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  Chapter 1


I picked at my breakfast, knowing I should eat but not feeling hungry. Each riot brought the possibility of civil war and the end of Croy. Thanks to Eirickson, no one knew the Satran were dug into our country like ticks on a deer...and were proving harder to remove. 
Each group we cut out seems to give rise to three or four more soon after.
Agrim hurried through the courtyard. I recognized his pace easily.
“Come in!” I yelled, before he knocked.
A streak of dried blood ran down his gray beard and continued to his leathers.
“Good news?” I asked.
He bowed. “Jarl—”
“King,” I snarled.
I’ve corrected him at least eight times over the past six weeks. 
I thrust my finger toward him. “How do you keep forgetting? Croy no longer has a jarl. I refuse to use the title soiled by my father and half-brother. Don’t make me correct you again.”
Cringing, he lowered his eyes. “Apologies, Sire. I’m not thinking clearly. We put the last group of resistance down near sunrise. I wanted to report our success before getting some sleep.”
“You’re certain all Satran influence is gone? I’ve received similar reports before, yet here you stand, blooded again.”
After a sigh, he nodded. “It’s not just Satra causing unrest. As much as I appreciate having the Varian soldiers aid us, it looks bad.”
“What do you mean? Other than helping your company, Elias makes sure his men keep to themselves.”
He shrugged. “Varian soldiers spilling blood in our capital bothers people. Eirickson’s claim of a planned attack from the north reached many ears. A company of Varian soldiers inside the wall, camping where the Council of Thanes used to meet, makes many influential people uncomfortable. Rumor has it, some of our own warriors suspect Elias and his men are scouting for an invasion.”
I shook my head. “Varia is our ally against Satra; they are not invading. Why do so many people have difficulty believing the truth? Put out the word: I’m calling a meeting of the commanders—again.”
Someone knocked on the door.
“I’m busy.”
They knocked again, harder.
“This better be important! I yelled. “Who is it?”
“It’s Roi,” my mentor answered.
I jumped from my chair, a smile spreading across my face, and rushed to open the door. Gripping his offered hand, I pulled him into a hug. “Thank you for coming. I need someone with good sense.”
“I’m glad to see you alive. Until Albin got word to me, I had my doubts.”
“Agrim,” I barked. “Why are you still here? I told you to gather the commanders.”
“Of course, Ja—, Sire.” Judging by his pace, he kept his calm until he thought I couldn’t track him.
“We need to talk.”
Roi nodded and followed me to the table.
“Where are Grima and Einns?” I asked, taking my seat.
Dropping his backpack, he took the seat across from me. “We didn't know how safe it would be here, so they stayed in Swinter. I’ll send for them after I have a place to stay.”
“Everyone expected me to take Eirickson’s home, but I leveled it. The land will be turned into a memorial when I have time. Living in the Thanes’ compound makes it easier to keep an eye on Porsey and Boril. Not all the guards I assigned to watch them agree on the meaning of house arrest. Sooner or later, I’ll have to move them somewhere; they have too much influence here.”
“Where are the other two Thanes?”
“I killed one after killing Eirickson. Roald, the eldest, made himself useful enough to earn some amount of freedom.”
“I almost forgot. Before he left to find his brother, Albin asked me to give you this,” Roi said, pulling folded parchment from his pack. “He said you needed to know.”
“Hopefully, it’s good news,” I said, placing the pages on the table. “I’ll read it soon, but I could use some of your wisdom.”
“Ruling not as easy as you thought?” he asked, smiling.
I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. “Nearly two months of non-stop madness. Other than Elias and the rest of the caravan guard, I haven’t received any support from Varia. I still don’t know who I can trust.”
He pressed his lips together.
“Generals were openly conspiring against me. I had to face one in combat before they understood I shouldn’t be taken lightly. Not long after that, Satran-led insurgence started. Thankfully Roald kept information on them. He didn’t know all of Eirickson’s schemes, but he knew enough to help me.”
“Sounds like you trust him,” Roi said.
I nodded. “Along with Agrim and the men under him, but the majority of the people around me are suspect. It’s likely one, or both, of the other Thanes are behind the power plays I’ve faced. Trying to get the merchants and workers to support me, or even cooperate, has been its own battle.”
My shoulders drooped. “What have I done?”
He patted me on the shoulder. “What you thought was right. Change is never easy. Did you expect the people to welcome you with open arms?”
“Eirickson sacrificed my land, our people, to keep Satra from taking the whole country. How long do you think that will last? I’m saving them from—”
“From a hidden threat. I’d be willing to bet the average Croian felt like they had nothing to fear once Satra stopped at the central forest. They conquered your skati and seemed content. Eirickson becoming Jarl displeased a few, but everyone felt safe with his leadership. Now, a branded, disgraced half-Varian ex-Skald stormed his wedding with a group of Varian criminals, killed him, and declared himself King of Croy. Did you expect no one to contest your claim?”
“I’ve told everyone who would listen that Varia will help us against Satra,” I said.
“And their jarl declared Varia the enemy. He cautioned everyone to expect an attack from the north. Don’t your actions look like a Varian invasion?”
I glared at him. “I can’t take the fight to Satra if I’m still struggling to keep my country stable.”
“You know how this business works,” he said. “Build trust. Listening to you, all you’ve told me about is chaos and bloodshed. Very few people want to live in that situation, so show them that life is going back to normal.”
“I miss Crum,” I said.
“His people skills could come in handy...and I’ve rarely said that,” Roi said, with a grin. “Speaking of people with questionable ethics, how’s Tindra? Albin said she lost a hand in the fight.”
I nodded. “Haven’t visited her in almost two weeks. She’s mostly recovered physically but having a hard time dealing with the injury. I suspect how she lost it weighs on her more.”
“Do you think she meant to kill Stina?”
I shook my head. “Tindra’s loyal to her king. Someone attacked me, she reacted. I think she would’ve killed her own mother in that situation. But I have enough to think about; I’d rather not relive that moment.”
Reaching for the pages, I asked, “The message isn’t sealed. Have you read it?”
“No. I figured it was meant for the King of Croy.”
I chuckled. “I’m sure it is. Any idea where you’ll stay?”
He shrugged. “Came straight here, haven’t had time to look.”
“There’s plenty of room here until you have your own place. Make yourself comfortable.”
“Sounds better than sleeping outside,” he said. “Which room should I use?”
I waved toward the back of the building. “Mine’s straight down the hall, meeting room’s the first door on the left. You can have your pick of the others.”
He nodded, grabbed his pack, and walked to the last room on the right.
The message had two pages, one from Ander, and the other from Kurt.
Considering what Eirickson said about killing the Varian royal family, I read Ander’s first. He opened the letter congratulating me on the successful attack. The details on Eirickson’s agents were sparse. Ander's arm was broken when they struck. Ines did not fare as well. She took three knives to the chest before Crum got between her and the assassins. His quick thinking kept Jesca out of harm’s way. After disarming one attacker, he killed them and kept watch over Ines. He ignored his own injuries until an herbalist treated her. An herbalist closed the deep cut in his left hand, saving his thumb, but he couldn’t move it until the stitches were removed. The royal guard considered him a hero for his actions and dedication to their queen. Ander noted his willingness to accept Crum as a suitor to his daughter. Aerison had five hundred volunteers ready to help me secure my country. They were mine for the asking.
I noted he didn’t mention Stina until the end. He wanted to meet, face to face, about what happened and her death.
Kurt’s letter was short, down to business. He questioned my reasoning for banishing Sebast, insisting we would talk about the situation after visiting Tindra.
Plans were for him to accompany Aerison.
I rubbed my temples, trying to avoid getting a headache.
Crum did what I would have expected. He protected those around him as best he could. As proud as I felt, I really wanted him by my side. I needed him here, in his homeland, helping me reassure the people.
Where would I house five hundred Varian soldiers? As much as I knew I needed them, Croy needed them, no one would believe they were here to help. If I let them stay in the capital, my detractors would call it an invasion. If I set them up outside the walls, it would be called a siege. Hopefully, I can find a workable solution. I need to talk to someone with better insight into the situation.






