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Heat. 

That was the sort of stifling environment that Rowena hated. She had grown up in the northern part of the Central Continent, a massive landmass that split the Middle Sea in two. That childhood, within the cooler and milder climate of Lotcala gave Rowena a softness when it came to her preferred weather. Not that any other part of her life was soft. She might have been a princess, once. She may have been raised within the court of the king, her father to be exact, but rarely was she viewed as a princess. At least not anymore, and not in the last few years. And as the last telling of her life detailed, never the heir to the throne.

Though she should have been. Make no mistake, Rowena should have been the crown princess.

Rowena was born first, prior to Alfred, who rose to become king after their father’s death. However, Rowena was born to a dwarven tavern maid that King Charles found one drunken night after a battle. Never a doubt in King Charles’ mind that the little girl was his when a merchant presented her before his court. She had his features, just shorter in height. An illegitimate daughter could never sit on the throne, even though she should have. A devastating war was fought over whether she should be the heir. Rowena’s side, the Black Stags, were outnumbered, and they lost the war. After that, many of her supporters were executed or had their lands taken. Or both. It was an ongoing personal struggle in the years since Rowena had failed at capturing the throne of Lotcala. It was still her birthright, but her father wouldn’t, for all his talk of love for his firstborn, name her the heir. Therefore, she tried to take it by force. She had failed, and in doing so made herself look weak.

Now, let’s be honest, no one in their right mind would really look at Rowena as weak. However, as a mercenary, her and her band’s price depended on winning wars. Until that point, she had yet to lose a war. Now her reputation was tarnished by that defeat.

Despite her loss, Rowena took her band of mercenaries, loyal and true, south. While Lotcala was lost to her for now, there were still battles to fight, wars to win, and gold to be made. She trudged on towards the next war. That took her to the southeast, fighting in Zaragoza, and in Marsislav. Rowena turned her band back to the northeast, to the realms of the elven kings, and then further south to the Blue Marshes. There was always a war to wage, a battle to fight, a monarch to serve.

And that brings this story back to the humid night in a summer war camp. The balmy sweltering heat drenched Rowena in sweat, and that made her uncomfortable down to her undergarments, and cotton clothes. Luckily, she and her band were in between jobs, therefore, their march was not really a dangerous one where armor would be needed. Still, ninety-five-degree heat and marching through a humid wetland was not enjoyable for most people.

It was the thick heat of a humid summer. Another sticky summer in the southern reaches of the eastern lands of the continent of Forleon. That was the norm for this particular area during the summer months. Rowena had ordered her band to make camp along the prominent ridge above one of the main trade roads. There she and her band could watch over the travelers and other mercenaries. They were only a few miles out from their next battlefield, if they took the job.

Rowena walked into her tent; a spacious tent shared with Lady Elva Hardstone of Frosthall. Elva was already there, reading a map of the region. The taller woman, nearly three heads above Rowena, looked up from her map as Rowena walked in. She gave a soft grin to her friend. Beside her was a chair with her chainmail hauberk slung over it, and Svikarar Bölva (Traitor’s Bane), formally Lady Catherine’s great sword now Elva’s, was propped up alongside the chainmail. Instead of the heavy armor, she wore a linen tunic, and cotton pants.

“Ay, lass, we’ve got a problem if the Count of Maalbury decides to show up to the pitch,” Elva said as Rowena joined her at the table. Elva pulled her blond hair away and behind her ear. Her blue eyes glinted in the candlelight. “Word from the scouts is that his force was seen not far up the other end of the trade road. He’s marching with more men than we have and all professionals.”

Rowena sat on a nearby chair and pulled out her pipe. She stuffed a mixture of tobacco blends in and packed it down before lighting it. She puffed on the long stem pipe before nodding at Elva’s words.

“Ye got any other advice than that nod, Ro?” Elva put her hands on her hips.

Rowena blew a circle of smoke toward her friend. “Only that tonight, we should enjoy ourselves and walk the camp with our sisters.”

“Aye, I’m normally up for that, but we need to be prepared for the coming battle.”

Rowena stood up, her pipe in her mouth. “Come on,” she mumbled.

