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  Chapter One


The baby shouldn’t matter. But she did. 
He held her small body easily in his broad hands. He knew the baby was a girl because she was naked. She kicked her legs as if she wanted to dance, and her wide amber eyes gazed at him in seeming fascination. He stared down at her, wondering why she didn’t scream. Didn’t babies scream? Adults did when they saw him. He didn’t like the sound. All he wanted to do was to silence the noise.
The baby stared at him a moment before her mouth curled up at the corners, and she laughed. He froze at the unusual sound. With eyes alight, she grabbed her feet and continued to laugh. It was… all the things foreign to him. It wasn’t cruel or dark but careless, showing a freedom he’d never known. She wriggled, her pale, pink body flushed with the potential of life.
Battle roars and the cries of the dying met his ears again, in stark contrast to the little life he held. He wrenched his gaze away from her and looked around the charred hut and over the collapsed roof. The light from the fires consuming the village illuminated the destruction and the blood splattered on the walls and floor. It was a view he was accustomed to, one he understood. The weight of his sword was one he only noticed when it wasn’t there. He returned his gaze to the baby. This was something he didn’t understand. She was confusing.
She laughed again as goosebumps broke out over her body. She was cold. He scanned the area and spotted a blanket that had blood on one corner. He wrapped her as best he could, another thing unfamiliar to him, and his black armored gloves made the action awkward. Then he pressed her to his armored chest. He wanted her to survive. He didn’t know why—he just knew he didn’t want her to die.
“Please….”
A young woman lay on the floor at his feet, one he thought was dead. It appeared she had only been knocked out. She lay on her side, one arm stretched out toward him, her skin sickly pale. Her dark brown hair was short, barely reaching past her ears, and one side of her head was caked with blood. The southern part of the kingdom of Grekenus didn’t seem too fond of hair as most of the men in the village were bald and beardless while the women grew hair no longer than their chins.
“Please don’t kill her,” she said, dark eyes wide and dazed. “Don’t kill my daughter. Please, I beg you.”
She spoke in Spart, the native language of the kingdom. He knew it well enough.
He considered the baby and then the woman. If he wanted the baby to survive, she needed a caretaker. Since the woman was her mother, who better? He strode over to the woman where she struggled to rise and grabbed her arm. She winced at his grip as he tugged her to her feet. He shoved the baby into her arms before dragging her outside.
“What are you—?”
“Silence,” he said curtly. He observed the chaos through the smoke and beyond the fires. The broken dead littered the ground and fire ate everything it touched. A horse galloped toward them, one belonging to the village, since there was neither a saddle nor bridle on the beast. He let go of the woman and pointed to the ground.
“Stay.” Then he strode in front of the horse and held up his hands. The beast reared on her hind legs, neighing in fright. Unlike with humans, he knew how to speak to horses. It wasn’t long before he’d calmed her and had her under control. He petted her neck and muzzle, whispering kind words. The frantic look in her eyes eased, and he led her over to the woman and the baby. She swayed on her feet and had stayed where he’d told her to, not that he’d doubted she would. The hope for escape let her trust him.
He found a length of rope and looped it around the horse’s nose and neck.
“Get on.”
She didn’t question him this time. She struggled to follow his command, and he realized the horse was just too tall for her to mount without help. He shoved her up, and she sat unsteadily on the horse’s back, her daughter clutched to her chest. She stared at him, and he noted the blood from her head now stained the side of her face and dress. She would see nothing of his face since his black armor covered every piece of flesh, and his eyes were barely visible through the narrow visor slit of the helmet.
“Go.” He slapped the horse’s rear and the mare bolted. The woman leaned over the horse’s neck and let the mare lead them away from death.
Another warrior, part of the warband, nocked an arrow and leveled it at her. He strode over and kicked the warrior’s knee, sending the man crashing to the ground with a scream of pain. The arrow flew wide. Another warrior was about to give chase on horseback, and he dashed over to grab the sword from his hand before shoving the warrior off the saddle. A few other attempts were made to capture the fleeing woman, and he stopped them all, causing various injuries and not caring in the least. He had no affinity with any of the warriors in the warband. He had no affinity with anyone… except the tiny girl.
He still couldn’t figure out why. He wondered if he ever would.
He stood there, on the muddy ground soaked with blood, staring after the woman. The smoke burned his throat and stung his eyes. The scent, the noise, the mess of battle he knew like he knew his name. He’d never been curious about anything beyond his current life. Now he did.
He hoped she took good care of her daughter.
“Lance!”