  
  Chapter 2


A short walk across the courtyard took me to Roald’s quarters. 
I raised my hand to knock when the door opened.
“You need me?” the eldest Thane asked. 
“I need some insight.”
“I do believe that’s why I enjoy my freedom,” Roald said. “Come. Sit. Let’s talk.”
“You remember Roi, my mentor?”
He looked at me for a moment. “I know of him…and your history with him.”
“He’s here, ready to advise me again, but you know things he doesn’t.”
He nodded. “What’s on your mind?”
“Lots of things,” I said, frowning. “Right now, the issue of trust. How should I go about building trust with those who currently oppose me?”
“You’re asking about a long list of people...from what I hear. To some, you’ve shed a lot of blood for no justifiable reason. That breeds a large amount of distrust; some may even want revenge. Others see you as a temporary ruler and make moves to position themselves to take your place. Though the Satran no longer operate in the open, it will take time to remove their influence. Ultimately to gain trust, you must give it. Perhaps lift the house arrest of the other Thanes. Give them the same freedoms I have.”
I stared at him for a moment, collecting my thoughts. “I have reason to believe they may still conspire against me. If Porsey and Boril are free to move about, what keeps them from inciting another uprising? Even a passive resistance to my rule keeps resources I need out of my hands. How can I justify freeing them?”
He shrugged. “You asked for my insight. That’s a start. Maybe their freedom buys you some goodwill.”
“But you told me the council couldn’t control Eirickson. You feared him. Why do they resist me?”
“You stripped them of their standing and their freedom. What’s next? Are you going to kill them? Their deaths would further anger their supporters, giving them more reason to resist you. With nothing to lose, they don’t fear you.”
I pointed my finger at him. “Can you persuade them to support me because I plan to let them live?”
He frowned. “They never listened to me when they had power. Why bother now?”
I stroked my beard, considering Roald’s wisdom.
“That reminds me,” he said. “You look like a wild man. It wouldn’t hurt your image to clean up. Long hair and an unkempt beard...not a good look on a Croian ruler. Both Eirickson and your father were clean-shaven with closely cropped hair.”
I leaped from my chair, knocking it over. The thick wooden table cracked when I slammed my fist into it. Clenching my jaw, I said, “Do not ever tell me I should look like either of them. I know the truth. I know what they did with their power. If I could get the people who believe Eirick and Eirickson could do no wrong to understand how those two abused their power and this country, they would curse their names.”
Roald raised his hands, stood, and backed away. “I—I meant no insult. Please, I beg forgiveness.”
“I’ll forgive your mistake this once. Make it again, and it might cost you your head. I’ll send for you when I think you may be of use again.”
He bowed. “You are ever understanding.”
To burn off some anger, I walked the perimeter of the courtyard instead of going straight home. Since the wall around the courtyard was more ornate than secure, I had ordered four guards for the entrance gate. Only two stood there now.
“Where are the other two guards?” I asked.
“Sergeant Vegar said there should only be two guards here,” one of them said.
I sighed and shook my head. “Who does he answer to?”
“Commander Agnor.”
“Thank you. I’ll take it up with him. See to it that no one else comes in without my knowledge.”
Neither acknowledged my order.
“Did you not hear me?”
“Sergeant said not to take orders from you.”
“I am not in the mood for games. If I find anyone inside the walls who doesn’t belong here, I will personally deliver your heads to Vegar’s bed. Is that clear?”
The silent guard turned pale and swallowed before nodding. The other showed his wisdom by bowing.
Closing the metal gate behind me, I sythed the stone around it so it wouldn’t open without someone fixing the wall.
I sighed while walking past the pile of clothes I’d removed from Auti’s quarters. They were too small for me, and his body lay rotting in the tunnels next to Eirickson. Still, someone could use them if the guard would bother to take them away as I ordered.
My disappointment continued when I noticed the name and likeness of the dead Thane still remained on the door to my quarters. Are there no woodsyths to spare? Something else I have to address with the commanders.
Roi sat at the dining table, eating an apple. “At least you have some food,” he said, after swallowing.
“Only men under Agrim’s command are allowed to bring me food. I’d probably be poisoned otherwise,” I said, taking a seat.
“I’m getting a better idea of what you’re dealing with. You have to eliminate the willful disobedience. Seems you have Agrim’s trust. Why isn’t he helping?”
I nodded. “He’s doing what he can, but what are thirty men against most of the country?”
“What about Nikulas? You don’t have his support?”
“I’ve been too busy taking care of problems here to contact him. I’m not sure if he’ll be happy with me when I do.”
“Why?”
“I’m going to change his responsibility. He’ll be our ambassador to Varia.”
“Again, why?”
“He’s already surrounded by Varian agents, might as well let him openly coordinate with them to shore up the allegiance.”
“Makes sense to me, but won’t your detractors see that as another step in a Varian invasion?”
I shrugged. “Roald thinks I should free the other Thanes as a show of trust.”
“But you don’t trust them, do you?” Roi asked.
“Only to stab me in the back.”
“Why have you kept them alive?”
“You’re full of questions,” I said. “I asked you here to help me find answers.”
He frowned. “Can’t give answers without understanding the situation. Albin told me you originally planned to kill the Thanes.”
I nodded. “Roald said something…changed my mind. Sparing them meant I was better than Eirickson. I wouldn’t let myself be as evil as he was.”
“He’s right, but they don’t seem to appreciate your mercy.”
I pressed my lips together and took a deep breath. “Exactly, so what do I do? If I free them, what keeps them from encouraging more resistance? So far, the small flames of rebellion haven’t joined together. If those two unite my detractors, I won’t live to see Croy fall.”
“Get them away from the people they influence. Send them to Nikulas.”
I shook my head. “That won’t work; he’s accustomed to doing the council’s bidding. But it does give me an idea. I’ll think about it while working on a response to King Ander and Kurt.”
“What did they have to say?”
He rubbed his chin while I gave him a summary of the two messages, smiling at Crum’s heroics. “No less than I would expect from him,” he said. “Varia sending five hundred men sounds like a good show of support.”
“I would agree if I wasn’t so worried about the problems they may cause,”
“Varian soldiers have a reputation of discipline and professionalism.”
“Yes, but the fear of a Varian invasion is alive and well around here. Where am I going to house five hundred men that doesn’t instill more concern in the people of Croy?”
“Maybe weave them into your army, put them under the Croian commanders.”
“I doubt that will go over well with either faction, but I’ll consider it. I already have to meet with the commanders, might as well deliver bad news along with a fresh tongue lashing.”
Roi smiled, “That’s not how you make friends.”
“No, but I’ll have more cooperation for a few days, at least.”
“What are you going to say to Kurt?”
“The truth. Until I know Tindra can defend herself, or I can keep her safe, Sabast is not allowed in the capital.”
“Why do you care?”
“She kept telling me she had my back. She was ready to die for me. She said she’d show me she was trustworthy. I didn’t believe her. Halmar took some blows, and had to get some stitches, but Tindra was the only one who really got hurt, and she did it defending me. How could I not care?”
“Guess I owe her a little trust too then,” he said. “Considering you’re getting five hundred men from Ander, do you need the council’s support?”
“At this point, I’m more concerned with not making another enemy,” I said. “The Varian war council would be a dangerous opponent.”
“Then choose your words wisely. Is it safe for me to take a walk? I’d like to visit some of my former haunts.”
“I doubt anyone would threaten you,” I said. “You’ll have to fix the wall around the gate so it will open. I don’t trust the guards to keep people out.”
“Thanks for the advice,” he said. “Have fun writing.”






