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Chapter 1
Lorik hit the bearded man so hard he heard the man’s ribs snap.  The pain from the massive blow was etched on the bearded man’s face as he staggered backward, gasping to refill his lungs with air, but Lorik had no intention of letting up on his opponent.  He charged in and wrapped both of his arms around the man’s upper legs.  Then he lifted, feeling the strain in his back and hips before slamming his opponent into the dirt and driving his thick shoulder into the man’s abdomen.
Lorik heard a gurgling wheeze come from the man’s chest.  As Lorik rose, lifting one bruised and blooded fist to continue the fight, he saw the man’s eyes roll back into his head.  Lorik froze for a second, his mind registering the fact that his opponent was unconscious, then he punched down hard, driving his fist into the man’s face.  Lorik felt bone shatter and cartilage crunch in his opponent’s face.  The man’s nose was smashed into a pulp, and blood spurted out of it like a ripe cherry that has been squeezed too hard.
Lorik raised his fist again, his vision as red as the blood that dripped from his knuckles, but before he could strike again someone grabbed his arm and someone else wrapped a thickly muscled arm around his neck.  Lorik was pulled backwards, away from his bearded opponent.  At first Lorik struggled against the men, but then his vision cleared and the rage that drove him to fight subsided to its usual place, simmering just beneath the surface of his calm outward demeanor.
“He’s finished, mate,” said Jons.
“You won,” the other man said.  His name was Selber.  “You won. It’s over.”
“That’s six in a row, Lorik,” said Jons, still holding tightly to Lorik’s deadly right arm.  “Haven’t you had enough?”
“No,” Lorik said, spit flying.  “Find me another!”
Jons was a tall man, lanky but athletic.  He was one of the sailors from Yulver’s ship, which had been sailing north through the Sailor’s Graveyard with men from the Marshlands.  Men from all over the kingdom were traveling north to fight the Norsik invaders who were crossing the Wilderlands in droves ever since King Oveer had ordered the entire army to march south to Osla.
Jons nodded to the man who was promoting the fights.  It wasn’t uncommon for sailors to gamble when in port.  They played games of chance, threw dice, or sometimes pitted animals against one another.  This time the animals were men, and none seemed capable of standing against Lorik.  The thickly built teamster had been a brooding menace since he had joined Yulver’s crew.  He rarely spoke, and when he did it was usually to criticize or insult one of the many young men from the rice farms who volunteered to join Lorik and Yulver in defending the kingdom from the Norsik slavers.
Yulver had sailed north from Hassell Point, eventually rounding Grendol’s Shelter and hugging the coast as they approached the Sailor’s Graveyard, a treacherous stretch of sea filled with submerged rocks.  Depending on the tide and the winds, sailing north through the Graveyard was either risky or idiotic.  Yulver had a light ship and made his living moving cargo up the coast through the Graveyard.  The pirates who plied their trade on the eastern coasts of Ortis and Osla simply couldn’t match the speed of Yulver’s ship, and very few captains were willing to risk losing their ships on the jagged rocks of the Sailor’s Graveyard.
Yulver had decades of experience at sea, and almost as many years sailing the rock-infested waters of the Graveyard.  He was a careful, calculating man who had heard about the fights taking place near the quay in a sandy area known as the Pit.  He had suggested that Jons and Selber take Lorik to the Pit to see if the brooding teamster could blow off some steam.  No one had expected Lorik to tear through six men and still be anxious to fight more.
“The bear is ready for another victim!” the fight promoter shouted like a carnival barker.  “Who’ll be next to step into the Pit with him?  I’ve got three gold crowns for the man who can stop him!”
The sailors who lined the circular area were busy laughing and shouting.  They were all looking to see who might accept the promoter’s challenge.  When one man finally stepped forward, no one expected him to have the slightest chance.  He was thin, with a lean build, but he looked like he needed a good meal and a week’s rest.  His hair was disheveled and his clothes soiled.
“We have a challenger!” the promoter shouted, inciting a roar from the crowd of spectators.
Coin was exchanged as bets were made.  Lorik didn’t see his thin opponent, who had his back turned to the big teamster.  Lorik had fought much bigger men and he had no doubt he could beat the new challenger, but there was something oddly familiar about his new opponent.  Lorik waited while the smaller man wrapped his hands with long strips of cloth and then stretched his arms, back, and legs.
“He’s a milksop, that’s for certain,” said Selber, who was himself a mousy man with a large potbelly and shifty eyes that made most people nervous.
“Don’t underestimate him,” Jons said.
“Well, no, I didn’t mean that,” Selber said.  “I just meant he shouldn’t be too difficult. I mean, just look at him.  I’d think a stiff breeze would knock him over.”
“That’s what the promoter wants us to think,” Lorik said, his voice low.
“You know this guy?” Jons asked.
“I think so,” Lorik said.  “If he’s who I think he is, he’s the promoter’s ringer.”
“So you want to call it a day?” Jons asked.
“Of course not,” Lorik said.
“But you just said the guy’s a ringer,” Selber said.  “Why face a guy who won’t fight fair?”
“Selber’s right,” Jons said.  “You don’t need to fight this guy.  Let’s go get a drink and maybe get you some companionship.  I know a few of the wenches in this town—very friendly,  and they won’t try to rob you if you fall asleep.”
“That sounds like a good plan to me,” Selber said.  “Some ale would be great right about now.”
“No,” Lorik said.
“But why?” asked the mousy sailor.
“Because if that’s who I think it is, he has some explaining to do.”
“He won’t be talking in the Pit, Lorik,” Selber said, almost whining.
“Oh, he’ll talk to me,” Lorik said.
“All right,” the promoter said, “all bets are in and we’re ready to turn these animals loose.  What do you say?”
The crowd cheered.  The noise reminded Lorik of ocean waves breaking against the beach.  Lorik heard it all, and yet none of it registered as anything but noise.  The red rage that colored everything he saw when the fighting started was already beginning to dance around Lorik’s peripheral vision.  He didn’t know why he was so angry, but his rage had been slowly building for weeks.  Nothing in his life seemed important anymore, and all he really wanted to do was to hurt someone.
He moved forward with his head bowed.  His hair was wet from sweat and hung down around his face.  He hunched his shoulders and walked slowly toward his opponent, never looking up.  As the distance closed he could see the other man approaching.  He was smaller than Lorik, whose arms, legs, and chest had grown thick and strong from years loading and unloading cargo from the wagons he used to transport goods.  His opponent was well built, too, but his muscles were smaller, more compact, and wiry.
Lorik raised his fists into a protective position in front of his face as the two men came within range of one another.  Then he dropped his hands a little and raised his head, looking straight into the eyes of his opponent, who was stunned with surprise.  Lorik took advantage of his opponent’s hesitation.  He snapped out a jab, light and fast, that popped the smaller man in the nose, though he pulled the punch a little at the last second.  The blow did little real damage but it sent Lorik’s opponent stumbling backwards.  Lorik immediately kicked out, catching the smaller man’s foot and tripping him.
Lorik pounced on the man, landing with his left side pinning his opponent’s chest.  With his left arm Lorik pinned his opponent’s right arm, and with his right leg Lorik pinned the man’s left arm.  Then Lorik brought his right elbow down to smash the smaller man’s face, but instead of driving his elbow down to do the most damage, Lorik hit his defenseless opponent with his forearm and pressed his weight onto the man’s head.
“Good to see you again, Stone,” Lorik whispered.
Stone squirmed, but didn’t speak.
“How’s Vera?  I didn’t expect to find you here,” Lorik said.  “I thought the two of you would be settled down on a nice farm somewhere, or perhaps running an inn.”
Stone kicked his legs and heaved Lorik over his head.  The big man had known such a move was coming and immediately rolled to his feet.  Stone was fast, even in the sand of the Pit.  He was on his feet just a fraction of second faster than Lorik, and he drove his fist into the bigger man’s kidney.  Then he followed up with an overhanded blow that took Lorik in the chest and knocked him onto his back.  
Lorik grunted from the impact as his back hit the sand, but even though he was gasping for breath, he immediately rolled away from his attacker. Stone drove a foot down just behind Lorik’s head, and the big teamster knew that his opponent was toying with him.  He had seen Stone cut down almost an entire crew of pirates on the street in Hassell Point.  The smaller man was a natural fighter, whose size was simply no indication of what he was really capable of doing.
Lorik was trying to get back onto his feet when Stone kicked him in the side.  The blow could have broken several ribs, but it landed across his lower stomach and with less force than Lorik expected.  It still drove the remaining wind from the teamster’s lungs.  Then a brown leather boot was swinging for his face.  Lorik raised his arm and blocked the kick, although the impact jarred his arm and shoulder.
Stone hopped backward, favoring his foot as Lorik climbed back to his feet.  He lumbered forward; his desire to inflict pain was gone.  He felt tears stinging his eyes, and he didn’t know if he was happy to see his friend or angry that Stone was here fighting for money when he had promised to give Vera a new life.
He feinted to his left, then struck quickly to his right, but Stone ducked under the heavy punch and delivered a strike of his own, a lightning-fast uppercut into Lorik’s stomach.  Stone circled and continued punching, driving his fists into Lorik’s back and then his other side, each blow leaching away a little more of Lorik’s strength.
Lorik lunged toward Stone, grabbing one leg as the smaller man hammered down on Lorik’s head with the side of his fist.  Lorik heaved upward, but Stone kept his balance, hopping on one foot to avoid being brought down.  Lorik released the leg and jumped forward, hoping to butt his head into Stone’s chin, but the smaller man was too fast, spinning to avoid being hit and at the same time leaping onto Lorik’s back.
Lorik fell to the ground, the weight of Stone on his back driving the air out of his lungs.  He gasped, sucking sand into his mouth and down his windpipe.  He arched his neck, craning it backward to keep his face out of the dirt and at the same time giving Stone the opportunity to wrap an arm around the bigger man’s throat.  Lorik felt his wind cut off, and he rolled to his side.  He reached up to try and pull the arms away from his neck, but he couldn’t get hold of Stone’s arms or hands.
“Just let me win,” Stone whispered.  “We need the money.”
The thought of giving up was appealing to Lorik.  He had no real desire to hurt his friend, and he was tired.  He wanted to give up, to close his eyes and slip away into darkness, but giving up wasn’t in his nature.
He lifted himself to his hands and knees, with Stone still clinging tightly to the choke hold and with his legs wrapped around Lorik’s waist.  It took nearly all of Lorik’s strength to stand up.  His body was screaming for air and his vision was beginning to blur.  Sparks of light were dancing before his eyes and he could hear his heart pounding as the blood rushed through his body.
Then Lorik jumped.  It wasn’t a great leap—just a small hop—but with Stone’s added weight on his back it wasn’t difficult to fall backwards.  He raised his legs and let all his weight land on the smaller man.  Lorik felt the air from Stone’s lungs rush out, and the grip on his neck loosened.  Lorik and Stone both gasped at the same time, but Stone still had all of Lorik’s weight on his body.
Lorik pulled Stone’s arm off his neck and rolled away from his younger opponent.  The crowd was in a frenzy as Lorik staggered to his feet.  He could see the sailors and merchants cheering madly, but he didn’t hear them.  At first Stone didn’t move, he just lay gasping on the sand, but then he, too, rolled to his knees and then staggered to his feet.
Neither man wanted to finish the fight, but there was no alternative.  Stone moved forward slowly and then punched Lorik with a hard right hook.  The impact snapped the teamster’s head to the side but didn’t even stagger Lorik.  The left hook that followed did even less damage.  Then Stone punched straight at Lorik’s nose, but the bigger man caught the punch in midair, stopping it inches from his face.
He saw the look of despair on Stone’s face.  Lorik knew if they had been fighting with weapons the struggle would have had a different outcome.  He shoved his friend backward, then took several steps forward and swung a massive uppercut at Stone’s midsection.  He let his weight and strength and momentum give power to the blow, but he kept the shot low, not wanting to break ribs or do permanent damage.  Pain disfigured Stone’s features as the smaller man fell backward into the sand.
Normally Lorik would have fallen on top of his opponent and pummeled the unfortunate soul until Selber and Jons pulled him off.  This time he just just kicked sand onto Stone, who was squirming on the ground in an attempt to fill his collapsed lungs with air.  Lorik looked over at the fight promoter, who was nothing more than a con artist making a profit off the sweat and blood of other men.  He spat in the man’s direction, receiving a withering glare of hatred in reply.
Jons and Selber hurried to Lorik’s side.
“Time to get you back on board the ship, eh?” Jons asked.
“No,” Selber complained.  “Let the man have a drink or two first.  He’s earned as much.”
“I’ll bring him an entire keg of ale if that’s what he wants,” Jons said.  “Let’s just get you back on board in one piece.”
“No,” Lorik said.  “I have a friend to find.”


Chapter 2
Vera sat in the common room of the smallest inn in town.  The harbor town had more than its share of taverns and inns, most doing a steady business with the sailors who stopped in the harbor.  The Sailor’s Graveyard kept the larger merchant ships away, so most of the visitors were small-time pirates, adventurers, treasure hunters, or fishermen, but they all needed food, shelter, and more often than not the comfort of a woman’s arms.  Vera was glad that she no longer catered to those needs.
She and Stone had been forced to stop their search for a new life when news reached them that the king had ordered all his troops south, including those normally tasked with keeping the peace and guarding the Wilderlands from the Norsik.  Stone’s gold had secured them a room in the small inn, but it was risky to spend gold when lawless men felt freed from the worry of dealing with soldiers or justice of any kind.  Stone preferred to earn silver instead.  Vera didn’t like to see him fight, and neither of them enjoyed making money from sailors’ lost wages, but she saw the benefits: not only did it provide them with funds, but Stone’s reputation in the small town gave her an added bit of security.  People knew that Vera was Stone’s woman, and as such, they gave her respect.
Lorik’s lip was bleeding and his muscles felt weak.  His head was soaked with sweat and his knuckles were skinned and bloody.  The inn was dim but not crowded.  It took a moment for the big man’s eyes to adjust, but Vera recognized him instantly.  Her heart leapt into her throat and she froze in panic and fear.  Lorik was her oldest and dearest friend, but he looked in that moment like a vicious animal, the type of ruthless killer she remembered from her days in Hassell Point, where pirates and outlaws congregated.
Once his eyes adjusted to the gloom of the inn, he moved toward her, his feet dragging across the rough-hewn planks of the floor.  The common room had grown silent, and the only sounds were Lorik’s ragged breathing and his heavy boots shuffling across the floor.
“Oy!  We need ale over here!” said an older man with skinny legs and a protruding belly.
“Give me a few minutes alone,” Lorik said.
Vera was surprised to see two sailors with Lorik.  She didn’t recognize either man, but they both seemed protective of Lorik.
He walked toward Vera, then slumped onto the bench across the long table from her.  She could see the bruises forming on his face.  The flesh around one eye was puffy, and his clothes were ripped in several places.
“I see you found the Pit,” she said in a disapproving tone.
“I did, then I found you.”
“How did you know where to find to me?” she asked.
“It wasn’t hard.”
“Is Liam alive?” she asked, trying her best to keep the fear she felt for Stone out of her voice, but failing.
“Yes.”
“You fought him?”
“Yes.”
“Is he hurt?”
“No more than me.”
“But you beat him, didn’t you?”
“Barely,” Lorik said.  “I got lucky this time.  He didn’t want to hurt me.”
“But you had no qualms about hurting him?” Vera demanded.  “Why are you here, Lorik?”
“I’m sailing north to fight the Norsik.”
“Why?”
“It needs done,” Lorik said.
“I’ve never understood you,” she said.  “Even in Hassell Point, you could have had a wife, children, a good life, but you were never satisfied, were you?  What is it you’re chasing?”
“I don’t know,” Lorik said.  “Why are you so angry?”
“Look at you.  You look like a pirate or an outlaw.  You look like you belong with Marsdyn’s gang.”
“So you’re mad because I was fighting?  What about Stone?  He was there, too.”
“He was doing what he had to do to protect us.”
“Is that right?  I thought he had gold.  I know you had plenty of coin when you left the Marshlands.  So why does he need to fight?”
“Things have changed, in case you haven’t noticed.  We can’t go around spending gold.  We’d have every outlaw and unfortunate person waiting to stick a knife in our backs.  I don’t like Stone fighting, but it serves a purpose.”
“Purpose is in desperate need right now,” Lorik said, taking the pint of ale that was set in front of him by a nervous inn keeper.  Lorik emptied the cup in one long, thirsty draught and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Did Griff find you?” he asked.
“Yes,” she said.
“Why don’t you relax?” Lorik said.  “I thought you’d be glad to see me.”
“I am glad to see you.  I’m just not glad to see you looking the way you do.”
“Sorry about that.  I guess I could have cleaned up a bit, but I suspect that Yulver will want to sail with the tide.”
“Sail where?”
“North,” Lorik said.  “We’re going to fight the Norsik.”
“It’s a fool’s errand,” Vera said.
“No it isn’t,” Lorik said.  “You know how vicious they are.  The Norsik are slavers.  They’ll raid into Ortis for years if we don’t drive them back now.”
“It isn’t your fight.  You’ll just be killed.”
“So?  At least my death will have some meaning,” Lorik said.
“Death never has meaning, you fool.”
“Good gods, woman, what has happened to you?  You sound like a bitter old crone.”
“You aren’t the only one with broken dreams, Lorik.  You think this is how I imagined life outside the Marshlands?”
“At least you have Stone.”
“Until some drunken sailor or outlaw kills him.  Then what do you suppose I’ll do?”
“Stone can take care of himself.”
“He was doing a pretty good job of that until today,” Vera said scathingly.  “Of course now he’ll have to find another way to earn coin, and with his reputation tarnished, the ingrates here will only become more bold.  You should have let him beat you.”
“Sorry, that’s not who I am.”
“You don’t even know who you are,” she said, the words felt like scorching brands burning into Lorik’s tortured soul.  “You’re fighting because you feel like it will give meaning to your life, but you’ve already turned your back on everything that should have been important to you.”
“I’m not the one who left Hassell Point,” Lorik said angrily.  “That was your plan, remember?”
“I do, but I also remember asking you to come with us.”
“You didn’t need me tagging along.”
“I didn’t?  I didn’t need my best friend?  Liam didn’t need a partner?  It was your pride that kept you away, and now it’s your pride leading you to fight someone else’s war.”
Lorik was speechless.  He had never considered that Vera might have needed him, or even Stone for that matter.  He’d always assumed that his presence would be a burden.  Guilt rose up inside of Lorik like bile, bitter and nauseating.
“I don’t care what else you do,” Vera continued.  “But don’t drag Liam north.  Don’t even offer the possibility to him.  He’s desperate to find a place to belong, but I don’t intend to see him killed.  I love him, Lorik.  Do you understand that?  Don’t take him away from me.”
“I’m not,” Lorik said.  “I just... well, I don’t even know why I came here.  I wanted to see you again, that’s all.  I wanted to make sure you’re all right.”
Vera frowned.  She was pretty in her own way, but not beautiful.  Her normally jovial expression was marred now by worry and fear.  She looked at Lorik with piercing eyes.
“Another drink?” the inn keeper asked timidly, setting down another pint of ale.
Lorik nodded but didn’t speak.  His mind was spinning.  Vera seemed different, and she was not happy to see him.  The pain of her rebuke hurt the big teamster more than anything in the Pit.  He had been lost when she left the Marshlands with Stone.  He’d felt abandoned, although he knew he had no right to feel that way.  Vera wasn’t his woman, just a friend.  Still, it seemed that all the joy in his life had fled right along with her.
“I’m sorry,” he managed to say.
“I know,” Vera said.  “I am, too.”
“I’ll leave,” he said.
He stood up and drank some more of the ale.  Then he set the wooden cup down and looked at Vera one last time.
“Good luck,” he said.
Then he turned and started walking toward the door.
“We leaving already?” Selber said in surprise.
“It’s time we got back to the ship,” Jons said.
“You sound like an old woman,” Selber said.  “Would you quit worrying and loosen up a little?  We’ve got plenty of time.  Let’s find you a more lively establishment, eh, Lorik?”
Lorik didn’t answer.  He walked to the door and was about to step outside when Stone entered.  The two men looked at each other for a long moment.  Then Lorik stepped back so that Stone could pass.  Lorik could see that Stone was moving gingerly.
“You hurt?” he asked.
“Not permanently,” Stone replied.  “Where are you going?”
“North,” Lorik said, starting to step around his friend.
“Wait, do you have to leave right now?  Let’s have a drink.  I don’t know about you but I’m starving.”
“Another time, perhaps,” Lorik said.
Stone was surprised, but he didn’t try to stop Lorik from leaving.  He stood aside and watched as Lorik left with Selber and Jons.  Then Stone turned to Vera and saw tears streaking down her face.


Chapter 3
Everything had changed, Lorik thought.  He had always heard that you can’t go back to the way things were, and he was finding it to be true.  His heart ached as he thought of Vera, her words echoing in his mind as he walked.  He could feel his muscles starting to stiffen, but he welcomed the physical pain.  He felt like he deserved it.  He had honestly thought that he would be a burden to Vera and Stone when they left the Marshlands.  They were newly in love and he didn’t want to crowd their relationship, but he had never thought about how his decision might affect them.
His lack of direction in life had become clear to him when Vera decided to leave Hassell Point, but, despite the time that had passed since she left, he still had found no real sense of purpose.  He had joined the crew sailing north simply to have something to do, for a change of scenery.  Hassell Point and even his own house seemed dead to him.  He still had friends in the Marshlands, but the place seemed stagnant and lifeless to Lorik.  It was as if he had stepped into the past and his life was moving on without him.  So he had taken the first chance he got to leave the Point.  Fighting for his countrymen seemed like a good idea, even noble, but he couldn’t shake the fact that he was rushing into someone else’s fight rather than doing what it took to discover his own purpose in life.
Vera was worried; that much was clear.  But what exactly she was worried about he didn’t know.  It could be that she was unhappy with life outside the Marshlands.  Hassell Point was a pirate’s haven and home to outlaws, but it was also a small community where she knew the locals almost like family.  With the king’s soldiers marching south, Ortis was quickly becoming a cold and unfriendly place.  The people Lorik had met were bracing for hard times and trust was rare.  Everyone he saw carried weapons, and the small fishing villages they had passed as they sailed north were either locked up or abandoned.
Still, Lorik doubted that the current state of events in Ortis was really bothering Vera.  She had dealt with hardship in her life before.  Her parents had died when she was just a teenager.  She had come to love Lorik’s parents dearly, but they had passed away, too.  Through it all he had never seen her lose her jovial disposition or her indomitable spirit.  Now she seemed defeated, almost like she was on the verge of desperation.  He wondered if Vera’s greatest concern was that Stone would want to follow Lorik.  That made sense to the big teamster.  Stone was a highly trained fighter.  Lorik had seen Stone in action, taking on groups of pirates and raiders single-handedly.  In fact, when Stone had wanted to partner with Lorik and learn to move cargo through the Marshlands, Lorik had trouble believing Stone was being honest with him.
The thing Lorik didn’t understand was why Vera worried that Stone would want to go north in the first place.  It made sense that Stone would want to go, but he wouldn’t leave Vera behind.  Stone might be killed fighting the Norsik, but as she herself had said, it wasn’t safe anywhere in Ortis at the moment.  There had to be more to the fact that Stone might want to go north than Vera was letting on, but he had no way of discovering what it might be.  His only choice was to honor her wishes.
“I know a little place,” Selber was saying to Lorik, although the big man hadn’t been listening very closely.  “The wenches are clean and friendly.  The ale is good, too.  We’ve still got half a day before Yulver will want to weigh anchor.  We should avail ourselves of our good fortune,” he added, holding up a fat purse.
“You were betting on the fights?” Lorik asked.
“Of course, my friend.  I had no doubts in your abilities.”
“Did you bet against Stone?  He almost beat me.  In fact, he would have, if he hadn’t been trying not to hurt me.”
“I was never worried,” Selber said.
“You never worry about anything,” Jons said.  “We should go back to the ship.”
“I don’t want smoked fish or stale bread,” Selber said.  “We should at least eat something decent before going back.”
“Food sounds good,” Lorik said.  “Then I’m going back to the ship.  If you want to stay and frolic with the young maidens hereabouts, I won’t stop you.”
Selber smiled, but Jons frowned.  Jons was a sober young man, a capable seaman, but cautious.  He didn’t share Selber’s need for a good time, not when his captain had given him a task.  He would stay with Lorik no matter what the teamster decided to do.  Selber, on the other hand, had been waiting for an excuse to break free from the brooding teamster.
“All right, I’ll meet you both back on board in a few hours,” Selber said.
“Captain’s orders were to stay with Lorik,” Jons argued.
“Don’t worry.  Let him go,” Lorik said.  “I’m not looking for trouble.”
“But trouble’s found you, mate,” came a familiar voice from behind them.
Lorik turned quickly, wishing he had his battle axe with him now.  Six men stood behind him, along with the fight promoter from the Pit, four of them easily as large as Lorik.  Jons and Selber were capable fighters in their own right, each with small knives on their belts, but the men with the fight promoter were all armed with Hax knives or short swords.
“What the hell do you want?” Lorik said.
There were people gathering around them on the street, and they quickly cleared a space, most staying to watch what would happen.  Lorik felt his anger rising again and had to struggle to keep his temper in check.
“I want the money you cost me,” the promoter said.
“It was a fair fight,” Lorik snapped.  “You’ve no right to demand anything from us.”
“On the contrary, you knew my man and somehow convinced him to throw the fight.”
“Believe whatever you want, but Stone didn’t throw the fight.  He’s a good man.”
“He’s a dead man, just as soon as I finish with you.”
“You’re going to murder us in the street, eh?” Lorik asked.
“Who’s to stop me?” the promoter said.  “Not the three of you, I don’t think.  I’ve seen you fight, but you’re unarmed and outnumbered.  Give me the gold you won today and I’ll let you live.”
“Here,” said Selber, throwing the fat purse of coins into the street between them.  “Now crawl back under the rock you came from.”
“I said I’d let you live,” the promoter said.  “I never said I’d simply let you go.  Show them what I mean,” he said to the men around him.
The six men moved forward, brandishing their weapons.  Lorik’s hand clenched into fists and he had to force himself to relax.  He knew fighting without a weapon required him to be fast and agile.  The fact that he felt weak and tired didn’t give him much confidence, but he wasn’t about to let the slimy con artist’s thugs hurt Stone or Vera.  Even if he died fighting, he would make sure that none of the six men survived.
“Jons, Selber, this isn’t your fight,” Lorik said.
“The hell it ain’t,” Selber said.
“I’ve got orders,” Jons said, his voice low and menacing.  “I aim to see them through.”
“All right, let’s do it.”
The men rushed forward, raising their weapons.  They clearly expected Lorik and his companions to run away.  Instead they closed with their attackers.  Selber was the first to strike.  He threw his small knife, which he used on a daily basis on board the ship, straight at one attacker.  The knife buried itself in the man’s chest, and he dropped dead into the dusty street.
Jons crossed his arms above his head to stop the overhanded strike from his nearest opponent, at the same time driving his knee into the man’s groin.  Then he spun toward the next man, slashing with his small knife and cutting the attacker across the ribs before the man could connect with the short sword he was wielding.  The man jumped back and nearly dropped his weapon as he doubled over in pain.
The three men approaching Lorik moved more slowly.  They knew he didn’t have a weapon, but they had seen his skill in the Pit.  They all held their Hax knives, thick-bladed heavy knives used as tools by seamen, low and in front of them.  Lorik feinted, first one direction and then another, before rushing back toward the side of the street.  The attacker closest to Lorik lashed out with his Hax knife but didn’t connect.  Lorik grabbed the man’s arm and flung him into the second attacker, and they both tripped and fell.  The third man rushed forward, attempting to run Lorik through.
Lorik used the palm of his hand to slap the blade to the side.  His hand hit the blade on the flat side, but his timing was just slightly off, and the tip of the blade ripped a hole in Lorik’s shirt and gouged a deep scratch across his stomach that quickly welled with blood.  Lorik hardly noticed the wound.  He punched the attacker with a left hook that caught the man hard on the cheek.  The punch staggered Lorik’s opponent, but he was a big man and he didn’t go down.  Instead, the attacker raised his Hax knife, planning to stab it down into Lorik’s chest, but the teamster kicked his opponent between the legs hard enough that it lifted the man off the ground.
The attacker fell hard, but the other two men were back on their feet.  Lorik had just enough time to snatch up the Hax knife that the fallen attacker had dropped.  He used it to parry the first attacker’s thrust, but the second man slashed Lorik’s shoulder before he could sway back out of reach.  The wound wasn’t deep, but the sight of blood caused the two men to renew their attack.
The first attacker swung his big knife at Lorik’s other shoulder, but Lorik blocked the blow with his Hax knife.  Selber meanwhile jumped onto the second attacker’s back.  The spry sailor with the potbelly wrapped an arm around the assailant’s neck and used the other to hold back the attacker’s weapon while using his teeth to bite the attacker’s ear.  Selber bit hard like a wild animal, jerking his head back and then spitting the man’s ruined ear into the air along with a mouthful of blood.
Jons was busy warding off the short sword of the assailant he had already wounded.  Lorik closed with his attacker, using the blade guard of his knife to push the other man’s weapon away.  Then Lorik’s free hand grabbed the attacker’s throat.  His wounded shoulder shot flaming tongues of pain up into Lorik’s neck and down his arm, but Lorik refused to let go.  The man’s face turned red and he dropped his weapon to use both hands in an attempt to escape.  Lorik slammed the butt of the Hax knife into the side of the man’s head.  The attacker collapsed.
Two men were on the ground, moaning in pain and holding their groins.  One was dead in the street with Selber’s knife protruding from his chest.  Another was senseless, and a fifth had fled with only half an ear.  Only Jons’s opponent was still in the fight, although the man was wounded and glancing nervously at the sailor in front of him and his companions on the ground around him.
“Finish him,” Lorik bellowed, as he turned to find the fight promoter, but the con artist had slipped away once he saw his thugs weren’t up to the task of defeating Lorik and his companions.
Lorik ran up the street, leaving the sailors behind.  He had only one thought: he had to get back to the inn and warn Stone.  Vera may not have wanted to join Lorik’s crusade, but they couldn’t stay in the village, not now that Lorik knew the fight promoter wanted Stone dead.