The pair walked out into the humid air. Elva towered over the half dwarven Rowena, but both of their strides were great. They walked the winding path between tents and campfires, almost unnoticed by most of their army. If they got noticed, the warriors would stand to salute, or they offer a respectful acknowledgement. Rowena continued to smoke on her pipe while Elva packed her own pipe and lit it up.

“This night is the type of night that I always longed for,” Elva said with a content sigh. 

“Too hot for me,” Rowena chuckled.

“Aye, it is much too hot for me too, yet a clear sky and quality time with me sisters has been harder to come by of late.”

A wide and infectious smile spread across Elva’s face as she saw their soldiers, sisters as they called them, though many men were employed in Rowena’s company. Rowena’s army was enjoying a respite sitting by their fires. The soldiers sitting at their campfires were lively, telling old stories, singing songs, and being at ease with the lull in fighting. The heat from the fires made them uncomfortable, but not enough that they didn’t tough it out to be able to spend time in each other’s company.

“This is what I love about our life,” Rowena said. “We get to camp and bond, fight, and just be free.”

“That’s true, but it wasn’t so long ago, right before that crazy mage ordeal, that we were fighting for a barony,” Elva reminded Rowena.

Rowena nodded. She felt that sting still. The sting of never being able to return home under penalty of death. Unless she could return as a conqueror, which was something Rowena wasn’t strong enough to do. The other fact was that she wasn’t sure if she really wanted to go home as a conqueror. 

“That’s where part of my feelings are being torn in different directions. Many of our sisters,” Rowena motioned around the pair as they continued to walk on. “They’ve all come to us for a better life. Many are happy to be here in the camps for the rest of their days. However, the others, and dare I say, the majority, would rather us find a place to settle for a while.”

“Aye, I’ve seen many sisters come and then go when they tire of the roads, or if they get hired on by a town guard or something like it,” Elva added. “So, what then? Ye want us to find a spot to hold up for a while. Hire on to a noble lord?”

“I’m not sure about being someone’s vassal. Not anymore. However, I guess if the pay was right, I’d be willing. Even though I love our life, I think it’s time Elva, that we found a nice patch of land to call home. We can still venture out, of course. I just feel that it’s time to make ourselves our own paradise,” Rowena's voice trailed off, her steps coming to a halt as a wistful tone colored her words. “Others did it. They conquered a region and then made a deal with the overlord to hold that land for protection. We could do the same.”

Elva stopped alongside Rowena. She heaved a heavy sigh. “That’s an option. But we also have plenty of gold, and I’m sure we could buy our way into some society here in the south.”

Rowena nodded. “I think we can. I actually received a message about a potential job offer. We complete it, and we’ll be given land and a castle to rule from.” 

“As a vassal to another lord?”

“A vassal to a king,” Rowena corrected. “We’d be higher than just hedge knights, or manor lords. We’d be overlords like dukes or counts.”

Elva nodded softly. “Where is this job, and what does it entail?”

“We have to rid the Kingdom of Nashoba of dragonlord priests and then we would rule what was once their lands,” Rowena said with a smirk. “At the very least, if we fail, we can say we failed against fucking dragonlords!”

Elva laughed at the idea. An idea that she was not opposed to. 

“Where did ye find this new job offer?” Elva asked, raising an eyebrow at her oldest friend.

Rowena pulled out a letter with a broken wax seal. The seal had the imprint of a hound. She handed the letter to Elva.

“Grainne,” Elva smirked. “She’s doing good then?”

Rowena nodded. “She’s out of prison and her father’s lands have been restored to her. She swore allegiance to my brother, but that let her avoid the rope.”

“The added benefit of being pregnant gave her time to save herself,” Elva’s voice gave Rowena a tone of skepticism but with hope.

“She was always the smartest of our group,” Rowena grinned.

Elva walked over to a nearby lantern to better read the letter. She grinned when she read the final line. 

“’If ye can work yer way into a new court with new and powerful allies, then ye can work yer way back here and take yer rightful place, yer Grace.’ Elva handed the letter back. “At least she is still loyal to ye.”

“I never questioned that,” Rowena replied.

“There were times I did. Not just her, but many of our band. It’s been a tough time since we left home that final time.”

