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GUNDAR HARDSTRIKER, CAPTAIN AND HELMSMAN OF THE Skandian ship Wolfcloud, chewed disconsolately on a stringy piece of tough smoked beef.

His crew were huddled under rough shelters among the trees, talking quietly, eating and trying to stay warm around the small smoky fires that were all they could manage in this weather. This close to the coast, the snow usually turned to cold sleet in the middle of the day, refreezing as the afternoon wore on. He knew the crew were looking to him for a way out of this. And he knew that soon he would have to tell them he had no answers for them. They were stranded in Araluen, with no hope of escape.

Fifty meters away, Wolfcloud lay beached on the riverbank, canted to one side. Even from this distance, his seaman’s eye could make out the slight twist a third of the way along her hull, and the sight of it came close to breaking his heart. To a Skandian, his ship was almost a living thing, an extension of himself, an expression of his own being.

Now his ship was ruined, her keel irreparably broken, her hull twisted. She was good for nothing but turning into lumber and firewood as the winter weather wrapped its cold hands further around  them. So far he had been able to avoid stripping the ship, but he knew he couldn’t wait much longer. They would need the wood to build more substantial huts and to burn as firewood. But as long as she still looked like a ship, even with that damnable twist to her hull, he could retain some sense of his pride at being a skirl, or ship’s captain.

The voyage had been a disaster from start to finish, he reflected gloomily. They had set out to raid Gallic and Iberian coastal villages, staying well away from Araluen as they did so. Raids on the Araluen coast were few and far between these days, since the Skandian Oberjarl had signed a treaty with the Araluen King. They weren’t actually forbidden to raid. But they were discouraged by Oberjarl Erak, and only a very stupid or foolhardy skirl would be keen to face Erak’s style of discouragement.

But Gundar and his men had been the last of the raiding fleet to reach the Narrow Sea, and they found the villages either empty—ransacked by earlier ships—or prewarned and ready to take revenge on a single late raider. There had been hard fighting. He had lost several men and was left with nothing to show for it. Finally, as a last resort, he had landed on an island off the southeast coast of Araluen, desperate for provisions to see him and his men through the winter on the long journey back north.

He smiled sadly as he thought of it. If there had been a bright spot in the trip, that had been it. Prepared to fight and lose more lives, desperate to feed themselves, the Skandian crew had been greeted by a young Ranger—the very one who had fought beside Erak in the battle against the Temujai some years back.

Surprisingly, the Ranger had offered to feed them. He’d even invited them to a banquet that night in the castle, along with the local dignitaries and their wives. Gundar’s smile broadened at the memory of that evening as he recalled how his rough-and-tumble  sailors had stayed on their best manners, humbly asking their table companions to pass the meat, please, or requesting just a little more ale in their drinking mugs. These were men who were accustomed to cursing heartily, tearing legs off roast boar with their bare hands and occasionally swilling their ale straight from the keg. Their attempts at mingling with polite society would have been the basis of some great stories back in Skandia.

His smile faded. Back in Skandia. He had no idea now how they would get back to Skandia. Or even if they would ever return home. They had left Seacliff Island well fed and provisioned for the long trip. The Ranger had even provided them with the means for a small profit from the trip, in the form of a slave.

The man’s name was Buttle. John Buttle. He was a criminal—a thief and a murderer—and his presence in Araluen was a source of potential trouble for the Ranger. As a favor, the young man had asked Gundar to take him as a slave to Skandia. The skirl naturally agreed. The man was strong and fit, and he’d fetch a good price when they got home.

But would they ever see Hallasholm again? They’d sailed slap into a massive storm just short of Point Sentinel and were driven south and west before it.

As they came closer to the Araluen coast, Gundar had ordered Buttle’s chains struck off. They were heading for a lee shore, a situation all sailors dread, and there was a good chance that the ship would not survive. The man should have a chance, Gundar thought.