Chapter 4
Lorik burst through the door.  The common room fell silent as surprised faces looked up at him.
“Get your knives,” he said.
“What are you talking about?” Vera said angrily.
“The fight promoter is planning to kill Stone,” Lorik said, while watching the street from the doorway to the inn.  “He just tried to kill me.”
“That’s blood on your shoulder and stomach, isn’t it?” Vera demanded.
“I expected as much,” Stone added.  He was still seated, trying to wolf down his meal.  “Vera, gather our things.  I told you to let me win the fight, Lorik.  You’re as stubborn as a mule sometimes.”
“Losing isn’t in my nature,” Lorik said.
“No, but getting your friends into trouble seems to be.”
“Oh, quit your squawking and let’s go.”
“We aren’t leaving,” Vera said.  “I told you not to do this, Lorik.”
“I’m not doing anything but trying to save your lives,” he argued.
“We can’t stay here,” Stone said.  “Tobiah is not the kind of man to take losing money lightly.  And he has a lot of supporters just now.  They’ll all have lost money when Lorik beat me today.  The bastard won’t have trouble finding men to hunt us down.”
“Fine,” Vera said.  “We’ll leave town, but we don’t need to go with Lorik.  I told you he’s going north to fight the Norsik.”
“If we leave on our own it won’t be safe,” Stone argued.
“He’s right,” Lorik agreed.  “You don’t have to go with me to fight the Norsik, but you shouldn’t strike out on your own yet.  It isn’t safe.”
“How did I know you were going to do this?” Vera said, tears welling in her eyes.  “Somehow I knew you were going to drag us into something bad.”
“I’m not dragging you anywhere,” Lorik said, his voice rising.  “I’ve done all a man can do to help you.  I don’t want you to be unhappy, Vera, but I need you to be safe.”
Just then Selber and Jons appeared at the inn.  Lorik swung the door open and they both hurried inside.
“Damn,” said Jons. “I told you he was wounded.”
“It’s nothing,” Lorik said.
“See,” Selber added.  “Just a scratch is all.”
“Glad to see you two made it,” Lorik said, interrupting their bickering.  “We’ve got to get back to the ship with Vera and Stone.”
“Well, that may not be as easy as you think,” Selber said.  “I saw that snake who stole my money slithering off to find more help.  We might run into a crowd of angry outlaws.”
“If we’d just gone back to the ship after the fights were over,” Jons said, “we wouldn’t have to worry about any of this.”
“But my friends would be in danger,” Lorik said.  “Now, what’s the best way for us to slip through the village without being noticed?”
Stone joined the other men after finishing his meal.  He was still moving gingerly, favoring his right side.
“How bad is it?” Lorik asked him.
“It’s just a bruise,” Stone explained.  “It hurts, but it isn’t serious.”
“Has Vera seen to it?”
“Not yet, but she will.”
“Where are your weapons?”
“Vera will bring them down in a moment.  Why is she so mad at you, anyway?”
“I was going to ask you,” Lorik said.
“She’s been tense, but that’s not surprising.  Griff caught up with us a week or so ago, but we had already learned that the king had sent all his troops south.  The roads aren’t safe and neither are most of the towns.  We’ve been here almost two weeks now.”
“I’m sure this isn’t what she imagined when she left Hassell Point,” Lorik said, his eyes still on the street outside.  “How’d you get mixed up with this Tobiah person?”
“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Stone said.  “I just needed to blow off some steam.  We’ve been cooped up in one inn or another every since we left you.  Don’t get me wrong—Vera is great company—but I was restless.  I had thought we’d find a nice place and settle down, buy a farm or start a business, but everyone is terrified.  There are bands of outlaws roving everywhere.  No one is safe.”
“I expected as much.  I can’t imagine what has gotten into King Oveer’s head.  He’s basically left the entire kingdom to outlaws and raiders.”
“And the Norsik?”
“Aye, the slavers are having a heyday, I suppose.”
“And you’re going to fight them?”
“I’ll do whatever I can,” Lorik said.
“I hate to break up the reunion,” Jons said, “but we need to get back to the ship.”
“Vera will be down in a minute, then we’ll go,” Stone said.
“Stone, meet Jons and Selber.  They sail with Yulver.  Stone is a friend of mine.”
“Aye, you fought like friends in the Pit,” Selber said.  “I thought you were going to kill each other.”
“We had to put on a convincing show,” Lorik said.
“You couldn’t tell I was taking it easy on him?” Stone added.
“Someone could,” Jons said, his tone serious.  “That fight promoter was none too happy about the outcome.”
“His name is Tobiah,” Stone said.  “He’s as nasty as they come, but he prefers slicing throats from behind over open confrontation.”
“We beat some of his thugs, but odds are he’s off recruiting more,” Lorik said.
“Here comes Vera.  What’s the plan?” Stone asked.
“We need to get through town and to the harbor,” Lorik said.  “Any ideas?”
“I know all the best brothels,” Selber said, “but I never paid much attention to anything else.”
“I think I know which areas to avoid,” Stone said.  “I’ll go first.  Lorik, you stay close to Vera.”
Lorik looked at Vera.  Her mouth was pressed into a hard, thin line.  She had a pack slung over one shoulder and another held close to her stomach with both hands wrapped around it.  She had already given Stone his matching knives.  They were connected to a simple leather belt with rawhide strings, which he tied around his thighs.  The knives sat low on his hips and the handles had arched, brass knuckle guards.
“All right,” Stone said, “let’s get moving.”
They filed out of the inn, everyone looking for any signs of danger.  The quickest route to the harbor led straight past an inn that Tobiah and his companions were known to frequent.  Stone planned to take them as far as possible from the narrow streets that led to the harbor.  They moved quickly, letting Stone move out in front of them.  He wasn’t limping, but he was still favoring his right side.
“I guess I have you to thank for injuring Liam,” Vera said sharply to Lorik.
“I didn’t mean to,” he said sheepishly.
“If you had just let him win we wouldn’t be in this mess.”
“What is your problem?” Lorik said angrily, but keeping his voice low.  “I didn’t plan any of this.”
“You just can’t seem to keep yourself from dragging Liam into trouble,” Vera hissed.
“You aren’t making any sense, woman.”
“You just had to fight Thuryk’s raiders,” she said.  “I told you to leave Grayson alone, but you wouldn’t listen, and the next thing I know we’re all in mortal danger from Marsdyn’s gang.  Now here you are again, wounded and bleeding all over the place, not to mention dragging us away from the one place we had found a little peace.”
“I didn’t make you leave Hassell Point,” Lorik said.  “And I didn’t send the king’s soldiers south.  I’m not sure how Stone fighting every day in the Pit is a peaceful life, but I’m sorry that I ruined that for you.”
Vera didn’t respond, she was breathing heavily as they hurried along.  Lorik would have offered to carry the packs for her, but he needed his hands free in case he had to fight.  Plus, the packs, which were full of clothes, offered Vera a little protection if they had to fight their way to Yulver’s ship.
They rounded a corner and could finally see the ocean.  The small village, like many of the seaside communities, was made up of fishermen, merchants, ship builders, and the people who catered to the many sailors that passed through the harbor.  The outskirts of the village were made up mostly of small cottages and simple workshops.  The group of four men and one woman were so far unmolested as they skirted the town, but getting to their ship required that they move along the wide street, paved with thick flagstones, that separated the wooden loading docks from the town proper.  There was no cover and no way to hide their movements on the long avenue.
Stone paused once he could see the ships at anchor in the harbor.  Most were small or midsized fishing vessels.  There were a few ships like Yulver’s, smaller trade vessels that turned a profit by sailing closer to the Sailor’s Graveyard than the larger merchant ships.
“What ship are we headed for?” Stone asked.
“The Dancer, that sleek vessel with the dragon head on the prow.”
“Damn, I was hoping it would be closer,” Stone said, pulling Vera close to him.
“We can walk out and get one of the smaller boats to ferry us over,” Jons said.  “That would be safer than all of us walking out to the quay.”
Lorik thought about that suggestion.  The harbor was wide, and several long, wooden docks had been built that enabled the ships to sail right up to the platforms to load and unload cargo.  The Dancer was anchored a short distance from one of the wooden docks.  Normally, they wouldn’t need a boat to ferry them across the water.  The Dancer could easily dock next to one of the wooden platforms shortly before setting sail, but Lorik didn’t want to wait that long to get on board.  Nor did he want to stroll along the harbor road and then out onto one of the long wooden docks.  It would be too easy to be ambushed or trapped on the docks, and with Vera along, he knew Stone would never take that chance.
“I think that’s the best plan for now,” Lorik said.
“I agree,” Stone added.
“All right, Selber and I’ll go,” Jons said.  “You three wait here.”
They were hidden beside a large blacksmith’s shop.  The smithy wasn’t in use at the moment.  The large smokestack was quiet and still; there was no sound of roaring flames from the forge or the familiar ping of a hammer striking steel.
They watched as Jons and Selber walked confidently down the street.  They looked like two common sailors, and Lorik was hopeful that if the fight promoter was still looking for him, he wouldn’t recognize Jons or Selber.
“Let me look at your wounds,” Vera said quietly to Lorik.
“They’re nothing,” he said, still watching the sailors.  “Just a couple of scratches.”
“They aren’t bleeding like scratches,” Vera said.  “You’re so stubborn.”
“I’ll let you look at them all you want once we’re on board the ship,” he hissed.
“I’m just trying to help,” she countered.
“Both of you shut up,” Stone said.  “It’s like I’m babysitting infants here.”
Lorik and Vera both glowered at Stone, but he pretended not to notice.  Lorik’s stomach growled loudly, but no one spoke.  Jons and Selber were almost at the first wooden dock when suddenly a group of men came into view.  They were armed and pointing at the two sailors.
“Well, that didn’t work,” Stone said.
“Why aren’t they coming back?” Vera said.
“I don’t know,” Lorik commented.  “It looks like they’re in for it, though.”
“We’ve got to help them,” Vera said.
“No,” Lorik and Stone both said at the same time.
“Why not?” she asked.
“I’m not leaving you two,” Lorik said.
“That’s exactly what Tobiah wants us to do,” Stone explained.  “I’ll bet he’s got more men just waiting for us to come running to the rescue.  Then they’ll attack us from behind.”
“But we can’t just let Jons and Selber get killed,” Vera argued.
“We can’t help them if we’re dead,” said Lorik.
“Sometimes I can’t believe what you’re saying,” she complained.  “You’re just going to let your friends die?  Really?”
“They won’t kill them,” Lorik said.  “This Tobiah will use them to lure us to him.  Once we have you safely on the Dancer, we can find a way to save Jons and Tobiah.”
“He’s right,” Stone added.  “We need to do this our way, not theirs.”
“All right, as long as you promise me we won’t just forget about them,” Vera said.
“I thought you didn’t want us fighting,” Lorik said.  “Since when do you care so much about two sailors you hardly know?”
“It’s not about how well I know them,” Vera argued, her face flushing with anger.  “It’s about doing the right thing.  I would have thought you’d know that by now.”
“You’re a walking contradiction,” Lorik said in a low voice.  “I’m sailing north to help people and you’re accusing me of not knowing what is right and wrong.”
“Oh, don’t get sanctimonious,” Vera said.  “You aren’t going north to save anyone.  You just want to fight, that’s all.  Look at you, filthy, dirty, bleeding; how many men have you beaten bloody today alone?”
“Counting Stone?” Lorik said sarcastically.
“Hey, I let you win,” the young man said.
“I always thought you were a better man than this,” Vera said, ignoring both of their comments.  “I don’t know what’s happened to you, Lorik, but you’re not the man I knew.  Your parents would be ashamed of you.”
“Hey, whether we like it or not we have a fight on our hands,” Stone said.  “We can cast blame once we’re all safe, but there’s no sense fighting with each other.”
Lorik was angry.  He wanted to snarl back a reply to Vera that would hurt her as much as her comment had wounded him.  Lorik’s parents had ways been supportive of him, and their death had been a difficult blow for both Lorik and Vera.  They had leaned on one another heavily as they mourned, but now it seemed Vera was using his love for his parents to hurt him.  He held his breath, waiting for the urge to argue to pass.
“We need to find out where they’ll take your friends,” Stone said.  “Then we can figure out what we’re going to do.”
“What about Vera?” Lorik said, refusing to look at her.
“We need to find a safe place for her, just like you said.”
“And I need a weapon.  My axe is on the boat.”
“It might not be the best choice,” Stone said.  “If we have to fight in close quarters, your axe won’t be much use.”
“I’d still feel better having it with me,” Lorik said.
Vera stifled a mocking laugh.  Stone shot her a warning look, but Lorik ignored her.  Lorik was used to Vera’s quick wit, and while he didn’t necessarily like that they were fighting, he was happy to be trading barbs with her again.
“How long do you figure before they stop watching the harbor?” Stone asked.
“I doubt they’ll stop,” Lorik said.  “They’ve got us by the short hairs, but they don’t know us well enough to predict whether we’ll come for our friends or just run and cut our losses.”
“Outlaws rarely consider a viewpoint other than their own,” Stone agreed.
“And we can use that to our advantage.”


Chapter 5
Getting back to Yulver’s ship wasn’t easy.  They waited until dark and then hired a drunken sailor to pick them up in a skiff as far from the harbor as possible.  Neither Lorik nor Stone even considered leaving Jons or Selber; it simply wasn’t in their nature.  Once they had Vera safely on board the Dancer, they prepared themselves for battle.
“I suppose you now want half my crew to help you get Jons and Selber back,” Yulver grumbled.
“No,” Lorik said.  “I want you to stay here with your entire crew, ready to sail at a moment’s notice.  I’ll get your sailors back.”
“You’ve been nothing but a pain in my backside since you came on board, you know that?”
“It was your idea,” Lorik said.
“Not one of my best.  I never knew you to be so nasty.”
“I guess spending time with you doesn’t agree with me.”
“Ha,” Yulver said, not really laughing.  “Getting a knife in your back won’t agree with you, either.”
“He’s right, you know,” Vera said.  “You should at least let me see to your wounds before you go.”
“I’m fine,” Lorik said, ignoring the pain in his shoulder and ribs from the cuts he’d endured.  “You can patch me up when we’re underway.”
“Suit yourself,” Vera said, feigning indifference, but Lorik could see the concern in her eyes.
“You ready?” he asked Stone.
“Always,” said the younger man.
They took a skiff back across the short distance from where the Dancer lay at anchor to the long, wooden dock.  The harbor seemed deserted.  There were torches burning in sconces on several of the buildings, but the light didn’t reach to the end of the dock.  They walked quickly, their eyes roving around, looking for signs of danger, but there were none.
“Any chance your pal doesn’t already know we’re coming?” Lorik asked.
“None,” Stone said.  “Tobiah isn’t a fighter, but he isn’t a fool, either.  He’s crafty; I can’t imagine that he won’t be ready and waiting.”
“Well, let’s get it over with.”
Lorik stretched his shoulders as they walked.  He carried a large, double-bladed,battle axe.  The weapon was as long as Lorik’s leg, and he could wield it with both hands to terrible effect.  Just the sight of the big weapon was intimidating to most, but rumors of Lorik’s use of the axe against Thuryk and his raiders had given the weapon an impressive reputation.  In the Pit, Lorik had been just a big man, but with the axe, he was almost legendary.
They walked along a street worn smooth by countless feet.  There was light pouring from the windows of nearby inns and taverns, but most of the normally rowdy establishments were quiet.  News of the impending fight had spread through the town.  Everyone knew that Tobiah and a group of outlaws were holding two sailors hostage.  People were anxious to see if Lorik and Stone would fight together to save their friends.  Townsfolk watched from open windows and doorways as the two men made their way down the street.
A large inn called the Sailor’s Rest was the only place in town that seemed deserted.  There were lights burning inside, like all the other buildings Lorik and Stone had passed, but there were no curious faces peering out to see the two men approach.
“Why do I feel like we’ve done this before?” Stone asked.
“Because we have,” Lorik said.  “More than once.  It’s becoming a bad habit.”
“True, but it’s more fun than twirling my thumbs.”
“I would have thought spending your nights with Vera was more enjoyable than that.”
“Oh, they are, but I miss this kind of fun, too.”
“Should we knock on the door?” Lorik asked.
“Nah, they’re expecting us,” Stone replied.  Then he shouted toward the inn, “Tobiah!  Let the sailors go.  You wanted me.  Well, here I am!”
A man opened the door of the inn.  The fight promoter wasn’t big, but he didn’t look weak or sickly either.  Nor did he seem worried by Stone’s or Lorik’s appearance.
“I had a feeling you’d come,” said Tobiah, his voice sounding like a carnival barker again.  “I had you pegged for a softie when you threw that fight earlier today.”
“I won’t throw this one,” Stone promised.
“Oh, I’m sure you won’t, but then again, I do have a bit of leverage, don’t I?”
Just then the shutters on two of the upper-floor windows were flung open.  Selber and Jons were hung out of the windows, upside down.  Lorik’s hands gripped his axe so tightly his knuckles turned white.  Both men had been beaten, their faces bruised and swollen.  Neither struggled as they hung upside down.
“Are they alive?” Lorik said in a low voice.
“Oh yes,” said Tobiah.  “We’ve had some fun, but they’re still breathing.  I can’t promise for how long.  You see, they killed one of my friends.  I don’t take that lightly, just as I don’t take   it lightly when someone makes a fool of me.”
“I didn’t lose the fight on purpose,” Stone said.
“But you didn’t win it, and that was our agreement.  Now, I want what’s coming to me, but I’m a reasonable man.  I’ll let your big friend go free as along as he agrees to take his companions and sail far, far away.  You, on the other hand, Stone, are not so lucky.  But at least you’ll die knowing that your friends are safe.”
“The only people dying tonight are you and anyone who helps you,” Lorik said in a loud voice.  “Let our friends go and leave the inn now, or I’ll kill each and every one of you.”
“Tsk, tsk, that’s a bold statement for a sailor and a washed-up fighter,” Tobiah said.
“I’m not a sailor,” Lorik said.
“And I’m not washed up,” Stone agreed.
There was a tense moment of silence, then Tobiah shouted.
“Now!”
Men poured from the darkened alleys beside the inn brandishing a variety of weapons, running toward Lorik and Stone.  Lorik took a step away from his friend so that he would have room to wield his big axe.  Stone drew both of his knives, the blades pointing down toward the ground.
Lorik began to spin his axe in a figure eight.  The big axehead whistled through the air, making a strange sound, almost like death itself was cooing in delight.  The attackers hesitated and the light from the surrounding buildings flickered and flashed, as shadows from the spinning axe moved back and forth.  Lorik’s face was a mask of rage, and he seemed more like a demon spirit or vengeful demigod than a man.
Stone’s attackers didn’t hesitate, foolishly rushing forward and expecting to overwhelm him quickly.  But Stone was so fast and deadly with his knives that half of the men fell screaming from grievous wounds before anyone knew what was happening.  Stone ducked under the first man’s sword.  The attacker had slashed it toward Stone’s face, but like a shadow the young warrior disappeared, and his own knife ripped open the outlaw’s stomach.  Blood and entrails spilled out.
Stone used the momentum from his first strike to carry him into the second.  He buried his knife into the thigh of the next man and almost at the same time he hamstringed another with the knife in his left hand.  He was a whirlwind of motion, never stopping.  The attackers tried to spread out but they were too slow.  He blocked a sword strike with one knife while kicking the legs out from under another man, then bashed the first man in the side of the head with his brass knuckle guard.
Five men were on the ground around Stone before Lorik struck his first blow.  His attackers had spread out, hoping to dart in when an opening presented itself.  Lorik let his guard down on purpose and saw a man who had circled around almost behind him moving in.  He slid his hands up the shaft of the axe handle and drove the butt of the weapon backward into the man’s face.  Teeth and blood arced in the orange light from the torches and windows.  Then Lorik closed with another attacker, catching the man’s club on his axe head and then swinging the long handle of his weapon up and into the man’s groin.  The man cried out, dropped his club, and fell in a heap on the ground.
Two more men rushed forward, but Lorik dropped to one knee and swung his axe like a lumberjack.  The big blade severed one of his attacker’s legs and hacked halfway into another.  The second attacker kicked at Lorik, but he used the axe handle to block it.  The man jumped backwards, howling and holding his bruised shin.  Lorik then leaped back to his feet, thrusting his axe forward and catching another attacker in the stomach with the thick, curving blade.  The man’s wounds were minor, but the heavy weapon knocked the breath from his lungs and drove the attacker backwards.
Stone’s attackers—what was left of them—had spread out, hoping to gain some distance and use their weapons to fend Stone off, but the young warrior refused to let them off so easily.  He darted toward one, then pulled back and slammed his knife into a man who had thought to take him from Stone’s blind side.  The knife was buried up to the hilt and the bloody blade protruded out of the unfortunate man’s back.  As Stone wrenched his weapon free, the man rattled out one last breath and then fell dead at his feet.  Stone didn’t take the time to admire his handiwork but spun unexpectedly toward another attacker, who simply froze as Stone’s blade slashed his throat to ribbons.
Lorik’s next attacker waited a moment too long to strike, and instead of killing the big teamster, he died with his sword still held at the ready, his head flying toward another of the attackers, who caught it on instinct and then raced away, screaming, into the night.  Lorik never saw the man who raked his back with a short sword.  The man had dashed toward Lorik, swinging his sword which was barely within reach of the big man.  The tip of the blade cut through Lorik’s leather vest and traced a bloody line down from his right shoulder to his left hip.  Lorik felt the fire from the cut, but knew it wasn’t mortal.  He spun around but didn’t stop to retaliate against the man who had wounded him.  Instead he continued his spin, extending his axe and letting the weight of the big weapon pull him around.  The blade severed one man’s arm before smashing through a poorly made sword of another and then lodging in the man’s shoulder.
Lorik let go of his big weapon.  He drew the small hatchet he carried on his belt and threw it at the man who had cut his back.  The man was still in the process of backing away from Lorik as the teamster continued his spin.  The hatchet flew end over end and then stuck fast in the attacker’s chest, splitting his sternum and knocking the man onto his back.
Two of Lorik’s remaining three attackers fled, but one thought to finish the unarmed teamster, rushing forward with a thick cudgel raised over his head.  Lorik caught the man’s wrist and used the attacker’s own momentum to flip the man over Lorik’s shoulder and onto the ground.  Lorik quickly wrested the weapon away from the attacker and then smashed it down on the man’s face.  Bone shattered under the blow, and although the attacker was still alive, he was knocked senseless.
Stone’s own attackers had turned and run back down the street at almost the same instant that Lorik looked up from bashing his final foe in the face.  Tobiah looked distraught.  He shouted as he rushed into the inn and slammed the door closed.
The men on the second floor dropped Jons and Selbert to the street.  Both men were barely conscious.  Jons managed to twist his body and land on his shoulder.  His arm broke from the fall but he was alive.  Selber wasn’t so lucky.  The older sailor had been beaten severely and fell straight down, smashing his head onto the cobblestones with his full weight.  He died instantly.
Lorik and Stone rushed forward to help the sailors.  Lorik helped Jons onto his back, speaking softly to his injured friend.  Stone, realizing there was nothing more to be done for Selber, straightened the sailor’s body.
“Stone?” Lorik called out.
“He didn’t make it,” Stone said sadly.
“Don’t worry,” Lorik said softly to Jons.  “I’ll be right back to get you to the ship.  I’ve just got to pay the butcher’s bill first.”
Then he stood up, retrieved his axe, and, with a running start, smashed his way into the Sailor’s Haven Inn.


