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To George, Melissa, and their children Elizabeth, Matthew, Hannah, and Sarah.

This book is dedicated to you.
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RECOMMENDED FOR YA readers and fans of tales of romance and adventure with strong female characters and inspirational messages. It gave a feel of ancient or early Medieval Britain but in a Historical Fantasy setting... What’s not to love! – English Lady
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THIS BOOK TAKES PLACE around 800 A.D., spans continents from the British Isles to Korea, and is full of war and adventure and human nature. ... I like how the main character in all of the sections has to make hard choices, but also learns from them, and in the end, draws closer to God. – Ami 
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IT DEFINITELY HAS THE feel of another time with a focus on faith, loyalty, and honor... While this book is not normally in the genres I typically lean toward, I did appreciate all the details that made the story world epic in scope, and that the good characters were truly good. – Christina
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ACTION, ADVENTURE AND intrigue in the medieval times. An enjoyable conclusion to the Falcon Chronicles. – Marlene Rempel
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THIS IS AN AMAZING chronicle based in the Middle Ages! It is always twisting and turning! I would recommend to anyone who likes adventure or historical fiction! – Candace
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The Falcon Chronicles

Falcon Heart Chronicle I

Falcon Flight Chronicle II

Falcon Dagger Chronicle III

Lance and Quill – A novella

Falcon’s Ode – Poetry Companion
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Suggested reading order

Falcon Dagger – Two prequels

Falcon Heart – A novel

Falcon’s Ode – Poetry Companion

Falcon Flight – A novel

Lance and Quill – A novella

Falcon Dagger – Two novels

*Falcon Dagger contains two prequels and two novels
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THIS CLEAN NOBLEBRIGHT fantasy series is a work of fiction and is not meant to be a historically accurate account. Rather, the Falcon Chronicle is a historical fantasy of what may have been somewhere, sometime in early Britannia, Araby, and Asia in the Land of the Morning Calm. 

Years ago, I began to write the account of the Chronicle. This story collection titled Falcon Dagger Chronicle III contains Kingdom’s Fall, Falcon Dagger, Cieri’s Daughter, and Path of the Warrior. 

Kingdom’s Fall ties into Falcon Flight, setting the stage for Falcon Dagger the last novel in the series. Cieri’s Daughter is a prequel that introduces Kyrin and her first victory and the seeds of early conflict in Britannia. I included the prequel Path of the Warrior at the end of this story collection in honor of my Grandmaster, Tae Hong Choi. It is also in honor of Grandmaster Vince Church, my martial arts Master in Ji Do Kwan Tae Kwon Do. I deeply respect and honor them both, though they have passed from this world. 

I miss Master Church very much. He was a kind, wise, and godly man in many ways who taught me far more than kicking and punching. He taught me how to live with tenacious courage. And who is not in need of courage in this life?

My interest in the Korean martial art throughout this book series began under Master Church, who later became a Grandmaster. My fascination with martial art naturally extended to the Korean Choson culture, especially in that time around the Silla dynasty when Subak, or early Tae Kwon Do, is thought to have begun.

I gained most of my formal knowledge of early Korea and its written history of martial skill, or Mu-sool, from 5,000 Years of Korean Martial Arts, by R. Barry Harmon, and A Killing Art, by Alex Gillis. The Korean names in the story came primarily from Sherrilyn Kenyon’s Character Naming Sourcebook, second edition. I did extensive research on the other lands in the series as well, including Arabia, the surrounding area, and Britain.

I used the English naming system in my first books to avoid confusing readers who, like myself, are unfamiliar with the Korean naming system, where the surname comes before the given name. I also took poetic liberties. 

But in the present revision of Path of the Warrior as part of this companion book, Falcon Dagger Chronicle III, I wish to express my deep respect for the Korean people by using the name order they are familiar with in this tale, set in the land that birthed Ryu Tae-shin. 

I have transcribed Alaina Ilen’s notes on Tae-shin, who was exiled for a crime he did not commit but kept his honor and saved his people. After he was enslaved, he came to be known as Tae Chisun, given that name by his captor before he won his freedom.

Please forgive any mistakes, which are my own. I hope you enjoy this portrayal of the honor, beauty, and courage of different cultures and countries, including the Choson culture and the people of the Land of the Morning Calm. 

Pil-sung! Certain victory through courage, strength, and indomitable spirit.

Azalea Dabill

November 30, 2024

Crossover - Find the Eternal, the Adventure
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Kingdom’s Fall
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FAMILIAR HUMAN FRAILTIES—A lie, betrayal, and oath-breaking.

It began with a small lie, as men call it. That a man can craft his own destiny. Planted by lords pursuing wealth and power by unlawful means, the destructive seed grew in the fertile belief that no oath among men is worth an alliance that heralds betterment. It bloomed in the betrayal of a brother’s hope.

So the lie waxed by sinuous, deadly, hidden ways to bring about a kingdom’s fall.

Until one man refused the lie.

—Alaina Ilen, consort and scribe to Prince Faisal Ben Salin.

§
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THAIN MORNOTH STARED out from a stone embrasure of his uncle’s stronghold, a forgotten horn of mead in his hand. Banished from the king’s court, was he?

The wooden shutters were flung back to their furthest extent, letting a paling sun and a wandering, chilly breeze in the window, carrying the sweet musk of fallen oak leaves. Winter was near, near as the Humber River rippling over its unseen bed with its dark dankness coiling in the back of his throat.

There were other paths than the king’s favor that the house of Mornoth could pursue. It would lead to acknowledgement of their worth by the northlords, from the ancient north Wall of the Eagles to the Humber River, their southern border. That brown snake of water roughly divided Lord Dain Cieri, leader of the northlords, from his uncle’s southern stronghold of Alkborough.

Their only northern ally, Lord Nidfael Keffer, ruled his lands and Keffold stronghold a four-day ride northeast. Thain frowned. If only he was free to take counsel with Nidfael. He could help gain support for the house of Mornoth in the north. The rest of the southlords who claimed Britannia’s lands from the Humber to the far south already saw the grandness of their vision.

At the sound of steps, he turned, coughing in annoyance at the mead that spilled over his hand. His brow rose. Ah, a messenger from the bishop of Richmond. “Yes?” The mud coating the man’s boots witnessed his five-day ride south from Richmond by fast horse.

“Greetings, my lord, from Bishop Caddaric.” The envoy bowed, his voice soft, his movements fluid and precise. “My master bids me reply: though Lord Dain Cieri is of old northern blood, he yet holds the king’s ear.”

