelf above the bar and filled the goblet with dark fluid from the pitcher, then set it next to the plate, along with a fork and knife. "Eat up."

      "Yes, ma'am," Julian said, inclining his head in supplication.

      He whipped the napkin off and revealed his breakfast: lightly fried fish bits, fresh caught from the lake of course, alongside finely chopped and baked potatoes and a hard-fried egg. Combined with the cold-brewed tea in the goblet, it was everything his belly needed to be happy for a good long time.

      Julian considered, for the hundredth time, that it would be better to eat slowly, savor every morsel. Somewhere in the back of his head, he heard his mother's voice saying that was more healthy. Or something. But in the end, the rumbling of his stomach won out, and in the space of just a few minutes half the food on his plate was gone. It was beyond delicious, as always. It pained him for a second that so little remained to eat. And then he set to again.

      Molli spoke again at some point, but he missed what she said, so engrossed was he in the joy of breakfast well crafted.

      "Eh?" Julian managed after swallowing.

      Molli rolled her eyes. "I said, has Ilsa Rorickson come to see you?"

      Julian raised an eyebrow and took a drink of tea to give himself time to think. Rorickson. Who was... Ah, the woodsman's wife. Her face came into Julian's mind: round, just past homely toward cute, not showing nearly the amount of care lines one would expect from a woman her age, with sharp green eyes and a narrow nose beneath light brown hair. He had only interacted with her and her husband a couple times in the months since he and Raedrick took over for the late Constable. They seemed decent enough, if a bit standoffish.

      "Should she have?"

      Molli pursed her lips slightly. "She was in here late last night, looking for Baelin. Caused a bit of a fuss."

      Julian raised an eyebrow. "So?"

      "Apparently he didn't come home last night. Ilsa all but accused Helena Winslow of helping her sister steal him away."

      Oh brother. Another one of those problems. Julian sighed and dropped his fork onto his plate, the metallic clank making a fine counterpoint to the annoyance surging within him. "I'm not a bloody marriage counsellor," he muttered, scowling.

      Molli smirked back at him. "Sure you are. Goes with that fancy pin you wear around." She gestured toward his badge of office.

      Julian met her gaze levelly for a moment, then groaned and picked his fork back up. He went back to shoveling his breakfast into his mouth, the succulent flavors suddenly tasting a bit more bitter than normal.

      It was going to be a bad day. He could see it already.
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      The walk from The Oarlock to his and Raedrick's small Constabulary seemed to drag, though it was only a few blocks. Julian strongly suspected he would find Ilsa there, slinging accusations of her husband's infidelity, and he really did not want to deal with that. This was what passed for excitement these days, and for a moment Julian almost found himself wishing for some nice honest brigands to fight off.

      He shoved that thought away, a half-remembered twinge of pain from his left thigh almost causing him to limp for a pace or two. They had been damn lucky, beating Isenholf's group of bandits. The fight could easily have gone the other way. And even though the town emerged victorious, several good men had paid with their lives, and many people's livelihoods had been harmed; some were only now beginning to recover from the episode, months later.

      So no, the drudgery of playing wedding savior was much preferable to the alternative.

      Julian emerged onto Main Street and smirked as his boots went from kicking up dust to clumping along on the well-laid flagstones of Lydelton's only paved street. Why they had not bothered with the other streets was beyond him, and Raedrick had never been able to properly explain it. Nor had anyone else in town, for that matter.

      He turned right and strolled another block, nodding to a pair of men who were just starting up the day's business as they opened their leatherworking shop. A moment later, he paused as a gaggle of children burst out from another building. The group was ushered along by a pair of nearly identical older ladies, their grey hair done up in matching buns and their dresses matched to compliment each other's colors. That was on purpose, Julian was certain.

      The group of youngsters giggled their way past him and the lady in the rear nodded her head politely to him. "Constable."

      Julian grinned and made a little bow. "Good morning, Beverlee," he said brightly, earning a flash of a smile from her before she swept past.

      Julian watched the procession maneuver down the street, then turn left toward the docks. Must be a lesson about the lake, or how boats work.

      "Damn shame, that," a gruff voice said.

      Julian turned toward the speaker, a short but powerfully built man in his early middle years. Grey flecked the black hair on his head, and he had a puckered scar over his left eyebrow. He wore a simple white shirt and brown pants, and carried a heavy leather apron slung over one shoulder that smelled of woodsmoke and metal. A blacksmith, evidently. Julian did not know him.

      "What is?"

      The smith nodded toward Beverlee, just before she disappeared around the corner. "Keep forgetting you're new around here. Them two were the loveliest lasses in town, once." He grunted. "Never married though; said they never wanted to. Just lived together and taught the kids, nothin' more."