Rowena nodded and sighed. “It has, but we’ll make it worth it. First, we’ll take this job here, earn a little extra coin, and then we’ll sail south.”
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Halfway across the world, an ancient kingdom was suffocating under its own sloth. The king of Nashoba was dying. At least everyone assumed he should be dying. The king was one hundred and twenty-five years old, after all. Yet, he lived. Or at least, that is what the populace was told. But if he was really alive, he didn’t rule. Yes, it was all in his name, but his court mage really ruled from behind the throne. The court mage was a powerful dragon priest named Sorvic, and he kept King Luther’s secret. However, no one could say for sure what that was. 

Sorvic was the power behind the throne, and he was doing it all for his master’s bidding. It was something Sorvic to pleasure in. He seemingly, and by his own admissions, enjoyed gathering human sacrifices for his master’s children, feeding them to grow. The blessings he received from his master in return fed his own magical growth. As long as his master was still around and Sorvic fed the children, his power grew.

Those sacrifices were all manner of Nashoban citizens. Men, women, and the young. Each of the evil children of the master had their preferences, and Sorvic did too, in his own way. He liked the lies he spun to convince them when he could. Sure, many of the sacrifices could be hauled in by soldiers, but Sorvic like to play games. He could tell them lies and other fanciful tales to get the unsuspecting victims to go along. He would even hold the hands of the ones that were scared. Sorvic especially liked to do that for the children. Then he’d lead them to where his master’s children were, waiting to devour the unfortunate souls. Sorvic would laugh as the mothers and fathers watched in horror as their children were killed in the name of his master. 

Yes, Sorvic was greedy for material wealth and power. Yes, he lied to the kingdom about their king, about their wars, and how he would stop the disappearances. Disappearances that he blamed on Kesh or Quis, or both. It was more than that, though. Sorvic was evil. Even more so than normal dragon priests.

Sorvic was coming from the king’s chambers. All under the guise of seeking the king’s council on realm matters. A lie to remain as the only power throughout the kingdom. He walked through an ever more decrepit hallway, his long black robe trailing behind him and his oily black hair framing his face and falling to his shoulders. Sorvic was lanky, resembling nothing in looks like that of a warrior. He wasn’t meant to be one, either. Instead, Sorvic was in the arcane, and this was his calling. The fact that he had sworn allegiance to the dragon priests was of great consequence to the world, whether or not they knew it.

Gold flowed into the kingdom, along with trade, people, hearing lies of prosperity, looking to settle in the kingdom, and all manners of business were coming. This meant that even more gold was in the future for the kingdom. The rivers that ran through the Kingdom of Nashoba were teeming with trade vessels and cogs from hundreds of different nations.

What people, even the kingdom’s nobles, didn’t see were the machinations of the dragon priests. Sorvic being their leader. Those were the people that made the kingdom operate. They were the ones that were a blight to the kingdom.

Sure, trade and gold were needed, and it helped the kingdom, but there was a sickness in the land. Further south in the kingdom, crops weren’t growing, people were disappearing, and those that weren’t missing were sick. A plague of sorts had fallen on the people. 

Sorvic smirked, walking into the throne room. He eyed the nobles in the room. He wasn’t too impressed with them. Sorvic relied on no one other than himself. Well, he relied on one other person... or thing.

“Gentlemen, it is so good of you all to join me today,” Sorvic said, walking up the dais towards the king’s throne. “You all probably want to know why I’ve called you in here today,” he finished, sitting on the golden throne.

Lord Carak walked up to the front of the group. “I might also ask why you are sitting on the king’s throne,” the powerful lord said from below the throne dais.

Sorvic looked at Carak. “My good lord, perhaps you should worry more about your lands and taxes more than where I am sitting. As you are aware, the king installed me as his voice while he rests. Therefore, I shall sit where I damn well please.”

The courtiers bowed and business went on as normal. Sorvic cared very little about any of the lord’s dealings. Most were useless puppets, worth no more than whatever their lands brought into the kingdom’s coffers. That was all well and good for the most part, but Sorvic had bigger plans. He knew that the future was gloomy, to say the least, and that was where he wanted to impart a change. That was the scary part.