Thain glared at the bishop’s voice in the flesh. “Tell me something I don’t know, fool!” He spun in a whisper of silk and leather toward the window. Churchmen were fools, the lot of them, good for nothing but writing lies and honing whispers. This one was likely a shadow of the cloister. But he must tread cautiously. The church also hired those who would get their hands dirty in its service. He whirled back and growled, “Far more irritating, that cursed upstart thwarted my uncle’s counsel before the entire court.”   

The envoy hesitated.

Thain glanced at the bits of half-dry mud dropped on the floor of newly spread rushes with a baleful eye, then pointedly at the slender envoy. “When Lord Fenwer’s puling whelp died, he left Fenwyrd stronghold lord-less. Despite our protest, at the king’s own request, Lord Dain Cieri took up Fenwyrd, though it lies on the coast far from his lands and far closer to ours! Now, instead of seven northlords, there are six. Yet the cursed sixth rules two strongholds and speaks with their might behind him.”

The envoy bowed again. An unadorned black velvet tunic hung dull and dark across his gaunt shoulders and over his slightly rounded belly, reminding Thain of a crow, fat from slaughter. A slaughter doubtless bought with the bishop’s intrigues. Yes, Thain rather thought the man might be one of the church’s crows. But here all the power was his.

At last, the man broke his gaze, his mouth insolent. “You may not know this, my lord. Whether his people ride the mountains and vales of Cierheld or train about Fenwrd’s forests and cliffs, Lord Dain Cieri’s strongholds near run themselves. His armsmen are unsurpassed. None get by the net of their vigilance. Their power is spreading, despite my master’s efforts. Only three days up the coast from your hold, I gathered news from an armsman outside Fenwrd’s walls. He was touchy and suspicious as a winter-starved cat.” Sweat glistened faintly on his pale, thin face. “Lord Dain Cieri’s ambition will feed our kingdom to the dogs, my lord.”

Thain lifted his horn for a sip of mead, bitter as ill-made ale, and stared at the envoy. The machinations of the bishop’s cunning mind would serve the house of Mornoth well until it was time for Caddaric to pay the pied piper. But the bishop’s crow was not the bishop himself.

It would not do to speak too plainly. Thain drained his cup to the dregs, and his blood quickened. “Tell me, for the eminence of your master, Bishop Caddaric, what is the name of the man in Bolton Abbey who cries that Cierheld’s first daughter is a heretic? It would be well to counsel with him.”

If only the king had listened. The house of Mornoth would raise Northumbria to heights of untold wealth and learning, and with it, all of Britannia. Thain lifted his head. The king would listen in the end. He would see to it. The house of Mornoth must rise.
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I will guard my ways... ~ Psalms 39:1

Already the kingdom was weakening. With a dark scowl, Brother Rolf hunted bright fall leaves off the church stoop. He swept fiercely. The wooden broom handle nestled in his grip, heavy as his old spear shaft. If a leader did not rise from the Northumbrian mists, glittering fieldstones like to the granite beneath his feet would soon mark the last resting places of his people.

The entry-stone stretched two lengths into the walled court under the warmth of the new sun peering over the walls of Bolton Abbey. Beneath the edge of his black habit, the chill pierced his bare toes. A shiver raised Rolf’s freckled skin where his thick wool sleeves did not protect him. He moved faster, chasing an errant oak leaf red as his hair, vibrant as the dew spangled dawn.

Brigands harried the northern holds beyond the Humber River, as he did the leaves. With few to stay them while the king lay ill, the raiders had grown ever bolder. The king’s regent, who took his place hands of days ago, was weak. Even Lord Dain Cieri of Cierheld stronghold, who led the northlords from within his walls of uncommon stone, did not have enough armsmen to guard every hold between the Humber and the ancient Roman Eagles’ North Wall. The brigands melted like frost when chased yet seemed always to know where to strike. And with talk growing in the north against the southlords, the unrest in Britannia might mean more than brigands. It might mean war.

His breath shot in a thin cloud above the lower step. Early light streamed past the open gate two spear-throws distant. Turning, Rolf swept a last leaf of yellow ash from the side door with a vicious stroke.

Though the brigands had not yet come near Bolton Abbey, it was their nature to hunt the vulnerable. Unlike some church holdings, his brothers of the abbey had little in the way of riches. Their dedicated church utensils were not of gold, but bronze. Abbot Alton would not keep gold when their people in Bolton village were hungry. Rolf smiled a little. Then his scowl crept back. He was slipping indeed, not to have suggested to Abbot Alton the looming possibility of attack.

The thud of small hooves in the morning stillness and the soft, heavy step of a man against the dirt of the courtyard rang loud at his back. With a swift, level stroke of his broom, Rolf spun.

A man leading a donkey evaded the broom that lashed for his head and swung in return. The blur of a long weapon sliced in at Rolf from the left. Heart in his throat, he sprang back to the edge of the step, bringing the broom across his body in both hands to soften the blow. Blade struck wood with a dull thud. Rolf blinked.

The weapon did not bite. Leather sheathed the sword. And the giant beyond it...

His breath of relief became a growl. Knocking the sheathed blade to the side, Rolf dove down the steps and thrust his broom handle straight forward. The donkey reared. Standing beside it, the large, black-haired man wrapped one arm about the donkey’s grey neck and twisted his upper body to let Rolf’s attack slide past.

“Cease, little brother!”

Familiar dark eyes twinkled above a bristling black beard and a misshapen nose. That pot of a dented helm and the big feet in leather boots caressing the earth—Rolf knew them both. A merry laugh rolled from the man's chest, shaking the expanse of black hair beneath his gaping tunic.

“Ye’ve not lost all yer’ skill.”

Rolf glared at him, and the man whisked the sheathed blade around to rest at his throat with a pointed smile. Rolf squinted down at the weapon. The plain hilt marked his erstwhile blade. It was his no longer.

He’d found a place in Bolton Abbey when he fled the Wall in horror of his heart’s own blackness. He stiffened and pushed his long-buried shame and the end of the sheathed sword away together. A grin tugged at his mouth. With a long stride, he reached to clap the man on the shoulder.

“Lester! Have the painted people driven you from the Wall at last? You were to put that blade to good use.”

“Ach, no. The painted people ‘ave been quiet as sleepin’ babes. We’ve been recalled, an’ are lookin’ for those as could use a strong arm and a loyal hand what knows ‘is weapons.”

With a wrinkle of his brow, Rolf leaned on the broom. “Recalled? You say ‘we.’ Have some of the others come?”