  
  Chapter 3


I heard the door close as I made my way to the meeting room. After taking a moment to admire Auti’s taste in quality ink and selection of quills, I wrote to Kurt first. Much like his letter to me, I wrote little more than a note, starting with an open invitation to visit Croy when he wanted. Before addressing the situation with Sabast, I gave him an update on Tindra’s condition based on what I knew and said I looked forward to talking with him. 
Next came the letter to Ander. I expressed my concern for his wife and wished her a speedy recovery. It took some time to come up with the right words to express my gratitude for sending Aerison and so many men. I told him I would do my best to have accommodations ready when they arrived. After several hesitant strokes of the quill, I spelled out how much I regretted Stina’s death and how I wished the situation had not played out the way it did. I ended the letter by offering any help I might be able to provide once I had stabilized my country.
I pulled out a third page and wrote to Crum. It felt necessary to tell him how proud his actions made me feel and included Roi’s praise. I asked for him to continue working to strengthen the relationship between Croy and Varia by being a good example of how Croians are willing to aid our neighbors. The letter ended with a reminder that I missed him and he would always have a place to stay in his home country.
After folding each letter, I addressed them, sealing each with wax, and secured them in a pouch. I had sythed my own seal, using a mirror to make a copy of the brand on my face. If I’m going to wear it for life, might as well own it.
With the letters finished, I considered how to deal with Porsey and Boril. House arrest wasn’t having the effect I wanted, and Roald was right about the outcome of executions. I needed to get them out of the country, away from their supporters, ideally in a way that would get people on my side. The beginning of an idea came to mind, but I needed to talk to someone first. Hopefully, she’d be awake and willing to talk business.
After stopping by my room to put on my hammer, I left my quarters. Exiting the compound grounds, I found a single guard at the gate.
He stood a couple of fingers shorter than me with a little more bulk. The color of his stringy hair reminded me of sun-faded hay. At first, I thought the dark, half-moon-shaped mark near his right eye was a fading bruise, but it had a distinct border against his fair skin. Tattoo or birthmark?
“Why are you alone?” I asked.
“Paulans said he wasn’t going to waste his time standing around here if anyone could come and go as they pleased.”
My eyebrow twitched, and I shook my head before running my hand down my chin. “What’s your name?”
“Sigric. Sir.”
“Sigric. Why are you still here?”
“I want to keep my head.”
I pressed my lips together and nodded. “Nice to hear you can pay attention. Do you believe I want to take off heads?”
“Rumors say—”
“To the fire with rumors. What do you believe?”
He turned pale when I interrupted. “I…well, I—”
“Spit it out!” I shouted.
“Sergeant Vegar told everyone that he met with Porsey, and the Thane told him you were planning to kill anyone who resisted the coming Varian invasion.”
I clenched my jaw and pulled two chairs from the ground. “Sit.”
The startled guard looked around before quickly moving into the chair.
My hammer made a dull ‘thunk’ against the stone chair as I sat. “Have you seen me kill anyone?”
“No, but everyone knows Agrim’s company is your personal assassination troop.”
“Everyone?”
“Vegar said Agrim and his men helped you get into the council building the day you attacked. He said Agrim’s men slit throats to give you and the Varians a clean path inside.”
“Are you afraid of me?”
He nodded.
“Why?
“Jarl Eirickson branded you a traitor after you attacked the Thanes. He exiled you from Croy, but you killed him and took the country. You’re going to let Varia take over.”
I stared at him until he squirmed. “Some of what you say is true. Before I tell you more, I want you to answer one more question. If I am a bloodthirsty, murderous traitor intent on giving this country to Varia, why are you still alive?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve insulted me. If I am the man you believe me to be, why haven't I killed you?” I reached for my hammer. “After all, this is the hammer I smashed Eirickson to death with. I could do the same to you and no one would know.”
“I…yes, you could.”
I nodded. “Do you want to hear the truth? Do you want to know what happened to me in the council chamber? Why I was there to begin with?”
He glanced around. “How will I know you’re telling the truth?”
“Because you’ll live to tell others the truth.”
“Couldn’t hurt to listen,” he said, shivering.
“No, but it might hurt not to,” I said, with a smile. “I’ll assume you know Eirickson was my half-brother, and I governed the land conquered by Satra. I traveled from my skati seeking aid from the Thanes. Satran soldiers were raiding Croian farms, and I needed warriors to protect my people and secure the border. I didn’t attack the Thanes; I threatened them. Eirickson did brand me for that, but he didn’t exile me. He did much worse. He threw me into a lightless maze of tunnels with no exit. His judgment alone sentenced me to wither away under the capital while he sacrificed Croian lives to pacify the barbarians to our south. Instead of fighting the Satran like the powerful jarl everyone believed him to be, the coward let them slaughter our countrymen. Worse than that, he met with them, working out plans for invading Varia. He offered Croian warriors to the Satran cause.”
Sigric sat, silent, his mouth hanging open with an expression made of confusion and disbelief fixed on his face.
“Take your time. Think about what I said and what has happened this past year. I’ll gladly answer any questions you have.”
“You admit to attacking the Thanes?”
“No,” I said. “I threatened them. Just like I threatened to remove your head earlier. Had I attacked them, someone would have been injured or killed.”
He nodded. “I see what you mean. But if those tunnels had no exit, how did you get here?”
“I worked hard to get out while fighting to live and protect others. A man I trusted died so I could rescue a woman and escape. I made my way to Varia, nearly dying when Satran soldiers found us in the woods, and found people who would listen. They swore to help me as long as I promised to keep Satra from winning. What do you know about Satra?”
“Jarl Eirickson had us preparing to fight off a Varian invasion from the north. Our commanders told us to not worry about Satra. They told us they wouldn’t come through the central forest.”
“Why would Varia invade from the north? Think about it—there’s an open passage on our eastern border. Why risk traveling through mountains on foot when you could drive wagons full of soldiers and supplies through the pass?”
“I’m a warrior; I don’t question my commanders.”
“Yet you don’t listen to my orders,” I said.
“Sergeant told us to only do what we must to stay out of trouble.”
“I’ll address that soon enough. Do you believe me yet?”
“I’m not stupid enough to call you a liar,” he said, looking down.
“I appreciate your honesty,” I said, with a grin. “Can I trust you to not stab me in the back?”
“I like living.”
“Close enough. I’d like a second set of eyes with me while I make my way to herbalist Abi’s house. Since Agrim and his company are resting, I’d like for you to walk with me.”
“And if I refuse?”
“It’s not an order, it’s a request. You can stay here guarding the gate. I’ll know you still don’t believe me, and I can’t trust you. However, honor my request, and I’ll consider it a show of trust which could benefit both of us.”
“Who will make sure the Thanes don’t leave the compound?”
“That’s my problem,” I said, with a smile.
Sigric looked around again as if he expected someone to be watching, waiting to trap him. “Are you leading, or am I?”
“I’d rather we walk side by side. Trust is important.”