Sorvic’s change wasn’t something for the lighthearted. His master demanded sacrifices so great and terrible that even Sorvic, at first, trembled at the thought, however soon his eyes saw that the power he gained outweighed his initial reservations and he lost himself in evilness. First, it was just a few, but over time, the sacrifices grew in such a number that resembled the population of a small city. For what? For so much death, people were enslaved and sacrificed, yet no one knew why. The answer was for something so vile and ancient that Sorvic preferred to keep the end goal a secret. But that goal was far off into the future. 

For now, he just had to maintain the kingdom’s income and trade. Control the populace, keeping them pacified for the duration. For some, that meant that they stayed rich, for others that meant they stayed alive. However, for some, mostly those that rarely visited the capital, felt different. For all, it meant slavery and servitude. None were truly exempt from Sorvic or his master’s plans. Within those terrible plans, the whole of Nashoba was enslaved. 

It was no secret, and it has already been said, that Sorvic was a dragon priest. Temples had been erected for the dragon lords and the people in the southern region of Nashoba had accepted the faith easily enough. Those in the north did not. Southern religions were always different from those of the north. That was true in just about every country and kingdom. 

In Nashoba, it differs from what Rowena, and Elva knew. The Creator’s faith did not have a hold, but a dozen or more others did. Notably, the faith of the old gods, the faith that Rowena’s ancestors believed in, was still strong. And of course, dragons, though endangered to use a modern term, still flew in the skies. Some of these, fewer in number in more recent years, were of high enough intelligence to speak. These dragons were the ones that Sorvic and his followers prayed to. One, in particular, was the focus of their devotion. 

However, for all intents and purposes, the rule of law, the everyday workings, and the lives of the citizens went by without change. And that was one of the dangerous things about the dragon priest’s plan. All the dangers were hidden in plain sight.

* * * * *
[image: ]


Battles weren’t always hard fought. Rowena and Elva knew that well enough. Sometimes it was better to not fight a battle and instead negotiate or use subterfuge. They also knew what it took to intimidate an opponent into surrendering. That was typically easy enough. Rowena boasted an impressive army of four thousand soldiers. Quite large for a mercenary army of the time. Most companies, around eighty-five percent at least, numbered in the hundreds. However, Rowena’s band was larger, but still small when compared to the Free Companies of Campania, or The Company. Yet, Rowena played the game well, giving her an advantage with her reputation. 

Rowena was also known as the Mercenary Queen, and this title, though not as a true queen, gave her much more credibility in recruiting and negotiating. It also allowed her, in her own right granted from her father, to knight any of her soldiers that she felt had earned the privilege. It was not a simple task impressing Rowena, mind you. 

Lady Hadiza Orkenbay was the first to receive that honor. With Grainne gone, it also meant Hadiza became third in command. Since their exile from Lotcala, Rowena and Elva had knighted three other soldiers. Once Rowena settled in a new land, carving out a kingdom of her own, either through purchase or conquest, she would allow those three knights to take place as landholders in the same feudal style that she grew up in. They would be her first barons. Of course, Grainne would also still hold a spot, as well.

However, that time was a way off in Rowena’s mind. Even after a recent successful campaign, Rowena knew that she was still not ready to stop as a mercenary captain, but her bones felt it coming. At the still young age of thirty-two, Rowena knew that the life of a wandering mercenary wasn’t going to last for much longer. Now was the time to start thinking about putting her stake down somewhere. Settle, build, rule, and then venture back to Lotcala and claim her rightful throne!

All that was well and good for the future, but at this junction Rowena and Elva were loading up their own wagon cart. The daily chores were not so far below them that they would just pass them off to others.

Elva stood alongside the wagon, looking over the camp. She held her sword, Svikarar Bölva, in front of her. Her hands atop the rounded pommel, the tip of the scabbard on the hard, dusty ground. The sword came up to her breasts. With Elva standing at six foot-four, she was an imposing sight with her sword in front of her. 

“It was good that this battle ended before it really began,” Elva smirked. “Hadiza worked well enough out on the trade roads, blocking Maalbury.”

Rowena nodded, throwing a sack of food onto the cart. “Aye, she saved us a lot of time. We could employ that tactic later, too. Kidnap the rival captains and then ransom them back along with their surrender.” 

