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Chapter One

 


Wybert took a bite of the hot pie, moaning in
delight as an explosion of flavors assaulted his senses. He
swallowed and quickly took another bite, this time chewing slowly,
enjoying the way the spices of the warm meat mingled with the soft
bread of the crust.

“Do you have to keep moaning every time you take a
bite?”

Wybert popped his eyes open and smiled at his
friend.

“It’s delicious, Gregorii. Are you sure you don’t
want a bite?” He waved the remaining piece of pie in front of his
companion’s face.

Gregorii smiled and shook his head, a few strands of
his long brown hair falling in his eyes.

“It’s really good,” Wybert insisted, taking another
large bite.

“No thanks, Wybert. I told you earlier, I’m not
hungry. I have an uneasy feeling in my gut.” Pulling back his hair,
Gregorii returned to scanning the street around them, as if in
every shadow a threat awaited.

Wybert frowned. They were travelling through a quiet
part of the docks, what with most of the anglers in the area having
gone home before sunset. By the position of the sun, he guessed
they still had little less than half an hour to hurry through the
fishing district and reach the inn were they were staying. It was
not the best one in town, but it was cheap, served good ale and the
wenches were a welcome sight after weeks on the road.

“Gregorii, my friend, you must learn to relax. I
know the last few weeks have been tense. That caravan we were
guarding had precious cargo. But,” Wybert grinned, “it is over. We
are in a beautiful seaside city, with gold in our pockets and women
at our disposal, or at our gold’s.”

He laughed and Gregorii forced out a chuckle, the
laughter never reaching his eyes as they darted from shadow to
shadow, searching for any sign of danger.

“Even if any risk existed, we’re two tough-looking
mercenaries. Anyone will think twice before attacking us,” Wybert
added, stuffing the remainder of his meal into his mouth.

“Aye, but the sooner we clear this area and get into
a more hospitable part of the city, the better I’ll feel. Something
lingers in the air.” Gregorii turned sharply, his hand at his
sword, ready to pull it out and attack. A tawny cat jumped from
atop some crates, meowing loudly.

“So, it’s come to this: fearing kittens.”

Wybert burst out laughing and Gregorii finally
joined him, the tension seemingly easing out of him.

“Well, I have never been much of a cat lover,”
Gregorii said.

“True. Remember that mission? One of the first I had
with Conrad. We were on the road to Dagenhaven, and—“

“Hand us the gold, gentlemen, and perhaps we will
let you leave unscathed.”

Wybert stopped abruptly, his eyes widening in
surprise as an impeccably dressed man stepped out from under the
shadow of a ship and stood before them. Tall, with black hair and a
full beard, he was dressed in the latest fashion of hose, fitted
tunic and long pointed shoes. His sword, with a golden hilt, was
leveled at them.

“I’d do as he asks, giant.”

Wybert did not move when he recognized the nasal
voice coming from behind. Tybalt. He had travelled with both Wybert
and Gregorii several months ago. They had argued and fought when
Tybalt and his men decided to rob the merchant for whom they were
working, and they had disagreed. The result had been a superficial
scar on Wybert’s forearm and two missing fingers for Tybalt.
Clearly, it had not been enough for the thief.

“How is life without two fingers, Tybalt? Have you
learned to control your sword already?” Wybert taunted the man, all
the while never moving his eyes from the blade pointing at his
neck. He needed to buy time and try to discover how many more men
accompanied the thief and his associate. If only the two of them,
they could handle it, but if there were more than four or five,
they were in trouble.

“Have you grown a brain yet, Fendrel?” Gregorii
called out. Wybert mentally swore. If Fendrel was with Tybalt, then
certainly so were the rest of the men.

“He doesn’t need one. They’ve got me now.”

“And you are?” Wybert asked, addressing the richly
dressed man.

“Lord Bryce, at your service.”

Gregorii laughed. “Lord Bryce, king of all
thieves?”

“I see my fame is widespread.”

“You choose the darnedest company, Tybalt,” Wybert
said. “So what do you want from us, your Excellency? We are
mercenaries and our gold is in short supply, as Tybalt most
certainly knows.”

“Aye, true. Thing is, Tybalt did me a little favor
some time ago and in exchange I promised him that should we ever
stumble upon you gentlemen, I’d lend him a hand, or more. Boys, you
may come out now.”

“Damn. You really hate our guts, Tybalt,” Gregorii
whispered.

Wybert gulped. Four other men appeared from behind
crates and nooks. That made them seven against two. They were
doomed, and if they lived Gregorii would make sure he never forgot
his faux pas.

