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      On the run from their past, swordsmen Raedrick Baletier and Julian Hinderbrook search for a place of refuge where they can start over.

      That search sends them through a remote mountain valley called Glimmer Vale, where unbeknownst to them, dark forces threaten the population's lives and fortunes.

      With their hopes of quiet passage through the Vale dashed, and facing a deadly conflict against overwhelming odds, Raedrick and Julian will need all of their wit, courage, and skill just to survive, let alone prevail.

      Fans of sword and sorcery will enjoy this fast-paced tale of redemption set in a world of valor and magic.
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        * * *

      

      Enjoy the book!  After you’re done, please come to Michael’s website and sign up for his mailing list.  Guaranteed to be spam free, he uses it to announce new releases and special promotions for his fans.
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      Cold wind whipped past Julian, making his cloak furl out behind him. Biting back a curse, he clutched at the flapping cloth and pulled it back in tight around his body, but not before the momentary exposure had done its damage. What small warmth he had been able to retain was gone, leaving him to shiver in his saddle. The mail shirt he wore didn't help matters, but he had learned the hard way not to go without it.

      It was supposed to be getting on into spring. Down below, in the lowlands many miles behind him, farmers were tilling their fields in preparation for the first planting. Trees and bushes were beginning to show their first buds. And people could go about their business in less than three layers of clothing. But not here, among the peaks of the Saddleback Mountains. Here, winter still clung to the land like a young maiden to her first crush.

      "Tell me again why we're taking this route?" he muttered with annoyance.

      Julian's companion looked sidelong at him and rolled his eyes. Raedrick was a hand taller than Julian and thin as a stick, with shoulder-length black hair that was tied into a short ponytail at the nape of his neck. Like Julian, Raedrick wore a cowled brown cloak of thick wool over his mail, and calf-high leather riding boots. Beyond that their fashion sense deviated, for while Raedrick usually picked shirts and pants of blue and grey, Julian preferred greens and browns; they went with his short brown hair and hazel eyes better.

      Or at least that's what the ladies told him.

      When they first met, Julian thought sure he could break Raedrick in half with one hand. He had quickly learned the folly of that. Raedrick was quick, and a lot stronger than he looked. And he could wield the saber that hung from his saddle horn with deadly efficiency.

      "I don't feel like getting caught, do you?" Raedrick said. "Not many people come this way anymore since the southern passes became viable. Plus, it's faster."

      "I'd almost rather take my chances down south," Julian replied.

      It had been a hard week since they departed Calas. The army did not generally chase deserters, but all the same if a chance patrol happened upon them, they were done. So they took pains to remain out of sight, which meant they mostly traveled at night.

      That had been bad enough, but once they made it into the foothills of the mountains, past even the most distant picket lines, the journey had gotten steadily worse. At first Julian had thought riding in the day again would be easier, but as the terrain became more rugged their progress slowed and the day's ride grew more exhausting.

      Then, the day before yesterday, they passed through the last of the trees and emerged onto the bare flank of the mountains, leaving them completely exposed to the elements. Fierce gusting winds and lowering temperatures conspired to create a thoroughly miserable day and a restless night. They finally got a bit of relief yesterday afternoon as they put the first few peaks behind them, and then again this morning when they entered Garret's Gorge. But that was a respite only compared to the bitter cold of the mountain range's flanks, as the last wind gust revealed.

      At least they had a nice view. Julian had to concede that.

      About ten feet to his left, the road abruptly fell away. A sheer cliff, and another one a tenth of a mile away facing it, formed the walls of the Gorge. At the bottom, a couple hundred feet down, the Cascade River flowed, a long series of rapids that only subsided in the foothills far to the west, where it merged with the River Lonaylay on its way to the Tymor Sea. Between the Gorge and the mighty peaks all around, there was always another awe-inspiring sight here. But right then Julian would trade it all for a nice fire and a warm mug of mulled wine. And a warmer maiden.

      "Quit complaining," the other man said. "We're almost to the falls. From there it's just barely a half day to Lydelton."

      Julian only grunted in reply.

      They rode in silence for another hour. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, a low noise began to intrude on Julian's consciousness. At first it was easy to not notice it, a low rumble that could just as easily be his imagination. But the rumble grew over time until eventually it became impossible to ignore.

      "What's that? The falls?"

      Raedrick nodded with a wry grin. "Just around the next corner. Brace yourself."