  
  Chapter 4


I noticed people staring at us as we walked to the herbalist’s home. More than a few sneered or frowned, and some spat at us as we passed. While the attention didn’t bother me, Sigric’s shoulders drooped, and he let his gaze fall to the ground. 
I know some people are unhappy with me, but what has he done? 
“I’d invite you in, but I’m not sure Tindra wants company,” I said, before knocking on the door.
He nodded. “I’ll wait here.”
“Thank you.”
Abi opened the door. “How may I help—oh, I apologize. Please, Sire, come in.”
She had the calm, soft voice of a loving grandparent but wasn’t much older than me. Her curly, brown hair, tangled with leaves and stems, partially hid warm, brown eyes. More plant debris clung to her rough, woven dress. She must have been harvesting this morning.
“Thank you,” I said, closing the door behind me. “How’s she doing?”
She shook her head. “Still more bad days than good. Hardly touched breakfast. Maybe you can cheer her up.”
The thin herbalist was a little shorter than Tindra but walked with rapid strides. I hurried to keep up with her as we walked deeper into her odd, round house. The closer we got to the center and the outdoor space the home surrounded, the more greenery climbed the walls.
Abi stopped at a door. “She’s sitting in the garden. I’ll give you your privacy.”
I walked out, following the trail to a table. Tindra sat, staring at the three candles. The flame flared and jumped from one to the other, causing shadows to dance.
“May I join you?” I asked.
She flinched before looking at me. Her tawny skin had an ashen look. Dark rings circled her amber eyes. Her black hair had grown shaggy and lost its shine. Wonder when she washed it last. She’d lost more weight since my last visit; I could see it in her cheeks.
“It’s nice of you to visit,” she said, with a blank expression.
Approaching the table, I saw a spoon resting in a bowl of boiled grains next to a plate of sliced fruit. “Abi said you didn’t eat. Don’t try convincing me you’re still learning to eat with your left hand. We both know that’s a lie.”
“She doesn’t believe me when I tell her I need meat,” she growled, sounding almost feral.
“We went over this last time I visited,” I said. “You agreed to follow her orders. She’s doing everything she can to help.”
“Everything but feeding me a decent meal. I can’t take any more of these bland grains. I’d settle for some Varian spices.” The flame grew higher as she ranted.
“I’ll talk to her, give her a few suggestions. Do you feel up to talking about something else?”
“You know what happened—you were there. We don’t need to talk about it,” she said, and lit all three candles.
“That’s not why I’m here. I’ve got news from Varia. Kurt’s coming. He wants to see you.”
“Why? To gloat? To tell Sabast where I am?”
“Don’t worry about Sabast. I’ve got that situation handled,” I said. “I’m not sure why Kurt asked to visit you, maybe to see how you’re doing. That’s not the only reason I’m here. I also need your opinion on something.”
“What?”
“I have an idea to solve a problem, but I need your take on it. You’re the only person I know who can tell me how to best approach this.”
“No. I told you before, I’m out. I’m done.”
“Get over yourself. You’re the one who told me every scar is a lesson. Well, you have a big scar—learn from it.”
“I can’t do my job anymore. I’m no good to anyone like this,” she said, waving her right arm at me. 
I grabbed the bandage above her wrist. “I’m not asking you to be a spion. I’m asking for information you already have. Regardless, you’re wrong. There’s plenty good you can do if you’d just do it.”
She pulled away. “It itches.”
I looked at her for a moment. “That’s not unheard of. Wounds itch when they heal.”
She pointed toward where her hand should be. “Not the wound. My hand. It itches between my thumb and first finger, but I can’t scratch what’s not there.”
My eyes opened wide. “Oh, I don’t... Have you talked to Abi about it?”
“No. She’d tell me to chew on some leaf or something.”
I nodded. “I’ll talk to her for you and tell her no leaves. Will you discuss this problem with me? It might do you some good to think about something else.”
“I’m not going to promise I’ll answer, but I’ll listen.”
“I have an idea of what to do with Porsey and Boril,” I said. “I want to―”
“Kill them.”
“No, that would cause more problems. I want to send them away, and I think I know where they can do some good.”
“Send them to Satra for slaves.”
I shook my head. “That would be as bad as killing them. I want to send them to Daufi.”
She rubbed her forehead for a moment. “Let me get Abi. I’m sure she has some leaves you can chew until you understand why that’s a ridiculous idea.”
I smiled. “I had a feeling you might not see the wisdom in my idea.”
“So, convince me you haven’t lost your mind.”
“Sending them, and their families, on a special, long-term diplomatic mission to the capital of Varia makes them seem important again. It gives the appearance of me trusting and respecting them. The people at Daufi can keep Porsey and Boril on the grounds, away from anyone they might use to gain power. Their families can help, maybe even give goods from Daufi a place in the markets, to generate money for the house. I could give King Ander a warning to make sure the Thanes don’t influence anyone in the Varian court.”
I saw a flicker in her eye. “Underhanded deception for your own gain…I didn’t know you had it in you. Might work, but how long would my parents have to hold them?”
“Ideally? Until the Thanes die. Realistically, only until they have no way to influence anyone in Varia.”
“If my father thinks it will work out for his people, he’d likely agree to take them in. When are you going to send them?”
“I have to decide how I’m going to get them there first. And shouldn’t I ask Mikael before dumping them at his gate?” 
“Bring me some parchment; I’ll dictate a letter to Abi. Sooner or later, I have to learn to write left-handed,” she said, with a weak smile. “It’s well past time I let my parents know I’m alive anyway.”
“Thank you. I have news from King Ander if you want to hear it.”
She sighed and closed her eyes. “My life is his for the asking,” she said, blank expression returning.
“He didn’t call for your life. I think he has more on his mind anyway. Ines was gravely injured before Crum killed the attackers. Ander’s arm was broken, and Crum’s hand is in bad shape—”
“Oh,” she said, frowning. “I know how that feels.”
I smiled. “Humor?”
She shook her head. “Reality. Is Jesca hurt?”
“Unharmed,” I said, and patted her leg. “Eat. You need your strength. When I come back with parchment, I’ll bring some meat. Do you mind if I bring Roi?”
“When did he get here? Does he know?”
“Earlier this morning,” I said. “He knows enough.”
She lifted the spoon. “I won’t turn you away if he’s with you.”
I nodded and left her to eat.
It took some searching to find Abi, but I wanted to talk to her before I left. “Tindra says her missing hand itches. Any idea how to help with that?”
The herbalist shook her head. “Why didn’t she tell me?”
“She didn’t want you telling her to chew more leaves.”
Abi smiled. “I recommend what I know works. I don’t know anything about ghostly itches. I’ll ask some of my friends.”
“She wants meat to eat.”
Her face lost a little color, and she frowned. “I’ve eaten nothing but fruit and plants my whole life. The meals I make are good for her. She’d recover just fine if she’d eat.”
“You won’t protest if I bring her some meat?”
She shrugged. “Not if it gets her to eat. I don’t mind the company, but I’m not going to let her stay only to starve and waste away.”
“She had started eating when I left. I’ll bring her something else when I come back,” I said. “I’ll see myself out.”
As I turned, Abi said, “You’re welcome to come and go as you like, Sire.”
I looked back. “Ignoring how impolite that would be, I have enough people accusing me of terrible things. I don’t need more rumors or accusations.”
She nodded, and I left.