      Julian frowned. "Nothing wrong with teaching."

      The smith snorted, casting a baleful look Julian's way. "'Course not. That's not the shame of it." He turned away, shaking his head, and stomped off down the street, continuing back on his way to work.

      Julian watched him go. The man paused at the cross-street the ladies and children turned down. Julian could have sworn he looked down the street with longing in his eyes for a moment before moving on himself.
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      Julian stopped in front of his destination and paused, contemplating whether he really wanted to go in or not.

      The building he shared with Raedrick was small, one story tall and constructed of pale-stained wood. A pair of hitching posts flanked the stairs leading up to the front porch, which ran the length of the building. The hitching posts were empty; hardly unusual, considering how few of the townfolk rode horses as part of their daily routine. Overall, the building had an official look to it that went beyond the simple sign reading "Constable" above the front door. Maybe it was the iron bars over the windows.

      Might as well get to it. With a small sigh, Julian strode up the stairs and stepped inside.

      The front room stretched the length of the building. A pair of desks faced each other on either side of the room; his on the left, Raedrick's on the right. A shelf with a number of books—city ordnances, the laws of the kingdom, local histories, that sort of thing—stood against the far wall, near the steel-barred door that led back into the cell block. A chest-high cabinet with a multitude of small drawers containing case files and the like stood on the other side of the cell block door. Behind Raedrick's desk was a rack of swords, behind Julian's a rack of bows and his favorite feature of their office: a small but very well constructed fireplace.

      Raedrick was already at work, sitting behind his desk and reviewing some paperwork, when Julian walked in. As always, his friend wore his black hair tied into a short pony tail at the nape of his neck and was dressed well, in a dark blue shirt that was open at the collar.

      Raedrick looked up as Julian entered and grinned. "You're late."

      Julian rolled his eyes. "Everyone's been saying that today." He stomped over to his desk, unhooked his scabbard from his belt and leaned it against the wall, then sat down and kicked his feet up. "Hear about the fuss over at The Oarlock last night?"

      Raedrick quirked up one eyebrow. "In gruesome detail."

      Julian chuckled. No doubt Lani had left no detail out. She was Molli's daughter and worked the inn as well. She was also Raedrick's "friend", though Julian wondered how long they were going to keep up that charade rather than just come out and admit what everyone in town knew: they were sweet on each other. Disgustingly so.

      "Wonder how long it'll take before she shows up here," Julian quipped, trying to sound amused rather than resigned about the situation.

      Raedrick did not respond to Julian's attempt at frivolity. Leaning back in his chair, he ran one finger absently along the edge of his desk for a few seconds, frowning. Finally, he said, "From what I hear, it's not like Baelin to not return home as planned."

      Julian gave him a level look. "All sorts of reasons why a man might have to spend the night out in the woods." Or, for that matter... "Or not in the woods."

      Raedrick nodded, still frowning, but did not reply.
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      It took a lot longer for them to get company than Julian thought it would, but it was not Ilsa who came to see them.

      Shortly after noon, the door to their office opened to admit a tall, lean man who was well along in years but still walked with the posture and vigor of youth despite the deep canyons lining his face. His hair was fully grey, with only a few wisps of its original black still showing, and hung loosely past his shoulders. He boasted a full beard of similar color that reached nearly to the collar of the leather jacket he wore in spite of the lingering late-summer heat. Like him, the jacket showed signs of great age. Also like him, that age did not seem to do anything except make the jacket better. It hung down to the man's thighs, covering up a patched set of clothes that looked made to blend in with the forest. He bore an unstrung bow in his left hand, and a quiver hung over his shoulder. A long hunting knife and knee-high boots that looked to be ridiculously comfortable completed an ensemble that screamed "woodsman" louder than a company of men shouting in unison.

      The old man squinted at them from just inside the entranceway for a moment, then snorted. "You two're the lawmen 'round here." Julian was not sure whether it was a statement or a question.

      Raedrick answered first. "We are. I'm Raedrick Baletier and that's Julian Hinderbrook." He stood from his desk and walked around it, extending his hand for a shake. "How can we help you?"

      The old woodsman looked at Raedrick's extended hand as though uncertain what his intentions with it were, then shrugged and gestured toward the door. "Got something you want to take a look at, in the hills above town."

      Julian and Raedrick exchanged glances. "What sort of something, Master..." Julian left the sentence die away into a question.

      The old man grunted. "Man got himself torn up. Ain't never seen nothing like it." He grimaced, as though talking about it was bringing up an unpleasant vision. For a moment, it almost looked like the man was going to be sick right there.

      This was not good at all.
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      It was not until they were almost out of town, following Main Street northwest toward the forest-covered hills beyond, that the old woodsman finally revealed his name. It took Raedrick finally straight-out asking, instead of the polite half-question Julian had tried in the office.