He blinked and turned around. The warlord Ulfr, known throughout the Nifdem Empire as Mad Blackwolf, stalked over to him, expression like a thundercloud, his black, bushy beard and thick head of hair obscuring most of his ruddy face. He wasn’t as tall as Lance, although he was much broader, and there wasn’t a weak bone in his burly body. The quality of his black long-sleeved tunic, trousers, and boots showed a hard but fruitful life, and the few glistening red splatters indicated he didn’t leave all the fun to his warriors.
The warriors Lance had attacked hobbled after their commander, scowling and muttering curses. All the men sported beards of one length or another. Lance remained clean-shaven since the helmet made having a beard quite painful because it tugged on the strands and chafed his skin.
“You will explain to me why you disobeyed a direct order!” Ulfr said when he reached Lance. He spoke in Taris, the official language of the empire. His clenched fists and tight jaw indicated his fury, and the rest of the men and women in their warband cowered.
Not Lance. He didn’t feel fear.
Lance took off his helmet, his long hair sticking to his face, pressed there by the constriction of the helmet and sweat glistening on his skin. He tucked the helmet in the crook of his arm and smoothed back his hair, the armor grinding and clanking.
“I didn’t want the baby to die.”
Ulfr blinked. “What?”
Lance frowned. He knew Ulfr had heard him clearly enough. “I did not want the baby to die,” he said, slower this time. “She couldn’t survive on her own, so she had to have her mother with her.”
Men and women gathered around them, filthy warriors stained with the evidence of their raid and slaughter. Everyone wore trousers and tunics, though some of the women chose more form-fitting clothing that extenuated their feminine attributes. The ethnicities in Ulfr’s band were as varied as the colors of their wardrobes. Though none dared wear purple or, worse, silver and purple combined. A person could be killed for being so presumptuous. Only the imperial family wore those colors.
Several men were retying their trousers, having violated their victims before killing them. Lance observed the crowd with a detached eye. He knew what would happen now. He’d known it the moment he made the decision to save the infant.
“You disobeyed me!” Ulfr gripped the collar of Lance’s breastplate and yanked him closer until their faces were inches apart. “You showed mercy when I told you all to slaughter those who don’t give us tribute. These people spat on us as if they were better, and so they deserved their punishment. You’ve followed my orders before, Lance. Why not now?”
“I told you.”
Ulfr shoved him away. Lance stumbled back two steps before standing still, like an oak tree against a high wind.
The complete slaughter of a village or town wasn’t what Ulfr usually did. He wouldn’t raid if they paid him. Normally, if they resisted, Lance would kill one or two people to make a point, and then the villagers would hand over whatever Ulfr wanted to make him go away. This village had done that in the past, and yet they’d recently decided to fight back against Ulfr’s protection racket. They paid the ultimate price, an example to all who dared defy Mad Blackwolf.
The village was close to the border between the kingdoms of Grekenus and Cairon, and mostly safe from the ravages of the civil war between the royal family, since it was deep into the protective territory of one of the kings. And yet sometimes, like that day, warlords got through. Ulfr’s band had had scuffles with army units now and then over the years that gave Lance more of a challenge, but none recently.
“You disobeyed me for a wench and her spawn?”
“I did not want the baby to die,” Lance repeated.
“You will go after her.” Ulfr pointed in the direction the woman had fled in. “You will redeem yourself and escape my wrath but only if you go now.”
“No.”
Every single man and woman gaped, eyes wide.
Ulfr’s eyes bulged and his face grew red. “You ungrateful maggot! Who raised you? Trained you? Who saved you from becoming crow food or sold into slavery? You owe me your loyalty!”
Lance stared at Ulfr. Yes, all he said was true. But there was no way Lance could ever hold his sword over the neck of that baby and kill her. Her laugh echoed in his mind and seemed to unlock something. Something scarred over.
No, she would live.
He dropped his helmet to the bloody mud, followed by his sword, which had taken countless lives without mercy or hesitation. He stood before the warriors, those he’d trained and slaughtered so many alongside. Despite living with them, killing with them, he didn’t know them at all. He’d never cared to.
“I am done,” he said.
“You are not done,” Ulfr said, voice low with menace and fury. “You are not done until your body burns while you scream. I own you, dog. I made you and I can break you.”
“Come on, Lance,” Mundi said, a man his age, though that was all they had in common. “Don’t be stupid. You’re Scourge.”
“What would we be without the mighty Blackwolf and Scourge leading us?” Magni, Mundi’s brother, said.
A few others chimed in, trying to convince him to reconsider, as if they shared some bond of family or brotherhood. Lance stared at them all, feeling nothing. They were all murderers and rapists. He’d taken countless lives, innocent and otherwise, though he’d never sexually violated a person. He didn’t battle in rage and greed as the warriors surrounding him did. He did it because that was who he was, it was his purpose.
He neither hated it nor enjoyed it. He was simply good at it.
Lance turned back at Ulfr, met his furious gaze, and shook his head.