  
  Chapter 5


I hadn’t been confident Sigric would wait, but he came to the door as I stepped outside. 
“Do you still require my services, Sire?”
I cocked my head for a moment. “Sire, instead of sir?”
“Thought about what you said before—trust. I figured respect was a necessary part of it.”
“So, you can think for yourself,” I said, with a smirk. “Good quality for a man to have. I recommend keeping it up. Do you know if there are any Varian cooks on the way back to the compound?”
“You’re asking the wrong person. I’ve never tried Varian food,” he said, with a shrug.
“Fair enough,” I said. “Who cooks the best meat?”
“Depends. What are you in the mood for?”
“Meat. The more flavor, the better.”
“It’s still early for lunch, but Grith runs a butcher shop and does some cooking. I can’t say if the best or not, but it’s not too far off the path back to your home.”
“Perfect,” I said. “Lead the way.”
He nodded and took me to a market square I wasn’t familiar with. The farther we walked, the more attention people paid to us. Soon my head turned toward every noise.
Sigric noticed. “Relax. They’re more worried about me than you.”
“Why?”
“Most of the shop owners know I’m under Vegar’s command. He throws his weight around sometimes, takes things.”
I guess all the sneers and spit before weren’t just directed at me.
“Something else I need to address,” I muttered, then cleared my throat. “Is there a reason you brought me to this butcher?”
“Because Grith is good people. I try to get word to him when Vegar might be coming by. Like I said, I’ve been thinking...I may not question my sergeant, but I don’t have to agree with him.”
“How do I know you’re telling me the truth?”
“Ask the butcher. I’ll introduce you and leave if you’d like. No reason he’d lie if I’m not there.”
“I’m still wondering if this is a trap.”
“You killed Jarl Eirickson, and General Hallfrid may never walk again without crutches because of what you did to him. I don’t want to get on your bad side.”
“I want you to trust me, not fear me.”
He shrugged. “The outcome’s the same.”
“Only in the short term. Leading by fear never works for long. I’ll talk to Grith. If you’re telling the truth, I’ll make sure Vegar understands I don’t approve of his activities.”
We turned a corner, and he pointed to a shop with several skinned goats hanging from the porch. “Right there.”
“I’ll go in alone to see what he says. I trust you’ll stay nearby.”
He nodded. “Go ahead. I’ll watch your back. You’ll see I’m telling the truth.”
Keeping my eyes and ears open, I hurried to the shop and stepped inside.
WHACK! A hatchet struck a block of wood.
A thickly muscled, nearly bald man, wearing a blood-stained apron looked up from the headless rabbit. “Can I help you?”
I held out my hand. “Grith. From what I hear, I think we can help each other.”
He squinted, staring at me, and didn’t bother to wipe the sticky blood from his hand before shaking mine. “Haven’t seen you around here before. I’d remember.”
“King Fitzeirick. I’d like some cooked meat, but I want to talk first.”
He pulled his hand back and wiped it on his apron. “Excuse my lack of manners. Not often we get royals here.”
I bobbed my head to him. “I take no offense. Think nothing of it.”
He stepped back and looked me over. “I’ve heard you’d beat a man for less.”
“Vegar?”
He nodded and looked past me.
“So, what I’ve heard is true?” I asked.
“Depends on what you’ve heard...and who’s talking.”
“I’ve heard one of my sergeants takes liberties with some of the shops in this market.”
“And you’ve come looking for the same?” he asked, gripping the hatchet. “Vegar’s smart enough to have men with him when he comes.”
I tapped my coin purse hanging from my belt. “No, I’m here to do business. Do you have any cooked meat left from breakfast?”
“I’ve got a little roast pork, but it’s too dry to eat now. Planned to throw it in the stew pot for dinner.”
I nodded. “How much?”
“I wouldn’t feel right taking coin for it.”
“Price isn’t important. How much meat do you have cooked?” I asked.
“About enough for two people. Why?”
“Sounds like Sigric brought me to the right place. I’m looking for some meat, something that would be good in a soup or a stew, and about enough for two people.”
“Sigric?” he asked, looking past me again. “Did he tell you when Vegar’s coming by?”
“Don’t worry about Vegar. He’s my problem.”
“I’ll give you all the meat you want if you get Vegar to leave us alone.”
I shook my head. “You won’t give me anything. I’m here to do business. How much for the dry pork?”
“I wouldn’t feel right selling it to you. I’ll wrap it, and you take it. Buy fresh from me later.”
I crossed my arms. “Name your price.”
He wiped his brow. “Freshly cooked, it’s a silver single per person. I’ll take one for all of it.”
I’m not carrying any silver.
Nodding, I grabbed two coins from my purse and held my closed fist out. “You’re more than fair; here’s your payment. Wrap it, and I’ll leave you to your work.”
He wrapped the pork in a piece of burlap and tied it closed with well-practiced ease.
Taking the bundle, I placed coins on his table and turned to leave.
“Two gold doubles is too much by far,” he said.
I glanced over my shoulder, smiling. “Consider it payment for valuable information. Spread it around if you don’t want to keep it all.”
The butcher squinted and tilted his head before nodding.
I reached Sigric, and said, “You’re not going to serve under Vegar much longer.”
“What are you going to do with me?”
“Have half a mind to send you to Agrim.”
“I don’t want to be an assassin,” he blurted out.
I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Agrim’s men aren’t assassins. He’s proved his loyalty, so they act as my right hand. Do they kill for me? Yes, but only when necessary and never in secret. Regardless, I haven’t made my mind up, but I do have a job for you when we get to the compound.” 
“What if my sergeant sends someone looking for me?”
“Tell them you’re doing my bidding. If they have a problem with you following my orders, they can talk to me.”
“Yes, Sire,” he said, with a smile.