He could still feel the sickening crunch as Wolfcloud had smashed down on a hidden rock. At the time, he felt it as if his own spine were breaking, and he could swear he had heard the ship cry out in agony. He knew instantly, from her sluggish response to the rudder and the way she sagged in the peaks and troughs of the waves, that her  backbone was fractured. With each successive wave, the wound deepened, and it was only a matter of time before she split in two and went under. But Wolfcloud was a tough ship, and she wasn’t ready to lie down and die—not just yet.

Then, as if it were some divine reward for the stricken ship’s courage and the efforts of her storm-battered crew, Gundar had seen the gap in the rocky coast where a river mouth widened before them. He ran for it, the ship sagging badly downwind, and made it into the sheltered waters of the river. Exhausted, the men fell back on their rowing benches as the wind and wild waves died away.

That was when Buttle seized his chance. He grabbed a knife from one man’s belt and slashed it across his throat. Another rower tried to stop him, but he was off balance, and Buttle struck him down as well. Then he was over the rail and swimming for the far bank. There was no way to go after him. Strangely, few Skandians could swim, and the ship itself was on the point of foundering. Cursing, Gundar was forced to let him go and concentrate on finding a point where they could beach the ship.

Around the next bend, they found a narrow strip of shingle that would suit their purpose, and he ran Wolfcloud onto it at a shallow angle. That was when he felt the keel finally give way, as if the ship had kept her crew safe until that final moment and then quietly died beneath their feet.

They staggered ashore and set up a camp among the trees. Gundar felt it would be best to retain a low profile in the area. After all, without a ship, they had no means of escape, and he had no idea how the locals might react to their presence, nor how many armed men they might be able to muster. Skandians never shrank from a fight, but it would be foolish to provoke one when they were stranded in this country.

They had food enough, thanks to the Ranger, and he needed  time to think of some way out of this mess. Maybe, when the weather improved, they could build a small boat from Wolfcloud’s timbers. He sighed. He just didn’t know. He was a helmsman, not a shipwright. He looked around the little camp. On a hillock beyond the clearing where he sat, they had buried the two men Buttle had killed. They couldn’t even give them a proper funeral pyre, as was traditional among Skandians. Gundar blamed himself for their deaths. After all, he was the one who had ordered the prisoner set free.

He shook his head and said softly to himself,“Curse John Buttle to hell. I should have dropped him overboard. Chains and all.”

“You know, I rather think I agree,” said a voice from behind him. Gundar leapt to his feet and spun around, his hand dropping to the sword at his belt.

“Thurak’s horns!” he cried. “Where the devil did you spring from?”

There was a strange figure, wrapped in an odd black-and-white-mottled cloak, sitting on a log a few meters behind him. As Gundar said the word devil, his hand hesitated, sword half drawn, and he peered more closely at the apparition. This was an ancient forest, dark and forbidding. Maybe this was a spirit or a wraith that protected the area. The patterns on the cloak seemed to shimmer and change form as he watched and he blinked his eyes to stabilize them. A vague memory stirred. He had seen that happen before.

His men, hearing the commotion, had begun to gather around. There was something about the cloaked, hooded figure that worried them too. Gundar noticed that they took care to stay well behind him, looking to him for a lead.

The figure stood, and Gundar involuntarily took a half pace back. Then, angry with himself, he stepped forward a full pace. His voice was firm when he spoke.

“If you’re a ghost,” he said, “we mean you no disrespect. And if you’re not a ghost, tell me who you are—or you soon will be one.”

The creature laughed gently. “Well said, Gundar Hardstriker, well said indeed.”

Gundar felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. The tone was friendly enough, but somehow this . . . thing . . . knew his name. That could only mean some kind of supernatural power was at work here.

The figure reached up and shoved back the cowl of his cloak.

“Oh, come on, Gundar, don’t you recognize me?” he said cheerfully.

Memory stirred. This was no raddled, haggard ghost, certainly. It was a young face, with a shock of tousled brown hair above deep brown eyes and a wide grin. A familiar face. And in a rush, Gundar remembered where he had seen that strange, shifting pattern in a cloak before.

“Will Treaty!” he cried in surprise. “Is that really you?”