Ulfr growled like the wolf stitched on his banner. “You know the penalty for disobeying my orders, for showing weakness.”
“I do.” Lance regretted ordering his horse to the outskirts of the village. If Brutus was here, he could escape without issue. But a part of him knew he had to face what came next. A rite of passage. A punishment for the life he’d led.
Ulfr gestured to a few of the warriors, both men and women, and they approached warily, knowing Lance’s skills. He stood still as they removed his armor. He kept his gaze on Ulfr, at the man who had beaten and broken a child into a weapon of war. A man who said there was something wrong with Lance’s mind, something missing or cracked. He meant it as a compliment and claimed it made Lance a better warrior. Whatever it was, it prevented him from connecting with any other human. He cared about no one but his horse.
Then that baby girl.
What is her name?
After being stripped almost bare, only trousers and boots covering him, Ulfr gestured for him to remove those as well. Lance did without a shred of embarrassment or acknowledgement of his vulnerable state.
Ulfr barked out twelve names. Names of his current favorite warriors. They lined up on either side of Lance, six on his left and six on his right. They all held a weapon, ready to exact punishment. He glanced at their faces. A few were eager like Magni and Mundi. But one or two others showed doubt and fear. The rest of the warband gathered around, excitement and nerves thrumming through them.
Lance took a deep breath of the smoky air that held traces of burning flesh and other unsavory odors.
“Make him hurt,” Ulfr said. “Make him bleed. But leave him for me.”
Lance gazed down the short line at Ulfr. He held his favored axes and smiled maliciously, the same smile as when he’d touched Lance for the first time. The violating touches. The gropes and strokes had grown worse from there and had only stopped when he’d reached manhood. Ulfr had no desire for men or women, just children.
“Let the gauntlet commence,” Ulfr said.
Six steps. Six steps of pain. And then Ulfr.
Lance stepped forward. Each warrior was obligated to harm him in some way. The first one on his left punched his face while the one to his right smashed her mace against his stomach. Agony flared and he stumbled forward with determination and stubbornness. The next two jabbed him with their sword and dagger. He grunted with each puncture and stumbled down the line. One particularly cruel woman, Charis, who had always flirted with him, reached out and twisted his dick before punching his balls. Lance sucked in a breath and fell to one knee. Nader kicked up and caught Lance in the nose. Something snapped and he almost fell back. Lance managed to roll to his feet, ignoring the throbbing pain in his face and blood sticking to his chilled skin. He stumbled forward and through blurry eyes noted the respect and grudging admiration on their faces. Despite that, they knew that to disobey Ulfr in causing him pain would earn them the same treatment. The next steps he took were the hardest of his life. He flinched just in time as Magni smashed a war hammer against his leg. Nothing broke and yet the blow almost sent him to the ground again. He bit back the scream and locked it in his throat. Another punch to the face, another blow to his ribs. Another slice to his thigh, another fist to his balls.
Lance finally reached the end of the line, bloody, bruised, and trembling. The pain shuddered through him, wave after wave of agony. No part of him had been spared. He wanted to vomit. He held back. He hunched over and squinted at Ulfr, daring him with a glare to do his worst. Ulfr kicked him in the chest, and that was when Lance fell. He collapsed in the mud, gasping for air, staring at the clouds above.
Ulfr leaned over him and grinned, teeth stark white against the black of his beard. “Do you still wish to disobey me? Last chance, dog. This is your last chance to save your hide.”
Lance stared him in the eye and said nothing.
Ulfr scowled and straightened. A look of regret flashed through his black eyes, and Lance knew it had nothing to do with anything soft like affection. It was the regret of someone who’d spent years perfecting a weapon only to have that weapon fail them.
He lifted one of his axes. Lance took a deep breath before sending out a shrill whistle that cut through the surrounding landscape and made every man and woman flinch and cover their ears.
“No you don’t!” Ulfr said, spitting with rage. He grabbed a handful of Lance’s hair and yanked his head up. “That beast won’t save you. We could have had more wealth than the emperor and his kings combined and now look at you. You are a disgrace.”
Lance spat bloody saliva right into his eyes. Ulfr shoved Lance away and scrubbed frantically at his face. The warriors shared worried glances that grew fearful when they heard the thundering hooves of Lance’s stallion. Many scattered, disappearing into the ruins.
“Come back, you dogs!” Ulfr’s command fell on deaf ears.
Lance smiled despite the pain. An enormous stallion, as gray as storm clouds, galloped toward him. With fiery eyes of coal black and a mane and tail to match, Brutus was a wondrous creature of strength and ferocity. Ulfr had bought him as a colt, intent on training him for his own use. But little Lance had earned the beast’s trust, and no other person was able to ride him. A few had been trampled to death when they attempted to test Brutus’s patience.