  
  Chapter 6


The compound gate stood open and unguarded. 
“I need to get a few things from my quarters. Would you mind looking in on Porsey and Boril? I’d like to know they’re where they’re supposed to be.”
“Of course, Sire. Should I alert you if they are gone?”
“I won’t be long. Wait for me at the gate. I’ll give you your assignment before I go back to Abi’s.”
He nodded before turning to Porsey’s home.
It didn’t look like Roi had returned when I entered my quarters. I grabbed the pouch with letters bound for Varia, jotted a quick note for Agrim to let him know why I sent Sigric to him and sealed it before grabbing some parchment for Tindra’s letter. I also selected a nice quill and a couple of ink jars. She said she needs to practice.
I almost ran over Roi as I stepped out.
“In a hurry?” he asked, and chuckled.
“Wasn’t expecting anyone,” I replied. “I’m going to drop some things off for Tindra. Want to walk with me?”
“Don’t have anything better to do. Wanted to talk to you about something anyway.”
“Be nice having you at my side,” I said, “like old times.”
He chuckled.
“Nothing out of the ordinary to report, Sire,” Sigric said, as I approached the gate. “Boril seemed in good spirits. Porsey didn’t like having his nap interrupted.”
“Thank you,” I said. “If plans go my way, their lives won’t be so dull soon.”
Handing the note and the pouch to Sigric, I said, “Agrim’s probably asleep in his quarters. When he wakes, give him this note and wait for him to decide how to handle the pouch.”
He gave me a strange look but nodded.
“Afterward, relax. Get something to eat. Perhaps Grith might have something interesting to say. Above all else, stay out of trouble.”
“Yes, Sire.”
“What’s on your mind?” I asked Roi.
“Ran into some people I hadn’t seen in a long time, heard a disturbing rumor.”
“Rumors about me run rampant, don’t believe them.”
“Not about you, about my father.”
“Someone’s seen Rorec?” I asked, stopping.
“I’ve known Engli for as long as I can remember. Swore he saw my father during the invasion. Said Rorec wore a Satran officer’s uniform,” he said, frowning.
“Your friend had to be mistaken. Fear clouded his mind. You don’t believe your father’s fighting for Satra.”
“Engli’s solid under pressure. He’d recognize my father in a crowd. I don’t think he’s mistaken.”
I looked around, suddenly aware of all the people looking in our direction. “We’ll talk about this later. Let’s get to Abi’s now. I’d like you to talk to Tindra. Maybe you can help her see life isn’t over.”
“Why me?”
“You suffered a greater loss than her and managed to live through it. That kind of experience taught you things I can’t know.”
“I’ll try.”
When Abi’s home came into view, Roi said, “I recognize this place. My parents were good friends of Yrsae and Ulfar. They treated me a few times when I was young. I haven’t thought about them in ages. How did Abi come to live here?”
“Don’t know.”
“Mind if I ask?”
“Not at all, but don’t press if she doesn’t want to answer.”
“Wasn’t planning to be impolite,” he said, grinning.
Abi opened the door shortly after I knocked.
I introduced her to Roi as we stepped inside.
Roi looked around the entryway, pressing his hand against the wall. With a childlike smile, he said, “It’s the same as I remember.”
Abi cocked her head.
“He knew Yrsae and Ulfar.”
She smiled. “Oh, they were wonderful people. It seems like they were here yesterday.”
“What happened to them?” Roi asked.
“Yrsae got sick, so sick. Ulfar worked day and night to help her get better. I did what I could to help. All the herbalists within a day’s ride looked in on her, but nothing worked. She withered away to skin and bones before she died. He died not long after. His mind was still sharp, but he lacked the will to live without his wife.”
He pressed his lips together tightly and sniffled a couple of times. “How did you meet them?”
She frowned. “Father died fighting for Jarl Eirick in the far east. Yrsae took me as their apprentice, and they raised me after my mother died.”
He hugged her. “I didn’t mean to bring sorrow to your door.”
She shook her head. “I understand. You didn’t know. Tindra’s still in the garden.”
“Before we go see her, I brought some meat for her lunch, but it needs to be used in a soup or stew. Are you comfortable with that?”
“I can try,” she said. “I’ve never cooked meat.”
“I’ll do what I can to help. Do you have any peppers or spices ready?”
She looked at me and furrowed her brow. “Are you not feeling well?”
“Not for a cure, to add to the soup.”
“I don’t use peppers or spices in my food,” she said.
“I know, and that’s one of her complaints,” I said. “Roi, would you go talk to Tindra while I help in the kitchen?”
He nodded and walked toward the middle of the house.
“He’s a herbalist?” Abi asked, as we walked.
“No, stonesyth. He’s suffered loss. I thought his experience might help her figure out how to get past her self-pity.”
“Oh,” she said. “What do we need to make this soup?”
“Let’s start with what you normally use in soup.”
She nodded. “Roots, carrots, and potato or beets usually.”
“This is pork. A little sweetness will go well too. Do you have any dried sugar beets?”
“No. I don’t grow sugar beets.”
I nodded. “Get a pot of water on to boil. We’ll work with what you have on hand.”
While the pot heated, Abi chopped carrots and potatoes before dropping them in.
“You wouldn’t happen to have horseradish, would you?” I asked.
“Never heard of such a thing. What is it?”
“A root...popular in Varia. I’ve had it once; it’s hard to describe. Think about a spice you don’t taste, but it hits your nose instead.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Doesn’t sound very good.”
I chuckled. “Used sparingly, it makes an interesting flavor. How about dried peppers?”
She shook her head. “All the peppers I have are fresh.”
“Mortar and pestle?”
She looked at me like she questioned my sanity. “Not in here. Who would keep one in the kitchen?”
“I’d like to grind up some fresh peppers to spice the meat.”
“Oh. I’ll go get one. Peppers are in the jar on the shelf behind you. The dark red ones carry the most heat.”
I nodded and picked five, firm, red peppers from the jar. I’d removed the stems by the time Abi returned.
“Are you sure she’s going to like this?” she asked.
“More than the bland Croian food she’s had so far,” I said, while grinding the peppers into an oily paste. My nose burned as the smell filled the air.
Abi coughed a couple of times.
While coating the meat, I had an idea. “Abi, do you have any ripe pears?”
“No, only dried, cubed pears. Why?”
I dropped the pork in the boiling pot and smiled. “Would you mind if I used some?”
She looked sideways at me before walking into a nearby pantry and returning with a jar.
I reached inside, grabbed a handful of tan-colored, shriveled cubes, and dropped them in the mortar. “Leave them to soak up some oil. We’ll add them to the soup shortly before it’s ready.”
She scrunched up her face. “I don’t think that’s going to taste good.”
“It’s not traditional Varian cooking, but I’m willing to give it a chance. Tindra and I ate some Satran food with pear in it before. I’m hoping she’ll remember and maybe cheer up a little.”
“Where did you eat Satran cooking?”
“An eatery in Varia run by a friend of Tindra’s. His family left Satra long ago.”
“It was good?”
I nodded. “For a meat-eater. Tudal used more earthy flavors compared to the fiery Varian cooking.”
“Earthy flavors,” she repeated, while scratching her chin. “I wonder what plants give earthy flavors to food.”
“I don’t know much about cooking and spices. Roi’s son’s a pretty good cook. When he gets here, maybe you can talk to him about it.”
“Isn’t Roi Croian?”
I nodded. “He lived with Grima and Einns in Varia for a while. Einns uses a combination of techniques. Doubt he’s picked up any Satran influence but wouldn’t be surprised if he could figure it out...especially with the help of an experienced herbalist.”
Abi blushed at the praise. “I do what I can.”
“Speaking of which, are we paid up? You’ve done a lot for Tindra, and I know she can be a handful.”
“You’re fine. She’s been a good patient until lately. Guess she’s finally got enough strength back to be uncooperative. I don’t mind; it’s nice to have some company in this lonely house.” She stirred the pot. “How do we know when the soup is ready?”
I took a deep breath and couldn’t smell the peppers. “Let it boil until you smell the peppers in the steam. Then we’ll take it off the fire and drop the pear cubes in.”
“I can do that if you want to go out to the garden. Take a pitcher of water and some cups. I’m sure your friends would like a drink.”
I grabbed a tray and cups while Abi filled a pitcher from the water barrel.
“Let’s see how Roi and Tindra are getting along,” I said, with a grin.