Hadiza walked up to the pair. “Yep, shows the weakness of the bastards that are being hired lately. You’d never catch us off guard like that.”

“It helps ye caught him coming from that brothel. Literally with his pants down,” Elva laughed with a deep gusto. 

The trio enjoyed the good humor and worked for the next hour loading the wagons. The camp was dismantled, the fee for Rowena’s band was settled, and the warriors were off to the next town. A new battle, but Rowena had a few stops to make first. Naturally, she’d want to put her newly gained gold and silver in the Bank of Denos. 

While she had done a few jobs for the Bank of Denos, knowing its reputation for security and investments, Rowena was more trusting of its many locations throughout different kingdoms in the world. She could deposit a sum of money in one office of the bank, say in the Kingdom of Torents, and then sail to Zaragoza, present her note of deposit at that office, and withdraw each coin. Depending on the sum, it might take a few moments or a few days, but she knew each ounce of gold was safe. Of course, if she ever needed additional funds, being an important and loyal customer, she could receive a loan. A small interest fee would be expected, but that was how banks did their business. Still do. 

Elva preferred to drink her gold. But most others also employed the Bank of Denos or some other institution. That was the changing society. Banks now controlled the wealth of kings and queens, and any lord worth their lands and influence followed suit. 

Rowena led her band, the four thousand strong army, further southwest. They were planning to reach the small frontier kingdom of Nashoba before the first rains of the annual monsoons, but East La-Porte was their first stop.

“We’ll regroup there, give the army a chance to rest and resupply for a longer campaign,” Rowena said, laying on her cot in her tent. “I’d rather not sail into East La-Porte, but it would take us another five months by land, and then we’d still have to sail to Nashoba. Better to hire the ships now and hold them until we reach Nashoba.”

Elva puffed on her pipe. “Aye, and if we’re only going to hold up in East La-Porte for a week, I can’t see any reason to go by land.”

The roadside camp was impressive enough. The army rested for the night, packed up and then rode off again the following dawn. For three weeks, the army rode on, toward the largest harbor that could support them. For four thousand soldiers loading on forty-eight galley style longships, it could take at least two weeks’ time. These longer ships would transport more crew and cargo than the usual cogs and sail further out over the open waters. However, they were more expensive to hire, and even in a large harbor such as Chalkwall Harbor, the logistics were difficult.

Rowena boarded the flagship of the galleys, captained by Samuel von Jesop. His worn and salt faded coat showed his family crest of an anchor with a sword crossing the top. 

“Good sir,” Rowena said with a welcoming smile. “I’m happy to see you received my letter,” she said, pulling a burlap bag from her belt and handing it to the man. “I suspect this harbor hasn’t seen this many ships at one time.”

The captain was a tall man, nearly fifty, and seasoned on the open waters. He accepted the payment and bounced the bag in his hand, feeling the weight.

“Aye, it hasn’t since the last major war. Fifty splendid ships are mooring in. I brought two extra ships. Fifty is the total. Consider it a gift.”

Rowena eyed him. That wasn’t the deal, and she was skeptical of “gifts”.

“I asked for forty-eight ships, and I’ve paid for forty-eight. Your reputation was also included in what I paid for, and I know you aren’t a man that gives gifts.”

Captain von Jesop nodded. “You’re right about that, and I suppose that I have a favor to ask in return for the two extra ships.”

He turned his head and motioned for a young woman to step up and join him. The woman walking to them was taller than average height, was brunette with a pleasant face, though looking tired. She wore a green faded tunic with the captain’s sigil, brown trousers, and dark boots. 

“This is my daughter. Erika von Jesop. Her betrothed died, and no one else wants her. I can’t keep her at home as a spinster. She’s twenty-four. She can cook, clean, and would make a good lady-in-waiting, but she’s unwanted around here.”

“From one suiter dying?” Rowena asked. She knew the usual society norms for women marrying, having been through some of those rigors herself. “That’s not too unusual.”