“Oh, aye, we’re all ‘ere.” Lester gestured with a large arm.

From within the shadows of the gate, three men rode to a stop behind him. Two more moved quietly from between the guesthouse and the tower opposite, and the rest trotted through the outer gate. One man strode on foot behind.

Rolf had noticed none of them. A tingle ran up his spine. It was his entire old tensquad. Hooded and cloaked in dull shades of wool for cold travel, they all bore blades. A longbow graced Kilden’s rangy figure as he neared, and he tugged the chest strap to settle his quiver. Rolf’s gaze flicked to Lester’s spears, tied to his donkey’s offside in their leather case. Then to Lester, who cradled Rolf’s old blade in his arm as gently as a babe.

There lay his bane and his temptation. The blade called to him, though he’d sworn before his Lord above not to touch the iron again with intent to wield it. Rolf jerked his scowl back to his men. Why had they come to the abbey? Yet his squad leaders had not forgotten his training to approach a target from various sides. Lester doubtless sent scouts to foray, who saw him kneeling within the church. The squad must have come through the unguarded gate from the west road, thinking it high sport to stalk a brother. They would have kept to the shadows along the wall, pressing close to the transept tower across the yard, which overshadowed the guesthouse.

Rolf took a firmer grip on his broom, jaw tight. They had been in full view of Brother Niel, who had charge of the inner gate. But Niel had been distracted from gate-duty by a few winks in the welcome sun to make up for early prayers. After all, there was a bell just outside the out-wall to summon him. With a rueful shake of his head, Rolf wiped a damp hand on his robe. If his squad had been brigands, they could have taken him and Niel both. Brother Niel would have had a rude awakening, and the abbey would have been overrun.

He said, “I am now but a brother of stable and garden and prayer.” Let them make of that what they would. He had naught more to do with the sword. And the blade had naught to do with him. He was Brother Rolf now, no longer Rolf Caedmon, the warrior.

Lester grinned, and there were a few chuckles among the dismounting men.

Kilden, grizzled and lean, nudged his beast forward a step. The archer’s green gaze was sharp, knowing Rolf’s watchful habit had slipped, as Kilden had always known when he failed in past days. He dismounted without a word.

With Kilden and his squad, Rolf had protected Engleland against the painted tribes at the Wall. Rolf frowned. His third had always been slow to speak, but never silent. He cleared his throat and glanced from Kilden to Lester. “You ought to have stopped at Cierheld stronghold, up the dale before the north pass, instead of our humble abbey.” He waited, then continued quietly, “Even though Father Ulf says the northlords’ welcome of Lady Kyrin as first daughter of Cierheld portends ill.”

“How so?” Lester rumbled, taking the bait with a grin.

“Our dean swears Lady Kyrin Cieri wields an unearthly knowledge of the warrior’s arts. He mutters of witchcraft,” Rolf said soberly.

Kilden cocked his head, a deceptively gentle smile lurking about his mouth. His hand strayed to the dagger on his right hip. Kilden always had hated judgement leveled against another without due course of right and reasonable proof. Still, they said nothing of the reason for their coming.

Rolf swallowed. “Be that as it may, Abbot Alton would bid me give you good welcome this noon, though how much longer, I do not know. We’ve naught but turnip soup. Hungry mouths from the strongholds have taken refuge here. Young and old seek what scraps they can find in Bolton village this moment.” He raised his hands in a helpless shrug and struggled to keep the sudden bitterness from his voice. “By order of Father Ulf, our dean under Prior Dickon. But we can feed you this day. Too many holds and crops have burned near about, and there is little to spare. The brigands hound us sore.” His hands tightened.

He looked round at them, almost defiantly. Only moments ago, he’d knelt in brief peace in front of the altar, drenched in the quiet morning glory that streamed through the east windows. Then he had risen to face his duty, as unaware of his approaching danger as a babe. For his squad brought danger.

Mayhap Kilden and Lester merely rode to guard a southern stronghold nearer to the Humber and stopped on the way to see how their brother fared. But Lester spoke of strength and loyal hands, and brought the blade that Rolf wished never to lay eyes on again. No, something deeper was at work. If only his brothers could help them, but it was impossible.

“Oh, aye. That explains the hungry crowd in tha’ village. We pushed on.”

Rolf gave Lester a small smile. “Our Lord above commands charity.”

They stared at him without a word, the men exchanging quiet glances. Why had they truly come? Rolf set his broom against his shoulder. “The holds are in need of strong and loyal hands, as you say. You will be welcome.” 

Kilden nodded at last. He said mildly, “The forest and the hills hereabout give rich cover for brigands.”

Rolf glared at him. If Kilden hid his purpose from an old companion, at least he could speak his mind. “It is more than brigands that harry my soul. There is a pattern to what is happening, a pattern I cannot touch.” He also could talk around the bush where prey had gone to ground. He forced his voice to lighten. “The talk of ill portents started when Cierheld’s first daughter, Kyrin, returned from slavery in Araby.”

Lester grunted, brow creasing. “Be she a brigand?”

The listening men leaned in.

“No.” Rolf almost choked on a laugh. Trust Lester to chase one thought until it died of exhaustion.

Kilden watched him close. “There’s the matter from the Wall that is ‘na finished.”

Rolf stiffened. Kilden spoke true. The matter at the Wall was not finished. Not in his heart and not in God’s. He had failed his test of leadership that day. Was this why they had come? But his sword could not touch him here. He gave a careless shrug and crossed his arms. He could be just as hard to pin down as Kilden if it came to it. “I am a warrior no more, though I mean to try Kyrin’s skill at staves someday.”

“Who?” Lester scratched at the black hair straggling from under his helmet.

“Kyrin, the first daughter of Lord Cieri of Cierheld.”

A spark lit in Kilden’s eye. “Why?”

Rolf pointed outside the gate, beyond the road, and let surprise creep into his tone. “Do you hear nothing at the Wall? Like you, she came out of the woods. But she came disguised and bearing weapons. She wields a blade like no man in Engleland, and she is trained in skills I have never seen. With naught but a staff, she took down a bunch of ale-heads harassing a poor woman, and one of them with an axe. He often cuts our winter wood. Father Ulf extended the abbey’s favor to him, despite his ale-sopped state. A bit of a troublemaker, Thorgil is.” Rolf shot a sidelong look at Lester. “The man is built rather like you. And considering my oath against wielding sharp iron, she seems a fit opponent.”

Lester’s brows rose, and Kilden’s eyes narrowed. Rolf eyed them, hiding his amusement. “Surely you know of Cierheld’s doings? Men talk of little else.”