Ulfr snarled and backed away from Brutus who snorted in annoyance and flipped his head back. He ran straight to Lance and inserted himself between his rider and Ulfr. He stamped the ground and kicked up mud, his tail flicking, and his eyes rolling in rage.
“We aren’t done yet, Lance,” Ulfr said, still backing away, axes ready. “If you survive, I will come for you.”
Lance groaned and rolled over, grabbing the stirrup, knowing he had no strength to pull himself up. Brutus lowered to the ground, nickering softly. Lance tugged and pulled and managed to flop over the saddle.
“Get me out of here,” he said hoarsely.
Brutus whinnied and rose carefully before trotting away. Lance looked over his shoulder and observed Ulfr swinging his axes, the other warriors starting to return to his side. Ulfr never made idle threats. If Lance survived, he would have that warlord on his heels forever. Unless he killed him first.
Lance closed his eyes and opened his mouth, narrowing his focus on breathing. Just breathe.






  
  Chapter Two


Gust stalked the deer, one that had wandered away from her family. He moved silently, sliding through tall grass and weaving around trees. He’d been hunting since he could walk, and he knew this forest as well as his own town. The trees were tall and thin, spaced widely apart, and the ground was carpeted with moss. Birds sang above his head, mixing with the occasional chatter of squirrels. The sun was hot as it shone through the leaves and beat down on his head. He wore a short-sleeved tunic and breeches of dark green, and he’d exchanged boots for sandals. If it was this hot in spring, then summer would be sweltering. 
He held his bow and arrow at the ready, and when he spotted her, he crouched and aimed. She nibbled on grass and flicked her ears, listening, alert.
Patience was a virtue in all things, and he’d learned it early in life. He took silent breaths, waiting for her to get into position. He lowered his bow a fraction, just enough to compensate if she heard the arrow upon release. A humane kill was the only way to hunt, and he didn’t want her to suffer. So he waited. And waited. There!
Gust held his breath and released the arrow. It sped through the air and punctured both lungs, dropping her immediately. He jogged over before crouching, relieved her death was as painless as he could possibly give her. He said a prayer of thanks to the spirits and to the deer for her sacrifice. He prayed that her spirit would find peace with Batsa, the keeper and protector of animals, both living and dead.
He tied her front and back legs together, then slung her over his shoulders, and headed back home. It wasn’t far, less than a mile. She would be well-received and every part of her used in his aunt’s healing hut. Nothing would be wasted.
Gust smiled. He and his aunt carried on the proud lineage of healers, which had started with his earliest ancestors, the ones who had founded his town. Many generations before, tribespeople had traveled north, seeking a different life, away from the southern desert lands that could only offer limited water and food. His ancestors had settled in Thebys because of the rich soil before the empire had absorbed them and much of the territory to the south. Due to that, his people had dark skin, a trait that was uncommon for most of the empire. However, over the years many of his people had spread to the other kingdoms, seeking different professions.
He bypassed the road and walked over the uneven ground of the forest. Bandits used the roads and never hesitated to rob unwary travelers, and there was more activity than usual because of the upcoming snake festival. Although most of it centered in the east toward Apys, the capital city of Cairon, where the queens Cleptra and Sifus ruled. While the majority of folks would journey to Apys, Gust knew only a few of his own townsfolk would leave. Thebys celebrated their own snake festival, and while it wasn’t as grand as the one in Apys, it offered just as much fun and entertainment.
Gust turned toward the modest river that flowed down from the mountains and split the forest in half. He would follow it until he reached home. He glanced over his shoulder once, musing that it wasn’t so long ago that he’d itched to journey the other way. He’d wanted to travel away from his home, to lend his healing to anyone in need. He once wanted to explore the entire empire and then return home with grand stories. But personal tragedy had struck before he could leave, and he’d needed Thebys more than anything else. His aunt had been more than happy for him to stay, and they’d clung to each other in mutual grief.
The steady pounding of heavy hooves reached his ears, disrupting his thoughts. It came from behind him. Odd, it was rare for travelers to use the forest roads. Gust ducked behind a thick trunk and lowered the deer to the ground. Panting slightly, he nocked an arrow and peeked around the tree. He didn’t have to wait long before a magnificent steed appeared. The stallion was larger than any horse he’d ever seen, and the gray and black coloring was stark and absolute. Parts of his bridle gleamed when the sun’s rays bounced off it, and the horse kept his head high and his ears pricked, clearly alert.
Once Gust shook off the initial awe, he realized the horse was carrying someone. He squinted and determined the rider wasn’t in the best condition. In fact, he appeared to be naked and covered in wounds.
Gust sucked in a shocked breath.
The horse paused by the river not far from Gust and turned his head in both directions before drinking.