“It wasn’t just one. He was the fifth. Can’t afford the dowry that the families are demanding now. They think she’s dark-marked, but that ain’t true or I’d be dead. Nah, they were just stupid idiots and poor sailors or wanna-be fighters that found out they couldn’t fight. No matter, they couldn’t survive in the real world outside the safety of the county. If she was a man, it’ll be no problem, but I have three other daughters and two sons I have to worry about. She’s old enough to be on her way, but I can’t do it. I’m a man of the sea and she’s not for the sea life, but as a lady-in-waiting, she’ll do well.”

“I’m guessing my title as a ‘queen’ has you thinking I could use someone like your daughter then?” Rowena asked.

Captain von Jesop grinned. “Aye, and a fine one, too. But I also hoped you could take her on as an apprentice.”

“A bit old for that. I was apprenticing to a lord at ten years old,” Rowena said, thinking back to her time in the Hardstone barony.

“My first wife, Creator rest her soul, and I saw to her basics. She can read, write, do arithmetic, and do household duties. She’s intelligent enough to work with traders and the like.”

“Sounds like a good person to have watching your household, captain.”

The older captain sucked in through his teeth, a tell that something else hid in his words. “You see, I’ve remarried, or I’m about to once I return from this trip, and the new lady of the house doesn’t see a need for Erika to be there with us, as there will already be a lady of the house.”

“That sounds all too familiar,” Elva remarked, thinking back to Rowena’s stepmother, Sirie.

“So, for two extra ships, I’m taking her off your hands?” Rowena asked, also thinking of her father’s wife. 

Captain von Jesop nodded dejectedly. It wasn’t necessarily a choice he’d had hoped for, but a last-ditch effort for his daughter’s future.

“Those ships are mine to keep, then. The price for her education and the burden on me taking her on as my squire.”

The captain sighed and then nodded again. “Fine.”

He gave Erika one last hug before wiping a tear from his cheek. 

“I wish I didn’t have to send you off like this, but this is the best option for you to have a better future than what I can give,” the captain said before sending her off with Rowena. “But I’ll be expecting letters and at least a visit when you’re around my way,” he finished, before turning back to leave her. The pair parted as the captain had a lot of work to do to prepare the fleet for the next trip out.

Rowena stayed at the inn that was just off the docks, along with Elva and Hadiza. Erika joined them, given her position as a new squire. Agota, a gorgon girl that the company had adopted a few years prior, now in her late teens, had also joined them in the inn. She kept most of her gorgon features covered with a hooded cloak. 

Agota was serving the table ale from a large flagon, careful not to spill any while pouring the ale into multiple wooden cups. Rowena accepted her cup, sipped it, and then looked at Erika. 

“You’ll be learning from Agota here,” Rowena said, motioning to the gorgon. “She’s been squiring for Elva since we’ve left Lotcala. Agota can show you the ropes and how we do things. What to expect from company members, and what not.” 

Erika nodded. 

“It’s a tough lot you have in life, but easier than what most others have seen,” Hadiza said, putting her cup on the table. “But that part is over. Just remember, here in Rowena’s company, we earn our places and titles.”

Erika looked at her father’s sigil on her tunic. 

Rowena nodded. “I don’t care about your family sigil. In my company, you earn your crest,” she motioned to Hadiza. “It takes years to earn that honor, but once we have land, it’ll be worth it. Besides Elva, Hadiza, and a handful of others, everyone wears the company crest, and only the company crest. When I say you’ve earned it, then you can wear a crest of your choosing along with the company.”

Agota handed Erika a new tunic with Rowena’s sigil on the left breast. Erika ran her fingers over the embroidered crest. A black stag on a green field. Above the stag was a black crown, and on each side of the crown were two gold coins. Her father, King Charles, gave the black stag to Rowena. The crown and coins were added after her defeat in the succession war. The coins were for her status as a successful mercenary, and the crown because in her eyes, she was the rightful heir to the Lotcalan throne. 

The night wore on, and the three elder warriors went off to their rooms for bed, leaving Agota with Erika. 

“We have to ready their clothes for the morning and have everything packed. We sail with the tide and that means everything has to be packed and ready in a very short amount of time,” Agota explained as she hauled Rowena’s bag from the wagon. She pulled out a new tunic and trousers. “Here, take these and put them in Queen Rowena’s room, but be silent, she hates to be woken up.”