“You say this Father Ulf did nothing to uphold the laws of the abbey in regard to drunkenness, and this woman and her attacker?” Kilden watched him.

“Our dean is rather a law unto himself when our good Abbot Alton is absent.” Rolf winced and turned quickly toward the cloister.

Around Father Ulf, strife sprang up like weeds, as often as not. He moved toward the inner gate to escape a hemmed-in feeling. His tongue had grown more than loose enough.

“But that is of little matter. Forget my ill-spoken words. Come, let us talk within, over a hot drink.”

Kilden assented, a bare inclination of his head, and the others followed as one. Kilden had trained them well. Rolf swallowed a thickness in his throat. He’d felt the same when he fled the year before, in his twenty-second summer. Had he learned nothing in his time at the abbey?

The outer abbey wall stretched east and west on either side of the north gate the squad had entered by. Lester tapping one large finger against Rolf’s sheathed blade. He examined the open court about them and glanced back at another wall cutting across from the church to meet the outer. The two walls enclosed the east garden behind the church.

Was he calculating how easily they could get out? Rolf frowned. His old brothers were uneasy indeed. The court was empty but for themselves, as Rolf led them away from the church and garden toward the inner gate beyond the guesthouse and tower.

Then Lester’s gaze fastened on the rampart ahead. The stripped tree trunks of the inner gate rose twice the height of a man, bristling in a row of sharpened points at the top. His bushy brows drew in. “Your abbot has no inner walk along the wall-top, no loopholes? Spear casters and bowmen would ‘ave need of such.”

Rolf said sharply, “I’ve not become a heedless babe, though study overshadows my warrior days. We do not live as chickens in a yard, with no care for the hawk. There is yet one lord in Northumbria who will not tolerate such blindness, even in the church. That man is Dain Cieri. Our abbot consulted him about the defenses. And if you must know, Brother Niel guards this oaken gate to our inner courts in times of trouble. I’ll back none against Niel! Not when he’s awake.”

Every eye was on him. Rolf seized the moment. “Most abbeys are not made to withstand siege, but at Bolton there is more than meets the eye. Even your piercing sight, Kilden. Those steep pitched inner roofs have more purposes than shedding snow. There are other defenses, designed to be hidden from without.” He smiled wryly.

Lester brightened. “Ah, ye must show me.” Always interested in a new way to defend or attack, he was.

Kilden’s gaze on Rolf was as deep and heavy as moss-covered granite. He knew his ploy to distract. Rolf swallowed. His old third need not look at him so. He would speak with him about what happened at the Wall privately.

Rolf offered Lester a smile. “Certainly, you shall see them. Abbot Alton would wish your advice on expanding our protections if he were here. But surely you would break your fast?”

His squad brothers were over-interested in the abbey’s defenses. Did they know something he did not? But the defenses were the duties of armsmen and Abbot Alton. A duty as dim as the mist of his past to him. His allegiance now was to his brothers of the abbey. He must not accompany his old squad about the grounds, no matter he wished they might ask.

Kilden said, “Food and a bit of hot drink, that would be welcome. But this Lord Dain Cieri of Cierheld, I would know more of him when your duty permits.” His voice was dry.

Rolf drove down his yearning. That, he could do. Mayhap he would learn something useful to the abbot in his talk with Kilden, not least their reason for disturbing the abbey’s peace. “We’ll talk more at table, of course, but thoughts in our abbey differ widely about the stronghold of Dain Cieri. You may well have heard his first daughter bears an earring of black stone.”

Lester growled, “Did you not take her confession once?”

Rolf stopped short, and the men halted. It was bait and switch.

“Where did you hear that?”

“Oh, I ken I hear a bit ‘ere an’ there.” Lester smiled, an innocent grin spreading across his wide face.

His old squad was enough to drive a sane man mad. Rolf grimaced, contemplating the sky as if pleading for patience. “If you heard so much, you’ll know Father Ulf believes her earring is some foreign sigil of the evil eye.”

“A black jewel I hear—”

Rolf cut him off firmly. “I have not seen its like before, or any lady like to her. But she is not evil.”

When forced, she’d chosen him for her confession. It had seemed to rankle Father Ulf. Something stood between them, that he could speak so easily of his own niece in the same breath as witchcraft and heresy. The first daughter of Cieri claimed she needed no confessor but her Lord.

Lester closed his mouth, and Rolf smiled at him sweetly. “Since Father Ulf is only our dean, and not our abbot, those of house Cieri remain welcome here. But, of far more import to us, Lady Kyrin Cieri also brought the abbey a copy of the Vulgate. Her sister of hearth and salt translated it from the Araby tongue—”

Lester broke in with heavy irony. “An’ Father Ulf reveres the holy writ, does ‘e now?”

Rolf looked at him sharply. “I do. As does the good dean, though he checks to make sure the copy is pure.” Rolf jerked his chin toward the church behind them. “It lies on the altar within. Our Lord’s word never goes amiss when evil seeks to rise in the world.”

Lester fairly crowed. “An’ so evil cannot hide! An’ he calls forth those who would wield truth against it. Such as us.” He shared a glance with Kilden. They both looked at Rolf.

Kilden said slowly, “Yes, a leader in truth we must have, for we would not strike amiss. We fight when we know evil’s face.”

Rolf’s neck heated, then chilled. He shook his head. ‘When we know evil’s face.’ The words held a strange weight. Something dark as his own thoughts drove them.
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2 – Sword Call
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If you come... to betray me. ~ 1 Chronicles 12:17

“Aye, you have the right of it, bro—” He let out a desperate breath and swallowed back the brother that almost tumbled out. The face of evil. That was the key to find the wrongness in Northumbria.

But he walked with another band of brothers, now. Brothers who served their Lord within these peaceful walls. Kilden would not thank him for naming him among them. Rolf’s throat tightened. He’d been a hypocrite in his last battle at the Wall, when he failed to keep the honor of his blade and his men. Like the false actions of too many other holy men who denied the very word in their mouths.

Suddenly fierce, Rolf clapped his broom against his shoulder and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Niel! Niel! Open the gate, brother! Guests await!”

There was a startled grunt above, then rapid steps, and a clunk of metal on wood. The gate of the inner rampart that protected the heart of the abbey swung open silently. Niel at least kept the hinges well-greased. Rolf motioned the squad forward. He’d no call to be so short with Niel.

As he guided his beast through the gate, Kilden turned to Rolf. “I hear Lord Dain of Cierheld and his armsmen foray after the brigands as they ken.”