The rider had to be dead. Gust could hazard a guess as to the severity of their wounds. And all that blood! He’d seen his fair share of injuries and had a good idea the amount of abuse a body could take before shutting down. Yet, when the horse lifted his head, he turned it as far as he could and nuzzled the rider. He whinnied softly and tugged on the rider’s hair with his lips. Then he bounced slightly as if trying to rouse him. When neither worked, he snorted in obvious frustration.
Gust returned the arrow to his quiver and slipped his bow over one shoulder. He swallowed hard and stood before stepping out from behind the tree. The better angle allowed him to see the man was indeed naked and covered in blood and mud and bruises.
As soon as Gust exposed himself, the stallion lifted his head and snorted in fury. He spun around to face Gust head on and neighed shrilly.
Gust held up his hands, heart hammering. “Whoa there, boy. Easy. I’m a friend, not a foe. I can help your rider, okay? He looks hurt. I’m a healer and so is my aunt. We can help him.”
As he spoke in Taris, he inched closer. The stallion watched him with more aggression than the bobcats and bears that frequented the area. He swished his tail and kicked at the ground, snorting and neighing again.
“Easy, easy. I won’t hurt you or him. I promise.” Gust kept his tone soothing and gentle as he came closer. He didn’t dare try to go around the horse. If he wanted to check on the man’s condition, he had to go through the stallion.
The horse lowered his head, reminding Gust of a bull about to charge. Coal black eyes watched him with malice.
He gulped.
Gust went with instinct and lowered to his knees and slowly removed the quiver and bow, setting them to the side. Then he held out his hands again. “I’m not the enemy. I’m not a warrior. I’m just an archer and a healer. Do you want your friend to live?”
There was certainly something special about this stallion, as evidenced by the intelligence burning in his eyes alongside the determination to protect his rider.
“He’s dying, you have to know that. I can help him. My aunt can help him. I don’t live far.” He pointed down the river. “Please, I want to help him. Please.”
The stallion finally seemed to understand. He snorted, as if in warning, then turned slightly, exposing his rider. He bobbed his head while eyeing Gust. Gust kept his movements slow as he stood and approached the wounded man who lay on his stomach in the saddle, not moving. Gust placed a hand on his shoulder, feeling warmth and life. Bruises spread from his nose and covered most of his face and one eye was swollen badly. Gust blew out a breath and lifted the other eyelid, struck by the unusual, frosty shade of blue, as well as by his pale skin and blond hair. He was certainly not from around here.
Gust’s dark skin looked even darker against the white of the wounded man. He was cut, sliced, bruised, and punctured, no part of him spared. Blood was caked on the well-crafted saddle. How long had the man been on his horse like this? How was he even still alive? The blood loss alone should have….
Gust bent close to the man’s face. “You stay alive, you hear me? Stay alive. Keep fighting. We’ll do our part if you’ll do yours. Don’t leave your magnificent horse riderless.”
Gust hurried to retrieve his bow, quiver, and deer. He grunted as he shouldered the deer and then returned to the stallion. They had to move fast but also do nothing to jar his patient. Gust grabbed the reins. The horse eyed him again and thankfully didn’t fuss over being handled.
“Let’s go.”
The horse followed, snorting now and then.

      [image: ]When they left the forest and Thebys appeared over the rise, Gust’s legs almost buckled in relief. His home was situated at the bottom of a hill with large mountains in the distance, acting as a natural border, tucking the village away from sight. Several rivers flowed from those mountains, making the soil rich with nutrients. Large swatches of fields and meadows spread out on all sides, inviting and peaceful. 
As he led the stallion cautiously down the shallow slope, he hollered for help. It wasn’t long before several men and women ran over.
The horse tensed and snorted, head lowering once again in warning.
“Easy. They want to help your rider, too.”
Gust handed off the deer to Horem, an apprentice healer, and grabbed the reins again, guiding the stallion even as Heqet, Horem’s trainer, made a quick assessment of the man’s injuries.
“He’ll be lucky to last the night,” she said in Coptin, Cairon’s native language.
The horse neighed with panic and almost reared up, which would have dislodged their patient. Gust gasped and tugged hard on the bridle, staring the stallion directly in the eye.
“We won’t let that happen. I swear to you, he’ll live. But he won’t fare well if you send him tumbling down the hill. Calm yourself, horse. We will heal him.”
The stallion snorted and kicked up some dirt but appeared to calm down. Gust sent Heqet a withering look as she gaped at the horse.
“Hurry, we need to get him to my aunt.”
They descended the slope into town and hurried to the healer’s hut. It was actually much bigger than a hut and contained five healing rooms and a robust kitchen, plus two rooms in the back for himself and his aunt. The two other healers and their apprentices lived elsewhere, either in community homes or with their families.