      Julian snorted. He had seen plenty of waterfalls before. One was much the same as... They rounded the corner and Julian abandoned the thought as his jaw dropped in amazement.

      The falls were about a quarter of a mile ahead. Spilling over the side of a jagged mountain peak that rose high above all the others nearby, the falls had to have measured a thousand feet from the dropoff to the bottom of the Gorge, where the river began to flow. Mist billowed off the water as it fell and rose in a great cloud at the falls' base. The rocks on either side of the Gorge and on the adjoining flank of the mountain gleamed, frozen mist reflecting the mid-morning sunlight that shined from the west. Julian instantly understood why they were called Silver Falls; if he didn't know better, he would have thought the ice was precious metal from the way it reflected the sunlight.

      "Gods be good," he said. Or at least, he tried to say it. Even at that distance, the roar from the falls was tremendous. He could barely hear himself speak.

      "We'll need to protect our ears as we get closer." Raedrick leaned over close to Julian's ear as he spoke. Even still, it was hard to understand him.

      Julian nodded and flipped open one of his saddlebags. After a moment of digging, he found a small lump of wax. Breaking it in two, he held the two pieces in his fists for a moment to soften them up. Then he pressed them into his ears. The roar was immediately muffled, though it was still distinctly noticeable.

      The two men continued forward. The great mountain peak rose on their side of the Gorge, blocking their path like a colossus. But the road shortly veered away from the Gorge and the peak itself, instead climbing the mountain's flank on the other side of the peak from the falls. Julian considered, as they turned on the first of what would probably be many switchbacks designed to lessen the road's angle of ascent, that it was probably for the best. He didn't want to think about how difficult the road would be to follow if it was covered in ice from the mist. So the extra few miles to go around the peak were probably worthwhile.

      Just before noon, after more switchbacks than Julian wanted to count, they reached the road's highest point and paused for a moment. Looking down from their lofty perch, Julian was struck by the beauty of the valley before them.

      The road descended across the face of the mountain and made its way back to the river just above the falls, then followed the river to a large lake shaped like a kidney bean that dominated the center of the valley: Lake Glimmermere, if Julian remembered his maps correctly. Still except for the wakes from a number of boats making way around the lake, the water reflected the mountains on the other side of the valley with near-pristine clarity.

      Off to the north of the lake, the valley was wooded all the way up into the mountains. To the south, a few copses punctuated the rolling hills, but for the most part there was only grassland except for a narrow spur of mountains that pushed north almost to the shore of the lake. Two rivers flowed into the lake: one from the north and one from the east. A number of what Julian assumed were farming hamlets clustered in the grasslands surrounding the eastern river. Almost directly opposite the two men on the other side of the valley, Holbart's Pass led away off to the northeast.

      But the thing that truly drew Julian's eye was the fair-sized town on the north shore of the lake. A sprawling collection of buildings large and small surrounding a half-dozen piers that protruded into the lake like the fingers of some great grasping hand, the town of Lydelton might as well have been the most opulent metropolis in the world. Down there were warm Inns, home cooked meals, and wenches aplenty. He could hardly wait to get there.

      "Glimmer Vale," Raedrick said in a soft tone. "I've not been here in years."

      "Looks like a nice enough place."

      Raedrick nodded. "The people are friendly and hospitable, and they have a local recipe for the fish from the lake that is to die for."

      "Then what are we waiting for?" Julian spurred his horse to motion and began the descent. Behind him, he heard Raedrick chuckle before doing the same.

      Going down was faster than coming up. Before long, they reached the base of the mountain. The road met the river a few hundred yards above the lip of the falls, near a small copse of evergreens. The river was narrow there, maybe a hundred feet across, but flowed swiftly toward the dropoff. Julian was struck by how much quieter it was here than down below. Oh, the falls' roar was still plain to hear, but it was nowhere near as deafening as it had been on the other side.

      "I guess the Gorge makes it louder," he murmured to himself, earning a curious glance from Raedrick. Julian shrugged in response and gestured toward the falls.

      Raedrick nodded. "A good thing, too. Can you imagine trying to live next to all that racket?"

      Julian shuddered.

      The road ran into the copse about twenty feet from the rocks overhanging the river. It was a pleasant change from the bare rock of the last couple days, and Julian found himself grinning as they passed beneath the trees' canopy. The smell of pine was soothing, reminding him of pleasant days from his past. He lost himself in enjoyment for a moment.