  
  Chapter 7


“...once you’ve decided to do that, the rest is easy,” Roi said, and turned to look at me. 
“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
“Roi said you brought meat,” Tindra said.
“Soup’s not ready yet. Abi thought you two could use some water.”
“Sit,” she said, pushing a chair out with her foot.
I placed cups on the table, filled them, and took the offered chair after putting the tray and pitcher down. “Make any progress?”
“She’s a good listener,” Roi said, before taking a drink.
Tindra swallowed. “I appreciate your honesty. You gave me a lot to think about. I don’t talk much when I’m thinking. What’s for lunch?”
“Have a little patience—it’s cooking,” I said. “I also brought some parchment, a nice quill, and ink for your letter, and so you can practice writing.”
“Thank you, but what’s for lunch?” she asked again.
I shook my head. “Carrot and potato—”
“Meat!” she shouted.
I smiled. “Soup with peppered pork and a surprise.”
Her mouth dropped open, and a little drool ran out of the corners. “You talked the plant-eater into cooking meat? I don’t mind a salad on occasion, but I need meat.”
“I got some here as soon as I could,” I said. “Can you wait for it to get to the table?”
Roi chuckled.
“What choice do I have? I can’t carry it for myself.”
“Not like you used to,” Roi said. “But you aren’t incapable. It would only take more trips.”
Abi placed the pot on the table before setting a tray with bowls and spoons down next to it. “If you don’t mind, I won’t be joining you. I need to make my lunch.”
“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable in your home,” I said.
She shook her head. “No worry. I can’t stomach that smell much longer.”
I stood, grabbed a gold double from my purse, and put it in her hand. “Thank you.”
She nodded and rushed out of the garden.
Tindra ladled her bowl full before using her spoon to find a piece of pork. Jamming it into her mouth, she closed her eyes and hummed. The corners of her mouth turned up in a disturbing smile. She chewed quickly, swallowed, and sighed before dropping her shoulders. 
“Meat,” she said. “And some spice. Not like home but a vast improvement over bland plants.”
“You’ve had fruit too,” I said.
“I can’t eat fruit for every meal,” she replied.
“What are these sweet, spicy, white cubes?” Roi asked.
“The surprise,” I said.
Tindra scooped one of the cubes out of the soup and sniffed it before popping it into her mouth. “Tastes like spiced pear.”
Roi furrowed his brow. “What made you think of that combination?”
She grinned. “I know. Tudal and Hampus.”
I nodded. “Mostly Tudal.”
She smiled for a moment. “That seems like a long time ago.”
“It does, doesn’t it?” I said, then remembered the conversation with Abi in the kitchen. “Roi, when you send for Grima and Einns, would you mind if he spent some time with Abi? Adding the spiced pears made her curious about cooking with other plants.”
He nodded. “I’ll ask once they get here and get settled. Wouldn’t hurt for him to learn a little of the herbalist trade either.”
I turned back to Tindra. “What are your plans for the rest of the day?”
She cocked her head. “I’m going to eat as much of that soup as I can and rest. Maybe a stomach full of real food will help me feel better.”
Roi chuckled again.
“I can’t talk you into joining me in a meeting this evening? I could use your skills,” I said.
“How many times do I have to tell you I’m out before you believe me?”
“I’m not asking you to act as my spion. I could use another pair of wary eyes and ears. I’ll have Roi but having you there would be helpful. I’m meeting with the generals, again, because I can’t get anything done with nearly fifteen hundred men working against me. General Hallfrid already wants my head, and I’m sure the other four don’t disagree. Sergeant Vegar is telling his men to ignore my orders on top of taking advantage of merchants. Such behavior reflects poorly on me. It makes people doubt my leadership ability. We can’t take the fight to Satra if I’m not certain my warriors will fight for me. Right now, Agrim’s company is the only one I can rely on. Thirty men against all of Satra? I’m not that stupid or crazy.”
“Put it off a week, see how I feel then,” she said.
“I can’t. Plus, assuming Sigric did what I asked, Aerison will be here with five hundred Varia soldiers in two weeks or so. Kurt’s coming with him. You don’t want to look vulnerable to him, do you?”
She raised her eyebrows and swallowed another mouthful of soup. “No. I don’t want anyone seeing me like this.”
“Then take what I told you to heart,” Roi said. “It’s the quickest way to move forward.”
She nodded and ate faster.
I finished my bowl and drank more water, waiting for her to eat her fill. Roi patted his stomach and belched, but Tindra kept eating.
Maybe I imagined it, but it looked like some color returned to her face as she ate. Probably the peppers. 
When she started her third bowl, I said, “We can leave you alone if you’d like.”
She shook her head and swallowed. “I don’t mind the company, but if you need to leave, go.”
“I would like to talk to Roi about the meeting before it starts. Maybe develop some strategy.”
“Would be a wise idea,” he said.
“Then go. I’ll be fine,” Tindra said.
“About the letter to your parents. Can I pick it up the day after tomorrow?”
“Only if you promise to bring more meat,” she said, with a smile.
“I promise.”
Before he stood, Roi put his hand on her shoulder. “Thank you again for what you did. I’m sorry it cost you so much, but you can get on with life.”
She nodded, mouth full of soup, and looked toward the door.