“Careful with him.”
Sabra and Ata, two other apprentices, hurried out and, together with Heqet, they lifted the patient and hefted him inside as Gust led the way and called for his aunt.
“Kissa! We have a dire one!”
His aunt, a homely woman, came at a run, her gentle brown eyes wide at the sight of them. 
“Hurry! Room four, that way.”
Gust led the way, and the others set the man on the bed before Kissa thanked them and shooed them out. She shut the door and washed her hands.
“Tell me,” she said.
Gust told her all he could as he yanked off his bow and quiver, setting them on a chair before washing his own hands. He returned to his aunt’s side, and they cleaned their patient from head to toe, doing all they could with poultices, stitches, and bandages. Gust crushed the herbs needed to make healer’s ink, and between him and his aunt, they managed to paint their patient’s body with dark blue symbols of healing, making the markings heavier around his face, chest, and groin to counter any internal bleeding or head trauma. The deep puncture wounds gave Gust the most worry. Several were deep and he couldn’t understand how the warrior had survived such blood loss.
Gust glanced at his aunt, and she gestured for him to say the needed word. He closed his eyes, seeing the symbols in his mind as he murmured the divine word for healing. Only fully trained healers were taught such words. They were closely guarded secrets. To invoke divine assistance had to be done carefully and with respect.
When Gust opened his eyes, he sighed in relief to see the ink fade—visible confirmation that his plea had been accepted. Not every injury required such measures, and it was the healer’s job not to take such actions lightly. In an instant, the warrior wasn’t so pale and sickly-looking. Yet he was far from out of danger.
“I’ve never known anyone to sustain this many injuries and still live,” Kissa said as she pressed a damp cloth to his forehead. “I know we have no idea how long he was on his horse but the blood was dry and flaky, so it had to be days at least.”
Gust winced in sympathy at the bruising to his groin. “He’s a warrior. You only have to look at him and that horse of his to know that. Maybe… I think they made him run the gauntlet.”
Kissa frowned.
“I heard the gauntlet is set up as punishment for traitors,” Gust said. “If they survive being beaten by their fellow warriors then they get to leave. But the point is for them not to live.”
“We’ll have trouble with the council, then,” she said on a sigh. “They won’t want a warrior in their midst. Especially not one who turned traitor.”
“We don’t know anything, yet,” Gust said, instantly defending their patient. “We can’t condemn a man who can’t speak for himself.”
Kissa sent him a look. “You know every patient under my roof is under my protection. If the council wants him, they can go through me.”
Gust winced, ashamed at his outburst. “Apologies. I just….”
“I know.” She smiled. “You’re passionate like your parents. It’s right that you feel protective over a man you discovered and rushed here.”
The mention of his parents brought a sharp ache to his heart. He nodded and they fell silent as they finished their treatment. Once done, they carefully tugged the soiled blanket out from under their patient, letting him rest on a clean one.
Gust drew up a thicker blanket to just under his chin.
“We need to get some water into him,” Kissa said. She filled a goblet and added a small sprinkling of herbs before sitting next to the man on the bed. She gently opened his mouth and dribbled water down his throat. It was a tense moment before he swallowed. Kissa sent Gust a smile before giving him more water. Gust blew out a breath in relief.
A sharp whinny sounded outside, followed by shouts and curses.
“Gods.”
He ran out of the room and dashed through the hut, skidding to a stop when he made it outside. The fierce stallion was on his hind legs, kicking his front hooves at the four men trying to corral him. His eyes burned with fury and absolute refusal at being handled.
Bakari got too close and got a hoof in the shoulder. He slammed into the ground with an oomph and gripped his shoulder. While Jaden grabbed him and tried to drag him out of the danger zone, Amin and Jabari moved to either side of the horse, attempting to snatch his reins.
“Get away from him!” Gust hurried over and shoved Amin back a step. “You’re making it worse. Get back! Back!”
He suspected they had tried to mount the magnificent beast, intent on staking claim. Foolish. Absolutely foolish and dangerous.
The horse dropped to all fours and eyed Gust in exasperation.
“I know. I am so sorry.” Gust glanced over at the disgruntled men who glared at him. He glared back.
“Who gave you authority over the beast?” Bakari said as Jaden helped him stand. His dark skin paled, and he swayed on his feet, still gripping his shoulder.
“We were just trying to—” Jabari said.
“I don’t want to hear it!” Gust said, fuming. “My patient isn’t dead yet, and you’re already trying to steal his things? You really think a horse like this is going to settle for some farmer or merchant? Maybe don’t be idiots.”
Jaden and Bakari scowled while Amin and Jabari winced in shame.
“Have Heqet check your shoulder,” Gust said to Bakari, struggling to swallow his indignation.