Agota gently handed the clothes to Erika. 

“And these go to Lady Elva. Don’t worry about waking her, she’s too heavy of a sleeper and she’s drunk anyway. Just make sure she’s not sleeping on her back or on her face. If she is, roll her on her side,” Agota said, handing another pair of trousers and a new tunic to Erika. “Don’t forget to gather their worn clothes so we can wash them before we go to bed.”

Erika nodded and then went off to complete the chores. She bypassed another member of the company, Victor FitzRobert, the bastard son of a lord from Elysia. Victor was a half-orc, half-human young man Rowena took in.  

“Oi! Agota, is that the new squire?” Victor asked, reaching for Hadiza’s clothes and supplies. 

“She is. Her name is Erika von Jesop. She’s the daughter of the fleet captain that’s taking us to East La-Porte.”

Victor nodded. “She’s a bit thin, ain’t she?” He didn’t look up from his task. “Lady Hadiza thinks we have enough squires.”

Agota shrugged. “Can’t hurt to have another. Rowena didn’t have one, so it’ll lighten our load a bit.”

Victor nodded, pulling another sack from the wagon. Any way to impress his strength in front of the other squires. He was strong, much of it from his orc heritage. Victor leaned close to Agota. “I heard a rumor that we might be sailing up north toward Lotcala. Some of the lords are reaching out for the captain to take the throne from her brother.”

Agota scuffed. “Where’d you hear that nonsense?”

“Lady Hadiza said Elva has gotten messages over the last few months.”

“Can’t keep your tongue from wagging?” Agota smirked.

“What? I trust you,” Victor shrugged.

Agota smiled at the young man. The two had made a friendly pair. It was a useful bonding strategy in a world where people didn’t always know who to trust, and amongst near constant wars. 

“Thanks,” Agota smiled sweetly. “In truth, Lady Elva has received several messages, but not enough to make a difference. The lords are not happy under Alfred’s rule, and they are on the verge of another rebellion. He also hasn’t fathered a child, meaning that Rowena still has the next rightful claim.”

“What lords?”

“Blacktower, Navegar, and Riverman are the most recent of the manor houses. Even more gentry lords have sent messages. Both Coldwood and Harbor have also sent letters, but neither pledging fealty. They’ve only sought to inquire about Rowena’s whereabouts and or her hand in marriage.”

“That would put us back in Lotcala,” Victor reasoned.

“And in the jaws of a vengeful beast,” Agota shook her head. 

Victor took the words as the end of that topic. He grinned at this friend. “Are you wearing your snakes differently?” Victor joked.

“Fuck you,” Agota laughed. She was, in fact, keeping her snake “hair” pulled back to limit their danger to others around her. Teen gorgons often found the snakes harder to control than adults.

The squires, five in number, took their time washing the day’s clothes of their knights. Rowena now had a squire, leaving Agota to only care for Elva’s goods. Victor saw to squaring away Hadiza’s items. That left Sir Delmar di Gallo, an orc raised by humans, who employed the squire Kate of Ridgewalk. She was from a small hamlet along the western borders of the Kingdom of Salsburg, and the elven knight, Sir Tybalt Faux, employed Guy Alexios as his squire. Guy was a young person from the Free Cities. Both Tybalt and Delmar were bringing up the rearguard of the company. Usually under Hadiza’s orders, but given their upcoming transport, the pair were organizing the final preparations for the large company’s supply train. Their squires were with Agota and Victor, where they would then wait for their lords.

The next few days, especially the very next day, would be the busiest as thousands of soldiers would board ships on to their next port.
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What Rowena couldn’t know, no matter how good her spies might have been at their jobs, was that in the throne room of Lotcala, a threat was growing for her estranged family. Thousands of miles away, Rowena’s brother, King Alfred of Lotcala, was stewing in his most recent defeat against the Elysian Kingdom. Now he was humiliated after losing most of the Barony of Antei. The very barony that Rowena had won from a rebellious baron and then had been snatched away from her by Alfred and his mother’s manipulation of her father, King Charles. 

Word would eventually reach Rowena of that defeat; however, her focus was firmly on the task at hand; traveling to Nashoba by way of East La-Porte.

