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      Although he’d heard plenty of stories about the ex-mercenary, Henry Elder wasn’t prepared for this mountain of muscle staring down at him. The man topped him by more than a head, not counting his girth. Yet the guy didn’t give off a sense of entitlement or self-importance like so many soldiers of fortune did that he’d met. Neither did Henry feel intimidated by him.

      “So you want me to spill some beans about Yulen and Atty, right?” Renken stated.

      Henry’s first instinct was to mentally bow to the man’s dominance, when his conscience made a quick correction. He’d bet every coin in his pocket that this man could smell disingenuousness a mile away. No, it would be better if he kept his back ramrod straight and met the soldier’s gaze straight on.

      “I want to hear true incidents regarding the battle lord and lady that few, if any, are familiar with. If there’s something you’re comfortable sharing, I’d love to hear it. But don’t insult my intelligence or my intentions by assuming I want to hear some made up garbage or other shit that’ll humiliate them once it gets out.”

      Renken threw his head back and roared with laughter. Slamming a hand down on Henry’s shoulder, he declared, “I like you, Henry Elder. I can tell we’re going to get along fine. Listen, I was on my way to deliver a message. Tag along with me while I try to think of something to give you.”

      The man pivoted and headed in the direction he’d been going before Dr. MaGrath hailed him. Grabbing his satchel, Henry hurried to catch up.

      “While you’re trying to think of something, mind if I ask you a few questions? It might jog your memory.”

      “Fire away.”

      “I know you were a mercenary before you settled in Alta Novis⁠—”

      “Whoa, there.” Renken threw up a hand. “Settling in is not exactly how I’d describe it.”

      Sensing a tidbit he needed to explore further, Henry tossed him an inquisitive look. “You didn’t settle here?”

      “If you’re implying I just showed up one day and made myself at home, you’re mistaken,” Renken informed him. “Yes, I was a mercenary. Yulen and his men knew my sword and my allegiance were sold to the highest bidder, so they didn’t exactly welcome me into the compound with open arms.”

      “But you chose to come to Alta Novis to settle here, didn’t you? That’s the story I’ve heard. If I’m wrong, correct me.”

      The man nodded. “Yes, I chose to come here, but not because I wanted to sell my arm to the battle lord.” He paused before continuing. “Well, maybe I did. In truth, I was tired of bouncing from compound to compound. I wanted a place where I felt secure. Where I could settle down. Put down roots. Maybe find a woman who was willing to put up with me. Maybe have a kid or two to carry on my name.”

      “So you chose Alta Novis.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of the stories I’d heard about D’Jacques and his blue-haired mutant wife.”

      Henry smiled to himself. “What stories?”

      “Oh, there was a bunch of them. Some I could believe. Others I blew off as pure hogwash even though I knew there had to be some credibility to them. The ones that intrigued me the most were the ones about Yulen wanting to forge an alliance between Normals and Mutah.” Renken shook his head. “It’s bad enough having to fight off other battle lords who want to overtake your compound and claim it for themselves. But fighting the Bloods and those mutated animal creatures…”

      “So you thought things would be different at Alta Novis?”

      “I hoped they’d be a little less severe. Less frequent. Of course, at the time, I believed like everyone else that Bloods and Mutah were one and the same.” Renken tossed him a crooked grin. “We both know now that that was never the case.”

      “So you arrived here soon after the battle lord and lady exchanged vows, correct?”

      “Incorrect. She was already pregnant with Mattox.”

      Renken stopped in his tracks, and an expression Henry was well familiar with crossed the big man’s face. He debated whether or not to give the guy a little verbal nudge to divulge what had come to him when Renken suddenly got back in stride and veered off the path.

      Nothing more was said as they walked to the far end of the compound. Here, there were no buildings, and from the look of the proliferation of grasses and flowers, very little traffic.

      Henry spotted a tall mound of what looked like dirt and rocks piled not far from the compound wall. It wasn’t until they walked around to the rear of it that he saw the short flight of steps leading down to a wooden door. A door with a lock.

      Renken pointed to it. “You want a story about Yulen and Atty? There. Right there’s one for your book.”