“Shove your concern!” he said.
Gust scowled. “Fine then. But don’t blame me when your wife decides to beat you over the head because you didn’t see her about the injury.”
“Come on,” Jaden said softly and helped Bakari shuffle into the healer’s hut.
Amin and Jabari wandered off without another word.
Gust scowled and turned back to the stallion. “You want that bridle and saddle off? We have stables that—you know what? I don’t think you’d like being boarded up. We have fields and a meadow behind the town you can run in while your friend heals.”
He knew it wasn’t his imagination—the horse did actually think over his words. It struck Gust he’d spoken both Taris and Coptin to the beast, and the horse had understood both languages. Extraordinary.
The horse snorted and moved closer to Gust, flicking his head and chomping hard on his bit. Gust smiled and stripped the horse, huffing at the weight of the saddle. It was real leather and, if he wasn’t mistaken, silver. He had to set it down or risk falling over. It was soiled with the warrior’s blood and made Gust more determined to heal him.
“Your friend is resting. I’ll let you know when he wakes up.”
The stallion bobbed his head before turning and trotting off toward the fields, flicking his tail. When he passed Amin and Jabari, he feinted toward them and whinnied, as if laughing, when they flinched back.
Gust chuckled. What sort of warrior could earn the trust of such a horse? He hoped the man woke up so he could find out.
Gust handed the bridle, saddle, and saddlebags to Maged, the stablemaster and an honorable man, stressing that they be cleaned and kept safe. He had half a thought to rummage through the warrior’s bags and instantly berated himself. Curiosity was no excuse for bad manners.
He returned to the healer’s hut, and Kissa had just closed the door as he walked down the hallway.
“Well?” he asked.
“He has a fever, but that’s to be expected. We’ll need to take turns watching him. I don’t want to leave him unattended for long.”
Gust nodded. “Agreed.”
“What was that noise earlier?”
“The warrior’s horse. Some of our men tried to stake a claim, and the stallion wasn’t having any of it. He is a fine piece of horseflesh. I, uh, think he might be divine.”
Kissa frowned. “Really? There haven’t been divine animals in these parts for generations.”
“I know. But he understands me when I talk to him, no matter the language, it seems. I see intelligence in his eyes, and he certainly has a personality. He also has undying loyalty to our patient. He’s most definitely blessed by Batsa. It might explain how the rider is still alive despite the severity of his injuries.”
She nodded despite still appearing skeptical. “All right, where is he now?”
“In the unplowed fields and the meadow. I didn’t think it was safe to stick him with the other horses. He would either spook them or help them rise up in rebellion.”
Kissa chuckled and patted his cheek. “Always the funny man.”
Gust kissed her cheek. “I’ll take first watch.”
“Good. I need to request a council meeting.”
She left and he went in. The warrior’s face would be quite beautiful if it wasn’t for the nasty swelling and bruises covering his nose and blackening his eyes. He slept peacefully despite the fever. His hair was the color of honey, and Kissa had washed it, fanning it out over the pillows. It must reach past his shoulders, perhaps even to the middle of his back.
Gust sat on a chair and tugged off his sandals before resting his feet on the corner of the bed and crossing his ankles. He watched his patient sleep, bursting with curiosity. This man was a mystery, an outsider from far away, and Gust wanted to know everything. The thirst to venture into the world grew stronger by the day. He’d resisted it because his aunt needed him here, and grief over his parents’ deaths still weighed him down. But now, with this mystery man, he was ready to explore his curiosity again.
“Wake up,” Gust said softly. “I have so many questions for you.”






  
  Chapter Three


Ulfr wasn’t sure what had gone wrong. How could his greatest weapon betray him? 
Ulfr snarled and threw his axe at the table set in the middle of his enormous tent. The large slab of wood already bore visible scars of abuse from previous bouts of anger. He threw two other axes. One hit the table, embedding as deep as the first while the other hit the back of one of the chairs. Anger not yet assuaged, he kicked a second chair, snapping one of the legs. Heaving with anger and—damn the gods!—fear, Ulfr grabbed the pitcher full of wine from the small side table near the entrance and drained it.
If Lance had somehow survived then Ulfr had to kill him. While he hated to waste such a magnificent tool, Lance had betrayed him and that was unforgivable. Ulfr had a fierce and merciless reputation to keep, and to show weakness would mean his own demise. His other warriors had already begun to whisper behind their hands and eye him with distaste as he walked by. He’d been forced to kill five already to make a point, to show strength.