Chapter 6
The door was old and although a small locking bar had been placed across the door, it too was old and made of wood.  When Lorik threw his weight against the door, it shattered, sending shards of wood flying into the common room.  The room itself was large, with a low ceiling and long bench tables.  It was also completely deserted.  Lorik started to rush back into the kitchens but Stone grabbed his arm.
“Wait,” he said.  “It could be a trap.”
“Or they could be getting away,” Lorik snapped.
“I know you’re angry, but getting yourself killed won’t help anyone.”
“We’ve got to find that bastard,” Lorik said.  “I won’t let him get away with this.”
“Fine, then I’ll stay here and you go around to the back.”
Lorik could sense the wisdom in his friend’s plan, although he was still afraid that Tobiah was slinking away into some dark hole where they would never find him.  He dashed back outside and snatched up one of the torches from beside the inn’s main door.  He moved cautiously through the alley.  It seemed deserted as well, but it was too dark to be certain.  His shoulder was aching where he had slammed it into the door.  It was the same shoulder that had been cut earlier in the day.  He could feel blood oozing down his arm.  His back seemed to be on fire and sweat mingled with blood, making his shirt cling to his skin.
He held the torch high when he finally got to the back of the inn.  The space opened up behind the building.  Beyond were other buildings, each with doors that led who knew where.  It was the perfect setup for outlaws who might have to flee for their lives at any moment.  They could escape out the back and move from building to building without ever being seen.
Lorik approached the rear entrance of the inn and opened the wooden door.  There was no one in the long hallway, but several doors led off the narrow space.
“Stone?” Lorik shouted.  “Any signs?”
“Nothing,” Stone shouted back.  “I didn’t hear anything either.  It’s hard to believe that those goons upstairs had time to get out.”
“If they aren’t inside, we’ll never find them,” Lorik said in disgust.  “There’s simply no telling where they went from here.  Stay where you are until I find you.”
Lorik walked slowly down the hallway.  He opened the first door he came to, but it was simply a pantry, little more than a closet with shelves filled with spices and herbs.  The next door contained several boxes that were filled with bottles of wine.  The boxes were all open and there was no place for anyone to hide.  The third room was where the innkeeper washed bedsheets.  There were tubs of water and a strong smell of soap.  Finally, Lorik came to the kitchen.  He found the innkeeper there, a dirty-looking man with only a few greasy strands of hair covering his bald pate.  
The innkeeper had two younger women with him.  Both were dressed like wenches and neither was pretty.  The innkeeper held the women in front of him and looked nervously about as Lorik stepped into the darkened room.  There was a strong smell of food, but it wasn’t appetizing.  
“Get that torch out of here,” said the innkeeper.  “You’ll burn the whole place down.”
“Best way to get rid of the vermin,” Lorik said angrily.  “This your inn?”
“It is,” the man said, his fingers digging into the pale flesh of the two girls.
“You cater to outlaws, do you?” Lorik said menacingly.
“I serve whoever comes to my inn that has the coin to pay for it.  What people do to earn that coin is not my concern.”
“Let the wenches go,” Lorik said.
“They’re mine,” the innkeeper said, pulling the girls closer to him.
“What kind of man hides behind women?” Lorik said.  “You’re a coward, innkeeper.  Let the girls go and tell me where that slimy piece of filth Tobiah is hiding.”
“Not here,” said the bald innkeeper.  “There’s no one here but us.”
“Is that a fact?” Lorik said, suddenly suspicious.  “Let the girls go.”
“No,” whined the innkeeper.
“I said, release them!” shouted Lorik.
The innkeeper cringed and let the girls go, but they stayed near their disgusting master.  Lorik saw a puddle of dark liquid spreading across the floor.
“Now look what you’ve done,” Lorik said.  “You’ve pissed yourself, old man.  Girls, move away from him.”
They obeyed, sidling away from the innkeeper but coming no closer to Lorik.
“Tell me where Tobiah is,” Lorik said in a low, angry tone.
“I don’t know,” said the innkeeper.
“If you can’t help me, I’ve no use for you,” Lorik said, raising his axe.
“No!” cried the craven innkeeper.  “Please don’t kill me.  I’ll do anything you want.”
“Show me where Tobiah is hiding.”
“I can’t,” said the innkeeper, but he was pointing down.  “I don’t know where they are.”
Lorik didn’t hesitate, but swung his battle axe down.  He was still holding the torch in his left hand, but the weight of the massive axe head and the strength of his right arm was enough to smash a hole in the floor.  Lorik heard cursing in the darkness below, and he dropped the torch down into the dark room below him.
“No!” shouted the innkeeper.
The burning brand fell and bounced, casting sparks into the air and illuminating the men inside.  There were six men in all, looking up with expressions of anger and fear.
“Stone!” Lorik shouted.  “We’ve got rats in the cellar.”
“Move!” shouted an angry voice from below that was unmistakable.  The fight promoter’s voice was unforgettable.
Lorik tried to see what was happening but the hole was too small.  He used both hands on his axe for the second blow, hammering down through the ancient wooden planks.  Smoke was starting to rise up through the hole.  He heard footsteps and cursing from below.
“Put out the fire!” screeched the innkeeper, but no one paid him any attention.
Stone burst into the room just as a large keg of ale rocked not far away.  Lorik turned to see the keg and then threw his weight on top of the wooden barrel.
“There’s a trapdoor under this keg!” he shouted.  “They’re trapped below.”
Stone took in the scene with a look of surprise.
“Is it Tobiah?” he asked.
Lorik nodded.
The innkeeper grabbed a pot of water that someone had used to boil potatoes and poured the starchy water down the gaping hole Lorik had cut.  There was a hiss as the water doused the torch and the wood flooring it had ignited.  Smoke and steam billowed up from below, and there was a blow to the trapdoor that rocked the barrel and Lorik.
“We can’t hold them down there forever,” Stone said.
Lorik moved away from the barrel, and the men below heaved the trapdoor open.  The barrel toppled over and rolled to the side.  The door was barely wide enough for one man to pass through at a time.   Stone grabbed the first outlaw to come out and flung him to the ground.  The next man burst forth, hoping to rush past Lorik, but the teamster had been waiting.  He slammed his axe down onto the outlaw’s upraised arm.  There was a bloodcurdling scream as the man fell back down into the hole.
“You’re all going to die!” screamed Lorik.
The room was dark, but not completely without light.  A lamp glowed dimly, covered with a shade.  Everything was shadows and grim horror.
“Get that light over here,” Lorik said to the two women.
They moved together, holding onto one another like frightened children.  They brought the lamp and removed the shade.  The small lamp was burning cheap oil that produced a black smoke with a foul odor, but it showed the wounded man writhing on the floor.
“It’s not him,” said Lorik.
“You sure he’s down there?” Stone asked.
“Positive,” Lorik said.  “I heard him, and there’s no mistaking that voice.”
“How do we get them up and out of that hole?”
“I’m working on that.  The smoke and fire was working brilliantly until the innkeeper doused it.”
“You can’t blame him for not wanting to see his inn burned down,” Stone said.
“No, but I can blame him for harboring scum like this.”
Lorik kicked the wounded man hard in the back of the head, knocking the wailing man unconscious.
“I’ve got an idea,” Stone said.  He was kneeling with his knee on the back of first man who had climbed out of the hidden room below.
“Whoever brings us Tobiah can live!” Stone shouted.
There was silence below them for a moment, then the sound of a scuffle.  Curses flew but it soon became obvious that the men were forcing Tobiah up onto the stairs that led out of the secret room.
“Good thinking,” Lorik said.
Stone nodded.
The two girls set the lamp down on a shelf and moved back.  Lorik was waiting anxiously near the trapdoor.  He set his axe down, leaning the handle against the overturned barrel beside him.  When Tobiah’s head appeared he stooped down and grabbed a handful of hair.
“No!” the fight promoter wailed.
Lorik pulled the man up as other hands pushed from below.  Tobiah drew a small knife from his belt and slashed clumsily at Lorik’s arm.  Lorik let go of the outlaw’s hair, but immediately punched the man in the face with his other hand.
Tobiah went sprawling into the shelf where the innkeeper kept flour and where the wenches had set the lamp.  Flour fell in a billowing cloud, but the lamp crashed with a thump.  The pewter lamp didn’t break, but some of the oil leaked out and caught the stunned outlaw on fire.  One leg flared up and the carnival barker’s voice turned to screams of pain.  He batted at the fire on his trouser leg, but the oil continued to burn.
“No!” shouted the innkeeper again.
Lorik ripped the top off the keg of ale, which washed across the floor and splashed onto Tobiah’s leg.  Between the ale and the outlaw’s frantic patting, the fire was extinguished, but not before it had burned a horrid-smelling section of Tobiah’s leg and scorched both of his hands.
“Lucky for us the ale here is watered down,” Stone said.  “If it had been something stronger this whole place would have gone up in flames.”
“Yeah,” Lorik said sarcastically, “that would have been a real shame.”
Then he grabbed Tobiah by the scruff of the neck and began dragging the outlaw out of the inn.


Chapter 7
Lorik flung the fight promoter out of the ruined door of the inn.  Tobiah tumbled down the single step and sprawled across the cobblestones of the street, skinning his hands and knees in the process.
Jons had moved next to Selber’s body, cradling his broken arm and saying his goodbyes to the older sailor.  Stone had straightened Selber’s arms and legs, but there was nothing that could be done about the poor man’s battered face.
“We can’t leave him,” Jons said.  “He would want to be buried at sea.  He loved the sea.”
“Aye, I’ll carry him back,” Lorik said.  “Can you walk?”
Jons nodded and Stone moved immediately to stand by Tobiah, who was still on his hands and knees.  Lorik walked over to the outlaw he’d killed with his hatchet.  He wrenched the weapon out of the dead man’s chest and wiped the blood on the man’s shirt before sliding the hatchet back through the loop on his belt.  Then he went back to Selber and gently lifted the dead sailor.
They walked back through the streets, which were even more deserted than before.  They didn’t talk, and when Tobiah moaned too loudly about his burns Stone cuffed his ears.
The dock was shrouded in darkness, and by the time they arrived back at the little skiff, every muscle in Lorik’s body was aching.  Still, he didn’t complain.  Even though death was not uncommon in the rough ports that lined the eastern shores of Ortis, Lorik couldn’t help but feel guilty about Selber’s death.  The jovial sailor had been his companion and friend.  Perhaps if Lorik had gone immediately back to the ship as Jons had suggested, Selber would still be alive.  Better yet, if he hadn’t let his frustrations build up and hadn’t gone looking for a way to relieve the pressure, Selber would probably be lying comfortably in the bed of a tavern wench at that very moment.
The skiff was just big enough to accommodate the four men and Selber’s body.  Stone took the oars and rowed them out to the Dancer.  When they climbed on board, Yulver looked angry enough to bite through nails.  He glowered first at Lorik and then at Tobiah.
“Just what the bloody hell happened?” Yulver demanded.  “Selber was one of the best sailors I know.  He’s been a faithful member of this crew for over a decade.”
“This is Tobiah,” Stone spoke up.  “He had your men beaten and then dropped out the second floor window of the Sailor’s Haven.”
“It’s true, Captain,” said Jons.
“Are you all right?” Yulver asked.
“Aye, I will be.”
“I’ll see to his wounds,” Vera said.  
She led him toward the small cabin, which was really nothing more than a covered portion of the deck behind the rowers’ benches.  The Dancer had a single mast and space for twenty men to row on each side of the deck.  There was room under the deck for a small amount of cargo, about twice the space of a large wagon.  The sailors usually slept out on the deck, or the ship could be run up on shore.  She had a very shallow beam, which meant she could be sailed through the Sailor’s Graveyard without being hulled by the jagged rocks lurking under the water.  The cabin was little more than a pavilion with canvas sides to keep the worst of the weather out.
“I suppose this was necessary,” Yulver said with equal parts skepticism and anger.
“I had no intention of bringing harm to your ship or crew,” Lorik said.  “But the blame is mine.”
“That isn’t true,” Stone spoke up.
“Lorik and Vera I know,” Yulver said.  “But who exactly are you?”
“This is Stone,” Lorik started.
“Yes, I know about him, but I don’t know him.”
“I’m just a friend,” Stone said, holding his hands out to his sides in a placating gesture.
“With weapons like those, I somehow doubt that,” Yulver said.  Then he turned his attention back to Tobiah, who was slumped on the deck, moaning.  “What do you propose we do with that worthless stain on humanity?”
“He killed your man,” Lorik said.  “I expect whatever punishment you see fit will be fine with me.”
Yulver considered Lorik’s suggestion for a moment.
“Get yourself cleaned up,” he said angrily.  “You’re bleeding all over my deck.”
Lorik nodded, and he Stone moved toward the cabin.  There were over two dozen young men on board who weren’t sailors, just volunteers from the Marshlands sailing north with Lorik to fight the Norsik.  At a command from Yulver the sailors raised the anchor and manned the oars.  They sailed out of the little harbor by starlight.  The moon was low on the horizon and only a sliver, but the stars gave them enough light to guide the small ship out to sea.
Vera had to set the bone in Jons’s upper arm.  The tough sailor groaned in pain as she pulled his arm, but he refused to cry out.  Once the bone was set, she wrapped his arm as best she could, and he drank a large cup of saka to help dull the pain.
Lorik removed his shirt and used a clean cloth to wipe away the blood from his shoulder and stomach.  The wounds weren’t life threatening on their own, but they were significant enough that Vera feared he would get blood poisoning or that his flesh might rot.  She cleaned the cut on his back and then poured saka into the cuts before bandaging them.
“How did you manage to get out of this without even a scrape?” Lorik asked Stone.
“I’m more careful than you,” he replied simply.
“I doubt that,” Lorik said.
“You fight with too much emotion.  You need to keep your wits about you in a fight.”
“I would prefer that you avoid fighting,” Vera said.  “It’s a senseless waste of life.”
Lorik and Stone both thought of Selber.  Stone hadn’t known the sailor very well, but he still felt guilty that Selber was dead.  Lorik wasn’t close to anyone on the ship.  His short temper and brooding had kept most everyone from getting close to him.  Selber had been the lone exception.  He had been a happy man despite the circumstances and didn’t seem to notice Lorik’s brooding at all.
The next morning, after a fitful night of sleep that was too short for everyone, the Dancer came to the edge of the Sailor’s Graveyard.  Several big rocks could be seen above the waves, which crashed into the stones and sent white plumes of water flying high into the air.  Normally, with a good wind blowing, the sail would be unfurled and the oars shipped, but Yulver needed the extra maneuverability to sail through the Sailor’s Graveyard.  He preferred the slower pace as well.
He gave an order and the sailors took stations, either at the oars or on either end of the ship.  They began to row, and Yulver guided them dangerously close to one of the bigger rocks.  It was the size of a small boulder above the water.  The surface of the rock was rough and covered in a green slime.
“Time to say goodbye to our guest,” Yulver called out.  Lorik and several of the sailors approached Tobiah, who was sleeping near the mast.  They picked him up by his arms and legs.  The outlaw cried out pitifully, but they tossed him overboard without a moment’s hesitation.  The man dropped below the surface, then came up sputtering.
Yulver gave another order and the rowers propelled the ship away from the big rock.  Lorik and the others watched as the outlaw swam to the rock and climbed up its craggy surface.
“Are we going to leave him there?” Stone asked.
“Aye,” Yulver said.  “We’ll let the sea dispense justice.”
“But what if someone else comes by and picks him up?”
“We’re one of the few vessels who will come this close to the Sailor’s Graveyard,” Yulver explained.  “He’ll bake in the sun until he’s mad with thirst.  Then he’ll either drink himself to death on seawater or drown trying to swim to shore.”
They moved on, carefully maneuvering between the rocks.  The sailors at the bow leaned as far out over the water as they could, looking for submerged rocks that could tear a hole in the ship’s hull.  Occasionally they called out, but Yulver was experienced in sailing through the maze of rocks and navigating the dangerous currents.
Vera helped Jons wrap Selber’s body in a wide piece of canvas.  They stitched the burial shroud together and when they were finished, Yulver spoke words of comfort to his crew.
“Selber was a good sailor, but he was more than that,” the salty sea captain said.  “He was part of the sea.  Many people love the wild beauty of the oceans, but a certain few are born of the sea.  Selber was such a man, always quick to see the good in any situation.  His smile will be sorely missed.  He gave his life following orders and I believe he was helping a friend.  Death is the enemy of all, the one inescapable aspect of life we all must face.  Selber has surely found a place in the halls of the sea gods.  Let us return his body to the waters he loved so much.”
They all stood, even though they were still in a dangerous stretch of the Sailor’s Graveyard.  Lorik and Stone stood with their faces down, shame clouding their features.  When the sailors who carried Selber’s body to the rail lowered it into the water, the sailors all cheered.  Then the body, wrapped in canvas and weighted with links from the anchor chain, slipped out of sight.  The sailors lingered a moment, then returned to their oars.
Lorik stood at the bow of the ship as they sailed away.  He couldn’t stop the tears from spilling from his eyes.  His wounds ached, but he welcomed the pain.  It reminded him that he was still alive, while at the same time making him feel as if he were paying for the death of his friend somehow.
“It’s not your fault,” Vera said from behind Lorik.
He wiped at the tears on his cheeks before turning to face her.
“I’m surprised to hear you say that,” Lorik said.  “I’d have thought you blamed me for everything.”
“I don’t,” she said softly.  “Am I happy about sailing north with you?  No, I’m honestly not.  Life wasn’t exactly what I’d expected it to be when I left the Point, but I was with the man I love and there was a sweetness in him that I’d never known before.  It reminded me of your parents.  They loved each other deeply.”
“Aye, they did,” Lorik agreed.
“When I saw you, Lorik, I knew that things would change.  I didn’t want that.  I didn’t want to go north and fight the Norsik.  I didn’t want to see people getting hurt, but I knew it was unavoidable.  So, I’m not happy about that turn of events, but I am happy to see you again.  You’re my dearest friend.”
Lorik smiled.  “I’m glad to see you, too,” he said.
“And I don’t blame you for what happened.  We knew what we were getting into with that outlaw.  It wasn’t a good situation, but under the circumstances it made sense.  If you hadn’t beaten Liam, someone else would have eventually, or we would have had to try and sneak away.  Tobiah wasn’t the sort of man to let Liam just leave, not when he was earning the outlaws so much coin.  At least we had you there to help us escape.”
“I just wish we could have all made it,” Lorik said.  “Selber was a good man.  I keep thinking, if only I had done this or that, perhaps he wouldn’t be dead.”
“You can’t think that way.  It wasn’t you who beat him, or held him out a window, or gave the order to drop him,” she said tenderly.
“No, but I couldn’t save him, either.”
“That’s your problem right there.  You have to feel like you’re saving people to be happy.  First it was me, then Liam, now the whole kingdom.”
“I don’t have to save everyone,” Lorik said.
“No, just everyone you can,” she said gently.  “But the truth is, saving people isn’t your responsibility.  You have to learn to be happy with your life, Lorik.”
“I don’t know how,” he said.  “I should have been happy.  I had a home, I had friends, I even had you for a while.  But none of that seemed to make me happy.”
“Things or circumstances can’t make you happy, Lorik.  You have to choose to be happy.”
“I can’t decide to be something I’m not,” he said.
“And why aren’t you happy?”
“I don’t know.”
“Have you ever been happy?” she asked.
“Yes, I was happy with you.”
“Were you really happy?  You didn’t love me.  You didn’t want to marry me.  You just wanted to save me.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lorik said in frustration.  “You didn’t need saving.”
“No, I didn’t,” she said.  “I told you that many times.  And yet you say you were happy with me.  So what happened?  What changed?  I found what I thought was impossible for me.  I fell in love and left the Marshlands.  What sent you spiraling out of control when that happened?”
“I wasn’t out of control,” Lorik said.
“Yulver tells a different story.  He said you came back and you were brooding and introspective.  That you jumped at the chance to sail north to fight the Norsik, but even then you were moody and short-tempered.”
“Yulver’s talking out of his ass,” Lorik said, his temper rising.  “He doesn’t even know me that well.”
“He said that Chancy was worried about you.  Now who knows you better than Chancy?  Anyone?”
“Just you,” Lorik said, the words coming out like a sigh of resignation.
“Exactly, but you won’t open your eyes and see what is happening.”
“What do you mean?” he asked.
“I mean your need to help people is keeping you from being happy.”
“That doesn’t make sense.  Shouldn’t helping people make me happy?”
“No,” Vera said, gazing out to sea.  “Helping people is a good thing, but for you it’s like a barrier to your own happiness.”
“Maybe happiness isn’t all that important,” Lorik complained.  “I don’t think that my own happiness should be found someplace other than helping people.”
“Oh, you’re hopeless,” Vera said, the edge returning to her voice.  “And stubborn, too.”
“Thanks for that vote of confidence,” he said playfully.
“Does driving everyone around you mad make you happy?”
“No,” Lorik said.
“Well, that’s something at least.  Quit brooding back here and figure out what you’re going to do once you reach the Wilderlands.  If you’re determined to throw your life away fighting someone else’s battles, at least make it count.”
She stalked away.  Lorik’s forehead wrinkled in consternation.  He didn’t understand Vera’s wild mood swings.  One moment she was tender and compassionate, the next she was furious.  He had never known her to be so temperamental in all the years they had spent together in Hassell Point.
He was still trying to figure out what had made Vera so angry when Jons joined him.  The slender sailor leaned back against the railing and looked up at the sky.  Scattered clouds scuttled across the blue expanse.
“This was exactly the kind of day that Selber loved,” Jons said.  “He wouldn’t want you to be unhappy.”
“That’s unavoidable,” Lorik said.
“That’s what most people say about the rocks here in the Graveyard, yet Yulver has spent his life avoiding them.”
“Not you, too,” Lorik said.  “Vera was just here trying to cheer me up.  She thinks I have a need to save people.”
“Do you?”
“Of course not, but I do believe in honor, in helping those in need.”
“That’s a good thing,” Jons said.
“I agree.”
They stood silent for a moment.  There wasn’t enough room on the ship for a truly private conversation, but the other passengers did their best to give Lorik and Jons space.
“I’m sorry about your arm,” Lorik said.  “I should have listened to you.”
“Nonsense,” Jons said.  “We all made our own choices, including that wretch we left on the rocks back there.  He’s paying for his mistakes.  I could have gone back to the ship at any time.  No one could foresee the events that were coming.”
“Still, it’s keeping you from doing your job.”
“That’s not such a bad thing,” Jons said.  “I could get used to lounging about on deck all day.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Yulver said as he walked back to where Lorik and Jons were talking.  He growled an order to the men at the bow of the ship whose job was to use long bamboo poles to keep the boat from drifting too close to the submerged rocks.  The poles, found only in the Marshlands, were strong but lightweight—one of Yulver’s secrets to navigating the Sailor’s Graveyard.
“There’s a storm coming,” he told Lorik.  “There’s no way to clear the Graveyard before it hits.”
“Are you certain?” Lorik asked.
Yulver gave the teamster a withering look that made the bigger man shut his mouth.
“I’ve been sailing longer than you’ve been alive.  The storm is coming.  And it’s apt to be a bad one.  I want you to get all the passengers ready.”
“Okay, what do we need to do?”
“I don’t know yet, but we’re all going to get wet and if we aren’t careful we could lose a man or two, or worse, wreck the ship.  If the storm lasts long enough I may need you to relieve my men at the oars.  You think you can get these volunteers of yours in some kind of order?”
“We’ll be ready,” Lorik promised.
“Good, there isn’t much time left.  I’m guessing the storm will be on us within an hour.”
Yulver walked away, returning to his position at the helm.  Lorik looked up at the blue sky.  There were a few more clouds, but he saw no sign of foul weather.
“How does he know a storm is coming?” Lorik asked Jons.
“I’m not sure.  I’ve heard tell that some folk can feel a storm coming in their bones, especially after an injury.”  Jons pointed to his broken arm.  “Perhaps I’ll be able to feel foul weather coming on now.”
“You can thank me later,” Lorik said.
They both laughed, and Jons went to see what he could do to help.  Lorik looked back out over the ocean.  All around them were jagged rocks, like the rotting bones of some huge beast.  He couldn’t imagine them surviving in the middle of a storm.  Yulver had them on a slow course, twisting and turning through the rocky seas.  So far they had sailed safely through the Graveyard, but if the storm was as bad as Yulver predicted, he wasn’t sure how long they could keep their safe trek up.
He decided the most important thing to do was to make sure Stone and Vera were ready for whatever was coming.


Chapter 8
It only took half an hour for the weather over the Sailor’s Graveyard to change completely.  The clouds, which had been white and fluffy, began to fly across the sky and were replaced with thick, dark clouds that seemed to boil up out of nowhere.  The wind buffeted the ship and made the tips of waves foamy and white.  Thunder began to roll across the open expanse of sea, and as the storm clouds grew closer, the wind blew harder and the waves grew bigger.
The sailors seemed unfazed.  Yulver had to shout to be heard over the crashing waves and keening wind.  Rain began to fall in thick sheets and the day turned almost as dark as night.  Lorik kept the volunteers in a long row along the center of the main deck.  They stayed low, most slumped over their knees, a few vomiting into buckets.  The ship rocked hard and the sailors worked their oars expertly to keep the ship off the rocks.  Lightning crackled across the sky, revealing towering waves and jagged rocks.
Stone and Vera huddled next to the ship’s mast.  Lorik stayed near Yulver in case the captain needed him or his men to do something.  An hour passed, and everyone was soaked and shivering, but the storm was only beginning.
“Is it always like this?” Lorik shouted to Yulver, a grim-faced man with a thick beard and sunken eyes.
“No,” he shouted.  “Most storms blow over much more quickly.  We’re in for a bad one tonight.  And there’s no way to ride it out or find a safe harbor.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying,” Yulver shouted angrily, “that we’re fighting for our lives.”
Lorik wasn’t afraid of a difficult fight, but he hated feeling like he couldn’t contribute.  The storm grew stronger.  Yulver couldn’t sail in the storm; he could only work to keep the ship from being smashed into the rocks.
At one point they heard the ship’s keel scraping against a submerged rock, the wood splintering, and everyone on board froze as they waited to see what would happen.  Then a wave lifted the ship up and Yulver commanded his men to row madly, even as the ship teetered on the top of a huge wave.  The ship plunged down the far side of the wave and everyone held their breath to see if the ship would slam down into the rock below, but the wave had moved them past the submerged boulder.
Two sailors were thrown out of the boat as they tried to keep the bow of the ship from sliding into a huge rock that reared up suddenly to the port side of the ship.  Bamboo poles shattered and sailors screamed in near panic as their comrades were tossed over the side of the ship.
Cries of “Man overboard!” echoed around the ship, but everyone knew there was nothing that could be done to save the lost sailors.
“Man your stations!” Yulver cried.  “Man your stations or we’ll all be lost.”
The sailors, to their credit, continued to fight the waves and wind.  Lorik and some of the other volunteers spelled a few of the sailors at the oars.  Lorik’s hands were bleeding and raw from working the long oar for less than an hour.
They had been battling the raging the storm for almost three hours when disaster finally struck.  The ship was tossed too close to a huge rock, and the oars on the starboard side snapped like twigs.  The men manning that bank of oars were hit by their oars with such force that many were killed outright; others had major injuries such as broken bones.  The ship swung awkwardly in the trough of a wave.
“Ship the oars!” Yulver shouted to the men on the port side of the ship.
Lorik and some of the other men were trying to help the injured sailors, but Yulver’s voice called them back.
“Leave those men!” he bellowed.  “Man the push poles on all sides!”
The sailors snatched up more of the long bamboo poles and spaced themselves out around the ship.
“I want one quarter sail,” Yulver commanded.  “And double the rigging lines.”
Several sailors shimmied up the single mast which was a thick, tree-trunk–like pole that tapered near the top.  The mast had one crossbeam with a thick canvas sail tied to it.  The men straddled the crossbeam, crawling out toward the edges to untie the sail.  Other sailors took hold of the thick ropes that were connected to the bottom edges of the sail.  When the sail was untied the sailors on deck pulled their lines until the sail hung about five feet from the crossbeam.  Then they tied their ropes to metal cleats that were fixed to the ship’s rails.  All the while the rain fell and the waves crashed over the ship.
“I need your men bailing water!” Yulver shouted to Lorik.
“Aye!” Lorik shouted back.  “All right men, you heard him.  Start bailing water!  And stay out of the way of those men with the poles.”
“Are we going to make it?” Vera shouted at Lorik.
“I don’t know.  Stay close to Stone.  If the ship breaks up, look for something to keep you afloat.”
“What about you?” she asked.
“Don’t worry about me,” he called back over his shoulder.
Vera hung her head and Stone wrapped his arms around her.  They huddled, shivering.  Both felt helpless and more terrified than they could ever remember.  Lightning continued to flash in the thick clouds above them, and thunder shook the ship with each rolling clap.
Yulver was joined at the ship’s wheel by three other sailors.  With the sail set and straining in the wind, the ship seemed to fly over the waves.  It took the strength of all four men to control the ship’s wheel.  The long, sleek ship groaned under the strain as the waves lifted and dropped the vessel.  The mast seemed especially vulnerable as it bent and flexed under the strain of the howling wind.  The ropes creaked, and water washed across the deck in thick waves.
Another man was knocked overboard, this time by a massive wave that crashed onto the stern.  Lorik was bailing the water that got caught in the cargo hold.  His volunteers had formed a bucket brigade, on one side passing heavy buckets of seawater from the hold to the ship’s rail, the other side passing the empty buckets back.
The water that sloshed across the deck could flow out through the scuppers—large holes in the ship’s railing right next to the deck—but some of it inevitably found its way into the hold, which contained only watertight barrels of food and fresh water on this particular voyage.
Then a wave lifted the ship high and plunged it down into a valley between the waves.  The rear of the ship snagged on the edge of a submerged rock and ripped the steering cables free of the thick steering rudder.  The carefully crafted steering mechanism became worthless, and the ship began to spin.
“What’s happening?” Vera shouted.
“I don’t know,” Stone replied.
“The steering’s gone, Captain!” shouted one of the soldiers.
“Break out the steering oar!” Yulver roared.
The three men who had been wrestling with the ship’s wheel jumped down into the cargo hold.  The ship was pitching up and falling down waves, which only made wrestling the heavy wooden steering oar even more difficult.  Lorik dropped his bucket and helped the three exhausted sailors.  The steering oar was a long, flat wooden plank that tapered almost like a knife blade.  A short handle protruded at an angle from the plank.  It was a simple device, and once the men carried it to the rear of the ship and slipped it into the groove, it gave the Captain basic control of the ship.
Lorik returned to bailing water, but soon the sky cleared and the rain stopped.  Lorik felt like shouting for joy even though the waves were still towering all around the ship.
“We did it!” he said exuberantly.
“Did what?” Yulver growled.
“We rode out the storm.”
“We’re in the eye of the storm,” Yulver said.  “It isn’t over, not by a long stretch.”
“But the rain stopped.”
“Aye, and the wind has died down, but that’s because it is a major storm.  They almost always have a calm space inside the storm.”
“You’re saying that the storm isn’t over?” Lorik asked, trying his best not to let despair crush his spirit.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Yulver said.  “If it were daylight you’d see the storm all around us.”
“Is it possible for us to stay here, in the center until it plays out?”
“No, even in open water that’s unheard of.”
“Yulver, I would never presume to tell you your business, but we won’t survive another storm.  We’re all exhausted, and the ship is taking on water.”
“Life at sea is not for the fainthearted,” Yulver said with a wicked grin.
“We’re all for life,” Lorik argued.  “So how do we ensure that we survive this mess?”
“He’s right, Yulver,” Vera spoke up.  “Your crew needs more help than I can give them.”
“I know,” said the old sailor.  “Our best bet is to run for land, but even under full sail, I doubt we could navigate the coastline fast enough to keep from being smashed against the rocks by these waves.”
“What about turning farther out to sea?” Jons suggested.  The wounded sailor had been helping wherever he could on the ship.
“We could be blown farther out than we want to go,” Yulver said.  “And we’re taking on water.”
“There’s no doubt we’ll have to keep bailing for days,” Jons said, “but at least we might get a little space from these rocks and see if we can ride out the storm.”
“What about the wounded men?” Vera asked.
“We’ll just have to do all we can for them on board,” Jons said.  “If we go into the water, none of them will survive.”
“All right, Lorik, you keep your men bailing.  We’ll head out to sea.  If we die, at least it won’t be while we were running to shore like cowards.”
The sailors all gave a cheer, but the volunteers looked at Lorik with dread in their eyes.  Stone looked grave and Vera was white with cold and fear.  Still, there was nothing any of them could do but keep pitching water over the side of the ship and hope that Yulver was making the right decision.