      “What am I looking at?” He had an idea what it could be but he needed verification.

      “That’s the dungeon, or what’s left of it.”

      “What’s left of it? I take it there’s no one down there now?”

      “Nope.” Renken shook his head. “Hasn’t been for decades. Come on.” A massive hand waved for him to follow. “Let me go deliver this message, then I’ll tell you about that place, and about the time Yulen and Atty, as well as a few others were locked down there.”

      Henry almost gasped. “Inside his own dungeon?”

      The ex-mercenary narrowed his eyes at the journalist. “Trust me. It’s worse than you can imagine.”

      The guy took off again. Presently, they came to a small shack located not too far from the main lodge and dining hall. Henry recalled seeing it earlier but never followed through checking out its purpose.

      Movement could be seen through one of the windows. Someone was inside. Renken rapped his knuckles on the door before letting himself inside without waiting for permission first.

      “Cole?”

      Henry went on alert at the name of the battle lord’s second in command.

      A tall, dark-skinned man looked over from a map he’d been studying on the wall. “Hey, Garet. What’s up?”

      A quick sweep of the interior revealed the walls were covered in maps, and what appeared to be more rolled up charts lying on a table in the middle of the kiosk. Henry fought the urge to go over and discover what the maps revealed.

      “Yulen sent me to tell you he needs at least four, maybe five strong men to help transport some barrels out at the training field. Most of the wooden swords are broken or shredded and need replacing. Same for a lot of the arrows.”

      “Is Yulen still over at the training field?” the second asked.

      “No. He was on his way to check something at the storage units.”

      “Which fields in particular need replacing? Never mind. I’ll go ahead and order all of the barrels to be refilled.”

      Henry studied the second who acknowledged him, eyeing him as if silently asking who he was. To break the awkwardness, Henry stuck out a hand. “Hi. I’m Henry Elder. I’m here to⁠—”

      “We know why you’re here, Mr. Elder,” Mastin cut him off but still shook hands. The second cast Renken a wary look. Henry wondered if the ex-mercenary had violated some rule about bringing unvetted strangers to this building.

      “I’ll send those soldiers as soon as I’m finished here,” Mastin concluded.

      Renken nodded and exited the shack with Henry in tow. This time the writer recognized their next destination—the main hall.

      They entered via the side door and Renken went straight to the nearby wall where several pitchers sat on a long table. The man grabbed an empty stein from the stack and went to fill it up from a container bearing a small sign that read MEAD.

      Renken gestured to Henry to serve himself. “There’s mead, ale, beer, and wine. If none of that’s to your liking, we can flag down one of the servers. I know we always keep milk in back.”

      Henry snickered. “The battle lady’s drink of choice. I think I’ll go for some of that beer, thanks.”

      The odor of food cooking was already permeating the large room. Henry vaguely wondered what was going to be on the menu. Whatever it was, he was prepared to enjoy it. If Alta Novis had any sort of reputation outside of its battle lord and lady, it was the meals that were prepared and served from its kitchen. Unlike the majority of compounds which relied on the same list of game and vegetables day in and day out, this one had made a name for itself for the unusual selection of victuals it fixed using Mutah suggested vegetation, spices, and herbs.

      Maybe my next book should be an Alta Novis cookbook, he mused with a grin. The idea didn’t seem all that farfetched.

      They took their steins over to a table at the far end of the hall. Henry noticed Renken sat with his back to the wall to where he faced the interior, particularly the main front doors and the single door near the kitchen. Henry eyed the knotholes in the wall’s wood paneling, many of which looked like they’d been used for target practice with a knife, as he took a seat at the other end of the bench. On a hunch, he indicated one in particular.

      “Is this where you were sitting when the battle lady shot your mug out of your hand?”

      Renken grinned. “Exact same spot. If you look closely, you can still see the hole that damn barb left in the wood.” Taking a long draught from his stein, the man let out a satisfied sigh and a burp. “Now, you were wanting a true story for that book you’re writing, correct?”

      Henry hurried to extract paper and writing utensils from his satchel. Dipping the pen into the inkwell, he turned to give the man his full attention. Seeing the intense expression on Henry’s face, Renkin dropped his gaze to
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