Ulfr crushed the pitcher in his hand and threw it to the ground. It wasn’t just mutiny he was worried about… it was his employer. Not even his warriors knew of his deal with Lord Viljar Egillson, Earl of Jorvikr in Swenen. He didn’t slaughter people just for fun—though that was a big incentive—no, he sacked and raided, and then split the profits with Lord Jorvikr. He stuck to Grekenus since they were in the midst of a civil war. He also helped to keep the war going by destroying villages or camps and making sure the two factions blamed each other. He occasionally raided across the borders into Swenen or Cairon to stay fresh and spread the terror, and yet his strength was in Grekenus. Chaos and war created demand for weapons, which was Lord Jorvikr’s stock and trade.
In exchange for the profits and continued chaos, the earl kept the royal and imperial soldiers from finding and executing Ulfr. That was easy enough to accomplish in Grekenus with its many islands, and even Swenen, since the northern kingdom was depleted of soldiers, having spent decades pushing back the invading horde to the far north. Fierce and beastly, the horde were said to be giants with a taste for human flesh. Whether true or not, it meant many professional soldiers were busy elsewhere, leaving towns and villages undefended. Ripe pickings for Ulfr and his band. But all he’d built and bled for could be destroyed because of one errant enforcer.
Ulfr growled. He’d made Scourge. He’d created that dog, molded him into the perfect weapon. Waste. All a waste. Ulfr remembered when he’d found Lance, a lad of about ten years old. He’d been gaunt, pale, and bloody, with hollow eyes and the inability to speak. They’d been in the northern regions of Swenen, before he’d made the deal with Lord Jorvikr, and even then Ulfr had seen Lance’s potential.
The little bastard must have killed before, and it had made Ulfr’s blood burn with his potential.
“Ungrateful maggot,” he grumbled. He should have left Lance to rot.
Ulfr gripped the small wooden pendant hanging from a leather cord around his neck. It depicted the glowering head of Marsus, the Grekenus god of war. He also carried a coin depicting Snet, the Cairon god of chaos, and three small effigies of Lolt, Wodan, and Donnar, gods of war from Swenen. One could never be too careful. 
“My lord?”
Ulfr spun around and glared at Benji. The man paled and held his ground.
“Have you found him?”
“N-no. Not yet. His trail went cold.”
Ulfr lashed out and gripped Benji’s throat, squeezing. Benji’s eyes popped wide as he clawed at Ulfr’s thick wrist.
“How is that possible?”
He knew. Oh, he knew. The horse. That damn horse. He’d bought the ungrateful, divine piece of horseflesh years ago and thought it a gift from Wodan or perhaps Marsus. He’d sacrificed many a person to his gods and made sure to paint their temples and shrines with their blood. Yet once again, he was betrayed. The damn horse had bonded with Lance.
Brutus didn’t have visible powers or use them much and that made it more insidious when he did. He kept Ulfr’s prey hidden from his wrath, and that was unacceptable. Lance should be dead at his feet by now and a new Scourge chosen. While he’d had the black armor packed away, it would prove difficult to name another when Lance was so perfect for the role. Or had been.
His employer didn’t like loose ends. If Lord Jorvikr decided that Ulfr was a loose end then not even the gods themselves could protect him. Damn them all! Hadn’t he given enough tribute to the gods of war and chaos? Hadn’t he shed enough blood to slake their thirsts? Those devious bastards were never satisfied.
Ulfr growled. Or maybe it was another god that sought to punish him, and those he worshipped did nothing to protect him. Ulfr had not pulled himself up from the cold, filthy life of a bastard orphan in Swenen to be brought to heel by one he’d created.
Even as Benji’s eyes rolled up into his head, Ulfr shoved him away. Benji flopped to the ground and wheezed.
“I want him found,” Ulfr said. He stalked out of his tent and scanned the warriors gathered around bonfires, eating and drinking as if his entire life’s work wasn’t about to crash down around his feet.
“Listen up!”
Silence fell as everyone gave him their attention.
“I want Scourge found. Now! Split into search parties and find him. Leave no town or village untouched. We’ll either find his body or the unfortunate souls who healed his traitorous hide. If you find the latter bring them to me so I can end them myself!”
Everyone jumped to follow his orders. He’d yet to send word to Lord Jorvikr. He would hold off as long as possible. If their deal went belly-up then he’d lose his edge. Despite the wars and invasions in the north and west, the royal and even imperial soldiers would find him. He couldn’t escape to Cairon either. He had no deal with that kingdom, and they had enough soldiers to bring him before a court. He’d be beheaded in the blink of an eye.
He glared as warriors mounted their steeds and took off into the night.
For destroying his lucrative deal, Lance would pay. For the fear now planted in his mind, Lance would pay. He’d once thought his destiny was to rule and spread terror, to gain such a fierce reputation as would rival that of Marsus himself. Now he knew his destiny lay elsewhere. He would be the one to destroy Scourge.
I’m coming for you, dog.
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