Rolf huffed out a breath. What was his squad second’s interest in the brigands? “Oh aye, though it’s little enough use. They never find them. Some loose-tongue in his cups noised it around that those of Cierheld sought the leader of the brigands. They disappear like our morning frost.” He shrugged.

Lester mused from behind, “An’ so the leader of the band was never brought to answer at the king’s seat. They must ‘ave a ring of mouths to speak and ears to listen, if they ‘ave such a gift of escape.”

As the gate shut behind them, the song of an unseen robin rose on the warming air within the cloister near the fountain on their left.

Rolf lifted his hands. “I cede! The wrong ears hear far too much, it seems.”

Kilden slowed. “It explains Lord Dain taking refuge behind his walls. Mayhap he seeks the mouth and ears sure to be hiding in his hold.”

Rolf shook his head. It did not explain Cierheld’s silence on the matter of the raids. Early light streamed through patches of cold ground-mist between the cloister pillars beside him and the stables just to the right of the paved walk beneath their feet. Damp leather boots whispered about him on the stony way. It led to the refectory, dormitory, and infirmary further down from the cloister on his left, while the gardens and kitchens adjoined the stables. The darkness of night was almost gone. Until now, the abbey had never looked as if every shadow held a vague threat. He shivered, cold through.

Kilden said softly, “Whether he walks in truth or no, every man must use his strength, his weapons, and everything he commands on behalf of those he leads. Or he will not lead long.” He strode toward the stables, tugging his donkey.

Lester sniffed agreement and followed.

Whether he walks in truth or not, he will not lead long. Rolf’s heart quickened. Did his squad brother refer to him, or Dugar? As squad leader at the Wall, he had not minded his men’s good-natured belittling of his sword skills. Until another replaced him.

Squad leader Dugar Isen, had driven him to his last fateful battle. “Ha! Armsman? Rather call yourself armless. How you made squad leader I know not! A man must lead in every weapon. Spear skill makes up for nothing. You’ll never amount to a warrior worthy to shield our people. Even if you manage to blood that blade instead of fall on it!”

Dugar’s scorn had been clinging fire. Rolf dropped his gaze. If he had blooded the blade or fallen on it, this moment he would be dead or a confirmed murderer. In neither case would he be tortured by his old ways and old brothers. But he could not forget.

He looked up. “Where is Dugar?” The man would never miss an opportunity to remind him from whence he had fallen. Dugar must have let his old brothers approach to feel out the waters, to assure they were not turned away.

Lester opened his mouth, but Rolf was already searching. Dugar must lurk among the men, mayhap at his back. But only the squad gripped the leads of their mounts in frost-bitten hands, most looking back at him courteously. None were Dugar. Hollow-eyed, they appeared quite ready for food and drink.

Except for the man Rolf had noted hanging behind the rest. Facing away, he reached for his donkey’s saddlebag. One hand tugged his hood forward. Rolf clenched the worn oak of his broom.

Had Dugar been demoted by squad consensus? Or forced down in rank, or judged unworthy, that he did not wish to face him? His nostrils flared. Vindication would be sweet.

Head down, Dugar approached, still not quite facing Rolf. Kilden jerked his head. The rest of the squad edged their mounts aside, leaving an aisle between them.

Rolf’s throat closed, his heart cold with anger. Things he saw, he remembered. It was his curse. If Lester and Kilden were that loyal to him, to see Dugar’s hard words settled, he owed them much. If his squad also meant to see the grace of forgiveness between them, it would be well. He would face Dugar. Then he could walk in truth before all men. His heart rose. He was to be a scribe of truth; he could at least walk in it. Rolf fought to slow his breathing. It would end now, one way or the other.

Lester spat noisily and wrapped his donkey’s lead tighter around his arm. He dropped the point of Rolf’s sheathed blade to the tip of one boot. “Work for our blades ‘as been right thin on account of that brigand, curse ‘is hide. We thought we’d come an’ beg a bit of bread.” He turned sharply toward Dugar. “Come ‘ere, hasten on. As Kilden says, our Rolf won’t eat ye, though he’s near enough a brother, an’ they can get uncommon hungry, ‘specially on turnips. An’ my stomach’s near gnawing me backbone.” Lester slapped the hooded man’s shoulder as he neared and pulled him to face Rolf, rumbling, “This one’s a right part of our band now, isna’ that right, lads?”

With a disapproving sigh, Kilden interrupted. “This is Seldon, Rolf. Dugar is not with us.”

Rolf drew a sudden breath. His ears hummed. There was something familiar about those straightening shoulders, that lifting head, just visible under the hood.

He remembered that figure, head bent after their last furious clash of blades at the North Wall, which ended with his opponent on his knees. That dirty young body had been near bare under blue woad, but for a helmet. And staring at the ground, he’d drawn a last gulp of air with a shuddering breath, forcing back the fear of Rolf’s blade that eagerly hugged his neck. He looked up and faced his death. White hot with defiance, his strong-boned face was as like to Rolf’s as a brother. Under Rolf’s stony gaze, his eyes had blazed granite to storm-grey as Rolf knocked his helmet away.

It was his nemesis in the flesh, his deep red hair less matted, now. Rolf shut his gaping mouth with a snap.

Seldon shuddered, every line of him rigid.

The anger from the Wall slammed back, chilling Rolf’s veins. And the fear. What did his men name him? They would call him a warrior who lost his courage, or a murderer with blood cold as a snake’s. Sweat sprang out on Rolf’s body.

Seldon, his name was. Those eyes gleamed, watching him. Did he come to bring him to account? There would be a scar on his neck, under the cloak. A scar of murderous intent.

Rolf shivered. He sought only the strength to face his demons, to forget his shame. How dare they bring his failure here? He turned his glare on Lester and growled, “You know I sent word—”

“That ye meant to join the church, to avoid murder. We didna’ believe it. But we meant no ‘arm!” Lester protested. By his expression, Lester half believed it now.

Rolf’s eyes stung. He dared not shut them to quit this evil happening. Would his shame never die? If they had seen his heart at the Wall, Kilden and Lester would forsake even his name. Rolf breathed through his nose. He would conquer the icy rage; he would walk in honor. He was redeemed, even if he had fallen once. He was protected by his oath.

Seldon shoved back his hood. His hair waved to his shoulders with the rich gleam of dying embers, and he lifted his chin in the old defiant gesture.

Almost Rolf smiled. The whelp was a little shorter than his lanky frame, but broader through the shoulder. Seldon’s eyes were not as keen as his. Abbot Alton always said his stare gleamed cold as blue sea ice when he was angered.