      Which made the harsh voice that barked out at them all the more unpleasant.

      "That's far enough. Stop right there."

      Julian shook himself back to attention and groaned. Half a dozen men stepped out from behind the trees lining the road ahead. They were unshaven, wearing dirty cloaks and leggings that had seen better days. But they also had on what looked like high-quality leather breastplates that were lined with iron studs, leather gauntlets and bracers, and greaves on their shins. Five of them arranged themselves in a loose arc in the road ahead, while the sixth stood a few feet back and, nocking an arrow to his bowstring, drew back and sighted in on them.

      Brigands.

      Julian and Raedrick reined in their horses, and a burly man with a vicious-looking scar on his chin who stood in the center of the ring of five spoke. From his voice, he was the same man who spoke before. That made him the leader. "Your money or your life, boys," he said.

      Nice welcome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            A WARM WELCOME

          

        

      

    

    
      Julian and Raedrick shared a brief look. This was annoyance they did not need. Julian raised one eyebrow and began inching his hand down toward the pommel of his sword, which hung in its baldric from his saddle horn, a far more comfortable place to keep it while riding than on his hip. Plus, it was easier to draw from there.

      Raedrick saw the movement and gave a slight shake of his head. He always wanted to try to talk first. Of course, considering the numbers in this particular encounter, Julian couldn't really blame him much. He pulled his hand back and looked back at the brigands, waiting for Raedrick to take the lead.

      "We don't have much money," Raedrick said.

      A loud snort was the brigand leader's initial reply. "And yer gonna have a lot less. Hand it over!"

      Raedrick sighed and looked back at Julian again. With a shrug, he said, "Alright. Hand it over, Julian."

      Julian wore a small pouch tied to his belt. Moving very slowly, he untied it and held it up for the brigands to see. It was filled to overflowing. The leader's expression changed to one of satisfaction. The fellow to his right, wearing an expression of open greed, stepped forward and reached out for it.

      "Here you are," Julian said and moved to toss it to the fellow. He breathed a curse as he apparently lost his grip earlier than he planned and, instead of landing in the brigand's hand, the pouch flopped onto the ground near Julian's horse's feet. "Sorry about that." He managed a sheepish grin.

      The brigand bounded forward and bent over to collect the pouch at the same time as his leader shouted, "No, you idiot!"

      The brigand stood back up, Julian's pouch in his hand, and looked back at the leader for a heartbeat. That was the opening Julian was looking for. He kicked with his left foot, catching the brigand square in the face as he was returning his gaze back to Julian.

      With a crunch of breaking bone, the brigand went down, clutching at his nose and jaw.

      There was a moment's shocked pause while the other brigands looked wild-eyed at their comrade. Julian drove his heels into his horse's side, urging him into a run. The gelding bounded forward, but only made it a few feet. A second brigand, more quick to recover than the others, grabbed at the horse's bridle and pulled for all he was worth. The world lurched beneath Julian as the horse stumbled and then began to fall.

      He cursed again as he launched himself out of the saddle and off to the side. Tucking his shoulder as he hit the ground, Julian rolled to his feet and drew his belt knife. Then he spun around.

      Raedrick was on his feet, laying about with his saber. The brigand Julian had kicked was still down. Another had fallen beneath Raedrick's blade, and the brigand he faced wore an expression of panic as he parried, then ducked, then leapt backwards away from Raedrick's relentlessly fluid assault. Julian almost felt sorry for the man, having been on the receiving end of Raedrick's fencing prowess more than once in the sparring circle. Almost.

      The archer was nowhere to be seen, though a single arrow was buried deep into a tree trunk not far from where Julian stood. Hopefully Raedrick had taken him out, or they were in trouble. But Julian didn't have the time to look around for him, as the brigand who grabbed his gelding was charging at him, followed by the scar-faced leader of the brigands.

      Julian adjusted his grip on the knife and settled into a loose, ready stance. He forced down a surge of fear as his fighter's mind calculated the odds of survival for a man who brought a knife to a sword fight. They were not good, in his experience.

      Then the brigand reached him and, drawing his arm back, attacked with a powerful cut from Julian's left to right. It probably would have spilled his guts, but Julian bounded forward inside the brigand's swing.

      The brigand's sword arm struck Julian in the ribs and he wrapped his left arm around it, pinning it in place.