“None other,” Will replied and stepped forward, holding out his hand in the universal gesture of peace and welcome. Gundar seized it and shook it hard—not the least because he was relieved to find that he wasn’t facing some supernatural denizen of the forest. Behind him, he heard his crew exclaiming loudly at this new development. He guessed they were feeling the same sense of relief. Will looked around them and smiled.

“I see some familiar faces here,” he said. One or two of the Skandians called out greetings to him. He studied them and then frowned slightly.

“I don’t see Ulf Oakbender,” he said to Gundar. Ulf had fought in the battle against the Eastern Riders, and he had been the first to recognize Will at Seacliff Island. They had sat together at that  famous banquet, talking about the battle. Will saw a moment of pain cross Gundar’s face.

“He was murdered by that snake Buttle,” he said.

Will’s smile faded.“I’m sorry to hear that. He was a good man.”

There was a moment of silence between them as they remembered a fallen comrade. Then Gundar gestured to the campsite behind them.

“Won’t you join us?” he said.“We have stringy salt beef and some indifferent ale, courtesy of a very generous island to the south.”

Will grinned at the jibe and followed as Gundar led his way to the small encampment. As they passed through the members of the crew, a few reached out and shook Will’s hand.

The sight of a familiar face, and that face belonging to a Ranger, let them begin to hope that there might be a way out of their present situation after all.

Will sat on a log by one of the fires, underneath a shelter formed by the wolfship’s big, square mainsail.

“So, Will Treaty,” said Gundar, “what brings you here?”

Will looked around the circle of bearded, craggy faces that surrounded him. He smiled at them.

“I’m looking for fighting men,” he said.“I plan to sack a castle, and I hear you people are rather good at that.”




2

[image: 003]

THE BATTLEHORSE WAS A WELL-FORMED BAY. ITS HOOFBEATS were muffled by the thick carpet of snow on the ground as its rider guided it carefully along the narrow track beside a stream. There was no telling when that thick, soft snow might conceal a patch of slippery ice, which could send them sliding helplessly down the steep bank into the water. The stream itself moved sluggishly, nearly choked with slushy ice, fighting a losing battle against the cold that tried to freeze it over completely. The rider looked at the water and shivered a little. If he went into that wearing a heavy chain-mail shirt and burdened by his weapons, he would have little chance of survival. Even if he didn’t drown, the searing cold would be sure to kill him.

It was obvious from his horse and his equipment that he was a warrior. He carried a three-meter ash lance, its butt couched in a socket on his right stirrup. A long sword hung at his left-hand side, and a conical helmet was slung over the saddle bow. The cowl of his chain-mail shirt was pushed back. He had discovered some days previously that in this snow-covered land, there was nothing more uncomfortable than freezing cold chain mail against the skin. Consequently, he now had a woolen scarf wrapped around his neck  inside the armor and a fur cap pulled well down on his head. Interestingly, for it was not a normal part of a knight’s weaponry, there was a longbow in a leather case slung beside his horse’s withers.

But perhaps the most significant part of his equipment was his shield. It was a simple round buckler, slung behind him. Placed that way, it would provide protection against arrows or other missiles fired from behind, yet he could shrug it around into position on his left arm in a matter of seconds. The shield was painted white, and in its center was a blue outline of a clenched fist, the universal symbol in Araluen of a free lance—a knight with no current master, looking for employment.

As the track veered away from the stream and widened out, the rider relaxed a little. He leaned forward and patted his horse gently on the side of the neck.

“Well done, Kicker,” Horace said quietly. The horse tossed its head in acknowledgment. He and the rider were old companions. They had depended on each other through several hard campaigns. It was that fact that now led the horse to prick its ears up in warning. Battlehorses were trained to regard any stranger as a potential enemy.

And now there were five strangers visible, riding slowly toward them.

“Company,” Horace said. On this lonely ride, he had fallen into the habit of talking to the horse. Naturally, the horse made no reply. Horace glanced around, looking to see if there were any favorable defensive positions close by. He too was trained to regard strangers as potential enemies. But at this point, the tree line was well back from the road on either side, with only low gorse bushes growing between the road and forest. He shrugged. He would have preferred somewhere he could put a solid tree to his back. But there was nothing available, and he had learned years ago not to waste time complaining about things that couldn’t be changed.