Kilden smiled, a humorous quirk across his thin face, and broke in, “Why, you’re wonderin’ how we found ‘em? Truth is, he came to us. Lester had naught to do with it. Seldon was huntin’ you, Rolf.”

Rolf moved forward. Though uncannily alike in face, there were differences enough between them, and deeper than bone. His own flame-red hair just tickled the tops of his ears, shorn as a novitiate’s. Though Seldon looked his brother by blood, the whelp could have come with no good purpose.

Rolf looked swiftly between Kilden and Seldon. If his squad second had been teaching Seldon the blade...but the whelp bore no weapon but the eating dagger in his belt. Whatever evil it was, he must thwart Seldon’s purpose.

Kilden said hastily, “Don’t mistake me. He wasn’t huntin’ you for harm, Rolf. He wanted, well, he says he admires your sword arm.”

Rolf twitched. He threw an incredulous glance at Seldon. “You’ll see none of that. I never had much skill with a blade. That’s your province, Kilden. A spear, now, that I once cast well. Since last spring, I deem even that has rusted away.” He spun his broom neatly. They must not see his shadowed soul. “If it happened to be the staff young Seldon looked to learn, I suppose I could beat this somewhat into his hide. As a brother, I use broom and shovel enough to keep my hand in practice, at least enough for a whelp.” Rolf smiled thinly, his gaze on Seldon.

Seldon said nothing, but his eyes narrowed and red crept up his neck. Lester was grinning. Kilden watched without expression. The others looked on carefully.

Rolf’s mouth twisted. Best lay out the matter plain, so there could be no mistake. “That is not my sword, Lester. Never more. I am our Lord’s man now.”

“I would learn the sword from you.” Seldon’s voice was stiff, young.

Stubborn whelp. The broom anchored Rolf’s trembling hands and gave space for his harsh breath. His spear had taken lives enough in defense of right; that did not pain him. But he went out that last morn in a hellish anger, to prove by burning cold murder that he could wield a blade as well as Dugar.

But Dugar was not here. His nemesis was. Rolf could hardly get the words out, every muscle drawn tight as a bow. “My weapons are laid down before our Lord on account of him.” Fixing his gaze on Seldon, who stood straighter, if that were possible, Rolf said sternly, “I will not wield steel or iron. So, what is it to be, whelp? Why have you truly come?” He turned to the squad. “You cannot think I will leave here and go with you.”

The others looked at him in surprise. His heart sank. Was that why Lester carried his blade? They could not ask him to leave with them.

Lester cleared his throat. “We came fer’ yer skill in more than blades, Rolf, if ye truly wilna’ take yer own. We’re in sore need of ye, and that’s God’s truth. Seldon doesna’ replace ye as a ten, though his tongue does fly quicker than yers. You’ve led us through tryin’ times before.” He grinned briefly. “None of us can fill the hole ye left. Ye kept us together, despite yer ill sword work. Ye made us more than we thought, somehow. If ye go before us, we fight to good purpose. Others would ‘ave us split to the winds. Indeed, folk hereabouts is right distrustful. Though if ye ask me, they’d be better watchin’ them men of the bishop of Richmond’s. Sword or no, we would stay with ye.” His face wrinkled, and his brown eyes looked pained.

Rolf stared at him, heart thundering. “Tempt me not, as you love me. I cannot touch the iron and trust myself. As for coming here, better that Cierheld stronghold welcomes your strong hands and loyal hearts, even the whelp’s.”

Seldon stepped forward, close to Rolf as a breath. “I am no whelp! My name is Seldon. And your men,” he looked uncertainly at Kilden, “they deserve more.” He stared into Rolf’s eyes. “When you fought me, you had a fire within. A fire I would follow.”

Rolf stared back. “That man is dead, never to live more on this earth. It is well he died.”

Rolf felt his smile breaking before them all, sharp and jagged. I near murdered you, for jealousy of another. His squad would join Cierheld’s armsmen. It was the only way. There, Seldon would not trouble him. Cierheld had armsmasters in plenty to train the whelp. His defeat at the Wall at Rolf’s hands would fade from his mind, with any thoughts of revenge or evil purpose. Mayhap he would find a use for his voice. The squad would find useful employment. They would forgive him.

Seldon looked at him, incredulous. “You waste yourself on moldy books and passing out bread when you could be securing grain for many, defending their lives far better with steel? You cannot be the man we were told to find.” Seldon searched his face. “No. I will not believe we have come all this way for nothing!”

“Indeed, no, I think not. Rolf cast us out? I do not believe it.” Kilden shook his head. His voice sank to a drawl. “The bishop now, after he held audience with Lord Ludwin Mornoth’s man, he took squad leader Dugar. For his own use, he said. He refused the rest of us. The bishop sent us without letter of introduction, saying you were introduction enough, on our behalf. Can we not take counsel with you, Rolf, and your abbot? You can teach Seldon without wielding a blade yourself, you know.”

Shock jolted Rolf as he met Kilden’s calm gaze. Dugar had deserted them for the bishop’s retinue? And his old squad had been sent to Bolton Abbey at a southern lord’s behest? And most astounding, Kilden suggested he train a recruit in the sword?

Kilden was not finished. “There’s somethin’ odd about the bishop’s word, coming so soon after the arrival of the messenger of that southern lord. I forget his name. He was a forgettable man.” He snapped his fingers. “Ah, it was a Lord Ludwin Mornoth, I believe.”

No matter his rank, Kilden never forgot a name important to their affairs. At the Wall, Rolf had trusted him implicitly with supplies, scout training, and order among the men, for his squad second was sharp, quiet, and deadly as an owl. A warrior among the best. He was now evidently acting as first squad leader. He used Seldon’s words to draw them about to follow in some hunt after a matter to do with the bishop, like hounds coursing a hart.

Yet despite Kilden’s odd pretense, Dugar Isen was his squad’s business. Lord Mornoth’s affairs, certainly the bishop’s, were not the concern of the abbey, or of one named Brother Rolf. Rolf stared at him, unblinking. Kilden never excused one who proved unfaithful. Especially a man like Dugar. Or a man such as himself, if Kilden counted him a traitor. But Kilden would not speak so much if he believed so little of him. If he could perceive Kilden’s game, might they both catch what they wanted?

Rolf nodded. “So then, we’ll take counsel over soup, as you say.” He was curious despite himself. Had his men come to Bolton Abbey on the bishop’s word alone, or had they come for him, or for another reason altogether?