“It’s a good thing I had my last meal. I told you to
eat something, Gregorii.”

Gregorii laughed. “Do you want me to remind you what
I told you?”

“Stop the banter, you idiots.” Fendrel came into
Wybert’s line of vision. The bulky man was uglier than he recalled.
A new scar ran from his temple to his mouth, worsening his
pockmarked face. A thought struck him. He hoped the scoundrel was
still as quick-tempered as before.

“What happened to you, ugly? Did you crash into the
wall again, or were you born that way?”

Fendrel launched himself at Wybert and he took the
opportunity. Ducking, he sidestepped away while reaching down and
pulling out his cutlass. In a swift move, he thrust upward,
severing Fendrel’s head from his body. Chaos ensued. Men shouted
and ran. Wybert watched from the corner of his eye as Gregorii
jumped back, kicking at Tybalt and taking advantage of the momentum
to unsheathe his broadsword. Eyes sparkling at the prospect of
fighting a worthy opponent, Bryce lounged at Gregorii. Wybert
didn’t have time to keep looking, as two of the other men
approached him. He stood guard, waiting, but neither of the men
ventured near, no doubt aware that his cutlass was a perilous
weapon in close-quarter fighting.

“Come on, you pansies. First you get the rich man to
help you, and now you don’t even dare fight me?”

“Tybalt’s told us about you and that wicked sword,”
the youngest man ventured, fear dancing in his eyes.

“How old are you, laddie? Scared I’ll cut off a few
fingers?”

Before he could muster a reply, Wybert unexpectedly
lunged towards them, forcing the men to take a step back if they
did not want to be cut. Surprisingly quick for a man so large, he
twisted sideways and took the younger man in the side, cutting
deep. The youth doubled over and Wybert pushed him to the ground.
As his companion fell, the other swordsman recovered from the blow
and parried. Wybert riposted and pressed forward.

“Wybert! Behind you!”

Ducking and rolling to the side, Wybert acted
without thinking. A moment later, the chains of a flail clanged as
they hit the floor. Had he hesitated, the metal spikes of the ball
would have destroyed him. Bracing himself for another attack,
Wybert stood, feet apart, weapon in hand, waiting. He chanced a
glance at Gregorii and blanched. His friend was fighting off both
Bryce and Tybalt at the same time and was injured, a wound in his
side staining his tunic.

He took a step towards them, ready to aid his
friend, but an unexpected blow to his crown made the world dance
before his eyes. He shook his head trying to focus on his enemy,
but they struck him again. His eyes watered and his vision became
blurry. Staggering, he lifted his sword, wishing to defend himself
against the invisible enemy that attacked him. He reacted slowly
and the butt of the mace smashed against his back, knocking the
wind out of him. Gasping for air, he tried to turn around, but his
attacker was faster and the weapon collided with his ribs. He heard
a sickening crunch and bile rose to the back of his throat. He
doubled over and felt the force of another blow reach him. His
sword fell to the ground with a clatter.

He thought he heard Gregorii call to him, but he
couldn’t be sure, as he was distracted by thick chains being
wrapped around his neck. His fingers frantically ripped at the
metal. He screamed in anger and tried to stand, but they pulled at
his chains and he fell back. His body crashed to the ground and he
whimpered in pain as his broken ribs suffered further injury.
Someone kicked him and he cried out. New chains were quickly
wrapped around the rest of his body, immobilizing him. On the
border of unconsciousness, he opened his eyes for one last moment.
A guttural groan broke free from him as he fought to stand. The
chains tightened around his body, forcing him to remain on the
floor.

“Gregorii!” he cried out, his voice a strangled moan
as he watched his friend fall backwards.

There was a sickening crunch and his eyes rolled to
the back of his head, the sound of splashing water the last thing
he heard as darkness enveloped him.

****

Darkness. Men arguing. Darkness.

A shaft of sunlight. A moving caravan. Darkness.

His head pounded, and all around him were moans,
whispers and cries. Shackles on his ankles and arms. Prisoner. To
whom? Gregorii? Darkness.

They brought him food and tended his wounds. When he
asked them where they were taking him, they ignored him. When he
asked about Gregorii, they shrugged with indifference. After
eating, there was always darkness.

Rain. He could hear it falling against the roof of
the wagon. He could smell it. They were stopping. He knew he would
be fed and he knew he’d fall unconscious again. They drugged his
food to keep him under control. When he had to use the privy, armed
men would go with him. It wouldn’t have mattered––he was too
drugged to run away, too drugged to care where they were taking him
and too far gone in his grief to fight back.

Darkness.
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