He checked the horse with slight pressure from his knees, and shrugged the shield around onto his left arm. The small movement was an indication that, despite his youth, he was more than familiar with the tools of his trade.

For he was young. His face was open and guileless, strong-jawed, clean-shaven and handsome. The eyes were a brilliant blue. There was a thin scar, high on the right cheek—where an Arridi tribes-man’s belt dagger had opened it more than a year previously. The scar, being relatively new, was still livid. As years passed, it would whiten and become less prominent. His nose was also slightly crooked, the result of an accident when an overeager warrior apprentice had refused to accept that a training bout was over. The student had struck one more time with his wooden sword. He had several weeks of punishment details to think over his mistake.

Far from detracting from his looks, the crooked nose gave the young man a certain swashbuckling air. There were quite a few young ladies of the kingdom who felt it enhanced his appearance, rather than the opposite.

Horace nudged Kicker once more, and the horse moved so that he was turned forty-five degrees to the oncoming riders, presenting the shield on his arm to them, both for protection and identification. He kept the lance upright. To level it would be an unnecessarily provocative gesture.

He studied the five men approaching him. Four of them were obviously men-at-arms. They carried swords and shields but no lances, the sign of a knight. And they all wore surcoats emblazoned with the same symbol, an ornate gold key on a quartered blue-and-white field. That meant they were all employed by the same lord, and Horace recognized the livery as belonging to Macindaw. 

The fifth man, who rode a meter in front of the others, was something of a puzzle. He carried a shield and wore a leather breast-plate studded with iron. He had greaves of the same material protecting his legs, but apart from that, he wore woolen clothing and leggings. He had no helmet, and there was no symbol on his shield to give any clue to his identity. A sword hung from his pommel—a heavy weapon, a little shorter and thicker than Horace’s cavalry sword. But strangest of all was the fact that, in place of a lance, he carried a heavy war spear some two meters long.

He had long black hair and a beard, and he looked to be in a perpetual state of ill temper, with heavy brows set in a permanent frown. Altogether, Horace thought, he was not a man to be trusted.

The riders were some ten meters away when Horace called out.

“I think that’s close enough for the moment.”

The leader made a brief signal, and the four men-at-arms drew rein. The leader, however, continued to ride toward Horace. When he was five meters away, Horace freed the butt of the lance from the socket beside his right stirrup and brought the point down so that it was leveled at the approaching rider.

The stranger had chosen to be provocative. He could hardly take offense if Horace reacted in kind.

The unwavering iron point of the lance, gleaming dully where it had been carefully sharpened the night before, was aimed at the rider’s throat. He brought his horse to a stop.

“There’s no need for that,” he said. His voice was rough and angry.

Horace shrugged slightly. “And there’s no need for you to come any closer,” he replied calmly, “until we know each other a little better.”

Two of the men-at-arms began to edge their horses out to the left and right. Horace glanced at them briefly, then returned his gaze to the other man’s face.

“Tell your men to stay where they are, please.”

The bearded man swiveled in his saddle and glanced at them.

“That’s enough,” he ordered, and they stopped moving. Horace glanced quickly at them again. There was something not quite right about them. Then he realized what it was. They were scruffy, their surcoats stained and crumpled, their arms and armor unburnished and dull. They looked as if they’d be more at home hiding in the forest and waylaying innocent travelers than wearing the arms of a castle lord. In most castles, the men-at-arms were under the orders and discipline of experienced sergeants. It was rare that they would be allowed to become so disheveled.

“You’re getting off to a bad start with me, you know,” the bearded man said. In another man, the remark might have had overtones of humor or amusement to soften implicit threat in the words. Here, the threat was overt. Even more so when he added, after a pause, “You might come to regret that.”

“And why might that be?” Horace asked. The other man had obviously got the point. He raised the lance again and replaced it in its stirrup socket as the man replied.