An edge in his voice, Seldon broke in, “Why counsel over soup? Is there aught to hide from us that you refuse to instruct me? Is that broom too weak a weapon to defend yourself, or less, too weak to ward your brothers? It is truly no blade. Can you not prove yourself with one?”

Rolf spat, “I said no iron, and I’m not in the habit of breaking my word!” He would defend his own how he could, with stave, with quill or, if need arose in the future, his bare hands. His voice dropped. “As to instructing you in the way of the quarterstaff, I must know who you are. Seldon, you name yourself. Yet you are no painted man. You do not speak as one from beyond the Wall. Despite the blue woad!” The last words pierced like a shard of ice.

Seldon’s mouth was mulish. His throat bobbed. “I’m for learning the sword, that is all.”

“Well, I’m fer’ table.” With a grunt, Lester handed off his donkey and Rolf’s sword to Seldon.

How expertly his squad second turned the whelp’s purpose aside. Rolf scowled. In the best tradition of the squad, the youngest in skill always served the elder. Lester gave him the means to deflect his anger, the blade, and the whelp at once.

Rolf held up his hands. “We are men of peace. I but keep the stables and oft the garden. I am a man under God’s hand, under oath, as we all are in this place of learning. There is no need of weapons at the moment.” Let them know strife was not welcome in God’s house, nor undermining of authority, nor of oaths. Here, learning was prized. “Let us eat, then we will speak of weapons-play.”

There was a mutter behind Rolf, “Then we’ll learn more than the whelp asked for.” Seldon glowered past him at the speaker. The man ducked his head.

Seldon sniffed and wiped his nose against the cold. “God can save by one hand or by many. By a blade or without. As we ought to know.”

Anger burned through Rolf. God spared Seldon from his edge, true enough. Yet the thin white scar on the whelp’s neck attested to the bitter truth that yet lay between them. He shoved his ire back and inclined his head. “We do know.”

“Do you, Brother Rolf?” Seldon dropped his hands, brushing Rolf’s sheathed sword against his thighs. “Best take your blade from me. If you can. Or are you full of talk alone?”

There was only one way to convince him. Rolf crouched slightly. Kilden waved the others back, and barefoot as he was, Rolf was right glad the court was dirt. His voice was soft. “That blade is not mine. But you are right. God may work beyond what we ask or think. I say again, who are you?”

“Best answer him, lad,” Lester said.

“I told you, and you do not hear! So can you take it?” Seldon gripped the sheath in his hand, white-knuckled, belligerent, his red face working to curious effect beneath his glowing hair.

He hid something in that expression of desperate defiance. Rolf’s broom rested easy in his fingers. “Between master and pupil, defiance and learning are opposed at their root. You and I know the fear of the killing ground, and the fear of God, who allows the stroke or turns it aside. I need to know you, if you seek my teaching. Mayhap you seek revenge?”

Lester shifted his burly weight. Likely ready to stop his former squad leader if he forgot all bonds of place and oath. Rolf’s mouth flattened. That was one thing Father Ulf had taught him. How to contain the cold heat of rage with purpose. 
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3 – Brother Band
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A brother offended is harder to be won than a strong city. ~ Proverbs 18:19

His face impassive, Rolf swung.

Seldon sprang aside and backed toward the stable, seeking to block Rolf’s swift blows with the sheathed blade he held. Rolf pursued, stabbing with a veritable flurry of the broom twigs and handle for his face, belly, legs, then back to his throat, never making hard contact. “Who seeks Bolton Abbey? Why do you seek me?”

Seldon tripped, fell against the stable wall, and scrabbled back toward the gate. Rolf slid forward, his staff tip plunging for the whelp’s throat.

As he halted just short, Seldon blurted, panting, “I am Seldon. I know no other name. The tribes found me when I was quite young. I ran during the battle, and I...you did not kill me. That’s why I came.”

Thin-strung logic, that. But Seldon spoke of running, and nothing of murder. Had he not seen Rolf’s intent that day? Or he mistook it for battle rage. Rolf stood over him, broom cocked, shaft pointed at Seldon’s chest as a spear. If he thumped him, it would serve the irritating whelp right.

But there was a hint of pleading in those grey eyes. As there had not been when Seldon faced death that day. Humiliation was a bitter brew. And his blade...Rolf sighed and stepped back to glare at Kilden. “Teach him not to back into corners—” Too late, a blur of motion near his feet warned him.

The sheathed sword cracked across Rolf’s ankles. His breath hissed between his teeth. Seldon vaulted to his feet, on him in a fury.

Borne to the ground, Rolf rolled and lost the broom, struggling to fend blows from hilt and fist. He grappled for the sword. Seldon twisted aside. Then Rolf had the leather in his grip. Each strained to wrest the weapon from the other, hands braced, arms shaking, straining. Rising to their feet, they were near equal in strength. But not in cunning.

Sharp and hard, Rolf pulled the prize toward his chest. Then released the blade. He dove after Seldon’s backward stagger with a forward roll and came up on his feet to lift his broom cross-body. He threw it lengthwise at Seldon’s face.

Seldon’s hands opened instinctively as he reached up to fend it away. And he dropped the sword. Realizing it, he jerked down after the blade, then fumbled back for the broom. He caught neither.

Before the broom dropped below chest height Rolf seized it from the air. He pinned Seldon against the rampart. Ramming the broom handle hard across his chest, he slid it up to his throat.

Gulping for breath, Rolf said as evenly as he could, “Instruct him never to drop his weapon.” The whelp’s brow furrowed. Rolf said, “You’re a mite off balance if you seek to swing a blade well.”

Seldon’s throat jerked. Despite his burning face, he gritted out, “It’s why I seek...why I ask you to teach me.” He lifted his shoulders in the smallest shrug. “Even if it is only staves.” His gaze dropped at last. “I would not be so unprotected again, as I was.”

“You mean, as you are now.” Rolf’s clipped voice brought a lift of Seldon’s chin and an angry surge against restraint. “Until you take learning wherever you can, from whomever you can.”

“Kilden does teach...” Seldon pressed his mouth tight and said no more.

Eye to eye, they glared, breathing hard. At last, Seldon swallowed and winced, turning his head aside from the pain of the wood. The fight was gone out of him. For the moment. Even so, a brother could not have one underfoot who fed his flesh with the fuel of desire to have a true spear in hand again. Old memory of true aimed casts and laughter and brotherhood pulled at him. Surely it was only the blade that he had betrayed himself with. But his oath was his oath.