Chapter 9
Yulver barked orders to his men.  They lowered the sail and moved half of the oars from the port side of the ship to starboard.  The Dancer was a fast ship, whether under sail or with men manning the oars, but in the eye of the storm the wind shifted constantly, and the sailors manning the oars were exhausted.  It was a difficult hour, and then the storm hit again.  Luckily, there were fewer of the ship-wrecking rocks to be avoided the further they went from land.
Yulver knew that sailing into the open waters of the ocean carried its own risks.  He had no easy way to navigate.  Normally, navigation was simple—just keep the shore in sight—but he knew they would be too far out to have any hope of seeing land, even from the top of the mast.  Normally, he could use the sun and stars to navigate by, but the cloud cover was thick, and it might be days before he could know for certain what direction they were traveling.  They would also have to ration their supplies and be wary of temperature changes.  Normally temperatures were not an issue on the ship; there were times when it got cold on board, but during the winter Yulver could beach his ship at night and his crew could build fires to keep warm.  But in the open seas, with no real cover to be had from the elements, the nights could become bitterly cold.  Still, he had no other options.
The second half of the storm was worse than the first.  The waves were huge, easily twice as tall as the Dancer was long.  Lorik was busy bailing water from the hold when disaster struck again.  The hold was pitch-black, and the water sloshing at his feet was cold.  The only positive thing Lorik could focus on was that the water level wasn’t rising.  Then he heard a groan and felt the ship shudder.
“Something’s wrong!” he called up to Yulver.
“Strike the sail!” Yulver shouted to his men.
Before his men could carry out the order, a crack sounded, almost as loud as thunder, but sharper and higher pitched.  Then the mast, under strain from the high winds, broke in half, just above the deck of the ship.  The rigging held the massive wooden pole and crossbeam for only a few seconds, but it was long enough for the crew and passengers to scurry out of the way.  Then the ropes snapped, at first just a few, causing the mast and sail to jerk violently, and finally the remaining ropes broke under the strain.  The wind blew away the sail like a kite, but the thick, tree-like stump of the mast gouged a hole in the deck before being dragged away, smashing the ship’s railing and sending the vessel spinning.
“Back to your oars!” Yulver shouted.
“What about the sail?” Vera yelled to Lorik.  “How will we get home without it?”
“I don’t know!” Lorik shouted back.
The sailors were rushing back to their benches and Yulver was wrestling with the steering oar.  Lorik ran to his aid and threw his considerable strength into steering the ship back into the massive waves.
“We have to keep her pointed into the waves or she could be rolled,” Yulver explained.
The Dancer wasn’t fully under control as they crested the wave, which tilted the ship sideways and sent debris, along a few of the volunteers, tumbling into the sea.
“Without momentum the steering oar is practically useless,” Yulver said.
“Row for your lives!” Lorik shouted.
The sailors, drenched and exhausted, fell to their work without thinking.  Their bodies moved almost in unison.  Keeping the ship moving in the storm was incredibly difficult, especially with the short-staffed crew, but every man knew that their survival depended on keeping the ship moving.
“Keep us heading into the waves,” Yulver told Lorik.  “I have to inspect the damage.”
The captain hurried away and Lorik was left to steer the ship.  The night was almost pitch-black, but he could feel the motion of the ship and see huge, looming shadows like demonic mountains rolling toward the ship.  The steering oar wanted to move on its own, almost as if it were alive.  It took all of Lorik’s strength to control it.  He planted his feet and held the swaying post as firmly as he could.
Lightning continued to crackle and pop overhead, giving him glimpses of activity aboard the ship.  Several of the volunteers were now simply huddling in fear.  Lorik had known fear in battle, had faced death in the dark of night when his parents died.  He knew that fear had a way of getting inside a person and robbing them of strength and will.  Being on board the Dancer in what felt like the worst storm in history was terrifying.  But part of him wanted to scream at the frightened men.  He knew being stuck on a ship in the dark storm was frightening simply because a person could not escape.  But they weren’t helpless.  Every man could do something to improve their chances of survival.
“Men!” he bellowed in the dark.  “Do not lose hope.  Fight!  Do whatever you can to help the ship.  This storm won’t last forever.  Bail water, row, help the wounded.  Do whatever you can, but don’t give up hope.”
There were cheers and screams of defiance.  Lorik leaned into his work, focusing his concentration on keeping the ship moving into the waves.  The ship bucked and pitched.  Just keeping his feet was difficult, and he knew that every person on board was struggling.  Still, there was nothing more to be done other than wait and work and pray that the storm passed.
Lorik had no idea how much time passed as he stood by the steering oar.  His muscles burned with fatigue, his hands and feet felt numb with cold.  His eyes stung from the salt water that was constantly spraying up from the sides of the ship.  He was soaked and yet thirst gnawed at his strength like a rat chewing its way into a granary.  Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the sound of the thunder grew more distant.  The powerful thunder claps changed into long, rolling grumbles.  The waves and winds continued to batter the ship, and rain continued to fall, although now it seemed more like a gentle rain rather than the driving gouts that seemed bent on drowning them.
When dawn came it was dull and gray.  Thick clouds hung low over the sea, and the light was dim.  The ship looked as if a giant had picked it up and rolled it down a steep hill.  There were injured men lying on the deck, most of them near or under the cabin pavilion.  Lorik had no idea how the men had managed to stay on board the ship as it pitched and dove over the waves.  There were bits of wood and rope scattered all over the deck.  Their personal belongings had been stowed in heavy chests, but those chests were nowhere to be seen.
Vera moved from man to man, offering what little assistance she could.  Stone stayed with her, helping support her as the ship heaved on the heavy seas.  The sailors at the oars continued to row, but their pace was slow and their bodies sagged.  The rowing benches had rails that the sailors could hook their feet into, allowing them to stay in their places as the ship rose and fell, but it took every muscle in their bodies to keep working.
Yulver was still inspecting the damage to his ship.  The starboard side of the ship was almost destroyed.  The oar locks were all busted, and how those sailors kept their oars working Lorik had no idea.  The mast had smashed through the railing on the starboard side as well.  There was a long, ragged hole in the deck, but luckily it was all above the waterline.  The hold still had water sloshing about, but Lorik didn’t know if that was just from the waves breaking over the ship or if they were taking on water from a hole in the hull.
When Yulver returned to the steering oar he looked grave.
“What’s wrong?” Lorik asked.
“Everything,” the sea captain said.  “We’re in a bad way.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen things this bad.”
“The storm?”
“No, the storm is passing.  We should be in calmer waters in a few hours.  Calm enough that we can take turns getting a bit of rest.  The bad thing is not knowing how our rations are doing.  We can’t risk moving the water barrels up to the deck, at least not until the waves calm down, but with those casks soaking in seawater, there’s almost no chance our supplies won’t be compromised.”
“What do you mean?” Lorik asked.
“I mean the saltwater will ruin our fresh water.  We’ll have nothing to drink.  And without some break in this cloud cover, I have no way to know where to go.  Not to mention we don’t have a sail.  It could take days of constant rowing to get back to land under the best conditions.”
“I don’t like your tone,” Lorik said.
“I don’t like it either,” Yulver agreed.  “But I won’t pretend we’re not in a bad spot.”
“So what do we do?”
“We keep sailing, that’s all we can do.  We pick a direction and hope for the best.”
“What direction do you suggest?” Lorik asked.
“Well, the storm is behind us.  It may take us longer to reach calm seas, but I don’t think we have a choice.  We have to turn around.”
They waited until they crested a wave and then threw themselves into the steering oar.  The oar fought back.  Lorik thought the wooden oar was difficult to control when he was fighting just to keep the ship moving forward, but turning the vessel was even more arduous, and as they rose up on the next wave the ship tilted to port so far that everyone was forced to grab onto anything sturdy to keep from falling into the water.  Lorik was sure they were going to roll over, but at the last possible second, the ship crested the wave and tilted back upright.
There were screams of panic, but no one was lost, and by the time the next wave lifted them up they were turned sufficiently to ride it out without the threat of being rolled.  Lorik and Yulver straightened the steering oar, both men breathing heavily.  Lorik’s mouth was dry, and swallowing was difficult.  His tongue felt swollen and he couldn’t keep himself from gnawing at it involuntarily.
“Go see to your people,” Yulver told Lorik.  “I’ll take over here.”
Lorik nodded and stumbled away.  His legs felt like huge sacks of rice.  His back ached and he rubbed his hands together in hopes of warming them a little.  His first stop was to talk to Stone.
“Are you guys okay?” Lorik asked.
“We’re great,” Stone said sarcastically.  “Having the time of our lives.  Don’t let me forget to thank you for this wonderful trip when we get back to shore.”
“I don’t control the weather,” Lorik said.  “Besides, you lived through it.  Don’t be such a baby.”
“How long until we reach shore?” Vera asked.
“We don’t know,” Lorik told her as he wiped the rain from his face and then sucked the water from his hand.  It was salty, but he could feel his body craving more.  “Yulver is hoping the seas will calm down in another hour or two.”
“I hope so.  These men need more help than I can give them.”
Lorik turned to the men still bailing out the ship.  Everyone was working again now that there was enough light to see by.
“Why did the captain turn the ship around?” one of the men asked.
“It’s our best chance of getting back to shore,” Lorik said.  “How’s the water level?”
“Holding steady at the moment.  It’s hard to tell for sure with the ship moving so much.”
“Here, take a break and let me have a turn.”
Lorik dropped down into the hold.  He could stand up in the small space and see onto the deck.  His back sent icy daggers across his waist as he bent over and then straightened again.  The bucket seemed twice as heavy as it had before.  Stone appeared over the edge of the hold, replacing the volunteer who had been there a moment ago.
“That was one hell of ride,” Stone said.  “Out of the frying pan and into the fire, huh?”
“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Lorik agreed.  “I’ve seen massive storms living in Hassell Point.  Some even tore the town to pieces, but that was the first time I’ve been at sea during one.”
“I hope it’s my last,” Stone said.  “Give me a horse or even just let me walk.  I’ll never complain again.”
“I know what you mean, but it’s a miracle we’re still alive.  I can’t believe we weren’t smashed to pieces on the rocks in the Sailor’s Graveyard.”
“Nor can I,” Stone said, as he lifted the bucket of water from Lorik and handed it to the next man.
The seas slowly calmed over the next several hours, but the sky refused to clear.  Shortly after midday Yulver ordered their food supplies to be lifted up out of the hold.  There was still a steady rain falling, but the waves were small enough that they weren’t crashing over the sides of the ship.
There were four large casks of water in the hold.  One was nearly empty and the water inside was salty.  They cracked open the next two and found that both were contaminated with seawater.
“How does this happen?” Lorik asked Yulver, struggling to keep fear out of his voice.
“The salt water seeps through the wood,” Yulver explained.  “It only takes a tiny bit to ruin a whole cask.”
“So what do we do if they’re all ruined?”
“We’re doing all we can now,” Yulver said.  “My men are dumping the ruined water overboard.  They’ll scrub the barrels with rainwater and we’ll have to hope that the rain keeps falling and gives us enough water to get back to shore.”
“It sounds like a lot of hoping,” Lorik said.
“It is.  We’ll have to ration whatever we get.  It’s not going to be a pleasure cruise.”
The rain continued to fall for the next few hours.  Everyone was cold and miserable, but at least they were collecting water.  They slept in shifts.  Lorik and Stone continued to row while the sailors and volunteers slept.  The ship was still taking on water, but the rate of incoming water had slowed down.  Yulver remained at the helm, the very picture of a seasoned sea captain.  Lorik kept his head down and focused on rowing in time with Stone.  They were both exhausted and their efforts produced very little in the way of forward motion, but it was enough to allow Yulver to steer the ship.
“How do we know we aren’t just rowing around in circles?” Stone asked in a quiet voice.
“I don’t know, but I trust Yulver.  He’s been sailing his whole life.”
“I have to admit, I never thought this is how it would end.  I don’t know what I’ll do if Vera doesn’t make it.”
“She’s going to make it,” Lorik said.  “We’re all going to make it.”
“There’s that confidence I remember,” Stone said.  “You have a knack for staying positive no matter how bad the circumstances get.”
Lorik just smiled, knowing that his outward demeanor didn’t match his inward feelings at all.  He felt like lying down and going to sleep.  He didn’t care if he died; he just wanted to rest.  But there was something inside him that simply refused to give up.  After several hours, Yulver woke his crew and set them to work rowing the boat.  Lorik and Stone bailed water from the hold for nearly an hour.  They each got a small cup of rainwater to quench what was becoming an unbearable thirst.  Then they stretched out on either side of Vera and fell asleep.
It was only the extreme fatigue that allowed anyone to sleep in the rain.  The sailors were accustomed to wet conditions, but the others weren’t.  When Lorik woke up several hours later he was stiff and tired.  The rain was still falling softly, and he slowly climbed to his feet.  The sun was setting behind a thick bank of clouds, but there was no land in sight.
“No sign of shore?” Lorik asked Yulver, who was back at the steering oar.
“No,” he said grimly.
“At least we still have rainwater,” Lorik said, rubbing his wet arms to try and warm himself a little. His teeth were chattering and he couldn’t stop shivering.  “Can I have a drink?”
“No,” Yulver said.
Lorik wanted to curse.  He wanted to tell Yulver that he could damn well drink what he wanted, whenever he wanted, but he knew that was selfish and foolish.  He looked into one of the water barrels.  It looked like it had less than before he fell asleep.
“It’s not accumulating fast enough,” Yulver explained.
Lorik put the collar of his shirt into his mouth and sucked the water out of the drenched cloth.  It was salty and he knew it wasn’t helping, but it lifted his spirits.
“We’ll survive,” he said.
“I hope you’re right,” Yulver said as the last of the weak sunlight vanished.  “I hope to all the gods you’re right.


Chapter 10
It was another long night for Lorik.  He alternated bailing water and rowing.  Working warmed his body only a little; his hands and feet still ached with cold.  His hands were so raw from handling the wooden oars that even the smallest movement hurt.  But Lorik kept working anyway.  He reasoned that pain was a sure sign he was alive.  The night seemed to last forever, but eventually the dawn came, and with it clear skies and sunshine.
Yulver was hopeful they could reach familiar waters by nightfall.  Using the sun as his bearing and urging his sailors to row with all their strength, they turned west.  No one knew exactly what direction the ship had been sailing in the night—they could have been going around and around in circles.  Over half of Yulver’s crew was either missing or injured.  Some had even died in the cold, wet conditions on board.  Stone had done his best to keep Vera warm through the night, but when he woke up that morning, Vera was shaking with cold.  Their clothes were still wet from the rain and waves.  There was very little water and no food at all.  Stone touched Vera’s forehead and felt a raging fever.
“Lorik,” Stone croaked.
“Ah, you’re awake at last, eh?  Did you have a restful night?”
“Vera’s sick,” Stone continued, ignoring Lorik’s joking.  “Help me.”
Lorik hurried over and felt Vera’s forehead.  He had been planning on getting some rest.  His body ached with cold, hunger, and thirst, but he hoped he would be able to sleep a few hours.  The oblivion of sleep was the only respite from the pain, hunger, and unending work.
“She has a fever,” Lorik said, after feeling Vera’s check.  “We need to get her out of these wet clothes and warm her up.”
“How?” Stone asked.  “There aren’t any dry clothes anywhere.  I’m not going to lay her out naked in front of all these sailors.”
“Give me a moment,” Lorik said.  “We’ll figure something out.”
He looked around the ship.  It was mostly open deck.  The hold was still taking on water, although they were able to keep it under control by bailing.  The cabin, which was really just a pavilion with posts for corners and canvas walls, had been rolled up and secured during the storm.
“The canvas,” Lorik said.
“It’s wet,” Stone complained.
“Yes, but we can make a curtain with it.  It’s the best chance we have of giving her some privacy, plus it will allow the canvas to dry in the sunshine, so we’ll have something to cover her with tonight.”
“Okay, I guess you’re right.  Set something up, I’m not leaving her.”
Lorik recruited two of the volunteers who had not fallen asleep yet.  The deck was littered with bodies and debris.  The injured sailors had been laid in a neat row under the cabin’s pavilion by Vera and Stone, but the volunteers, who had worked through the night with Lorik, had stretched out wherever they could find space.  Jons was busy clearing the deck of wreckage.  There were several pieces of shattered oars and Lorik appropriated them to build a shelter for Vera.  It was like building a fort as a child, but eventually he did it.
“That’s quite the construction you have there,” Jons said.
“It’ll do the job,” Lorik said.
“What’s it for?”
“Vera,” Lorik explained.  “She’s fallen ill.”
Stone carried Vera over to the shelter.  It was set up just behind the cabin in the stern of the ship.  It was open to the sunshine, but the canvas blocked the wind and gave the area some privacy.
“She needs water,” Stone said.
“We haven’t got much to spare,” Yulver said.  He had moved the water to a single barrel, which was barely half full, and positioned it close to the steering oar so that he could watch over it personally.
“She can have my ration,” Lorik said.
“And mine,” Stone added.
“I guess I could spare mine as well,” Jons said.
“That should be about one full cup today,” Yulver said.  “And if we don’t reach land, half a cup tomorrow.  After that, you three will be dead and we’ll all be out of water.”
“Cheerful guy, isn’t he?” Stone said sarcastically.  He scooped out half of a small metal cup of water.  “Half now, half later in the day,” he added, making sure that Yulver understood he expected to get more water later.
“Better use it while you can,” Yulver said glumly.  “This sun will dry it up faster than she can drink it if you aren’t careful.”
Stone went into the small makeshift shelter while Lorik stretched out on the deck just outside.  Jons had slept through the night, so he began to check on the wounded sailors.  The sun was bright overhead, and although the wind seemed cold, everyone on board the ship was soon sweating from the sunlight.  Many moved into the shade of the cabin, but there was only so much room.  The sailors rowing the oars were soon on the verge of exhaustion.  The water in the barrel was tepid, but they gulped it down eagerly.  Unfortunately, there just wasn’t enough water to keep the men hydrated.  Some vomited, others fainted, but by midday, no one had the strength to row the ship.
When Lorik woke up, it was midafternoon.  He had gone from cold and stiff to hot and sore.  His body ached all over, especially his back.  His mouth was so dry his tongue felt swollen and fat between his teeth.
“I need some water,” he said, but there was no reply.
The ship was drifting aimlessly with no sign of shore.  Everyone on board was slumped on the deck, even Yulver.
“What the bloody hell is going on?” Lorik shouted.  Only a few sailors stirred.
Lorik rose to his feet, but dizziness forced him to pause for a few seconds.  Then he stomped back to where Yulver was passed out beside the steering oar.  He grabbed the older man by the shoulder and shook hard.
“What are you doing?” he shouted straight into Yulver’s face.  “Wake up!”
Yulver groaned, his eyes fluttering and then finally focusing on Lorik’s face.
“What’s going on?” Yulver asked.
“We’re adrift, that’s what!” Lorik thundered at him.  “Why aren’t your men rowing?”
“They haven’t the strength,” Yulver said, a little of his fiery spirit returning.
“By the gods, man, if we don’t row we’ll all die,” said Lorik.
He ripped the lid off the barrel of water.  Only a tiny bit sloshed around the bottom.  He dipped the metal cup in and scrapped up enough for one swallow.  Then he swooshed it around in his mouth before spitting it back into the cup.  It took all his will power not to drink every last drop in the barrel.
“Swoosh your mouth and spit,” Lorik said, thrusting the cup at Yulver.
The grisly old sailor didn’t hesitate.  He turned up the cup and let the lukewarm water pour into his mouth.  Then, like Lorik, he spat it into the cup.
“Stone!” Lorik shouted.
“What?” said the young warrior, his speech muffled by his parched mouth, which struggled to form the words.
“Come here,” Lorik said.
Stone crawled out from under the canvas tent, which had dried in the bright sunlight and constant wind.  He struggled slowly to his feet.  Lorik held out the cup of water he and Yulver had swooshed around their mouths.
“Thanks,” Stone said, reaching for the cup.
“Don’t drink it,” Lorik said, ignoring the look of indignation on Stone’s face.  “It’s almost all that’s left.  Just wet your mouth a little and save the rest for Vera.”
“Just a sip then,” Stone said.
“No, swoosh it around your mouth and spit it back in the cup.  If you swallow it, I’ll throw you overboard.”
Stone’s need for water was so great it battled with his sense of reason.  He knew Lorik was right, but he still wanted to drink the water.  He wanted to drink and drink; it was almost all he could think about.
“Okay,” he said in an unsteady voice.
He pictured Vera in his mind as the foul water rushed into his mouth.  It tasted so sweet to Stone that his eyes burned, but there wasn’t enough water in his body to produce tears.  Still, he spit the water back into the cup.
“How is Vera?” Lorik asked.
“About the same, but not as cold.”
“Get her dressed, then get back out here.  We’ve got to row this ship.”
Stone slowly ducked back into the tent.
“Jons!” Lorik bellowed.
“I’m coming,” the wounded sailor called back.  “I wasn’t sleeping,” he teased.  “I was just checking my eye lids for cracks.”
“Sure, sure,” Lorik said.  “Give this water to Vera.  Then keep her warm.  I’m trusting you.”
“I understand,” Jons said, eyeing the cup of water enviously.  “Is there any more water?”
“No,” Lorik said fiercely.  “And if we’re going to survive, we can’t turn on each other.”
“I won’t drink it,” Jons said.
“Rest if you can,” Lorik explained.  “You’ll have to relieve Yulver soon.”
“I can stand my watch,” grumbled the older sailor.
“You’ve been awake longer than any of us,” Lorik argued.  “You’ll need to rest soon.  Just make sure you have us on a good heading.”
Stone crawled back out of the tent.
“She’s covered,” he said.
“All right,” Lorik said.  “Time to row.”
They both took seats in the middle of the ship.  Neither were as skilled as the sailors, but both were determined to get Vera back to shore.  They began to row, and soon sweat covered their aching bodies.  The sun was setting and the temperature was dropping.  Every once in a while Lorik shouted back to Yulver, making sure the older man was awake.  When night fell, Yulver called to Jons and took the younger man’s place with Vera.  Jons used the stars to navigate and they made slow but steady progress through the night.
Lorik couldn’t remember ever hurting as bad as he did on the rower’s bench.  His muscles burned, his butt ached, and his mouth was so dry it felt like his tongue had grown into a large, hairy strap of leather.  He tried his best not to chew his tongue, but it was impossible.  More than once he tasted blood in his mouth, salty and metallic.
When the sun rose they could see the Sailor’s Graveyard ahead of them.  It wasn’t land, but they all knew it meant that land wasn’t too far away.
Jons roused Yulver, who had trouble waking up but finally rose.  Stone and Lorik were beyond exhausted, but they kept rowing.  Jons roused some of the other sailors, shouting and shaming them into helping.  Before long there were six other men rowing.  Jons, slumped against the railing at the bow of the ship, called back directions to help Yulver navigate through the rocks.
More than once the oars tangled.  Stone and Lorik were slower than the other men at first, but after a couple of hours, the sailors could barely keep pace with Lorik and Stone.  Their minds were a fog, but their bodies continued rowing out of sheer muscle memory.  By nightfall the sailors were once again too exhausted to keep rowing.
Lorik wanted to stop rowing.  He didn’t care any longer if he lived or died, but he knew if he stopped, even to get a sip of water, he would never be able to start again.
“We have to stop,” Stone mumbled.
“No,” Lorik said.  “Do it for Vera.  Do it if you love her.  Don’t quit.”
“I can’t,” Stone moaned in agony.  “I’m dying.”
“We’re all dying.  Just row.”
Somehow the two men found the strength to keep moving.  Time seemed to stand still, but the boat moved slowly through the dangerous stretch of water.  And finally, around midnight, they heard waves crashing onto the shore.
“Land!” Jons cried in a hoarse voice that was barely more than a whisper.  “Land ho!”
“Almost done!” Lorik cried.
They felt the ship lift and propel forward as the waves around them began to break toward the shore.  Then they heard sand grinding under the ship’s broken keel.  Lorik thought he’d never heard anything so joyful in all his life.
“We’ve got to pull her farther up on the beach,” Yulver said.
Stone crawled back to check on Vera.  Lorik and Jons woke as many of the other sailors as they could while Yulver tied a rope to the ship’s bow.  Then, with every muscle aching, hardly able to stand up, Lorik led the men off the boat.  He fell into the salty water, resisting the urge to drink the salty brine.  The water was waist deep and cold.  It shocked his body into motion.  He climbed up onto the beach and caught the rope that Yulver flung to him.  The other men soon joined him, and they pulled the ship as high onto the shore as they could.
There were tall trees growing not far from the water’s edge.  Most were pine or cedar trees.  Lorik tied the rope to one of the trees as the sailors fell to their knees in the sand.  Lorik wanted to join them, but he knew they weren’t out of danger.  He had to find fresh water or they might still die.  He didn’t know how Vera was faring, but he knew she would never recover if he didn’t get her water soon.
“I’m going to find water,” Lorik said to Jons.
The other man just nodded knowingly, then collapsed.
Lorik’s feet felt like stones.  His back ached so badly with every step that it took all his strength to keep moving.  The stars were out and bright, but the moon was hardly a sliver in the sky.  Along the shore the trees grew thick.  Lorik leaned on them as he moved inland.  Growing up in the Marshlands, finding water had never been difficult, but now as he stumbled in the darkness, he knew finding water would not be easy.
He had hoped that they might land closer to a settlement or just a homestead, but there was nothing in sight.  The shoreline along the Sailor’s Graveyard was isolated, since very few ships could land there and no major roads ran through the area.  Lorik might have wandered all night if he hadn’t heard a dog growl at him.  There was a small hut set among the trees that was difficult to see in the night.
“Hello,” Lorik called out in a raw voice.  “Is anyone there?”
It took a few moments, but then someone answered.
“Who’s out there?”
“We need help,” Lorik said.  “Our ship was in the storm.”
“No one sails through the Graveyard and lives to tell about it,” said the voice.
Lorik saw light spill through the hut’s small windows.  The occupant must have used hot coals to light a candle.
“We need water.”
“Well, there’s plenty in the well there, but I’m not letting you in.  If you come any closer than the well, I’ll set my dogs loose on you.”
“Thank you,” Lorik managed to say.  He could see the well now, although it was just a black shape in the darkness.  It was little more than a mound of rocks, but a large wooden bucket was set on top.  He lowered the bucket down and found the well to be shallow.  It took all his strength to pull the bucket up, and then he immediately stuck his head down into the bucket and began to slurp up the fresh water.  He stopped only to breathe, water dripping down from his forehead, nose, and beard.  Then he thrust his face back into the water.  He didn’t think he’d ever tasted anything so sweet.  It was cool and refreshing.  He could feel it run down into his stomach, and his mind seemed to focus.
After drinking half of the water in the bucket, he lowered it back down.  He rubbed his face as the water from his hair ran down his cheeks.
“Hey, in the house,” Lorik called out.  “I need a torch,” he said.  “And I need to take this bucket.”