      At the same time, Julian stabbed upward with his knife. The brigand wore an expression of disbelief as the blade entered his neck, severing his carotid artery and trachea. Julian withdrew the knife and the brigand fell to the ground, spasming out the last of his life.

      Ten feet away, Scarface came up short, his expression suddenly a mix of wariness and eager anticipation. Behind him, Raedrick was nowhere to be seen, though Julian heard the noise of more fighting somewhere off to the left.

      The leader of the brigands smiled, his grin causing the puckered scar on his chin to expand. For a second, Julian thought sure it was going to swallow the other man's face whole, it grew so large.

      "This could be fun," Scarface said. "Pick up the sword." His voice was steady and calm despite the grin of excitement on his face. He gestured with his sword point toward his comrade's weapon, now lying at Julian's feet.

      What was this? Either Scarface was very confident or very stupid. Or maybe both. But Julian wasn't about to question the sudden generosity. Slowly he lowered into a crouch and, replacing his knife into its sheath, he took hold of the sword.

      Scarface came on in a rush, his weapon singing through the air as it descended toward Julian's neck.

      Desperately parrying upward, Julian flung himself away from the assault. The clang of steel striking steel was still in the air as he completed a full backward roll and rose to his feet.

      Just in time to meet a second attack from the brigand leader.

      Another quick retreat left the cut to whistle harmlessly through the air.

      Julian tried to counterattack, but Scarface's assault was relentless and he found himself driven backward again. And again. The man was good!

      Parry, dodge, retreat.

      Julian gave up more ground, and found himself leaving the copse and treading on the bare rock near the riverbank. Bending his knees to avoid a high cut, he attempted a riposte.

      Somehow Scarface's high cut became a descending parry that knocked the thrust aside. Then Julian found the wind driven from his lungs as the brigand leader spun around and drove the heel on his boot into Julian's lower ribs.

      He tumbled to the ground, unable to breathe and awash with pain from his ribs. He felt as much as heard Scarface's blade descending toward him and forced himself to roll over and raise his own sword.

      Steel met steel again as the force of the cut's momentum drove the two hilts together in the air above Julian's body.

      For a moment, the two men looked at each other through the frame of their entwined blades. Finally able to draw a breath, Julian saw that Scarface had barely broken a sweat and was breathing normally. He smirked, a mocking twist of the lips that carried no small amount of disdain, and leaned in, driving the two blades slowly downward despite Julian pushing upwards with all his strength.

      "Ready to die?" he asked.

      Julian knew he wasn't going to be able to keep the sword from falling for much longer. Already his arms were shaking from the strain of resisting.

      Julian abruptly stopped fighting it and rolled with the force of Scarface's push, driving the swords to the ground beside himself. At the same time he kicked upward and to the side, catching Scarface on his hip. Now it was the brigand leader's turn to tumble to the ground.

      In the brief respite, Julian bounded to his feet and backed away, gingerly feeling at his ribs with his left hand. The brigand leader flipped to his feet easily and assumed a ready stance, his blade held loosely in both hands with the tip pointing at Julian's eyes. He inclined his head in salute for a moment, the mocking smirk gone from his face.

      Then he attacked again, and again Julian was driven back.

      He gave ground with each exchange and only avoided severe injury on one occasion because of the mail shirt he wore. All the same, he accumulated several small cuts where his parry or dodge wasn't quite fast enough.

      Scarface remained untouched.

      The roar of the falls was louder now. Between parries, Julian glanced over his shoulder and was shocked to see that he had retreated almost all the way to the edge of the river, only twenty yards or so from the drop off.

      The glance cost him. Julian barely hopped back from another attack, but still took a deep cut in his thigh. He was running out of time and space, and now his balance was off as his thigh protested every movement. Julian attempted another counter, a rising cut toward the brigand leader's armpit.

      He found his eyes growing wide with surprise as Scarface executed a highly stylized, spiraling parry that ended with the tip of his sword hooking beneath Julian's hilt. A flick of Scarface's wrists pulled the sword from Julian's hand and left him with a deep cut in the meat of his thumb.

      The sword clattered away somewhere off to the right. Stunned, Julian took a half-step back and raised his hands. This couldn't be happening!

      The brigand leader sneered and snapped off a quick salute with his sword. "Well fought," he said before he began to move forward.

      Frantic, Julian retreated again. Wait. Raedrick, where was Raedrick! Julian looked back toward the copse, but there was still no sign of his friend.