      The old man squinted at Raedrick as though surprised for a heartbeat or two, then shrugged. "Name's Dewey." He left it at that, focusing his attention on the road ahead.

      Julian exchanged glances with his friend, who shrugged and smiled slightly, clearly amused. Julian was inclined to agree. The old man was eccentric, for sure. But, looking at the signs of more decades than most men ever saw on Dewey's face, Julian figured he had earned the right.

      They passed the last buildings on Main Street, and with them the road's paving stones. Just like that, Lydelton lay behind them and they were strolling through rolling grasslands that stretched on as far as Julian could see off to east. To the north and west, though, evergreen trees loomed a mile or so away. Even at the outskirts of the Glamorwood, the trees were tall and proud. Julian knew men went into the woods from time to time to harvest lumber, but they were either very careful about it or the forest grew back very efficiently; he could see no sign of logging's impact on the woods. Maybe they simply were not close enough to notice.

      But as they drew nearer, the pristine look of the forest remained, and Julian was forced to conclude the logging men simply went elsewhere. It was a large forest, after all.

      The road ended at the edge of the forest in front of a low building. Constructed of carefully placed stones that were held together with mortar, with a thatch roof that looked freshly changed-out, it looked as though it had stood in that place since the mountains had first come to be. A small sign hung next to the narrow wooden door that was set in the middle of the building's front wall. It read, "Ranger Station".

      Julian blinked, surprised. "There are Rangers stationed here?" An icy shiver of concern raced down his spine as he waited for Dewey's reply. The Rangers were officials from the Kingdom. They would certainly have heard of Julian and Raedrick's status in town, and of their past. And they would certainly have reported it.

      Perhaps this place was not to be home after all.

      Glancing to his left, Julian saw a similar concern on his friend's face, though Raedrick hid it well enough that only someone who knew him as well as Julian did would be likely to notice.

      Dewey snorted again and shook his head quickly before spitting onto the ground in front of the door. "Ain't been a Ranger here in thirty years," he said, "and we don't need none, either. They all left, reassigned some place down south, but no replacements ever came in. Town still maintains their station though." He paused, then turned away from the building and gestured for Raedrick and Julian to follow him into the woods. "Good riddance. Come on."

      The tension went out of Julian's body in a rush, and he found himself drawing in a deep breath. Had he been holding his breath there for a minute? He was not sure.

      Beside him, Raedrick's grin returned, this time far more warm and comfortable than Julian would been able to manage right then. Their eyes met.

      "Surely we would have heard of their presence before now," Raedrick said in the oh-so-calm voice he used back when he was the Squad Leader.

      That voice really irked Julian sometimes. He snorted. "You got worried too," he said, then turned to follow Dewey into the woods.
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      The bright afternoon sunlight became muted by the Glamorwood's canopy, leaving only the occasional beam of brightness streaming down to the earth below. Between the slender trunks of the evergreens, the ground lay covered in a loose layer of fallen pine needles, lending a faintly sweet aroma to the woods and muffling the trio's footsteps as they proceeded inward, and upward.

      The hills that would soon become the mountains that marked Glimmer Vale's northern boundary began as just simple rolls in the terrain, but soon enough they became more steep. Before long, Julian found himself covered in sweat and breathing heavily at the effort of following Dewey higher.

      And the old bastard did not seem to notice, or struggle with, the climb at all.

      "Not much farther now," Dewey said over his shoulder, his tone level and his breathing slow and measured, as though he were taking a leisurely stroll along the lake.

      Julian had to force himself not to grind his teeth. That would take more energy than he could afford to use, right then.

      Beside him, Raedrick grunted. He looked just as wiped as Julian felt; a small comfort, that. But at Dewey's words, the weariness seemed to drain from his features, replaced by the sharp focus he always got when he was preparing for action. Julian took a deep breath and tried to follow his lead. It would not do for the Constable to be anything but professional while on the job, after all.

      They topped a particularly steep rise and stepped into a small clearing where a jagged boulder lay half-buried In the turf, surrounded by a small cluster of bushes. As he rounded the boulder, a new odor assaulted Julian's nostrils. Metallic, sickly-sweet, rancid. A mixture of the smells from a latrine and a battlefield, and beneath something else. Something...unwholesome, sickly.

      He stopped, coughing as the odor seemed to hit him like a physical blow.

      "Gah," Raedrick said, giving voice to Julian's thoughts.

      Dewey nodded gravely. "Don't often encounter a smell like that, less'n something big's died and rotted. I figgered it was a predator's kill, but..." He gestured for them to continue onward, and pushed his way past the bushes on the other side of the boulder. Julian followed, and quickly wished he had not.