Rolf snorted and straightened with a wince of his own. His back hurt. It had been overlong since he’d used a combat roll. Why did Seldon ask him for training in the sword? He never was a swordmaster. None came to him for training in the blade even when he was squad leader. He’d been learning with Kilden himself, then. Now he was not a brother at arms, but a brother of the abbey. He sought to master the wood instead of steel, and his own heart.

Rolf propped the broom against the rampart, then dusted dirt from his habit. He glanced at Seldon, who rubbed his throat, watching him with a baleful glare.

Rolf said mildly, “Not quite so eager now? Training with Lord Dain Cieri will serve you better. Cierheld’s armsmasters are known the length and breadth of Northumbria for their weapons’ skills. And the daughter of Cieri, well, if you ever meet her, remember it. I promise you will not soon forget.” The whelp could do worse.

Suddenly lighthearted, Rolf retrieved his sheathed blade from the ground and tossed it to Seldon. The weight of steel and worn leather felt unbalanced, as it left his hand, the hilt flashing in the sun. It was well. His only weapon associated with iron would be the quill and its iron-gall ink, if Father Ulf did not keep him from the scribe table.

Seldon caught the blade neatly, his mouth a thin, white line. Rolf shrugged. Let him learn what he could from his first and last lesson with the blade. Yet another thing to take up with Kilden over soup.

Rolf gestured toward the refectory. “Now we have proper brotherly greetings out of the way. Abbot Alton will be pleased to speak with you when he returns. We will take counsel, though lords and bishops are best left for discussion within other walls. I warn you; any gossip is ambrosia to my brothers. They may hound you for news of outside doings.” Kilden should catch the veiled warning.

“Is that so?” Lester stroked his beard with a huge hand. “Time was, ye were part of those doings. I would take it ‘ard if ye thought of us as outside now.”

Rolf looked at him, quick and sharp. “I did not mean so. You also are my brothers.” His thought was silent. You always will be. His gaze fell on Seldon, and his mouth tightened. He turned for his broom and strode toward the stables.

They followed, their mounts’ hooves clopping across the packed earth of the yard. Rolf’s sword rested again in Lester’s hand as he fell in beside him. Rolf’s back prickled. That blade had felt so heavy. Was he simply weak, as Dugar once said? His ribs ached, and a line of fire across one toe burned where Seldon had stepped on it. But ferret-lean Kilden and Lester, his loyal giant, flanked him, guarding him and the squad as they ever had. A warm feeling of familiarity crept around him.

“You’ve taken to talking right priest-like. You aren’t become a brother yet, are you?” Kilden asked, eyeing him.

Rolf ran one hand over his hair, without tonsure, wondering if he felt proud or uneasy. “Thanks to our gracious abbot, I bear the name brother without the oath of office until I gain the knowledge I need to pass from novice.” He cleared his throat and said dryly, “I fear I will remain an unworthy novice in Father Ulf’s book until the judgement.”

“That’s good, then.”

Good? He could not call it so. He had a scribe’s place to secure, and an inner stronghold of ice-black anger to overcome. Rolf glared at Seldon. Yet none of it was the whelp’s fault. Rolf quickened his pace to forestall the questions he saw growing on Lester’s tongue.

“Is it well, brother?” Niel’s careful tenor carried from the rampart behind. He would have seen Seldon’s challenge, and the result. Rolf lifted his broom and waggled it without turning. “Glory to God!” he called. The watchword was the only key to peaceful entry. If Lester and his squad had been brigands, he would be facing his Lord’s glory this moment.

“Three in One,” came the reply.

Rolf raised the broom again in acknowledgement. That was Niel’s voice, and Prior Dickon’s. The abbey was not entirely weak; it had a staunch guard in Niel and his brothers. By nature, Niel was not a suspicious man, but the cloister and the heart of the abbey was his charge. There was doubtless a brother or two by his side, hidden above, with rocks and hot water from the kitchen to hand. Another sat his mount at the stable gate, ready to ride for Cierheld with the alarm, though far too late if there had been real peril. Kilden might remedy that unreadiness and strengthen their defenses.

Defense. It was why Abbot Alton had ordered the transept tower built opposite the church instead of on the usual south arm—to give advance warning, and to distract unwelcome visitors while preparation was made inside.

Things could have gone worse. Seldon might have beaten him before them all, proving every scrap of manhood lost to him. Or Dugar could have come and found a way to stick a blade in him. Dugar was a master at backing men into corners with weapons and words after rendering a man’s companions helpless to assist. But his men had not believed Dugar, not about him. Rolf rubbed his face, his hand aching. That must be comfort enough.

The squad was a motley group amid sharp scents of leather, damp morning, and tired animals. Almost they could be returning from battle together. But Lester and Kilden were his no longer. As for Seldon, the whelp never had been his man. And Seldon came for more than sword skill. Rolf knew it in his bones.

Lester stopped in the stable doorway as the rest moved inside and glanced at him. He rumbled, “So brother, ye’d rather that twiggy stick in yer hand than a blade? At least the spear spit yer enemies at a distance through the gizzard, afore they knew ye was huntin’ ‘em.”

Rolf said nothing, merely tightened his grip.

Lester’s gaze roamed down the row of arched entrances stretching away. The orderly cloister opposite, then the refectory, and dormitory. The infirmary lay at the end, opposite the garden Rolf so often tended, rife with smells of wet earth, lavender, and mint. Stalks of Dickon’s tall, fuzzy knitbone leaned inquiring spear-shaped leaves past the end wall of the stables. Rolf turned back to the comforting warmth of horses within, the acrid smell of dung, and low welcoming whickers in the stalls. Kilden’s donkey answered the stable occupants with a deafening bray. It echoed between the walls, and Rolf chuckled.

Kilden’s mouth flattened in embarrassment, and Lester let loose a lady-like snort of high laughter. There were a few smothered noises among the men, then the dam broke. The squad roared.

Lester slapped Seldon’s shoulder, rocking him a step, tears in his eyes, while Kilden frowned. They laughed harder, and Rolf’s delight rose among them.

“Aye! That’s it, brother. Ye need to smile more!” Lester grinned. “Then yer enemies wilna’ care if ye come with sword, stick, or stave. They may make a brother of ye!”

Rolf stared at him. Make a brother of ye. Knitbone mended flesh and bone, but not deeper wounds of spirit. The great heart that drove Lester’s powerful arms had taught Rolf as a green squad leader to cast his spear well. But Father Ulf had scant warmth for anything to do with Rolf. He said he would never make a brother. Rolf’s smile died. How he would go back
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