Dawn was long past when Rowena settled in on the first ship out of Chalkwall Harbor, along with her trusted companion Elva, and their squires, Erika and Agota. The ship was the captain’s own Darling Lass, a fine galley built of teakwood, and one of the largest that sailed the seas. Her red sails, weathered from many successful voyages, were meant to give pirates pause as to what they could expect in terms of the fight within the ship.

Erika sat alongside Rowena, quiet still after her first night. Rowena eyed the young woman. Her gaze on the hilt of Rowena’s sword. The mercenary lifted it and drew it from the scabbard. 

Rowena smiled as she held the sword up. “It’s an ancient blade. Forged from crucible steel with the fire from an elder dragon. Legend says that the siren Aklima, a daughter of the old god Wohd, forged it for my ancestor Theodorif. He was the first king of Lotcala.”

She handed the sword to Erika. The younger woman took it by the hilt. She marveled at the lightness of the sword. Erika ran her finger down the fuller, noticing the pattern that looked like the grain of wood planks. The solid bronze guard was curved toward the blade with a dragon engraved along its two sides. The handle was wooden, with a ring along the center of the handle, covered with leather. The pommel was also made of bronze, with two braided wires splitting the pommel into three sections. 

“Aklima was a skilled crafter,” Rowena said, seeing Erika’s amazement. “I met her once, sort of.”

“You did?” Erika asked as she handed the sword back to Rowena.

“I peeked in when she was in a private court with my father. A couple of others were there with them. She was...” Rowena thought for a second. “She was different looking than anyone else I had seen up to that point. I was around eight or nine. She had faint scales along her arms and neck. Her hair was silky and seemed to flow around her head.”

“My father said the sirens are the enemies of mankind,” Erika said.

Rowena nodded. “They can be, but Wohd cast Aklima out and turned to the Creator. Her and Oleg, he was a Gota warrior turned priest that knew the art of forging metals. They forged this sword,” Rowena held the blade up and gazed at the pattern along the blade. “Few know the arts of fine blade smithing like this anymore. Certainly, any blacksmith can forge crucible steel, but to indue it with dragon flame, that takes more skill. It also makes the sword impervious to magical spells.” 

Erika stared at the sword in Rowena’s hand. “Is there a sword merchant in East La-Porte?”

Rowena smiled. “There are many, but you won’t get your sword from one of them. Not while we’re there, at least. I’ll give you your first sword, a good steel blade. When you earn your share of our gold, then you can commission a sword of your own choosing.”

Erika nodded. 

“You’ll need to practice first, so the first sword you’ll be swinging is a wooden one. Agota and you can practice after you’ve gotten us some food and grog,” Rowena winked. “Off with you now,” she motioned with her head to the right. 

Erika stood up and went to fetch their food from the galley kitchen.

The sun was still high in the sky, and the waves crashed against the sides of the ship as it tore through the sea. Agota and Erika were on the top deck practicing their sword work. Agota was trying to explain the best stance for Erika, a few inches taller than her, to defend herself.

“Maybe she’d be better being me squire,” Elva said, a little concern in her tone.

“She’ll find more opponents shorter than you in the world. Just like you do,” Rowena replied, looking up at Elva with a smirk.

Elva returned the grin with a grunt. “She’s so green she’ll probably bleed grass when she gets her first cut.”

The pair watched the girls training for a few more minutes. Each taking mental notes for advice to be given after the training session ended. Elva heaved a sigh and turned back toward Rowena.

“Ro, ye know we’ll have to talk about these letters we’ve been receiving for yer return to Lotcala,” the taller Elva said, looking down at Rowena. 

Rowena rolled her eyes. “Do we?” Rowena shook her head. “That’s done for now.”

“Maybe things will be different if we return sooner than later. Ye said yerself that Grainne was secretly drumming up support for yer cause, and other nobles have reached out,” Elva pointed out. “Now might be the best time.”

Rowena shook her head. “We lost half, if not more than half, of our force. We’d be too outnumbered, unless a baronial army pledges to us. We’d probably need more than one, if we’re being honest. And so far, none have pledged their support, not even Hardstone.”

“Ye know the Hardstone army would be there without hesitation!” Elva shot back. 
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