Chapter 11
Carrying the bucket of water back to the beach was difficult for Lorik.  Every muscle screamed in protest.  His back ached, his shoulder and arm burned, and his legs felt so weak he feared they would collapse under him at any moment.  All he could think about was lying down and going to sleep, but he pushed on, intent on bringing water to Vera and Stone.
When he reached the beach he could make out the shadowy form of the ship a short distance away.  Some of the sailors had taken refuge on the rocky shore, but most were still on board.  Lorik had a small tin cup and he began to let the dehydrated sailors drink the water in his bucket.  They were used to rationing food and water, so they didn’t protest when he limited them to one cup of water.  Even that little bit of clean water seemed to give them new life.
Lorik used the last of his strength to climb aboard the ship.  He went to Vera and found Stone passed out next to her.  He gave his friend a little water, dribbling it onto his dry and cracked lips.  Stone’s swollen tongue darted out like an eel from its cave.  He moaned and his eyes fluttered open.
“Here, drink this,” Lorik told Stone as the young man sat up.
Stone took the cup in shaking hands and slurped it down.
“Oh gods,” he croaked.  “That’s so good.”
“I know,” Lorik said.  “Help me give some to Vera.”
They propped Vera up, Stone holding her in his shaky arms.  Lorik poured a little water into her mouth.  She swallowed instinctively, coughed a little, then moaned.
“She’s still burning up,” Stone said.
“She needs more water,” Lorik said.  “A lot more water.  We all do.  There’s a small farm not far from here.  I’m going to give a little water to the others, then I’ll go back to the farm for more.”
It took an hour to trek back through the woods to the little farm.  Light was pouring through the windows of the small cottage.  Dogs began to bark and the cottage door opened.  A grisly-looking man stepped out.  He had long, gray hair and an equally long, gray beard.
“Where’s my bucket?” he asked.
“Right here,” Lorik said, holding up the bucket.  “We need more water.”
“You really shipwrecked?” the older man asked skeptically.
“Not exactly,” Lorik said as he lowered the bucket into the well.  “We were caught in a storm.  Lost our mast and half the crew.  All the water barrels were contaminated with sea water.  We barely made it back to shore.”
“You realize you’re in the middle of the Sailor’s Graveyard,” the man said coming nearer.
Lorik noticed the man had another water bucket in one hand, while the other rested on a large Hax knife that hung from his belt.
“Yes, but our captain knows the Graveyard well.”
“Only one captain I know foolhardy enough to sail the Graveyard,” the man said.  “Yulver, that your captain?”
“It is,” Lorik said.  “Although he’s not in the best of shape now.”
“All right,” the farmer said.  “I’ll help.”
They carried buckets of water back to the shore.  Most of the men had managed to climb out of the ship now.  The farmer carried his water bucket around to the men lying on the rocky beach.  They guzzled the water from his pewter ladle greedily, then fell back onto the beach exhausted.
Lorik carried his bucket back onto the ship.  He couldn’t remember ever having been so tired, but he knew there was more work to be done.  Vera was sick, and he needed to get her off the ship and to a healer.  He found Yulver asleep at the steering oar.
“Wake up,” Lorik said, nudging the ship captain.
“What?” Yulver said angrily, his voice so hoarse it was barely more than a whisper.
“There’s a farmer here who knows you,” Lorik said, handing Yulver a tin cup of water.  “You need to speak with him.  He’s got water, but we’re going to need a healer.”
“All right,” Yulver said, after he had gulped down the water.  “Where is he?”
“He’s on the shore, giving water to the men there.”
Lorik watched as the older man lumbered away, then he turned to the small shelter where Stone and Vera were.  He moved to Stone’s side.  The young warrior was asleep near Vera.  He would have let his friend sleep, but he knew Stone needed to drink as much as Vera did.  He nudged Stone gently.  Stone’s eyes fluttered open.
“More water,” Lorik said.
“You’re a lifesaver,” Stone said.
“Let’s just hope Vera can say the same thing.”
Stone wanted to give most of the water to Vera, but Lorik insisted that Stone drink his fill.  It took almost the entire bucket before Stone sat back against the railing of the ship.  His stomach was full of water and his eyes drooped.  Lorik was dribbling water onto Vera’s feverish lips.
“What’s the plan?” Stone asked.
“One of us has to go for a healer,” Lorik said.
There was a pause as both men fought to control their emotions.  Neither wanted to do anything except drink more water and sleep.  But they both knew that Vera needed help, and they didn’t trust anyone else to get it for her.
“You can stay here with her,” Lorik said.  “I’ll bring more water and then go for help.”
“No,” Stone said.  “You go get more water, then stay with Vera.  I’ll go for help.”
“Are you sure?” Lorik asked.
“Yes, I’ll sleep until you get back.”
“All right, but I can go if you change your mind.”
“You’ve done enough,” Stone said, gripping his friend’s shoulder.  “You got us here and you got help.  We’d probably all be dead if it weren’t for you.”
“You rowed with me the whole time,” Lorik said.
“Yes, but only because I didn’t want you to show me up,” he said smiling.  “You saved us, I’m not kidding about that.”
“I was just trying to save my own neck.”
“I know better than that,” Stone said.  “You’re always looking out for other people.  If it had just been you alone on that ship the outcome may have been different.  I guess I’m trying to say thank you.”
Lorik just smiled a weary smile at his friend and picked up his bucket.
It took another hour to get back to the farm.  Lorik simply had no strength left.  His legs felt like stones, and his back throbbed with fiery pain that flared with each step.  His shoulders drooped, and his head seemed to grind against the bones in his neck.  The empty water bucket was heavy and he couldn’t imagine how he would carry it full of water back to the ship.
The farmer was leading Lorik and the sky was beginning to brighten.  Thick white clouds were visible as gray shadows against the sky turned from black to pearlescent.  The farmer didn’t talk much, and his pace wasn’t too fast, for which Lorik was grateful.  The small cottage was set back almost a mile from the shoreline, through a forest of thick trees.  Luckily, there wasn’t much undergrowth and Lorik only had to worry about tripping on the gnarled roots of the trees.
“I don’t suppose you have a horse,” Lorik said when they reached the farmhouse.
“Of course I have a horse.  I have a lot of animals.”
“I just need the horse.”
“You seem to need a lot of things.”
“I’ll bring it back,” Lorik explained.  “We need a healer.”
“Closest one I know if is near ten miles up the coast,” the farmer said.
“Which is why I need the horse.”
“You don’t look fit enough to ride a horse.”
“My friend will go for the healer.  Can you saddle the horse for me?”
“Sure,” the farmer said.
He stalked off toward a small stable.  Lorik wondered how the farmer must feel.  Lorik loved his own horses; they were almost like family to him.  He didn’t think he would just let a stranger ride off on one, even if it was to go fetch a healer.  Still, the farmer didn’t seem to mind too much.  Lorik decided he would make it up to the man somehow.
Raising the water bucket from the well left Lorik breathless.  He was sitting on the stone edge of the well when the farmer returned.  He was leading an older-looking plow horse that probably hadn’t been saddled in ages.
“She’s a bit out of practice, but she’ll get you to the healer,” the farmer explained.  “Ride straight up the beach until you come to a river.  Then follow the river through the forest.  The town is called Hanesworth, and there’s a healer living there.  He may not be in the village though.  He travels some when he needs to.”
“Thanks for everything,” Lorik said.  “I’ll bring the horse back as soon as I can.”
“I’ll get some food together and take it out to the ship.”
“Thank you,” Lorik said again.  “I’m not sure how we can repay you.”
“Oh, I have a few ideas,” the farmer said with a grin.
Lorik smiled and nodded, then climbed into the saddle.  The farmer handed the bucket up to him and he took it, trying to hide the pain it caused him to hold the heavy bucket.  Every nerve in his hand and arm was screaming to release the heavy weight, but he held fast and nudged the horse forward.  The old plow horse moved forward obediently.  She wasn’t fast, but she seemed plenty strong.  Lorik balanced the water bucket on the saddle horn and let the horse make its own way through the trees.  When he finally reached the beach the sun was throwing long pink and red streaks across the sky.  The ship was settled against the shore and the tide had run out, leaving most of the ship out of the water.  It was tilted and looked too heavy and cumbersome to ever float.  Most of the ship’s crew and volunteers who weren’t injured were asleep on the beach.  
Lorik led the horse out to the ship since the water had receded.  From the horse’s back he  was level with the ship’s rail and set the bucket on board before crawling over from the saddle.  He tied the horse’s reins onto the railing and went to find Stone.  The young warrior was sleeping beside Vera.  Lorik hated to wake him up, but he knew he didn’t have the strength for a ten-mile ride.
He nudged Stone and began to dribble more water into Vera’s mouth.  She had been delirious with fever, never fully conscious.  Her skin was pale and covered in a sheen of sweat.  Her lips were dry and cracked so badly it was painful for Lorik to look at them.  Her eyelids seemed thin, and spidery, blue blood vessels were visible in them.  He lifted her head as he dripped the water between her lips.  Her breathing was labored, but he saw her throat working to swallow the water.
“How is she?” Stone asked as he rubbed his face, trying to wake up.
“The same, I think,” Lorik said.  “But she’s drinking the water; that’s got to be good.”
“I’ll get going.”
“Have some water first,” Lorik said as he handed his friend a tin cup.  “I brought you a horse.”
“Where did you get a horse?”
“Same place I got the water.”
“Did you steal it?”
“No,” Lorik said.  “The farmer is letting us use it.  He said there’s a village with a healer about ten miles up the coast.  You’ll come to a river, follow it inland.”
“Ten miles will take most of the day to get there and back again.”
“Maybe the whole day on this horse,” Lorik said.  “She’s used to the plow, not the saddle.  You sure you’re up for it?”
“I’ll make it,” Stone said.  “Thanks for the water.  I guess telling you to stay with her isn’t necessary.”
“I won’t leave her side.  You can count on it.”
Stone bent over and brushed her lips with his.  Then he walked away.  Lorik saw him climb down from the ship and then up into the horse’s saddle.  Soon he was moving up the coast at a canter.  Lorik wanted to sleep but he knew he needed to keep giving Vera water.  If he fell asleep nothing would wake him up for hours.  So he sat back against the ship’s rail and fought to keep his eyes open.
Vera didn’t respond to the water, but she did continue to swallow it as long as Lorik dribbled it into her mouth.  It was a slow, tedious process, and it still took all of Lorik’s remaining strength.  The sun came up and the day grew warm.  Lorik pulled the sail over them to give them some shade.  Birds sang and the farmer moved among the men on the shore, continuing to deliver water and helping them move into more sheltered places among the trees.
Sometime after noon Lorik finally passed out.  He had given Vera almost half of the bucket of fresh water.  The sun was going down when Stone shook him awake.
“What is it?” Lorik asked, as he tried to shake the fog of sleep from his mind.
“We’re back,” Stone said.  “The healer wants to move Vera to Alyster’s cottage.  Help me lift her.”
Lorik obeyed, although he wasn’t fully awake.  They put Vera onto a folded piece of canvas sailcloth and used it like a stretcher.  Some of the other sailors were awake now and moving the injured sailors off the ship.  They helped lower Vera to the beach.  Water was once again lapping around the ship’s hull.  Yulver was on his feet directing his men.
Lorik saw it all and yet very little registered.  They carried Vera back through the forest to the farmer’s house.  Inside they found a small bed near the fireplace.  The healer was brewing a drink for her on the fire.  Lorik and Stone were soon sound asleep on the far side of the fireplace.
It was morning again when Lorik opened his eyes.  Sunlight was streaming into the cabin  from the windows the farmer was opening.  The glass panes swung in, and he latched them to the wall with little wooden hooks.
“Back in the land of the living, I see,” said the farmer.
Lorik looked first at Stone who was still asleep nearby and then at Vera on the bed.
“Is she okay?” Lorik asked.
“She’s alive,” the farmer said.  “The healer said it could go either way, I’m afraid.  He’s gone back to Hanesworth for more supplies.”
Lorik got to his feet and moved to Vera’s side.  He felt better, even though he was still tired and his body was stiff and sore from sleeping on the stone floor of the cottage.  He was thirsty, too, and hungry as well.
“Do you have anything to eat?” Lorik asked without looking at the farmer.  He placed one hand on Vera’s and laid the other on her forehead.
“Of course I have food.  I’m a farmer, ain’t I?  Do I have food...” he continued mumbling to himself.  Then he handed Lorik a loaf of bread and a wooden cup of dark, red wine.
“The healer said you should have a glass of wine when you woke up.  And then water the rest of the day.  I suspect you’ll be staying here with her?”
“Only until Stone wakes up,” Lorik said.  “Then I’ll do whatever you need.”
“Oh, we’ll get to that soon enough.  For now, though, there’s still work to be done out at the ship.  I’m going now.  You follow along when you can.”
Lorik nodded and looked at Vera.  For the first time he felt afraid.  She looked like she was on the edge of death, her eyes sunken and her skin waxy.  Fear clamped its icy grip around his heart and it took all of his strength just to keep breathing.  He sat that way for a long time, just holding the wine and the bread, watching Vera to make sure she was breathing.
When Stone finally woke up, he groaned and then got slowly to his feet, then moved behind Lorik.
“Is she okay?”
“I don’t know,” Lorik said.
“What did the healer say?”
“He was gone when I woke up.  The farmer said he had to go back to the village for more supplies.”
“Didn’t he tell you anything about her?” Stone said angrily.
“He said it could go either way.”
“What do you mean ‘either way’?  What’s that supposed to mean?” Stone was shouting now.  “Lorik, tell me what that means!”
“It means,” Lorik said quietly, as tears filled his eyes, “she might die.”


Chapter 12
Lorik felt helpless around Vera.  Stone never left her side, but Lorik threw himself into the work to be done with the ship.  Yulver was busy with his crew repairing the damage done in the storm, and Lorik helped out in any way he could.  The healer returned to the cottage late that night, where Stone watched over Vera.  He brewed another medicinal drink and sat with her while Stone slept nearby on the floor.
The next morning Lorik and Stone waited outside while the healer examined Vera again.  Neither man spoke, but the tension between them was palpable.  Finally, after nearly half an hour, the healer joined the two men outside the cottage.
“She’s no worse,” he said, “but no better either.”
“What is wrong with her?” Lorik asked.
“It’s hard to say exactly.  Physically she seems fine.  Other than the fever and the fact that she hasn’t woken up, there’s no indication that anything is wrong with her.  Normally a sickness produces other symptoms, like a rash, or vomiting, or discoloration of the eyes or tongue.  She has none of those symptoms.  The closest I can come to describing her condition is hibernation.”
“You mean, like an animal?” Stone asked.
“Yes, very much like a bear or even a squirrel.  Their bodies shut down during the winter when food is hard to find.  They sleep much of that time, which allows their bodies to use less of the fat they’ve stored up in their bodies.  Of course, she’s not in hibernation, but her body has shut down to conserve what strength she has left.  If the story you told me about the voyage is true, I guess it’s possible that she worked herself to exhaustion.  That added to the lack of food and water for several days, could in theory produce the hibernation-type symptoms.”
“So when will she wake up?” Lorik asked.
“I can’t say.  She may never wake up.”
This last statement drew a groan from Stone that reminded Lorik of someone pulling a long blade from another man’s stomach.
“Our best course of action is to simply watch and wait,” the healer said.  “We need to keep her comfortable.  We need to keep giving her water and medicines, but at the end of the day, her body has to wake up on its own.  We can’t force it.”
“There’s nothing more we can do?” Lorik asked.
“I’m afraid not.”
“Damn!” Lorik said.
“I’ll watch her,” Stone said.  “You don’t have to stay around here, Lorik.”
“If there was something I could do...” he let the sentence trail off.
“I know, and if something changes I’ll send word.  Until then, go make yourself useful.”
“I’ve got plenty to keep you busy,” said the farmer.
“All right,” Lorik said.  “Show me what needs done.”
For the next three days Lorik worked the farm from sunup until after dark.  It was harvest time, and he used a long sickle to cut wheat and barley.  Then he helped bundle the harvested grains and stack them on the wagon pulled by the farmer’s plow horse.  He also made repairs to the stable and the small storehouse where most of the farmer’s crop was held.  The farmer was a resourceful man.  He grew his own vegetables and raised his own chickens and pigs.  He also brewed his own ale.
On the fourth morning Stone and Lorik finally got some good news.  The healer reported that Vera’s fever had broken in the night and he expected her to wake up soon.  Stone and Lorik went into the cottage to sit with her.  It was the first time Lorik had seen his old friend in the daylight.  Her body had wasted away over the last few days; the fever had burned away any excess fat.  Lorik could see the bones in her shoulders, ribs and hips, even under the blanket that covered her.  Tears stung his eyes, but he held his emotions in check.
An hour later, she stirred.  Her eyes didn’t open but she moaned a little and moved her hands.  Stone gave her some water and she seemed to relax a little after that.  It was noon before she woke up fully.  She didn’t try to raise her head, but she opened her eyes and looked around.
“Where are we?” she asked, her voice raspy and soft.
“In a cottage, not far from the coast,” Stone said.  “It’s a little farm.  The owner’s name is Alyster.  He’s been helping us take care of you.”
“The ship?” she asked.
“It’s not far.  Yulver is still working on it.  The volunteers from Hassell Point are helping him, although some are planning to return home.”
“How do you feel?” Lorik asked.
“Tired,” Vera said, but a faint smile appeared at the edges of her mouth.  “And hungry.”
“We’ve got some broth,” Lorik said.  “And bread, too.”
Stone fed Vera and then she slept some more.  The tension between the two men seemed to disappear, and although Lorik went back to helping Alyster, he did so in a more jovial mood.  When they finished their work at sunset, the farmer began to prepare food for everyone, including Vera, who was awake again.  They all had ale for the first time in days, and the cottage was full of laughter.
When Alyster turned in for the night, Lorik took a walk.  Vera was already asleep, so Stone joined him.  The night was cool and the stars shone brightly in the dark sky overhead.  They leaned against the well, which was made of heavy stones held together by thick mortar.  They looked up and watched the moon as it slowly moved across the sky.
“So what do we do now?” Stone asked.
“That’s a good question,” Lorik said.  “I heard that Yulver will have his ship repaired tomorrow.  He plans to set sail soon.”
“It could be weeks before Vera is ready to travel over land,” Stone said.  “I feel like we’re intruding on Alyster and I don’t have the skills you do to help out around here.”
“We could move Vera to the ship,” Lorik said.
“Are you set on going north?” Stone asked.  “I could really use your help with Vera.”
“I would never turn my back on you or Vera, but I doubt she wants me around.  Besides, I made a commitment to the volunteers from Hassell Point and to Yulver.”
“I don’t think Vera will go back on the ship, and I don’t blame her,” Stone said.  “I’m just not sure what to do.”
“Ask her.  She’s never been afraid of expressing her opinions.”
“Yes, I know,” Stone said.
They both shared a laugh, then spent some time in silent contemplation before Stone returned to the cottage.
The next morning, Vera broached the subject before either man had the chance.
“When are you leaving?” Vera asked Lorik.
“This evening, with the tide,” Lorik answered.  “Yulver installed a new mast yesterday.  He’ll just be reprovisioning the ship today and then setting sail.”
“Can you get me on board?  I don’t think I’m strong enough to walk or ride a horse yet.”
“You want to go?” Stone asked surprised.  “They’re still sailing north.”
“I know, and I know that Lorik is going no matter what.”
“So you’ve changed your mind about fighting the Norsik?” Lorik asked.
“Yes and no.  I didn’t have a epiphany or vision from the gods.  I just realized that what matters most to me in the world are the two men in this room and that you need each other.  We can go with you, if Yulver will allow me to take up space on his ship.”
“I’m going to fight, Vera,” Lorik said.  “Right or wrong, I’ve made up my mind.”
“I know,” she said softly.  “I won’t try to stop you.”
Lorik looked at Stone and the younger man nodded.  In fact, he looked relieved, and Lorik went outside to speak with Alyster.  The old farmer refused to take the few coins Lorik offered him, and he even helped fashion a stretcher using the sailcloth and two small trees that Lorik cut and trimmed.
Stone carried Vera out of the cottage into the warm afternoon air.  She seemed happy to be going, but Lorik couldn’t ignore how frail and sickly she still looked.  He wanted to ask Stone if taking her back to sea was really the best idea, but he knew they wouldn’t be able to change Vera’s mind.  He was glad she wanted to go with him, but he was afraid, too.  If she got sick again, she wouldn’t survive.  Lorik had seen first his father, then his mother waste away from sickness.  Vera’s frail form reminded him of just how close to death she had come.
“You keep this old quilt,” Alyster said.  “It may be a bit ragged, but it’s warm.”
“It’s lovely.  Are you sure?” Vera asked, taking the quilt the old farmer had handed her.
“Of course I’m sure.  It’s not everyday that I get to share my bed with a beautiful young lady.  I think you should have something to remember me by.”
Vera blushed, her pale skin blooming red.
“I will remember you and how much you helped all of us.”
“Just being neighborly.  If you folks get back down this way, stop by and see me.  We’ll tap another keg and have a proper reunion.”
“That would be lovely.”
“Thank you, Alyster,” Lorik said, extending his hand.
“Oh, you earned your keep.  I don’t remember ever getting a crop in this quickly.  I’ll have more brewing time this year.  Nothing wrong with that.”
Stone shook the farmer’s hand, then they set off.  Lorik carried the front of the stretcher, and Stone carried the rear.  The trail from the farm to where Yulver’s ship was beached was well worn now.  They arrived at the small camp the sailors had been using just as Yulver was gathering the last of the supplies.
“You have room for two more?” Lorik asked.
“Of course,” Yulver said.  “How are you feeling, Vera?”
“Better,” she said.
“Always a pleasure to have you on my ship,” the wizened old captain said, before turning back to Lorik.  “Get her settled.  We’ll be shoving off soon.”
The small shelter that Stone and Lorik had set up was gone, but the cabin was now fully repaired.  Stone got Vera settled while Lorik climbed back out of the ship and joined the sailors who were pushing against the thick hull.  The tide was rising, and Lorik stood in water as deep as his knees.  The ship had settled in the sand over the last week, and it took all the strength the sailors had to push it free.  The ship moved a few inches at first, then seemed to settle back into the sand.  A wave came in, and Yulver timed his command to heave the heavy vessel with the wave’s backflow.  This time the ship moved several feet.  It took three more efforts before the ship was floating freely again.  The sailors pushed the ship until the water was at their shoulders, then one by one they climbed aboard.
Stone and Lorik joined the volunteers in manning the oars.  Almost half of the ship’s crew had succumbed to injuries from the storm.  The ship plunged back out among the hidden rocks and sandbars of the Sailor’s Graveyard and then turned north.  Jons served as lookout, hanging a bright lantern over the bow.  A steady wind filled their sail, and the ship plowed ahead, leaving a bright white wake behind them.
Vera was sleeping when Lorik and Stone returned to the small cabin.  They settled in for the night, but it took them both a long time to fend off the frightening memories that came with being on board the ship again.  Finally they fell asleep as the ship sailed north, toward the Sandah Gulf and the invading Norsik.