  
  Chapter 8


We left the garden, said goodbye to Abi, and headed home. 
“I don’t recall you mentioning a meeting before,” Roi said.
After glancing left and right, I shook my head. “Rather talk inside—too many eyes and ears around.”
He nodded, and we hurried back.
I sighed in disappointment at the unguarded gate to the compound. Why is it so hard for warriors to follow simple orders?
Instead of sitting at the table, I led Roi to the more comfortable seating in the meeting room.
“By now, Agrim should have told the generals I wanted to meet with them and their commanders after sunset. I want them to trust me, respect me, but if the only way I can get cooperation is through fear, so be it.”
Roi raised his eyebrows. “How many men?”
“Five generals, each with five commanders.”
“That’s a full room you’re trying to intimidate,” he said, with a grin.
I shook my head. “I don’t want to intimidate them. I want to lead them.”
“Sounds like one big boulder to crack. What do you have in mind?”
“First, I’m going to exile two of my biggest detractors, but I’m not going to tell them, or their supporters, they’re being exiled.”
“I see why you want Tindra at the meeting; you really need Crum too,” he said, smiling.
“Hear me out. Tindra’s writing a letter to her parents. I’ll send Porsey, Boril, and their families to live in the House of Daufi in the Varian capital. It’s a long-term, diplomatic mission to investigate the truth behind all the rumors of Varia invading from the north. The idea is everyone will see my actions as freeing them, trusting them to work in Croy’s best interest. The people living in Daufi will keep the Thanes on the grounds while their families help the House.”
“Two questions come to mind. How are you going to get them there, and how long do you think they’ll cooperate?”
“I’ll send them back with Kurt. His men can keep them from causing trouble until they reach their new prison. As far as I’m concerned, those two can die in Varia but the longer they stay out of contact with their support here, the fewer problems they can cause.”
“No one will expect reports from them?”
I smiled. “All reports will come to me. Also, once I have the army under control, no one will care about Varia after I order forces east to take back my skati.”
“I see how the plan for the Thanes could work, but it’s not addressing your immediate disobedience and misconduct problem.”
I nodded. “I’ll just have to take direct action on that. Starting with telling the generals about the Varian soldiers coming to help us. I expect an uproar of resistance, but once I’ve calmed them, I’ll ask for suggestions on how to integrate the extra men into our force.”
“You expect your generals to believe these Varian soldiers will fight against a Varian invasion?”
I shook my head. “I’m ready to counter that argument. I’ll specify that the Varians take front-line duty. King Ander would not send men to die fighting their countrymen.”
“You’re overlooking the fact that Ander’s men could let more Varians through the front lines instead of fighting.”
“I’m going to play up the general’s pride to fight that argument. If my generals don’t believe our fifteen hundred men can foil a treacherous maneuver by five hundred Varians, how could they hope to survive against the whole Varian army?”
He rubbed his chin. “That might work, but I still haven’t heard anything about quickly gaining trust and obedience.”
I nodded. “The more I think about it, the less I expect to gain any trust soon. Some people—Sergeant Vegar, for example—are going to try to force my hand. I’ll make an example of them, as each situation arises, until everyone understands such behavior will no longer go unpunished. The average Croian doesn’t understand they were oppressed by Eirickson. The leaders see my attempt at kindness as weakness. If I have to get tough for a while...”
“I told you before I wouldn’t like what you had to become to do this. That still stands.”
I nodded and smiled. “I won’t be that person for any longer than necessary...especially not with you at my right hand.”
“Fair enough. I—”
A knock at the door interrupted him. 
“I wasn’t expecting any visitors,” I said. “Hope it’s not more bad news. I’ll be right back.”
Sigric had his fist positioned to knock again when I opened the door.
“S—Sire,” he stammered. “Sergeant Agrim told me to update you. He has men looking for Albin to send your pouch back to Varia. He spoke to General Jomar personally about the meeting. He also mentioned that I am to attend as part of his company. Sergeant Vegar will protest.”
“I expect General Hallfrid will voice your ex-sergeant’s displeasure. If Hallfrid could lead half as well as he voices dissent, he wouldn’t need crutches to get around. I’ll be sure to remind him of that fact.”
“As you say,” he said, and bowed. “Is there anything else you need?”
“Not until the meeting. You’re dismissed until then.”
“Thank you, Sire,” he said, before bowing again.
I closed the door and returned to Roi.
“All is well?” he asked.
“Getting better,” I said. “This evening’s meeting should be interesting, entertaining even. Make sure you come armed.”
He coughed. “Armed? After everything you said about building trust, you want me by your side with my sword?”
“I expect at least one challenge to my rule. There might be bloodshed before everyone is satisfied.”
“‘Come back to Croy. Bring your wife and her son; they’ll be fine. Just make sure
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