      Scarface swung at him, and Julian leaned far backwards to avoid a cut that would have taken his head off. All the same, he felt the tip of the sword cut a line across the bridge of his nose.

      He stumbled back and suddenly found he had nowhere else to go as his heels reached the edge of the rocks overhanging the river. Pinwheeling his arms for a moment to regain his balance, Julian glanced down at the swirling, frigid water as it rushed to the lip of the falls.

      This was it. He never once imagined it would end this way.

      He looked up again just as Scarface attacked with a backhanded swing that was again headed for his head.

      In desperation, Julian moved forward and raised his right arm. Scarface's wrist struck the bones of his forearm.

      Julian cupped his hand over the brigand leader's wrist and drove his palm upwards toward the back of his elbow.

      The sharp CRACK of breaking bone preceded Scarface's scream of surprise and pain by a heartbeat. His hand spasmed open, dropping the sword at Julian's feet, and his eyes went wide with shock, then wider still with dread as Julian pivoted about his rear foot and, using the arm as a lever, hurled the brigand leader over the edge of the rocks.

      His arms and legs flailed at the empty air for a second, then the brigand leader splashed into the river. He bobbed to the surface quickly, but just as quickly began to sink again. Heavy boots and armor made swimming difficult, Julian thought with a certain satisfaction. He watched as Scarface splashed with his one good arm, trying with all his might to avoid being pulled under.

      "Help me!" Scarface cried, to whom Julian couldn't guess since he certainly had no intention of lending a hand.

      The current swept the hapless man toward the drop off. His swimming attempts became more frantic as he looked with horror toward the approaching edge.

      "Help! Please!" he screamed.

      Then he reached the edge and dropped out of sight. His last long scream of despair carried over the falls' roar for a moment, but was quickly overwhelmed.

      "Well fought," Julian said.
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      Julian limped back to the ambush site and found Raedrick tying up the bandit Julian kicked at the beginning of the fray. He didn't have a scratch on him, naturally. As Julian approached, Raedrick looked up and, upon seeing his condition, winced.

      "You look like hell."

      "Feel like it, too," Julian said. "Where did you go?"

      "This guy hightailed it. You looked like you had things under control, so I went after him."

      "Don't do that again. I really could have used the help."

      Raedrick gave him a long, searching look, then nodded. "Sorry."

      Hobbling over to his horse, Julian fished through the saddlebags until he found his medical supplies. Consisting of a few rags for bandages and a needle and thread, it wasn't much, but it would be sufficient for this job. "My leg and thumb are going to need stitches before we move out," he said.

      Raedrick did the stitching once he had the prisoner secured.

      Getting stitched up was never a fun experience, but having to lie there without pants in the chilly air just made it worse. The cold numbed Julian's leg a bit, so the stitching itself wasn't as unpleasant, but taken as a whole, Julian would have preferred to do the deed in warmth. Fortunately, Raedrick was a good hand with a needle, so before too long he finished stitching and wrapped both wounds in snug bandages. Julian got dressed again and took a few ginger steps. The stitches seemed to hold well, but he would have to take it easy for a few days.

      They took a few minutes to search the dead brigands. Julian was not surprised to find they had little money on them. But their armor and weapons were of good quality and would probably fetch a decent price, so he and Raedrick strapped those items down on their horses as well as they could. Their saddlebags were already full, so it was a very awkward packing job, but it would do for a short journey.

      "What are we going to do with him?" Julian said, nodding toward their prisoner. "I'd say tie him to a tree and leave him for scavengers."

      The brigand's eyes widened and he shook his head vigorously, but before he could speak Raedrick beat him to it.

      "No. There's a Constable in Lydelton. He'll see that justice is done properly."

      Julian frowned. "That's still a long way."

      "About four, maybe five hours."

      "We'd better get moving then if we want to get there before dark."

      Raedrick nodded. While Julian slowly pulled himself up onto his saddle, his friend fished a length of rope out of his bag and tied one end into a knot around the brigand's neck. The other end he brought back to Julian. "Do you want the duty?"

      Julian grinned and accepted the rope. Removing his baldric, he looped the rope around his saddle horn, making several turns to ensure it was secure. Then he draped the baldric over the saddle horn again and looked back at the brigand. "Hope you are a good runner, friend."