Chapter 13
Supplies on board the ship were limited.  There was plenty of water, but not much food.  Yulver sailed for two days and then took shelter at the harbor in Pettis Cove.  It was a small trading village, like most of the other coastal towns north of the Sailor’s Graveyard.  Vera was still too weak to leave the ship, but Lorik and a few of the volunteers from Hassell Point decided to visit one of the waterfront taverns.  It was a long, low building with a thick roof that was covered with clay tiles.  Inside, the room was warmed by a large fire, and the smell of roasting meat made the tavern feel comfortable.
Lorik and the others took seats and ordered ale.  Food was brought and they all enjoyed a warm meal, but Lorik wasn’t there for the food or the drinks.  He wanted news of what was happening in the north.  He made eye contact with the proprietor of the inn and soon the man joined him at a small table.
“My name is Lorik,” he said, waving at the seat opposite him.
“I am Wallace, and the Sea Spring is my tavern,” said the man as he took a seat.
They both took slow drinks of ale and sized each other up.  Lorik was tall and thick through the chest, shoulders, and arms.  Wallace was a much smaller man, short and thin, but tough—Lorik could see that in the tavern owner’s eyes.  Lorik guessed that Wallace was not the type of man who allowed himself to be pushed around and didn’t shy away from hard work.  Lorik liked him immediately.
“We’re from Hassell Point,” Lorik began, wiping the foam from the ale off his mouth.
“You’re a long way from home,” the tavern keeper replied.
“Aye, we’ve come north to push back the Norsik.”
Wallace didn’t reply; he just cleared his throat and spat.
“Is there word from the north?” Lorik asked.
“For certain,” Wallace said.  “We get more every day.  Raids by the Norsik.  Another village burned.  They’ve started taking slaves, too.  They’re becoming more brazen every day.”
“What about the Wilderlands and Fort Utlig, does it still stand?”
“Yes, the volunteers have held it so far, but there’s no real soldiers left.  They all marched south with the mad King Oveer.  It won’t be long until the defenses are overrun.  The Norsik have been raiding, but now they’re finding abandoned villages just waiting to be occupied.  It won’t be long until they’ve occupied over half of the kingdom.  Then what will we do?”
“Aye, it can’t be allowed,” Lorik agreed.  “We’re sailing north to stop them.”
“I hope you’ve got an army with you.”
“No,” Lorik said.  “Just a dozen or so volunteers.”
“Well, what you’re planning is noble, but I wouldn’t put much hope in your group turning the tide.  You might be better off sailing south again, if you value your neck, that is.”
“I need to know if the Norsik are crossing the gulf,” Lorik said.
“Of course they are.  There’s no one to oppose them.  A few of the villages have held firm against them, but it’s only a matter of time before the Norsik tribes band together.  Then they’ll be unstoppable.”
Lorik took a long drink from his cup of ale, finishing it off.  He had expected the news to be bad, but it was worse than he imagined.  He wasn’t sure what good he could do, but the thought of turning back and leaving Ortis to be invaded by the Norsik turned his stomach.
“Thank you for the news,” Lorik said.
“You watch yourself,” Wallace said.
They both stood up and shook hands.
“If you get back this way, come share a cup of ale.  The next one is on me,” Wallace said.
“Thank you, I will,” Lorik said.
He left the tavern and went for a walk through the village.  He needed time to clear his head and think about what his next move would be.  Obviously, sailing through the Sandah Gulf was a dangerous prospect.  The gulf was as long as half of the western coast, but so narrow at some points that a person could see across it on a clear day.  The currents were often treacherous, and the people living along the southern coast were Ortisian, but often not friendly.  A lifetime of living under the threat of Norsik raiders crossing the narrow gulf made them wary of anyone they didn’t know well, regardless of nationality.
A better option would be to get horses and ride north, but that would cost a lot of money, and Vera simply wasn’t able to make that type of journey, not for a while yet, anyway.  People in the small village were friendly.  Lorik bought a jug of strong wine for Vera.  He also found a thick blanket.  The quilt Alyster gave her was warm, but the further north they traveled the colder the nights would get.  He didn’t want her to have a setback.
When he got back to the ship he gave the wine and blanket to Vera.  Stone poured her a small cup of the wine and she sat up, sipping it.  Then she fell asleep with the thick blanket under her to soften the rough wooden deck.
“We need to figure a few things out,” Lorik told Stone once Vera was asleep.  “First off, how is she doing?”
“Good,” Stone said.  “She’s got a long way to go before she gets her strength back, but she seems to be improving.”
“All right, let’s go talk to Yulver.”
They left Jons watching Vera.  The sailor’s arm and shoulder were healing, but he still couldn’t row or do most of the jobs on the ship.  Entrusting him with an important task, even if it was just watching Vera sleep, seemed to boost his spirits.
Yulver had purchased stores for the ship and was waiting on the dock for them to be delivered.  He was drinking ale and watching the sun set slowly out to sea when Lorik and Stone found him.
“You two headed to the tavern?” Yulver asked.  “We need to start rounding up the men.”
“We’ll get them soon,” Lorik said.  “First we need to make some decisions about sailing north.”
“You change your mind?” Yulver asked.
“No,” Lorik explained, “but I did get some unsettling news.  It seems the Norsik are raiding across the Sandah Gulf without any resistance.  Chances are they’ve even begun to settle in some of the villages on our side of the coast.  I’m not sure sailing up the gulf is the best idea.”
“You get this from a reputable source?” Yulver asked.
“Wallace, over at the Sea Spring.”
“He’s a good man,” Yulver said.  “I wouldn’t think he was given to gossip.  So what do you want to do?”
“We need to travel over land,” Lorik said.
“It’ll take twice as long,” Yulver said.
“And Vera won’t be able to ride for at least a week,” Stone said.  “I don’t even want her in the back of a wagon.”
“I agree,” Lorik said.  “But what if we sail north as far as possible without actually running up the gulf?  That will give Vera some time to heal and shave a little time off our travels.”
“Ange Point is at the mouth of the gulf,” Yulver said.  “It’s a good-sized city.  I can drop you there.”
“How long will it take to reach Ange Point?” Stone asked.
“A week if the winds hold.  It should be an easy voyage.”
“It sounds like a reasonable plan,” Stone said.
“I agree,” Lorik said.
“Most of our trade goods were ruined by the storm,” Yulver said.  “I’m not sure how you’ll get horses.”
“And we lost most of our coin in the storm as well,” Stone added.
“We’ll deal with that once we’re there,” Lorik said.  “But there’s no sense sailing through the gulf and getting everyone killed before we reach the Wilderlands.”
They helped Yulver load the new sailcloth he had purchased onto the ship, then Lorik went back to the tavern to round up his volunteers.  Most were drunk, but none gave him any trouble.  They were young men, eager for adventure, and so far the trip hadn’t disappointed them.
They sailed north just as the sun began to disappear and soon the stars were shining brightly overhead.  It took eight days to reach Ange Point, sailing due north without stops anywhere along the way.  They could see the city in the distance when the sun came up on the eighth day.  Vera had grown steadily stronger.  She and Stone walked around the limited deck space several times each day.  Riding horseback would be a challenge for her, but it no longer seemed to be an impossible task.
The sunrise was red and there were low clouds over the city.  As the sun rose higher it became apparent that the clouds were actually smoke from fires in the city.  Lorik found Yulver.
“That’s not normal, is it?” he asked the wizened sea captain.
“No,” Yulver said, squinting.  He raised a spyglass and tried to make out exactly what was happening in the city.
“Are they under attack?” Lorik asked.
“I don’t think so,” Yulver explained.  “It looks like the attack is over.  The city is in ruins.  Most of the harbor is burned.  A lot of the buildings, too.”
“Was it the Norsik?” Vera asked.
“Can’t imagine who else could have done it, but I can’t make anyone out yet.  We’re still too far away to get details.”
It took another hour before they got close enough to see that the city was completely overrun.
“It’s worse than we thought,” Lorik said.  “If the Norsik are entrenched in Ange Point, there’s no way for us to land and get the supplies we need.”
“We could go back to one of the harbors further south,” Stone said.
“None are big enough to have what we need.  We might find a few horses, but certainly not enough for all the volunteers.  We need weapons, too, and rations for the trip.”
“So what are our options?” Vera asked.
“We can keep sailing,” Yulver said.  “The gulf might be tricky, but I can get you to the Wilderlands.”
“I’m sure you can,” Lorik said.  “But we still need supplies to make the voyage.”
“And weapons in case we’re attacked along the way,” Stone said.  “I think our best bet is to sneak into the city and see what we can salvage.”
“We need to make a show of turning about,” Lorik said.  “I’m sure we’re being watched.  If it looks like we’re running they won’t expect us to sneak back into the city.”
“You want to turn back south and sail down the coast?” Yulver asked.
“That’s right,” Lorik said.  “Until we’re out of sight of the city.”
“Then what?” Vera asked.
“Then Lorik and I disembark and sneak back into the city tonight,” Stone explained.
“We’ll get supplies and weapons,” Lorik added.
“And I’ll sail back to meet you in the dark?” Yulver asked.
“If you can manage it,” Lorik said, smiling.
“I could thread a needle with this ship,” the sea captain boasted.
“Good.  We’ll find a way to get the supplies out to the ship once you’re in harbor, but you can’t move north again until after sunset.”
“You’re both insane,” Vera said.  “That city is overrun with Norsik raiders.  You can’t just go to the market and trade.”
“We’ll be careful,” Stone said, looking happy for the first time since Vera got sick.
“Besides, we won’t be alone,” Lorik said.  “We’ll take the boys from Hassell Point with us.”
“I don’t like it,” Vera said, a little of her old fire returning.  “You’ll probably all be killed.”
“It’s not an ideal plan,” Yulver said.  “But we do need supplies.”
They spent the next hour sailing back to the south.  They saw a few Norsik ships, but none left the harbor to pursue the Dancer.  They were small vessels, ideal for crossing the gulf but not for sailing on the open sea.  Lorik and Stone shared the spyglass as the ship turned back south.  They left the handling of the ship to the sailors and focused their attention on what details they could gather.
Once they were too far to see anything of value in the city, they began to make their plans.  Lorik still had his battle axe.  It was a big weapon, ideal for open battle, but not for stealth or speed.  He decided he would have to leave it behind.  It was midday before they came to a small cove and weighed anchor.  Most of the crew, including Vera, disembarked.  Getting their feet on solid ground felt good, and they spent the afternoon lounging near the shore.
As the sun began to set Lorik and Stone led the volunteers into the countryside.  They moved east, going inland for more than a mile before turning north.  It was fully dark before they reached the outskirts of the city.  There were no sentries, no sign of an organized military guard or occupation of the city.  Lorik hadn’t expected the Norsik to be prepared for a counterattack.  They were most likely feasting and drinking.  The Norsik were raiders who were used to hitting a town or village, looting as much as they could, and then running back across the border.  Word must have reached the western tribes that the Ortisian troops were no longer protecting the villages.  Now they had settled into the city of Ange Point to enjoy their conquest.
“What’s the plan?” Stone asked as they stopped just outside the city.
They had been moving through the countryside, but now they were hidden behind a small cottage that was only a stone’s throw from the city proper.  They could hear noise, but nothing that stood out.  They knew there were people in the city, but that was all.
“It really sticks in my craw to let the Norsik bastards off without a fight,” Lorik said.
“But we don’t even know how many are still here,” Stone argued.
“I know, I know,” Lorik said.  “We need food and we need weapons.  We can stop and refill the water barrels just about anywhere, but we need bread, cheeses, and meat if we can find it.”
“Most of the animals will have been slaughtered already,” Stone said.
“Or shipped back,” Lorik agreed.  “But perhaps we can find a few places that haven’t been looted yet.”
“What about weapons?” Stone asked.
“I think there should be some in the smithy.  It should be relatively easy to search there.  Why don’t you take the volunteers to find weapons, then meet me back at the harbor.”
“You’re going by yourself?”
“I’ll take a couple of these boys with me, but the chances of us getting caught are higher the more people I have with me.”
“The storehouses will most likely be guarded,” Stone agreed.  “Be safe.”
They went in two different directions.  Stone took his contingent of men, ten in all, straight into the city, but Lorik stayed on the outskirts.  He found several homes with root cellars.  Some of the homes had been burned, and the skeletal remains of the homes had collapsed down into the cellars.  Those that were intact had only a few items left inside.  Lorik gathered anything jarred or dried.  He soon had two handcarts full of foodstuffs and led his volunteers back toward the harbor.
There were Norsik wandering throughout the city, but they were easy enough to avoid.  None of the invaders seemed to be expecting trouble or on the lookout for enemy forces.  But at the harbor there was a small group of warriors guarding the three Norsik ships.  They wore thick headpieces made from long strips of fabric that they wrapped carefully around their heads.  They also wore tall boots and baggy pants that tucked into the tops of their boots.  For weapons they preferred short, curved swords and small round shields.
Lorik and his volunteers took shelter in the burned-out husk of a house with their supplies.  It wasn’t enough food for the entire ship, but it was a start.  Lorik didn’t want Stone to get back to the harbor and start a fight with the Norsik warriors.  Instead, he left his volunteers and snuck closer to the guards.  He settled into the shadows of a large stone building not far from where the guards stood on the wooden dock.  They were talking to each other, almost lounging, but Lorik knew they wouldn’t be easy to overcome.  He could see them from the shadows, but they hadn’t noticed him yet.  He didn’t have a weapon other than his hatchet, which was a small woodcutting axe.  It was a decent weapon in close fighting, heavy and sharp enough to do real damage, but not the type of weapon that would be useful defensively, especially against the heavy, short swords of the Norsik guards.
Lorik wished he had his bow; he could have taken out two of the guards before they knew what they were up against.  There were four Norsik in all, and he knew he would have to take them out very carefully.  It wouldn’t do to get wounded now, as there might not be enough time to heal before he would have to fight again.  And if he didn’t take them out quickly, they could raise the alarm and all of Lorik and Stone’s work would be for nothing.
Lorik decided that perhaps he could draw them away from the harbor.  He went back to where his companions waited and took one of the handcarts.  He pushed it slowly across the street, but made sure he made enough noise to be spotted.  He hunched over his cart, trying to disguise his true size in the dark.  When the guards saw him they thought he was a refugee, trying to sneak goods out of the city.  They called out to him in their strange language, and two of the guards ran to intercept him.
Lorik moved between two buildings, limping like an older man until he was out of their sight.  The guards were rushing forward, expecting to find a helpless old man.  When the first guard rounded the corner Lorik punched him hard from the shadows.  It was a straight punch, right to the center of the guard’s face, with all Lorik’s weight behind it.  The added momentum of the guard made the blow devastating.  Bone and cartilage in the guard’s nose were smashed, and the man’s booted feet flew up.  The guard landed flat on his back and didn’t move.  His companion rounded the corner and tripped on his friend’s body.  Lorik was on the second guard in a flash, bringing his weight down on his knees directly onto the guard’s back.  Several of the guard’s ribs snapped and all the breath was expelled from his lungs.  The man instinctively lifted his head as he tried desperately to suck in air.  Lorik’s hatchet slammed down into the side of the guard’s throat, severing the arteries and veins before crushing the man’s windpipe.  Blood fountained into the air, black in the shadowy light.  The guard gurgled for a moment, trying desperately to live, but failed.
Lorik then returned to the first guard, who was still completely unconscious.  He chopped down with his small axe into the back of the man’s neck, just below his skull.  The man kicked and twitched, but he never woke up.
“Looks like you’ve got things under control,” Stone said, moving out of the shadows from farther up the alley.  “I was going to help you but you didn’t need it.”
“I’ll remember that the next time you’re out numbered,” Lorik said.
“Oh, don’t complain.  Two unsuspecting raiders are no match for you.”
“I was unarmed,” Lorik said, in a whisper that didn’t hide his amusement.
“You have a little axe,” Stone insisted.
“I use that hatchet to cut firewood; it’s not a weapon.”
“Sure it is.  It’s perfect for bashing in people’s heads, see?”
“I prefer a bigger axe, one with two blades.”
“Bigger isn’t always better.”
“Why not?  It’s much more fun.”
“You call this fun?”
“I needed a little excitement after being cooped up with you on that damn boat for weeks.”
“Hey, you invited me.”
They both turned and peered back out at the last two guards.
“If we take them out, we can use their boats to get to the Dancer,” Stone said.
“My thoughts exactly, but we don’t have enough food yet.  Did you find weapons?”
“Some, long blades mostly.  A few spears.  How do you want to handle those two?”
“I figured they were yours since I took out the first two.”
“Oh, thanks a lot.  You know, if I get hurt you’ll have to deal with Vera.”
“In that case, let me borrow your knives.  I’ll take care of them myself.”
“Hey, nobody touches my knives.”
“Well, make up your mind.  Are you going to kill them or am I?”
“I’ll do it,” Stone said.  He drew both of his knives from the low-slung scabbards on each hip.  “Just watch and learn.”
Stone moved as silently as a panther, flitting from shadow to shadow.  Lorik had trouble keeping up with his friend in the darkness.  The guards were straining to see in the dark and on the verge of calling out to their companions.  Then suddenly Stone struck, like a monstrous wraith looming up beside the guards.  His first blow tore through the throat of the nearest guard, who fell writhing on the ground before the second guard could draw his weapon.  Stone darted forward but had to skirt around the first guard’s body.  The Norsik warrior was frightened and scrambled backward, running straight off the pier and falling into the water between two boats.  Stone didn’t hesitate, diving right in after the guard.
Lorik knew if the Norsik surfaced he would surely call for help.  Whether the other raiders in the city would hear or respond was unknown, but it was a chance Lorik didn’t want to take.  There was some thrashing in the water as Lorik hurried toward the harbor.  When he arrived he saw Stone scrambling up the round wooden pole that supported the harbor.  The pole was covered with slime of some sort, making it slick.  Lorik held out a hand and pulled his friend from the water.
“The other guard dead yet?” Stone asked between gasps.  He was panting hard and shivering from being in the cold water.
“Not quite,” Lorik said, but there wasn’t much life left in the guard.  The first guard’s body was rigid, his back spasming and his hands trying desperately to hold in his life’s blood from where it seeped out of his ruined neck.
They waited a moment for the guard to die, then they stripped off his clothes.  All they needed were the boots, pants, and head wrap.  They dressed three of the volunteers in the clothes of the dead guards and left them at the pier.  The other nine volunteers loaded the food and weapons into one of the Norsik boats and began paddling it out into the harbor to meet with Yulver.
Lorik and Stone gathered two more carts full of food, then took them back to the pier.  On their way they saw a large building that was full of people.  Bright yellow lamplight shone in the building’s windows and the sounds of laughter could be heard.  They stopped and watched the building for a few minutes.  They saw several Norsik go into the building.
“What do you think that place is?” Stone asked.
“Not sure what it was,” Lorik said.  “Looks like maybe a town hall or something.  Perhaps some noble held court here.”
“What do you think the Norsik are doing in there?”
“Sounds like they’re feasting, or maybe it’s some strange ritual or something.  I want to take a look.”
They left their handcarts and hurried over to the building.  There were no doors on the end where they hid themselves.  The windows were high enough that they couldn’t see in them.  Lorik had to boost Stone up and let the younger, lighter man stand on his shoulders to see inside.
“It’s a feast, all right,” Stone whispered down.  “And they’ve got a group of women and children in there, all tied together with thick ropes around their necks.”
“The Norsik are slavers,” Lorik said, as he lowered Stone down.  “Any chance of us freeing them?”
“Not that I can see,” Stone said.  “We’d need a war band three times the size of the volunteers you brought, and then it would only be even numbers.”
“I was afraid of that,” Lorik said.  “We can’t take refugees with us, either, but maybe there is something we can do.”
A plan was forming in his mind, one that just might work.


Chapter 14
Before they could do anything else, they had to get the food to the ships in the harbor.  It took nearly half an hour to get everything loaded and explain to the volunteers posing as Norsik guards what they were planning.  Then Lorik used his small axe to bust a hole in the hull of the other boat.  That gave them only one means of escape from Ange Point, but it would give the Norsik who pursued them no way to follow them into the harbor and beyond.
“Are you sure about this?” Stone asked.  “It doesn’t leave much of a margin for error.”
“This is what I came north for,” Lorik replied.  I’m not leaving anyone to be taken as slaves by these savages.”
“Okay, lead the way.”
They were careful as they returned to the large building where the slaves were being held.    They had stopped along the way and filled their handcarts with hay.  At the back of the building they piled the hay up and then set it on fire.  The rear wall grew hot, then smoke began to seep into the building.  The drunken Norsik didn’t notice at first, but then flames began to lick up toward the roof.  Shouts and calls for help echoed inside.
“All right,” Lorik said.  “Remember, I’ll lead them away, you set the prisoners free.”
“What if they have nowhere to go?” Stone asked.
“We can’t take them with us, so they’ll have to fend for themselves from now on, but there will be a few who know the country and how to get to safety.  Our task is just to give them a chance to get out of town.”
“You be careful,” Stone said.
“Don’t worry about me,” Lorik said.
He stood up and hefted the heavy spear.  It was long and deadly—the steel blade on the end was as long as Lorik’s forearm and well honed.  He stood in the shadows not far from the fire and waited while Stone disappeared into the night.  It wasn’t long before the first Norsik raiders came running around the building to see what had started the fire.  Lorik struck them from behind, stabbing one in the back and then spinning around and hitting the second raider with the butt of the spear.  It knocked the surprised Norsik raider into the fire.  The man’s pants and turban immediately caught fire.  His screams had exactly the effect Lorik was hoping they would: the raiders streamed out of the building to see what was happening.  Lorik stayed just long enough for the raiders to see him in the dancing orange firelight.  He was little more than a tall, broad shadow, the spear still dripping with blood.  Then he turned and ran.  The crowd followed him.
Stone had carefully made his way across the street from the main entrance of the building.  He was watching from the shadows when the raiders had gone running to see what was happening at the rear of the building.  Then he made his move.  If the raiders returned and caught him, he knew he was a dead man, but Stone trusted Lorik.  The wily teamster had a knack for stirring up trouble, and Stone had little doubt they would rush to capture him.
Inside the hall, smoke was growing thick.  Stone could hear the prisoners coughing.  There were two men left inside to guard the newly captured slaves.  When they saw Stone they hurried forward to attack him.  Stone drew his knives and attacked so quickly the raiders never knew what hit them.  The first raider was still moving forward with his sword raised when Stone raced past him, ducking under the raider’s clumsy attack and slicing one knife across the raider’s exposed stomach.  Blood poured out as his internal organs began to bulge through the wound.  The raider looked down in horror, dropped his sword, and staggered back, holding both hands across his stomach as he tried to stanch the blood and hold himself together.
Stone had spun past the first raider and popped up through the thick smoke right in front of the second.  The raider drew back his weapon to strike a blow, but he never got the chance.  Stone’s second knife came up in a powerful arc and stabbed the raider just below his arm, killing  him instantly.  Stone was forced to let the let the knife go as the raider’s body dragged it out of his hand.
The prisoners were women and children, and they were shouting, coughing, and crying in the smoke.  Stone rushed to them and began severing their bonds.  The rope cut easily enough, but getting the shocked prisoners moving was more difficult.  Once the fire reached the building’s roof it spread quickly, and the terror of the fire finally got the crowd moving.
“Run!” Stone told them.  “Stay together and get to safety.”
“Can’t we go with you?” one very frightened woman asked.
“No, there are only a few of us.  We’ll hold the Norsik off for a while, but you need to get to safety.”
The children were crying, but a few of the women began to herd them down the darkened street.
“What about you, won’t you come with us?” asked the first woman again.  She was clinging to Stone’s arm.
“I have to go and help my partner,” he replied.  “You’ll be okay.  Stay together and keep moving until you are out of the city.”
The woman threw her arms around his neck and hugged Stone tightly.  Then she was hurrying off with the others.  Stone watched for a moment, feeling neglectful that he couldn’t stay with the townsfolk and lead them to safety.  Then he turned and ran back into the building.  The fire was raging now and the smoke was so thick it was hard to see.  Stone held his breath to keep from choking as he rushed back to the man he’d killed and retrieved his knife.  It took all his strength to pull the blade free.  He was just turning to run back out of the building when the first raider reappeared.  There were long bloody ropes of intestine hanging from his open belly and his clothes were singed.  He was roaring a battle cry despite the smoke and rushing toward Stone with a short, curved sword.  Stone spun around instinctively and slashed the rear of the man’s upper leg, severing the raider’s hamstring.  The man toppled to the floor.  Stone kept moving, trying to get free of the smoke, but he couldn’t hold his breath anymore.  He blew out a lung full of air and then sucked in the thick smoke.  The air was so hot it seemed to sear his lungs.  He coughed and gagged, trying to breathe, but it was no use.  His strength seemed to melt away in the awful heat and it was all Stone could do to stumble out of the burning building.
Outside in the cold night air, he fell to his knees, coughing and sputtering.  He vomited and then fell onto his side.  His lungs were free of the smoke, but every breath burned deep in his chest and he couldn’t stop coughing.  He retched again and again from coughing so hard.  Finally, his stomach seemed to settle down and his head began to clear.  He knew he had to get back to the harbor.  If he didn’t get back before Lorik he would be left behind.  But his arms and legs felt so heavy he could barely move them.  He got onto his hands and knees and began to crawl.
Lorik had thrown the spear aside as soon as he was around the first building.  He didn’t need the heavy weapon slowing him down.  He knew that turning and fighting the horde of Norsik raiders would only end in his death.  He might take a few with him, but they had the advantage of numbers and his only chance was to stay ahead of them.  He could hear the crowd shouting.  Someone was giving orders, but Lorik couldn’t understand the Norsik language.  He knew that if the Norsik were smart they would split up and cut off his escape.  He had to lead them one way, then turn and race back toward the harbor.  If they managed to surround him, he was done for.
As he ran, he saw a pile of firewood next to a low-roofed house.  He jumped onto the firewood and then onto the roof, pausing at its peak and risking a backward glance.  The horde was catching up, but it was also noticeably smaller as the raiders, most of whom were full of wine and ale, struggled to keep pace.  Lorik ran down the other side of the house and slid off the roof.  He stumbled, but got back on his feet fast.  Then another band of Norsik appeared, rushing down a side street.  Lorik sprinted to his left to escape them.  He was running hard when a third group appeared not far ahead, and Lorik turned, bursting through the door of one of the many shops lining the street.  There was no rear exit, so he was forced to climb through a window.  To his horror he saw that more Norsik had found the back alley and were already running toward him.
Lorik used the window to climb onto the roof of the shop.  He jumped from that building to the next.  When one of the Norsik attempted to follow Lorik onto the roof, he angled down and kicked the raider off the roof.  Then he ran across the roof and jumped across the narrow back alley and landed on the roof of the next building.  He felt the timbers beneath him give slightly, and he realized that a weaker roof could have collapsed under him.  He needed to get back on the ground and make a mad dash for the harbor.  He ran up the peak of the roof he was on and then slid down the other side, dropping to the ground and rolling to break his fall.  His legs were burning and he was panting hard, but he’d lost his pursuers for a moment.  He tried to get his bearings but in the dark it was difficult to tell exactly where he was.  He turned to his left and began running.  He passed several smaller streets and could hear the raiders calling to each other as they searched for him.  He had just broken out onto the main street, which was wide and led straight to the harbor, when a cry went up behind him.  He heard the Norsik raiders braying like hounds behind him, and he ran as fast as he could toward the harbor and the safety of the sea.
He raced past the town hall, which was now an inferno with flames jumping high into the night sky.  It crossed his mind that the men guarding the ship on the harbor might see the flames and panic, leaving him stranded in the city.  Fear seemed to squeeze his chest, making his heart pound even harder.  He ran past a bewildered Norsik raider.  The man paid him no attention, and Lorik was grateful.  The roar of the flames and the popping of the timber as the town hall roof collapsed blocked out the shouting of Lorik’s pursuers, but he was sure they were gaining on him.  He looked over his shoulder and saw them converging on the street behind him.  They were gaining on him, and though he did his best to run faster, he could feel himself slowing down.  It was as if he were in a dream and he couldn’t make his legs move faster.  He felt like he was running through the sucking mud of the marshes near his home in Hassell Point.
Then he saw Stone.  Fear had been circling as he was chased, but now he felt it strike home, sending a lancing bolt of panic right through him.  Stone was crawling, and Lorik felt certain his friend had been grievously wounded.  Lorik’s chances of getting back to the harbor before he was caught were slim.  He knew that stopping for his friend meant almost certain death at the hands of the raiders.  It would most likely be a long, painful death, too, once they realized he and Stone had freed the prisoners the Norsik had planned to take back north as slaves.
Still, leaving his friend simply wasn’t something he could do.  Lorik didn’t have time to be gentle.  He slowed just enough to allow him to scoop Stone up.  He grabbed one of the younger man’s arms and pulled it over his shoulder.
“We’ve got to move!” he shouted.
Stone coughed but he moved his feet.
“How bad are you wounded?” Lorik shouted, putting one arm around his friend’s waist.
They were running slowly, but the harbor wasn’t far away.
“How bad is it?” Lorik shouted again, through ragged gasps for breath.
Stone tried to speak, but he started coughing again.
“Go!” Lorik shouted to the volunteers on the harbor.  He could just make them out in the distance.  “Don’t wait for us!”
He had just enough time to see the three men on the dock jump into the boat with their supplies when a heavy hand slammed down on his shoulder.  He glanced over and saw the angry Norsik with a short curved sword in his free hand.  Lorik let go of Stone and drew his hatchet.  He swung the small weapon backward and slashed the man’s arm, forcing the raider to scream and let go.  With a flick of his wrist Lorik sent the axe flying toward another raider who was outpacing the larger horde.  The axe struck the man in the chest and he collapsed, tripping the raider directly behind him.
Fear seemed to bolster Stone, and Lorik increased his speed even thought it felt like his heart was about to burst out of his chest.  The Norsik ship with their supplies was being rowed out from the harbor, while the other ship, which Lorik had sabotaged, was settling low in the water.  The shouts behind them were so loud he thought he could feel the breath of his pursuers hot on his neck.  Fortunately, the raiders were tired, and most of them were either drunk or so full of food that they had had to stop and vomit.  Many had given up the chase entirely, and with Lorik’s last burst of speed he’d gained just enough distance to make it to the harbor.  He and Stone jumped.  Their arms and legs clawed at the air until they crashed into the water.
The Norsik warriors behind them moved instead toward the last remaining ship, not realizing it was taking on water.  They jumped on board but their sudden added weight made the ship list to one side and then capsize.  The Norsik warriors still on land pulled to a stop in shock and surprise.  It gave Lorik and Stone just enough time to get their heads above water.  Both men were gasping and trying to swim as their boots filled with water and started to pull them under.
“No, you don’t,” Lorik cried as he grabbed Stone and pushed him up out of the water.  Unfortunately that meant that Lorik went down, but he felt that drowning in an attempt to save his friend was a good way to die.
Stone was sputtering when the rope slapped across his face.  He grabbed it instinctively  and felt his body pulled forward through the water.  Lorik felt his friend rising up and thought the Norsik were pulling him out of the water.  He kicked hard, even though his feet felt heavy.  He grasped Stone, trying to keep him from being snatched up.  Then he, too, was being pulled upward.  When his head broke the surface and he shook the water from his eyes, Lorik saw they they were being hauled out to sea by the volunteers in the Norsik ship.  He turned back and saw the flames from the town hall spreading through the city.  The raiders at the harbor were cursing, but none attempted to follow them.  The third ship had capsized and they were busy trying to rescue their comrades.
A sense of relief washed over Lorik, and until that moment he hadn’t realized how cold he was.  Two of the volunteers continued to row the Norsik ship further into the harbor, and the third man was pulling the rope toward the boat, hand over hand.  Stone had the rope clenched in both fists as they were slowly hauled toward the boat.
They were far enough from the harbor to feel safe from the Norsik when Lorik and Stone finally reached the boat.  The men rowing stopped long enough to help haul Lorik and Stone aboard, then they returned to their oars.
“Are you okay?” the third volunteer asked.
“I’m fine, but Stone is hurt.”
“No,” Stone croaked.  “Just got too much smoke in my lungs.”
Then he started coughing again.
It took them almost half an hour to reach the Dancer.  Stone and Lorik were both shivering with cold.  They climbed into Yulver’s ship and pulled their wet clothes off.  Vera, looking stern, threw the quilt over their shoulders and they sat naked on the deck, shivering together as the sail was raised and the ship sailed into the mouth of the Sandah Gulf.