“Well, if you’re looking for work, you don’t want to get on my wrong side, is why.”

Horace considered the statement thoughtfully.

“Am I looking for work?” he asked.

The other man said nothing but gestured toward the device on Horace’s shield. There was a long silence between them and finally the man was forced to speak.

“You’re a free lance,” he said.

Horace nodded. He didn’t like the man’s manner. It was arrogant  and threatening, the sign of a man who had been given authority when he wasn’t used to wielding it.

“True,” he admitted. “But that simply means I’m unemployed. It doesn’t mean I’m actually looking for a job at the moment.” He smiled.“I could have private means, after all.”

He said it pleasantly, without sarcasm, but the bearded man was unwilling to show any signs of good humor.

“Don’t bandy words, boy. You may own a battlehorse and a lance, but that doesn’t make you the cock of the walk. You’re a raggletail beggar who’s out of work, and I’m the man who might have given you a job—if you’d shown a little respect.”

The smile on Horace’s face died. He sighed inwardly. Not at the implication that he was a ragged beggar but at the insult inherent in the word boy. Since the age of sixteen, Horace had been used to potential opponents underestimating his abilities because of his youth. Most of them had realized their mistake too late.

“Where are you heading?” the bearded man demanded. Horace saw no reason why he shouldn’t answer the question.

“I thought I’d swing by Castle Macindaw,” he said.“I need a place to spend the rest of the winter.”

The man gave a derisive snort as Horace spoke. “Then you’ve started out on the wrong foot,” he said. “I’m the man who does the hiring for Lord Keren.”

Horace frowned slightly. The name was new to him.

“Lord Keren?” he repeated.“I thought the Lord of Macindaw was Syron?”

His remark was greeted with a dismissive gesture.

“Syron is finished,” the bearded man said.“Last I heard, he hasn’t got long to live. Might be already dead, for all I care. And his son, Orman, has run off as well—skulking somewhere in the forest. Lord Keren’s in charge now, and I’m his garrison commander.”

“And you are?” Horace asked, his tone totally neutral.

“I’m Sir John Buttle,” the man replied shortly.

Horace frowned slightly. The name had a vaguely familiar ring to it. On top of that, he would swear that this rough-mannered, roughly clothed bully was no knight. But he said nothing. There was little to be gained by antagonizing the man further, and he seemed to antagonize very easily.

“So, what’s your name, boy?” Buttle demanded. Again, Horace sighed inwardly. But he kept his tone light and good-natured as he replied.

“Hawken,” he said. “Hawken Watt, originally from Caraway but now a citizen of this wide realm.”

Once again, his easy tone struck no response from Buttle, whose reply was short-tempered and ill-mannered.

“Not this part of it, you’re not,” he said.“There’s nothing for you in Macindaw and nothing for you in Norgate Fief. Move on. Be out of the area by nightfall, if you know what’s good for you.”

“I’ll certainly consider your advice,” Horace said. Buttle’s frown deepened, and he leaned toward the young warrior.

“Do more than that, boy. Take the advice. I’m not a man you want to cross. Now get moving.”

He jerked his thumb toward the southeast, where the border with the next fief lay. But by now, Horace had decided that he’d heard enough from Sir John Buttle. He smiled and made no attempt to move. Outwardly, he seemed unperturbed. But Kicker sensed the little thrill of readiness that went through his master, and the battlehorse’s ears pricked up. He could feel a fight in the offing, and his breed lived for fighting.

Buttle hesitated, not sure what to do next. He had made his threat, and he was used to people being cowed by the force of his personality—and the sight of men-at-arms ready to back his threats  up. Now this well-armed young man simply sat facing him, with an air of confidence about him that said he wasn’t fazed by the odds of five to one. Buttle realized he would either have to make good on his threat or back down. As he was thinking this, Horace smiled lazily at him and backing down suddenly seemed like a good option.

Angrily, he wheeled his horse away, gesturing to his men to follow.

“Remember what I said!” he flung back over his shoulder as he spurred his horse away. “You have till nightfall.”
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