      Julian was no stranger to death. He had seen it, and dealt it out, on a dozen or more battlefields. Had knelt with the dying as they gasped out their final breaths, patched up the wounded in the mud. Horror had almost become commonplace during his time in the Army, so he thought he was prepared to handle whatever Dewey had to show them. But this...

      Blood was everywhere, coating the ground, the bushes, the trunks of the closest trees even though they were nearly twenty feet away. The body, if it could be called that, lay in bits and pieces, strew around as though it had been somehow ground up and then spread like manure on a farmer's field. At first glance, only the presence of torn clothing, one impossibly intact boot, and broken but recognizable hunting equipment would have even told Julian this had once been a man.

      "Gods be merciful," he breathed.

      Dewey shook his head. "They sure weren't to this fellow."

      "Was it a bear?" Raedrick's voice was hushed, almost reverent.

      The old man shook his head again. "A bear don't attack a man, not less'n he's mad or injured. An' if he did, he wouldn't leave it like this."

      "Mountain lion?"

      Dewey just snorted and shot Raedrick a look like he was daft. "Lions don't leave meat untouched." He gestured over to the side, past the blood splatter, where a deer carcass lay, intact and untouched except for where the hunter had evidently dressed it out before he had been killed.

      Julian frowned. That made no sense. Scavengers should have made off with that carcass, or at least bitten off parts of it, by now. And Dewey was right: why would whatever killed the hunter have left the deer untouched? "What, then?" he asked.

      Dewey shrugged. "Told you, ain't never seen nothing like this." He looked down at the bloodied remains and pursed his lips. "Poor bastard."

      "Where's his head?" Raedrick asked.

      Julian stiffened and looked around the clearing quickly. Raedrick was right. Pieces of the body were everywhere, but none of the pieces could have been the man's head. Where was it?"

      Dewey scowled and pointed over Raedrick's head.

      Julian turned and looked where Dewey pointed. In a little nook near the top of the boulder, higher than he could have reached if he were standing on his tip toes, lay the man's head. He was not young, but not old either; probably approaching forty. His hair was long and wavy, dark brown and pulled back from his face by a leather headband. His mouth was locked into a soundless scream, his face frozen in a rictus of pain and utmost horror, his dark eyes wide and locked forward.

      The dead man's expression made Julian's blood turn to ice water, and all the more because he recognized him from an occasional night at The Oarlock.

      "Baelin," Julian breathed.

      Dewey grunted agreement.
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      "Any idea what did it?"

      Julian swallowed a gulp of Molli's ale and lowered his mug back to the bar before he shrugged. "Animal of some kind," he replied.

      His companion was an older man with dark grey hair and a matching beard who wore a cloak that was almost the same color as his hair overtop the loose-fitting garments that the fishermen of Lydelton tended to favor. He sniffed and considered that for a half minute before taking a swig himself. "Bad way to go," Horace said.

      Julian nodded agreement.

      The Oarlock was full to overflowing, unusual considering it was the middle of the work week. But having to go about their tasks tomorrow had not stopped people from coming out to Baelin's funeral, and afterwords to the various taverns to lift a mug in the dead man's honor.

      How many even knew who he was, Julian wondered. Not many; he had kept to himself while in town, and was more often to be found out in the woods than anywhere else. The only reason Julian knew him was because they happened to both like The Oarlock.

      More people knew Ilsa, of course. And a good thing, too. With Baelin gone, she would need help with their three children. Julian did not envy her the workload she had to bear.

      Horace drained the last of his drink and stood up from his stool. "I'd best be off," he said. "Got a meeting with management in the morning." His lips twisted in distaste for a moment, then he grinned wryly. "Got to look respectable for them, or somesuch."

      Julian snorted. "You don't have that kind of time."

      Horace put on a look of feigned injury, then grinned even wider and clasped hands with Julian before turning to leave. Julian watched the old fisherman weave his way through the taproom and shook his head, amused.

      His amusement faded as Horace passed a table near the door, and its occupant. The man was small, slight, easy to dismiss. He wore a black shirt, or maybe extremely dark blue, that was open at the collar and had loop earrings in both ears. His skin was past swarthy toward dark, like the men from the southern shores of the great sea, and he wore his black hair cut short around his ears and neck but longer on his crown, so that it hung to his ears almost like vines dangling over the side of a cliff.

      The man's appearance was unusual enough; few people in Lydelton even approached his skin tone. But what truly drew Raedrick's eye was the staff that lay propped against the empty chair to the man's right. Long, probably longer than the man was tall, it was sanded smooth and varnished until it glinted in the light from the fireplace a few tables away.

      Julian frowned. He had seen men with staves like that before, in the Army. Unless he missed his guess, the fellow was a mage, and a
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