Chapter 15
It wasn’t long before dawn broke.  Lorik and Stone found dry clothes and had just lain down to get some rest, when a raucous cry shattered their hopes of sleeping.
“Ships!” cried the lookout.  “Ships are following us.”
Lorik got slowly to his feet, his body aching from running and climbing onto the roofs of the buildings in Ange Point the the night before.
“What the hell did you do back there, Lorik?” Yulver growled.
Yulver hadn’t slept either, and his reaction to the news of ships behind them was more than gruff.  The sail was still full and they were making good time into the gulf.  They could see towering rocky cliffs to the east and north.  Sandah Gulf fed out into the sea through huge bluffs of sheer stone that soared hundreds of feet above sea level.  The land beyond the mouth of the gulf flattened out, and there were long-established settlements on both sides.  The Norsik were tribal people, nomadic and fierce.  Still, they had regular encampments near the gulf that served as staging points for raids across the water where they pillaged the more permanent Ortisian settlements.  Their ships were broad and low, little more than barges.  They used long banks of oars rather than sails and skirted the coast if they ever left the gulf.  The ships following the Dancer were obviously Norsik.
“It looks like your friends from last night aren’t finished with you,” Yulver continued.  “Perhaps I should toss you overboard and let them have you.”
“It’s a different group,” Lorik said.  “We scuttled their ships.”
“Not the ones in the harbor,” Stone said.  “The two we used to get back to the Dancer—we just left those behind.  It looks like maybe somehow they got them back.”
“Of course they did,” Yulver complained.
“You should have had us sink them,” Lorik argued.  “You’re the sailor, not me.  I had no idea they could swim out that far and fetch their ships.”
“You dolt!” Yulver thundered.  “Ange Point is built right on the sea.  There must have been small fishing boats and skiffs all up and down the shoreline.”
“I didn’t think of that,” Lorik said sheepishly.
“Well, you better think of how to keep them off my boat or you’ll have me to answer to.”
“Stone, did you find any bows in your weapon hoard?”
“No,” Stone said.  “We only found steel.”
“Damn, that’s too bad.”
“What about the spears?” Stone asked.  “We’ve got a few of those on board.”
“No, they won’t do,” Lorik explained.  “Even if we covered them with pitch and lit them on fire, it would just burn the ships in one spot and would be too easy to extinguish.”
“Well, you’d better think of something,” Vera said.  “It looks like they’re gaining on us.”
“The wind’s poor,” Yulver said.  “We’ll have to row to stay ahead of them.”
“No,” Lorik said.  “They’ve been rowing hard for a long time.  They’re bound to be exhausted.  Our men should rest.  That’s one advantage we’ll have over them.”
“I’d prefer not to have my ship boarded at all,” Yulver said.
“It’s inevitable.  We’re bound to run into more Norsik further up the gulf.  The last thing we want is to get trapped between two opposing forces.”
“Well, I’ll see how much speed I can coax out of the ship,” Yulver said.  “You figure out how to deal with the Norsik.”
Lorik leaned against the railing, watching the Norsik ships slowly close the distance behind them.  Vera made sure everyone on board had eaten.  Then she moved to the bow.  Stone wanted her as far from the Norsik as they could get.
“Any chance we could beach the ship and fight them on shore?” Stone asked.
“No, the cliffs run right down to the sea.  We’ve no place to get away from them.  They’ll catch us in an hour or two.”
“You sure outrunning them isn’t the best option?”
“I don’t think we can.  Yulver’s only got half a compliment of rowers.  The rest of us are farmers and fighters.  We can’t match the discipline of the Norsik.  Look at how their oars move as if they were all connected.  They’ll out-row us, that’s for certain.”
“But with the sail helping us, surely we can stay out of harm’s way.”
“No, better to deal with the bastards now, on our terms.  Even if we did outrun them today, there’s no assurance that they wouldn’t keep following us.  They might catch us when we least expect them.”
“So what do we do?” Stone asked.  “I haven’t fought on board a ship before.”
“First, we need to clear the deck.  Anything that can be stowed below should be.”
“Vera too?”
“No,” Lorik said.  “If the ship sinks, I don’t want her trapped down there.  She might be safest in the crow’s nest.”
The Dancer wasn’t a large merchant vessel, but more of a traditional long boat.  The mast was sturdy, rising as high as four tall men.  At the top a long iron spike had been driven horizontally through the mast.  A sailor could climb the mast and then sit on the flattened top with his feet on the spike, which stuck out on either side.  There were short ropes tied to the spike on either side of the mast, which the sailors used like reins.  In heavy seas the crow’s nest at the top of the mast was a dangerous place, as it swayed violently back and forth.
“You want Vera up there?” Stone asked, the uncertainty clear in his voice.
“It’s the safest place for her.”
“She could fall.”
“We’ll be fighting in close quarters down here,” Lorik explained.  “She’ll be captured or killed, if she isn’t knocked overboard.”
“All right, I see your point,” Stone conceded.
“Let’s get this stuff stowed away.”
They moved everything out of the way.  The oars were cinched into the hooks along the railings.  The rowing benches were moved into the narrow ship’s hull.  Ropes and buckets were secured and the sails around the raised platform that served as a cabin were tied up so that a person could see from one end of the deck to the other.
“Now what?” Stone asked looking back at the approaching ships.  “They’re gaining on us.”
“We’ll have to fight back to back if they board us,” Lorik said.  “But they may not be expecting much resistance.  We didn’t fight them last night.”
“What are you saying?” Stone asked.
Lorik didn’t answer, instead he turned to Yulver.
“How will they board us?” he asked the sour-looking sea captain.
“Grappling hooks and ropes, I suppose.  They’ll lash the ships together, one on each side.  Then they’ll come pouring in like a plague of locusts.”
“What if we cut the lines?” Lorik asked.
“They may have pikes or some other type of wooden hook that will do the same job as rope.”
“All right, Stone, I think I have a plan,” Lorik said.  “We’ll keep our weapons out of sight.  They may not know about them, and if they think we’re terrified and helpless, our attack may catch them off guard.”
“You want us to hide our weapons?” Stone asked.
“Yes, let’s stow them by the rails where the men can retrieve them easily.  We’ll split the men into two groups.  I’ll lead one, you lead the other.”
“All right, we can do that,” Stone said.
They got their weapons hidden and then helped Vera get situated onto the crow’s nest.  She had an almost unobstructed view from her seat high above the deck.  She sat with her feet on the spikes and a rope curled around each hand.
It took the Norsik ships only a short while to get close enough to use their grappling hooks.  Stone had a big sword on his shoulder and Lorik had his massive battle axe.  They were the only two weapons in sight.  When the hooks came flying toward the ship, the sailors and volunteers scattered out of the way to avoid being hit.  The Norsik pulled the ropes, but as soon as the hooks caught and the ropes tightened, Lorik or Stone rushed forward and chopped the ropes.  They did their best to look as awkward and frightened as possible.
Soon the Norsik were shouting and cursing in their native language.  No one on board the Dancer understood them, but the gist of what they were saying was clear: they were planning to kill everyone on board.
It took a while for the Norsik ships to close the distance and pull out their harpoon hooks, mounted on long wooden poles as big around as a grown man’s forearm.  The crew on board the Dancer tried their best to knock the harpoon hooks away, but it was useless.  Once the hooks snagged on the Dancer’s railing, the Norsik sailors pulled hard, and the metal dug into the wood.  Then the ships themselves became like anchors that pulled the hooks deep into the wood, so that the sailors with Lorik and Stone couldn’t pull them free.  The Norsik then used the poles to pull their ships closer and closer, walking their hands up the long poles.
Lorik and Stone had their two groups bunched together, huddling in fear.  Then came the dreaded thump as the first ship crashed into the Dancer.  The Norsik began to move forward but Stone was faster.  He dropped the big sword and dashed forward, followed by a dozen men.  They grabbed their weapons and jumped onto the Norsik barge.  The raiders were caught completely off guard.  Most were still holding the long harpoons, and Stone carved his way down the nearest one, his knives moving so fast only the flying blood from ruined flesh could be seen.  The Norsik were shouting and released their harpoons, falling back from Stone’s savage attack.  There were two dozen men on board their ship, and with the addition of Stone and his group, the ship slowly lost ground.
The sailors and volunteers with Stone were screaming like demons, all hacking and stabbing with their weapons.  The Norsik were skilled fighters but they had been caught off guard, and Stone’s group evened the odds before the Norsik fully understood that they were being attacked.
Lorik watched his friend long enough to see that the ploy had worked.  Then he looked back to the other Norsik ship, whose men were watching their comrades and shouting about the treachery of Lorik’s plan.  They were still too far apart for Lorik to lead his group in an attack and they had stopped pulling closer.  Suddenly, their captain shouted an order and the Norsik raiders released their harpoon hooks.  They rushed back to their oars.
“They’re going to help their friends,” Lorik shouted.
“Cut the sail!” Yulver cried.
Two sailors dashed toward thick metal cleats where the sail lines were tied.  They sawed at the thick ropes with knives and cut them in two.  The sail dropped to the deck and the Dancer slowed her progress.  Yulver spun the ship’s wheel and the Dancer turned slowly toward the other ship, which was falling back to aid the first Norsik vessel, where Stone was reaping a deadly harvest among the raiders.
Yulver couldn’t maneuver the Dancer fast enough to block the ship’s way completely, but he did get the bow of his ship close to the ship’s rail for just a moment.  It was all the time Lorik needed.  He still had his massive axe in his hands.  He sprinted for the bow, jumped up on the Dancer’s railing, and then dove toward the other ship.
“Lorik!” Vera screamed.
He could have landed with a crash onto the deck of the Norsik ship if that had been his goal.  His outlandish attack would have surprised the raiders and probably given him time to get to his feet before they rushed forward to cut him down.  But Lorik wasn’t aiming to land in the ship.  Instead, he fell just beside her and swung the big axe with all his strength as he descended.  The axehead smashed into the side of the Norsik ship, just at the waterline.  The massive steel axehead, swung with all Lorik’s might and diving momentum, tore a hole in the ship the size of a pumpkin.
Water flooded into the ship.  Several of the raiders left their rowing benches to grab buckets and begin bailing the water.  Lorik used the axe to pull himself up, then placed his feet on the sides of the ship and worked his axe free of the hole.  The heavy weapon was difficult to swim with, but he rolled onto his back and laid the axe across his chest, then used his free hand and legs to propel himself away from the Norsik vessel.
“Throw him a rope!” Vera shouted.  “Lorik needs help.”
The enemy ship was listing already, despite the bailing.
“To your oars, men!” Yulver shouted his orders.
The sailors reacted at once, pulling oars free and feeding them into their slots so they could steer the ship.  There was no time to raise the sail and they needed forward motion for Yulver to steer the long vessel.  Jons threw a rope out to Lorik, and it splashed beside the big man, who was struggling to keep his head above water.
“Grab the rope!” Jons shouted.
Lorik reached out with his free hand, his legs kicking in an effort to keep himself afloat.  The rope sagged under the surface just as Lorik’s head dipped below the waves.  Jons wasn’t sure if Lorik had gotten hold of the rope, but with his broken arm the injured sailor couldn’t dive in to help his friend.  The Dancer was starting to make way, moving forward and turning toward the other ship where Stone and his small group of fighters were now meeting strong resistance from the raiders.  Jons turned from the railing, hooked the rope over his good shoulder, and began walking from the stern of the ship toward the bow—the only way he could reel the rope in with only one good hand.
Lorik felt the tug of the rope.  It slipped through his hand at first, but he gripped the rope as tightly as possible and wrapped it around his arm as best he could.  He was drowning and he knew he would have to drop the big battle axe to have any chance of getting back to the surface, but something inside him wouldn’t allow him to relinquish the weapon.  The rope began to pull Lorik through the water and he felt himself rise a little.  He opened his eyes and saw the surface only an arm’s length away.  He renewed his efforts, kicking harder, and finally his head broke free of the water.
Vera turned her attention back to Stone as soon as she saw Lorik’s head break the surface.  She could see the rope, taut and dripping, wrapped around Lorik’s hand.  She felt a brief flash of relief, then terror for Stone stabbed at her heart again.  She could see that Yulver was guiding the Dancer closer to the Norsik ship, but on the crowded barge, Stone and his small group of fighters were slowly being pushed back.  They had evened the odds with the larger Norsik crew quickly, but with every raider that fell, the deck became more and more difficult to fight on.  Stone needed more space to spin and twist.  He was not a defensive fighter, but the deck of the barge had become so crowded with debris and human carnage that he had no room to maneuver.
Vera risked a glance at the other Norsik ship.  The entire crew was bailing water now, some simply cupping their hands to scoop up the water, but it was a futile effort.  The Norsik ship was listing heavily to one side, and it was only a matter of minutes before the barge would capsize and sink.  Vera knew that if Stone could get off the enemy ship, the raiders would be forced to try and save their comrades, giving the Dancer the perfect opportunity to escape.
Lorik was near the Dancer when two volunteers came to his aid.  Jons continued to pull the rope while the other two men grabbed Lorik and lifted him up over the low rail at the stern of the ship.  He flopped onto the deck, hugging his axe for a moment.  He saw Vera climbing down from the crow’s nest and so he climbed to his feet and looked around.
Yulver was busy calling out orders.  The other men on the ship were working to row the Dancer to where Stone was fighting on the Norsik barge.  Lorik hurried over to Yulver.
“Row hard, men!” Yulver shouted.  Then he turned to Lorik.  “You’re one crazy idiot,” he said.  “I thought that little stunt was the last time I’d ever see your ugly mug.”
“No such luck,” Lorik said.
“Can you sink the other ship?” Vera asked as she hurried up to the two men.
“No!” Yulver said adamantly.  “If you sink their ship, they’ll do whatever it takes to get on board with us, and they’ll kill anyone who gets in their way.  You have to leave them an opportunity to retreat.”
“So how do we help?” Vera asked.
“If we get close enough the others can get back on the Dancer,” Yulver said.
“Oh!” Lorik shouted.  “The grappling hooks!”
He didn’t stick around to explain.  He ran to where the big metal hooks were still stuck fast in the railing.  Jons hurried over to Lorik’s side.
“What can I do to help?” the wounded sailor asked.
“I need ropes, at least two of them.”
“I’m on it,” Jons said.
Lorik was tired and it took all his strength to free the grappling hooks.  He had to place one foot on the ship’s railing and pull the hooks with both hands.  He managed to free three hooks, and by that time Jons had gathered several lengths of rope.
“Tie the ropes onto the hooks,” Lorik explained.  “We’ll use them just like the Norsik did.”
Vera tied one of the ropes to a hook, and Lorik tied another.  Jons was having trouble tying his hook with only one hand, but one of the other sailors hurried to help.  Then Lorik directed the crew to stand by their oars.  He threw the first hook, and it missed the ship by just a few feet.  Vera threw hers and it crashed over the barge’s railing near the bow.  Three sailors ran to her aid as she began to pull the rope.
The Norsik had fallen back into a tight group, their swords held out to fend off anyone who came too close.  Stone, bleeding from a small gash in his shoulder, continued to feint forward, but didn’t actually engage the raiders.  He could hear the cries of help from the other ship and knew that it wouldn’t take much for the raiders to rush his small boarding party.  They had fought well, but the volunteers and sailors were not as ferocious as the raiders.  If the fighting went on much longer, Stone knew the tide would turn against him.  For his own part, Stone felt boxed in by the ship.  He had jumped across to the Norsik barge and taken the raiders off guard.  He had fought close in, which was to his advantage.  The raiders had short swords, but they were used to basic hacking and slashing; they didn’t have the finesse it took to wreak havoc in close combat.
Lorik’s second try with the hook was more successful.  It landed amidship and he quickly pulled it tight.  The hook held fast and Yulver began barking orders again.  He stationed Vera and Lorik on opposites sides of the Dancer’s stern.  Then he had his sailors who were still on board prepare to raise the sail.  The Dancer was filled with feverish activity.  Lorik and the men with Vera pulled the Norsik barge close, but they would have to be almost touching for Stone’s party to make the jump back across.
The sinking Norsik ship flipped suddenly in the water, then began sinking quickly.  Lorik watched as the raiders began swimming toward the sister ship where Stone and his squad were still fighting.  He knew if the other raiders reached the Norsik barge, they would serve as reinforcements.
“Pull harder!” he shouted.  “We need to get Stone and the others back on board.”
Stone held his ground until he heard Lorik call him.  He knew he couldn’t turn his back on the raiders or they would cut him down from behind.  When the ships were only a few feet apart Lorik called to his friend.
“Stone, get your men back here!”
“Move!” Stone shouted at the sailors and volunteers who were still on their feet.
They had lost only two men in the fighting and had wounded or killed nearly a dozen Norsik.  Stone heard the men leaping across to the Dancer.  The barge rocked and the Norsik moved a few steps toward Stone.  He feinted toward them one last time, then spun on his heel and sprinted toward the Dancer.  He heard the mob behind him burst forward, like water spilling over a dam.  He ran hard, stepping on bodies along the way.  He jumped onto the rail of the barge and then dove toward the Dancer.
Lorik had released the ropes as soon as Stone made his move.  Yulver had gotten the sail back up and it was pushing the long ship forward.  The Norsik barge had acted like an anchor, weighing down the Dancer, but as soon as Lorik and Vera released their ropes the Dancer seemed to leap away from the other ship.  Vera’s heart froze in her chest as she watched the distance between the two vessels increase suddenly, then saw Stone hurtling through the air.  He crashed into the railing, held on for a moment, then slipped off the back of the ship, disappearing into the foaming white wake.


Chapter 16
“Liam!” Vera screamed, using Stone’s real name.
“Stone!” Lorik shouted.
The lithe warrior sank like his namesake.  Lorik grabbed the back end of Jons’s grappling line, which the sailor hadn’t gotten a chance to use.  Then he dove into the water to help his friend.
Stone wasn’t a good swimmer, but he managed to get his head above the surface.  Unfortunately, he was too close to the Norsik barge.  The raiders were fetching oars and preparing to swing them down on Stone’s head.
“Look out!” Vera shouted.
Stone turned his head back toward the Norsik ship and saw a massive wooden oar sailing down toward him.  He dove back under the water and heard the slap of wood hitting the water above him.  He still had his knives in his hands.  They felt heavy in the water, but he forced them back into their sheaths and started swimming.  He was close to panic when Lorik grabbed his arm.
“He’s got him!” Vera shouted.  “Pull the rope.”
Once again Jons hooked the rope over his shoulder and began pacing down the ship. Lorik felt the tug and pulled Stone after him.  More oars were swung at them, but they were too far from the Norsik ship to be in danger anymore.  The men who had fought with Stone helped pull the pair from the water.  They stood at the rail, dripping and panting.
“Do you think they’ll follow us?” Vera said, clinging to Stone.
“No,” Lorik said.  “I think they’ve had enough trouble for a while.”
“I hope you’re right,” Stone said.  “I’m exhausted.”
“What are you complaining about?  I took out a whole ship all by myself,” Lorik said.
“Hey,” Jons said from behind.  “You had a little help.”
“We lost men,” Stone said seriously.
The mirth vanished.  Lorik looked up and saw the Norsik dropping the bodies of the two sailors who had died fighting over the side of the ship.
“Bastards,” he said.
Then fatigue settled in.  The men who had fought found places along the deck and lay down.  Stone and Lorik shared a bucket of tepid water between them, while Vera worried over Stone’s wounded shoulder.  The cut didn’t need stitching, so she washed it with wine and water, then bandaged it with a clean rag.
They slept until midafternoon, then Lorik got up and walked around the deck.  He was angry at himself for taking the loss of life so lightly.  He knew that fighting the Norsik would result in death for many people, perhaps even himself.  He wasn’t afraid of dying, but he didn’t want to be the kind of person who didn’t value the sacrifices of others.
“You look like you have a lot on your mind,” Vera said from behind him.
He turned and looked at his old friend.  She looked older, but just as pretty as he remembered her from their childhood.  He had expected her to be angry, but she looked concerned instead.
“I’m just...”  His words trailed off.
“It’s okay,” she said.  “You don’t have to explain anything to me.  But if you want to talk about it, I’m here.”
“I’m not sure what to say,” Lorik confided.  “I feel relieved that we survived, but I also feel guilty that I almost got us all killed.”
“What happened in Ange Point?”
“The Norsik had captives, mostly women and children.  I couldn’t just leave them to be taken as slaves.”
“So that’s why you were being chased out of town?”
“Yes, we set fire to the big feasting hall in the center of town.  I was the distraction while Stone got everyone out.”
“It was a risky plan,” she said, but there was no hint of condemnation in her voice.
Lorik looked around.  The towering cliffs were far behind them and the gulf had opened up so that he could no longer see the northern shore.  He sighed and finally nodded.
“I guess that’s what bothers me,” he said.  “My risks don’t seem to be just mine anymore.”
“That’s what happens when you care about people,” Vera said.  “The volunteers followed you north because they respect you.  The sailors follow you into battle because they’ve seen your ferocity.  Even Liam follows you, Lorik.  People want to be around you.  They feel safe and important because you make them feel that way.  I have no doubt that in the right circumstances the whole kingdom would follow you to the gates of hell.”
“Not you,” he said.
She smiled.  “Why do you think I stayed in Hassell Point so long, Lorik?  It wasn’t because of the scenery.”
“I know you don’t love me,” Lorik said.  “We’ve been down that road.”
“No, I’m not in love with you, Lorik,” Vera admitted.  “But everyone who knows you loves you.  I love you.  Liam loves you.  Even crusty old Yulver loves you.  Can’t you see that?”
“I don’t know why they would care about me at all, you especially.  I’m just a man.  I don’t even know what I’m looking for in life.”
“And still, here you are, leading a band of volunteers north, putting yourself in harm’s way.  And for what?  You aren’t looking for a medal or recognition.  There was no threat from the Norsik in the Marshlands and no opportunity for gain fighting in the north.  So why are you here?”
“I don’t know where else I should be,” he said honestly.
“Anywhere but here,” Vera said.  “Men can get complicated when it comes to duty and honor, but that isn’t your problem, is it?”
“No.”
“No, you just have a need to defend us all.  From the orphan down the street,” she said with tears in her eyes, “to a town full of people you’ve never met.”
“Vera, I’m sorry.  I’m looking for something to ease this dull ache inside me.  I don’t know what it is.  I’m not lonely, I shouldn’t be sad, but I feel so out of place.  It’s like I’m missing something and I don’t know what it is.”
“It’s not a woman’s affection?”
“No,” he said.  “I know I could have that if I wanted it, and I think maybe someday I will.  But what I’m feeling is bigger than that.  It’s bigger than me, really.”
“You could go home.  We could all go back to Hassell Point.  Liam and I’ll go with you.”
“No,” he said firmly.  “That’s behind me now.  Maybe one day I’ll go back, but for now I need to go north.  I need to fight the Norsik.  I need to find my purpose.”
Vera just looked at him.  She felt sorry for him, but at the same time she was proud.  She didn’t want him to throw his life away in the Wilderlands, but a part of her knew that Lorik was more than a teamster, more than just a volunteer in a border war.  Perhaps there was something drawing him, something bigger than either one of them understood.
Days passed, and the Sandah Gulf seemed in some places like the open sea, and in other places more like a huge river.  On the fourth day they stopped at a small village and resupplied.  Yulver explained that it would take at least two weeks to traverse the gulf and reach Fort Utlig.  The people in the village were frightened, having heard rumors of the Norsik invasion, but their village had been spared so far.
The crew went ashore and filled the small inn.  The ale flowed and the small building was filled with laughter and singing, but Lorik sat in the corner and nursed his drink.  Stone and Vera had taken the opportunity to be alone for the first time in weeks, but once they had made love they returned to the common room of the inn for food and ale.
Yulver, ever sour in his disposition, sat with Lorik in the corner, watching the others revel.  Stone and Vera joined them.  Supper was a thick stew made with clams and potatoes.  The inn served fresh bread, a soft but flavorful cheese, and plenty of ale.  Yulver drank sparingly, but Lorik hardly drank at all.  Stone gave his friend space and tried not to flaunt his romance in front of Lorik.  He knew that Vera and Lorik had a long history, and even though Stone was convinced that Lorik wasn’t in love with Vera, he didn’t want to make his friend uncomfortable.
The night wore on, and the next morning dawned bright.  They set sail early, and Lorik joined the sailors at the oars.  They traveled another week before stopping, and much like the voyage north from Hassell Point, Lorik seemed to grow surlier with each passing day.  They had just sailed into a small harbor when they noticed that a Norsik barge was tied to the dock and hidden with an old sailcloth.
“Who the hell do they think they’re fooling with that?” Yulver asked.
“Us, I suppose,” Stone replied.
“Well, we can’t stop here,” Yulver said.
“Yes we can,” Lorik said.  “If they’re hiding their ship, then they’re waiting for people to come into town.  Let’s oblige them.”
“Lorik,” Vera said, “we don’t have to fight every raiding party that crosses the gulf.”
“That’s what we came here for,” Lorik said.  “I’m not going to turn a blind eye to Norsik raiders in Ortis.  They’re here for slaves and plunder.  I say we send them home with nothing.”
His voice was grim, his demeanor almost frightening.  The Dancer waited until a small skiff paddled out to them.  Then Lorik, Stone, and the other volunteers from Hassell Point climbed in.
The man at the oars was an older man, his face covered in gray whiskers.  He frowned as he saw Lorik climb into the skiff with his heavy battle axe, but he didn’t say a word.  He just leaned into his oars and sent the skiff gliding toward the small quay.
On the quay they shuffled out of the boat and walked together toward the village’s main street.  The settlement was even smaller than the little town they’d encountered at their last stop.  There were perhaps a dozen buildings here, but most were little more than mud huts.  Lorik had no idea why the Norsik would raid such an obviously poor village, but he hoped the Norsik would put up a good fight.  He needed to release the tension that had been building up over the last week.  It seemed strange to think that more violence was what he needed, since it was guilt over the lives that had been lost in their fight with the Norsik that was needling away at him, but all he could think about was losing himself in a struggle with the raiders. Lorik knew that they would soon be surrounded by a band of Norsik raiders.  He had warned the men with him to expect an ambush.  The order was to fight as soon as the raiders revealed themselves.
The street was really just a narrow dirt path.  There was a blacksmith’s shop on one side, and a tannery on the other.  Both businesses were silent, which seemed odd, as if the town were already dead.  They had gone only two dozen paces when the Norsik warriors sprang their trap.  Raiders appeared from between the buildings, cutting off Lorik’s escape in both directions.  The raiders grinned triumphantly, expecting the men with Lorik to throw down their weapons and admit defeat, but Lorik noticed that the Norsik seemed like a ragged bunch, and he smiled.  Then battle cries sounded behind him as the volunteers rushed to engage the Norsik.
Stone was standing beside Lorik, and they both saw the looks of anger and outrage on the raiders’ faces.  There were ten men crowding into the narrow street in front of Lorik and Stone.  They had their short, curved swords drawn, but they seemed reluctant to engage.
“Well?  What are you craven dogs waiting for?” Lorik challenged them.
The first Norsik raider gathered his courage and lunged forward with a scream of outrage.  Lorik swung his battle axe in a powerful overhead strike that split the raider’s skull.  Lorik smiled as he jerked the big weapon free.
The other raiders looked uncertain, and Lorik charged forward.  He brought the axe down and thrust it straight out at the nearest raider.  The man tried to block the blow with his short sword, but Lorik’s momentum was too great, and the heavy axe punched into the man’s sternum.  It wasn’t a mortal blow, but it knocked the man backward into one of his comrades.  Another raider tried to squeeze behind Lorik, but the teamster spun around and caught the raider on the side of the head with the butt of his axe.  The six remaining Norsik pulled back.  There had been an equal number of raiders behind the first group, but the charging volunteers had pushed them back into the clearing by the quay.  The fighting there was fierce, but the volunteers were slowly overcoming the raiders.
“Where do you think you’re going?” Lorik shouted at the Norsik who were backpedaling in front of him.  “Stay and fight, you craven dogs!”
Lorik feinted to his left, then leaped to his right, swinging his axe as he came.  The blade severed one raider’s arm and sent the man sprawling into his companions.  The raider’s screaming was terrible, a high keening wail that echoed across the harbor.  The other raiders scrambled away.
Lorik kicked the dismembered raider in the side of the head, his heavy boot knocking the man unconscious.  Then he spat in disgust.
“Cowards,” he said.
“Sorry they weren’t more of a challenge for you,” Stone said.  He hadn’t even drawn his weapons.
“They’re a sorry lot if ever I saw one.”
“What did you expect?  One ship, holding a little hovel like this, when they could raid freely up and down the coast?”
“I expected to feel better after I killed a dozen or so.”
“Sorry they disappointed you,” Stone said.
“You’re beginning to disappoint me, too,” Lorik growled.  “Whose side are you on anyway?”
Stone just shook his head and turned back toward where the volunteers were mopping up the Norsik that had attacked from behind.  Several of the men were wounded, but none had been killed.  The Norsik weren’t so lucky.  Half had fled, mostly by jumping into the harbor.  The other half were mortally wounded or dead.  Stone checked on the volunteers, making sure they dealt with their wounds quickly and efficiently until they could get back to the ship where Vera could better help them.
Lorik explored the little town.  It was empty.  The inhabitants had either fled or been taken as slaves.  Most of the food supplies had been wasted by the Norsik.  There were a few animals that had been slaughtered, all of them with large portions of usable meat rotting on their carcasses.  There was no ale or wine to be found in the village, but there was plenty of flour and cheese.
Once the fighting was over, the old man in the skiff returned to the harbor.  He looked around without much comment until Stone sent him to the ship to help with the resupply.  He carried empty water barrels back to shore and showed the volunteers the village well so that the barrels could be filled.
Vera came ashore and helped the wounded men.  The flour was useless on board the ship, so they made plans to stay the night and bake some bread.  Lorik and Stone lit fires in several of the small homes.  There was no inn or bakery, so Vera cooked in several of the small clay ovens they found in abandoned homes.  She showed the volunteers what to do, and the rest of the afternoon and evening was spent baking bread and loading fresh water onto the ship.
The next morning they set sail.  Two days later they came to another village, this one overflowing with Norsik.  Lorik wanted to stop, but Yulver wouldn’t hear of it.  There were too many Norsik to attack outright.
They sailed on for another hour, then Lorik convinced Yulver to beach the ship for the night.  The shoreline was composed of sand and tiny round rocks, worn smooth by the constant waves.  The ship ground to a halt several feet from the water’s edge.  Yulver had his men go ashore and tie lines to the larger trees to keep the ship from floating away when the tide came in.
Lorik and the volunteers hiked back toward the village.  Vera had not supported the idea, but like Stone she kept her thoughts to herself.  Lorik was convinced that something had to be done in the town.  They took up a position on a slight rise where they had a good view of the town, but far enough away that they wouldn’t be noticed.
“There’s got to be at least a hundred raiders in that town,” Stone said.  “And I don’t see any Ortisians.”
“You don’t know that for certain,” Lorik said.  “They could have captives in the town, just like they did at Ange Point.”
“I doubt it,” Stone said.  “They’ve taken over this town and they’re using it as a staging point to raid further inland.”
“All the more reason to stop them now.”
“We don’t have enough men, Lorik.  They outnumber us almost ten to one.”
“We don’t have to fight them head on,” Lorik said.  “But we can put a cramp in their plans just the same.”
“What are you thinking?”
“How about we wait until they’re asleep and then burn the town down around them?”
“They’ll have sentries, Lorik.  We’ll get caught.”
“Don’t be so negative,” Lorik said.  “We’ve got a little time before sunset.  I’ll think of something.”
They watched the town for the next hour.  It was hard to make out much from their distance, but they could tell that the Norsik seemed confident.  If they had heard of Yulver’s ship and the freedom fighters on board, they didn’t seem worried.
“They’re overconfident,” Lorik said once it got dark and he was explaining his plan.  “I say we go in after they’re asleep and kill them.”
“That’s foolish,” Stone said.  “We can’t ask these men to risk their lives for nothing.”
“I wasn’t thinking about asking them to risk anything.  I thought just you and I could do it.”
“Are you mad?”
“No, I’m thinking clearly.  The two of us could get past whatever sentries they have.  We’ll go in quietly and kill them quietly.  We could kill most of them inside an hour.  They’ll be asleep, remember?”
“It’s never that easy,” Stone argued.  “Even if we get in without being caught, it would only take one cry to rouse the guard.  We’d be overwhelmed in minutes.”
“So we’ll have to be careful.”
“No we won’t,” Stone said.  “We aren’t doing it.  You can come back here after we get to Fort Utlig.  You can bring down two hundred men if you like, but going in there alone is suicide.”
“We can’t let these beasts loose on the countryside.  They’re like rats, Stone.  Once they get in your cellar, getting them out is almost impossible.”
“Two men taking on a whole town of Norsik raiders is impossible.”
“Why?  We’ll be hitting them when they’re at their most vulnerable.”
“Your axe isn’t very subtle,” Stone said.
“I won’t even take it,” Lorik said, drawing a dagger from his belt.  “You put one hand on the man’s mouth, the other hand stabs him in the heart.  He dies without making a sound.  Then you move on to the next raider.  It’s simple.”
“It’s never been done.”
“So what?  There’s probably never been a need to do it before,” Lorik argued.  “You can’t use traditional tactics at a time like this.”
“Outlaws don’t even kill an entire town,” Stone said.
“That’s what makes this plan so perfect.  No one would expect it.”
“I’m not doing it,” Stone said, trying to sound firm.
“Okay, I’ll do it by myself.”
“You fool, you’ll get yourself killed.”
“You can’t live forever.”
Lorik set the watch and then gave instructions to wake him a few hours before dawn.  Then he rolled himself in his cloak and went to sleep.  Stone tried to sleep, too, but it was impossible.  He knew Lorik’s plan had merit.  It was so audacious that it just might work, but failure meant death, and Stone didn’t like working himself into a corner.  He’d survived plenty of tough fights, but he had never taken on an entire village of fighting men.
The moon rose, just a sliver, and as the temperature fell, the stars seemed like cold sparks far, far away in the black sky.  A few hours past midnight, a volunteer woke Lorik.  He got up, stretched, drank some water, and then checked his dagger.  Stone got up as well, grumbling quietly.
“What are you doing?” Lorik asked.
“I’m not letting you go in there alone.”
“It’s better if I do; there’s less risk.  Besides, you don’t believe in the plan.  I’d rather not have someone with me who’s expecting to fail.”
“Shut up,” Stone said angrily, “and make sure that pig sticker of yours is sharp.”
Lorik smiled, finished checking his dagger, and then they crept silently toward the dark town.