      It was perhaps heartless, but Julian got a lot of satisfaction from the brigand's terrified expression.

      They set off at a slow trot, just barely above a jog, but after a half hour or so Julian heard a thud behind them, and the brigand began screaming. Reining in to a walk, he turned around to find the fellow dragging on the ground behind his horse. Julian rolled his eyes and pulled his horse to a full stop.

      "I figured he'd be in better shape," he quipped to Raedrick, who shrugged. In a louder voice, Julian called back to the brigand, "On your feet! You're slowing us down!"

      The brigand slowly pushed himself upright. It took a while, but Julian figured it was probably difficult with his hands tied behind his back. Beyond that, he was a mess. The right side of his face was scraped and bruised, his clothing was torn in several locations, he had a big red welt around his neck where the rope dug in, and he was panting heavily. Served him right.

      As soon as the brigand was up again, Julian spurred the horse forward, at a walk this time. It was slower, but he had no real desire to torture the brigand to death. Killing a man in a stand-up fight was one thing. Dragging him behind a horse? That crossed the line into senseless cruelty.

      The road followed the south bank of the river as it made its way east toward the Lake. Though the terrain to their right was mostly rolling hills, the road was, for the most part, level and made for an easy passage. So despite only moving at a quick walk, they made good time.

      As they traversed the valley, Julian was again struck by the picturesque nature of the place. Everywhere he looked was another amazing view. When Raedrick told him of his plan to take this route, he had at first scoffed. Lydelton was a flyspeck of a town in the middle of nowhere. Why would anyone want to visit, let alone live there? Now that he had seen the valley, though, he was beginning to understand how it could be appealing.

      If only it was warmer.

      As advertised from their high vantage point on the flank of the mountain, this part of the valley was mostly rolling grasslands, punctuated every so often with the occasional copse, some large enough to almost be rightly called forests themselves. There was no habitation as yet, but plumes of smoke in the distance announced fires from chimneys or forges.

      After a couple hours, they drew near to the spit of mountains they had seen from above. The road became more wandering, to avoid the worst of the hills, as the mountains drew nearer. Until finally there was nothing for it but to go nearly straight up one side of a hill and down the next. The mountains came almost to the river; the main peaks could not have been more than a mile to the south. But from this vantage point, Julian could see that the peaks, which thrust northward from the main range to the south, bent to the east for a while before turning south again.

      "The local's call this area The Hook," Raedrick said, seeing Julian eyeing the mountains as they rode. "Supposedly if you look at a quality map of this part of the Vale, the line of peaks forms a hook that bends off to the east and makes its own little concealed valley within a valley."

      "Impressive," Julian replied.

      Past The Hook, the land slowly flattened again until, by the time they reached the southeast corner of the lake, the hills were mostly gone. There, they began to see the first farmsteads. A single farmhouse here, a small cluster there, at first they were few and far between, but as the afternoon wore on, they became more frequent. All as he would have expected.

      Then, about an hour and a half before sunset, not far from a ford across the river that flowed down to the lake form the mountains to the east, they encountered a farm that had been burned out. It had happened several days earlier based on the lack of smoldering and the general state of the place, but it was clear that the burning was not an accident. The front door was cloven in two as though by an axe or sword. Peeking inside, the remains of a large table had distinctive cut marks, as did one chair that somehow escaped the fire and stood pristinely in the midst of the destruction.

      But the confirmation came when they stopped, at Raedrick's urging, to investigate the ruins more closely. There, within the husk of the burned house, lay two charred bodies: one larger and one small. The larger body, the mother Julian presumed, was clutching the smaller body as though to shield it from the flames and smoke. He supposed the fact that two people perished didn't rule out an accident. Until they then found a man's corpse, beheaded with his hands tied behind his back, in a small ditch not far behind the house.

      "Hopefully they killed him first," Raedrick said, his tone carrying the same revulsion that Julian felt. "Can you imagine if they'd made him listen to his wife and child screaming inside the house before finishing him?"

      "Who would do this?" Julian asked aloud. He looked back at their prisoner and found him close-mouthed, unwilling to look even in the same general area as the bodies. "Do you know, friend?" Julian asked, tugging at the rope as he did so.

      The brigand jerked and turned a baleful eye on him. "Not a clue," he replied in an oily tone that just screamed the man was lying.

      "Oh you know alright," Julian said. "Friends of yours, weren't they? Did they brag about it?" Anger began
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