Chapter 17
They took their time crossing the broad expanse from the tall rise to the town proper.  They saw only one sentry, who was half asleep at his post.  They had no trouble sneaking past the sentry and into the town, which was as quiet as a tomb.  Lorik guessed that most of the modest homes were empty, so they made their way to the town center, which was dominated by two large inns.
“We go in, kill everyone in the common room, then get back out,” Stone said.  “I’m not going room to room, there’s too much chance of making noise and getting caught.”
“I agree,” Lorik said.  “Let’s have some fun.”
They crept across the dark street.  It was difficult to see outside, but even more dark inside the inn.
“We need to light a candle or something,” Lorik whispered.
“Sorry, I’m all out of candles,” Stone said irritably.
“I brought one,” Lorik said, with just a hint of jest in his voice.  “I just need to get across the room to the fireplace and light it.”
“Let me do it,” Stone said.  “Your giant feet will step on someone, I’m sure of it.”
Stone made his way slowly across the room.  The Norsik raiders were everywhere, some on the tables and more on the floor.  They were like shadows until Stone lit the candle.  The soft light illuminated the room in a very faint light, but it was enough to make out the men snoring and a few women, too.
Lorik didn’t hesitate.  He drew his dagger went to work.  It was a gristly business, but his blade was sharp and it plunged into chest after chest, killing the Norsik where they lay, most without even stirring.  It took nearly twenty minutes of stealthy murder, but then the only people left alive were Stone and Lorik.  They made their way quietly out of the inn.
“That wasn’t so bad,” Lorik whispered.
Stone was trying to keep the candle flame hidden behind his bloody hand.
“Let’s just get this over with.”
They went into the other inn and found a very similar state inside.  The feasting had been rowdy.  There were broken tables and chairs, and the smell of ale and roasted meat filled the common room.  Lorik immediately went to work.  When they were finished, nearly fifty Norsik lay dead in the two inns.  They blew out the candle and quietly made their way out of the town.  The same sentry they had passed earlier was asleep on his feet now.  They got back to the rise where the other volunteers were waiting just as the sky began to brighten.
“We should get back to the ship,” Stone said, his voice a little shaky.
“No, let’s stay here and see how they react to finding the bodies,” Lorik said.
“I can tell you how they’ll react.  They’ll come looking for us and they’ll be mad as hell.  We murdered those men in their sleep, Lorik.”
“Yes we did,” Lorik said angrily.  “We killed them.  We never gave them a chance, but that’s no different than what they would have done to the women and children they captured, or the farmers and woodsmen they would have killed in cold blood all across this area.  We’re at war, Stone.  It isn’t pretty, it isn’t fun, but it is necessary.  We sent them a message and maybe they’ll heed it and go back to where they came from.”
“Or maybe they’ll hunt us down and return the favor.”
They watched for an hour as the sun came up.  They couldn’t hear what was happening in the town, but they could see men running around.  Their raid had shaken the Norsik, and that gave Lorik a grim satisfaction.  They saw groups of men leave the town.
“Search parties,” Stone said.
“Or raiding parties.”
Then two ships left the harbor, one sailing north, the other south.
“If that ship gets to the Dancer before we do, they’ll kill everyone on board,” Stone said angrily.
“Then we’d better get moving.”
They jogged over the sandy dunes and along game trails.  Lorik pushed the pace, knowing that Stone was right.  The Norsik were looking for them, and if he and Stone didn’t get his small band of fighters back to the Dancer in time, Yulver, Jons, Vera, and the other sailors could be massacred.
They couldn’t see the gulf from the trail they traveled on.  Lorik didn’t want to risk traveling in the open and being spotted by the Norsik, but not knowing if the ship had passed them easily, or if they were keeping pace, made Lorik push his band even harder.  They made it back to the clearing in record time, but the ship was just as fast.  Luckily they came out into the clearing near the beached ship just as the Norsik ship was coming into view.
“To arms!” Lorik shouted.  He was tired and breathing heavily, but the relief he felt at having made it back to the ship in time gave him a sense of euphoria.
The sailors were up and moving around the small camp.  Vera and Yulver were on the ship, making sure everything was ready to continue their trek up the gulf.
“I want sailors on this side of the ship,” Lorik barked.  “Volunteers on the far side.  Spread out at the shoreline.  Protect the ship at all costs.”
Lorik and Stone vaulted up into the ship and were met by Yulver and Vera.
“This is getting to be a bad habit with you, Lorik,” Yulver complained.  “I doubt that ship is here to parley.”
“No, I don’t think so,” Lorik said.
“Are you both all right?” Vera asked.
“Yes, we’re fine,” Stone said.  “How many men do you think they have on that ship?”
“No more than two dozen, I’d say,” Lorik said.  “Maybe less.  They sent out four groups of ten on land.  And they’ve crewed two ships, plus they wouldn’t have left the city without some sort of guard, not with raiders on our side of the gulf.”
“Well, I guess that’s even odds,” Stone said.
“They should concentrate their attack here,” Lorik said.  “If they can disable our ship, they’d have us trapped and then could bring in more men to bolster their numbers.  We need to get Vera off the ship.”
“I’ll see to it,” Stone said.
He left to escort Vera onto the beach.  Lorik looked back and saw Stone giving her instructions.  He hated the thought of something happening to them and Vera being left all alone.  He hoped she would be strong enough to flee if they were captured or killed.
“I signed on to bring you up here, not to have you fighting and endangering my crew at every turn,” Yulver said.  “And if something happens to this ship, you’ll be better off dead.”
“I know,” Lorik said, not really paying attention.
He was focused entirely on the ship that was slowly approaching.  They had beached the Dancer in a small cove.  The tide would be coming in soon, but there wasn’t enough time to get back into the water and beat a hasty retreat.  
“What’s their plan?” Yulver asked.
“I don’t know,” Lorik said.  Trying to attack from the water made no sense, Lorik thought.  The Norsik would be at a huge disadvantage going into the water, and unless they used bow and arrows, which the Norsik weren’t known for using, they wouldn’t be able to do much from a distance.
“Well, you better figure it out.  We need to be one step ahead of these bastards.”
“I know that,” Lorik said.  “Just be quiet a minute.”
“I think I know what they’re doing,” Stone said.  He had just returned to the ship after making sure Vera was safe on the beach.
“What?” Lorik asked.
“They’re keeping us here,” Stone explained.  “They sent out small parties to find us.  They don’t have to engage.  The others will return having found nothing, but when this ship doesn’t return, they’ll know where we are.  The other ship will come and more raiders will come by land.  We can’t stay here.”
“How much time do you think we’ve got?” Lorik asked.
“I have no idea, but I would think at least two more hours,” Stone replied.  “It would take that long for this ship to return and report to the others.  And then another hour for the raiders to get back here.”
“So what do we do?” Yulver asked.
“Are we ready to set sail?” Lorik asked.
“Almost, but we’ll have to wait for the tide to lift us off this beach.”
“That’s okay.  How many crewmen do you need?”
Yulver put five sailors to work.  They had to reload the supplies that had been used on shore and make sure everything was battened down.  Meanwhile, Lorik and Stone put the rest of the crew and volunteers to work on the beach.  They cut small saplings and then carved one end of each pole into a point to make crude spears.  They weren’t the best of weapons, but they would be useful to hold off a boarding party.
“It’s the same plan,” Lorik told them.  “They’ll use grappling hooks to engage us.  The only difference is this time we won’t be able to outrun them using the sail.  They’ve got us wedged into too close to shore.  We’ll try and row past them, but odds are they’ll cut off our escape.  So, when they pull their ship close to ours, at the very last minute, we’ll raise these spears.  They won’t be able to cross to our ship without getting impaled.  We won’t be able to stop them all, but we don’t have to.  We just need to make it too costly for them to take us out.  They won’t risk too many lives and I don’t believe they have a larger crew than we do.  Once we’ve repulsed their first attempts to board us, we’ll drop our spears, cut their lines, and make a break for it.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to board their ship and take them all out?” one of the volunteers asked.
“Perhaps, but I’m betting we can win this skirmish without losing any more lives.  That’s my goal, so we won’t board their ship.  Any other questions?”
There were none.  After a couple of hours they were back on board the ship, which was beginning to rock as the tide rose and the waves gently coaxed the ship back out to sea.
“We’re floating free,” Jons called from the bow, which was closest to shore.
“All right, men, back water!” Yulver called out.
The sailors and volunteers rowed backwards for a few minutes, pushing their oars instead of pulling them, so that the long ship moved backwards away from the shore.  Then, with a twist of the wheel and a command to the oarsmen on one side of the ship, Yulver spun the Dancer around to face the open sea of the gulf and the Norsik barge that waited for them.
“All oars, ho!” Yulver shouted.
The oarsmen worked together again, propelling the ship forward.  Yulver steered away from the Norsik barge, but the flat ship followed them, cutting off their escape.
“Lorik!” Yulver called out.  “You better be sure about this plan of yours.”
Lorik didn’t respond.  Instead, he kept rowing and waiting for the first of the grappling hooks to fall.  He had to wait only a minute.  The first hook clattered onto the deck and two sailors jumped out of the way as it was jerked back.  It crashed into the railing, the tines biting deep into the wood and holding fast.
“Clear the deck!” Yulver shouted.
The men moved quickly, adrenaline pumping through their veins.  Vera was stationed by the mast, and everyone was armed.  It was only a matter of time before they’d need to use their improvised spears, which were stowed under the railing on either side of the ship.  The next grappling hook landed just moments after the first and was quickly followed by a third.  The oars were stashed away, and the rowing benches were pushed to the bow of the ship.
“Ready, men,” called Lorik.  The ships were getting closer and closer.  They could hear the fevered shouting of the raiders, but Lorik could see the barge had less than twenty men on board.  The raiders were pulling the rope, dragging the Dancer closer to their own vessel.  Lorik knew that at any moment the raiders would drop the rope, draw their weapons and come rushing forward.
“Tolatch!” cried someone from the raider ship.
“Now!” shouted Lorik.
He and the rest of the men rushed forward and snatched up their spears.  They barely raised their weapons in time.  The Norsik were already leaping onto the Dancer, and eight landed squarely on the upraised spears.  Their momentum drove the sailors backward.  Most fell onto their backs, but the damage was done.  Three more raiders were wounded by the spears and toppled backward, falling through the small gap between the two ships as the pressure from the grappling ropes was released and the ships drifted slightly apart.
The next wave of raiders were less inclined to make the plunge.  One Norsik warrior made it safely across only to be met by Stone, who sliced open his throat and abdomen before the unfortunate raider could strike a blow.
“Tolatch!” the captain of the Norsik barge cried again.  “Tolatch, appenni!”
This time the raiders tried to jump to avoid the spears.  Six succeeded in dodging the wooden stakes, but were either attacked immediately or knocked back over the railing of the ship.  Two more raiders were impaled, and the battle was suddenly over.  There were only four Norsik left on their ship, and none were willing to attack.
“Cut the lines!” Lorik shouted.
The grappling ropes were severed and Lorik saw looks of relief crossing the faces of the Norsik sailors.  The ships had drifted apart and with a shove of the oars, Yulver’s crew rowed away from the Norsik barge.  Soon they had the sail set and were sailing north.
The crew dropped to the deck as the adrenaline faded from their systems and fatigue set in.  Vera checked to make sure no one else was wounded.  The plan had worked perfectly, both surprising the raiders and giving Yulver’s crew a decided advantage in the fight.
They sailed all day and through the following night.  They kept a constant watch on both the shoreline and the gulf behind them.  Yulver didn’t expect that the Norsik would catch up to them, but he wasn’t taking any chances.  The wind held and the Dancer lived up to its namesake, skipping along the waves and making excellent time.  It took only three more days to reach Fort Utlig, and almost everyone on board breathed a sigh of relief when they saw the ancient fortress in the distance.
“I guess we’ve made it,” Stone said.
“Out of the frying pan and into the fire,” Vera added.


Chapter 18
Fort Utlig was an imposing place.  The original fort was a massive stone tower, round and  ancient.  Around the tower a timber palisade surrounded a group of buildings that served as storage areas and barracks for the troops who were normally stationed there.  Utlig was one of several fortresses along the Wilderlands, a very dense forest that formed the boundary between Ortis and Norsik.  Trees grew in the Wilderlands that were different than in any others in the Five Kingdoms.  There were towering redwoods that most people called mountain trees.  The trunks were larger in circumference than most homes, and they towered hundreds of feet into the air.  Their canopies were mostly evergreen, and they grew so dense that very little sunlight filtered through.
Most of the people who lived near the Wilderlands considered the massive forest haunted and refused to go anywhere near it.  The Norsik sometimes made their way through the Wilderlands, but those raids were few and far between.  Some argued that it was the king’s soldiers who kept the Norsik at bay, but others believed it was the forest itself.
Yulver directed the Dancer straight up to the harbor.  Massive wooden gates stood closed at the quay, but there was a sentry on duty.  Lorik and the other volunteers, along with Vera and Stone, disembarked and walked to the gates.
“Who goes?” shouted the sentry.
“Volunteers,” Lorik shouted back.  “We’re from Hassell Point, in the Marshlands.”
“Fort Utlig is closed,” the sentry shouted.  “No one is allowed inside.”
“We’ve traveled a long way, friend,” Lorik said, holding his temper in check.  “Perhaps there is someone in charge who could help us find our place.  Isn’t there a volunteer force here fighting the Norsik?”
“Nay, not at this fortress,” the sentry replied.  “And Constable Yorn isn’t seeing visitors.”
“We’re not visitors,” Lorik said.  “We’re here to help push back the bloody Norsik.  Go fetch whoever is in charge before I climb up there and knock some sense into your thick skull.”
Lorik brandished his battle axe to emphasize his point and a worried look crossed the sentry’s face.  After a few moments spent wrestling with what to do, the sentry disappeared behind the big gate.  Vera cleared her throat and raised an eyebrow.
“Very diplomatic, Lorik,” she said.
“This is unbelievable,” Lorik replied.  “We come all this way only to be told to go home while all around us the Norsik are running loose in the countryside.  Unbelievable.”
“Who do you suppose this Constable Yorn is?” Vera asked.
“Constables usually enforce the peace in small towns,” Stone said.  “I can’t imagine why a fort filled with soldiers would need a constable, though.”
“Perhaps he’s from a village nearby,” Vera said.
“The king’s army has all been sent south,” Lorik explained.  “The nobles, too.  So whoever is in charge must have gotten their authority from the locals.”
They waited nearly ten minutes before the sentry returned, this time accompanied by a rat-faced man with thin, greasy hair, a drooping mustache, and red, watery eyes.  The rat-faced man looked at Lorik’s volunteers and frowned.
“Who are you?” the man asked.
“My name is Lorik, and these are volunteers from Hassell Point.  We’ve sailed north to help in your fight with the Norsik.”
“You are liars,” the rat-faced man said, his voice a sneer.  “No one sails north through the Sailor’s Graveyard.”
“Yulver sails the Dancer through the Graveyard,” Lorik said.  “He has for two decades.  Now, why don’t you let us in?  We’ve had a long, difficult journey.”
“I’m sorry for your troubles, but this is a fort.  We don’t let just anyone in.  How do I know you aren’t Norsik raiders who are pretending to be Ortisians?”
“You’ve got eyes, man,” Lorik said.  “Do we look like Norsik tribesmen?  Do we sound like them?  We’re from Hassell Point.”
“Hassell Point is full of thieves and pirates,” the man announced.
“Aye, that’s true, but there are also good folk in the Marshlands.  These volunteers and I have come to help turn back the tide of Norsik invaders.”
“I will take your requests under consideration.  Until I have reached my decision you may make camp to the south of the fortress.”
“Under consideration?” Lorik said loudly.  “You pompous fool, I’ve no time for your consideration.  I’ll tear your gates down and lop off your ugly head.”
“Lorik!” Vera said.  “Calm down.  You won’t do us any good making enemies here.  We came to fight the Norsik, not our countrymen.”
“You would do well to listen to the lady,” the rat-faced man said.  “I am Constable Yorn and I’m in charge here.  If you give me any trouble I’ll have you run back out to sea.”
“I doubt you could run a wheelbarrow out to sea,” Lorik said angrily.  “Who has put you in charge of this fortress?”
“The people of Fort Utlig.  I am their protector, and you will be wise to keep your impudence to yourself, Marshlander.”
Yorn and the sentry disappeared.  Lorik gripped his battle axe and considered hacking his way into the fort, but thought better of it.  The other volunteers were grumbling, but Vera quickly took charge, leading the group away from the gates and around the tall wooden palisade.  They spotted a small camp not far away and walked to it.  There were tents and shelters made from pine boughs.  At the center of the camp was a small well.  There were nearly a hundred people in the camp, mostly women and children.  The group of volunteers was met by a kind-faced woman with two children watching bashfully from behind her skirts.
“I’m Lorna,” she said.  “Are you here to help at the fort?”
“We are,” Vera said.  “Why are you all camped here?”
“Constable Yorn won’t let anyone but soldiers inside the fort.  Our menfolk have come up to volunteer, but we’ve had to make camp here.”
“This is ridiculous,” Lorik said.
Vera ignored his outburst and kept talking.
“Well, we’ve been asked to make camp here as well.  Is there a place where we might find shelter?”
“There’s very little supplies outside the fort.  There is a town about half a day’s walk to the south, but you’d have to have coin to buy supplies, I’m afraid.”
“Don’t the townspeople want to help the volunteers who come to support their fight against the Norsik?” Stone asked.
“Well, the people hereabouts haven’t really had a need for help.  The Norsik raiders avoid this area.  When the king’s soldiers were stationed here they would ride patrols along the Wilderlands, but now that they’re gone, the Norsik just go around the forts.  Constable Yorn keeps his soldiers inside the fort in case the Norsik attack.”
“That’s a damn foolish strategy,” Lorik said.  “There are raiders crossing the gulf every day, as far out as Ange Point.  How can anyone fight the Norsik if they hide inside a fortress all day?”
“I don’t know,” Lorna said, shame coloring her cheeks.  “I’m sorry.”
“Well, it isn’t your fault,” Vera said, giving Lorik a scathing glance.  “You don’t have any control over what this constable does.  It looks like you are making the best of a bad situation, and doing a splendid job at that.  Is there anything we can do to help?”
“Oh, no.  We get by just fine.”
“Well, we’re going to set up our camp right here,” Vera said.
They spent the rest of the day setting up a makeshift camp.  The only supplies they had were what they had on the Dancer, and Yulver didn’t like them taking his supplies.  He had intended on sailing south again after delivering the volunteers to Fort Utlig, but with the gulf full of Norsik raiders and his crew down by half after the massive storm, he was forced to stay in harbor.  There wasn’t enough sailcloth to make individuals tents, so they settled for one large canopy that would keep the weather off them while they slept.  The volunteers cut reeds from around a stream that wound down into the gulf.  They laid the reeds out on the ground as a moisture barrier while they slept.
The sailors stayed on board the Dancer, but the volunteers camped just outside the fort.  The temperature dropped steadily as the sun went down, and they were forced to build fires just to keep warm.  Food was in short supply, too, so Yulver shared what was left of the ship’s rations with the other refugees outside the fort.
Lorik simmered for hours, his mood growing worse with each minute that passed.  He couldn’t believe that the defense of the kingdom was being left in the hands of a self-important local constable.  Yorn had proven himself useless in Lorik’s eyes.  He had hoped to get horses once they arrived.  They needed to be able to cover ground with such a small group of volunteers, and fighting from horseback would give them an edge over the Norsik, who rarely rode horses.
The night grew cold and no one rested well.  Most of the refugees were women and children, which Lorik knew would mean that sickness and infidelity were only a matter of time.  He couldn’t keep his volunteers from mingling with the women, who busied themselves cooking for Lorik’s men.
“What is your plan?” Stone asked him.
“How the hell should I know?” Lorik said angrily.  “Nothing is as it should be here.  The very men volunteering to fight are kept out of the fort, while those in charge hide inside.  This is the most idiotic endeavor I’ve ever heard of.”
“So make it better,” Vera said very matter-of-factly.  “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
“No, I’m here to fight,” Lorik said.
“Fighting is only half the battle.  These people need a leader.  Someone to look after them and focus their efforts.”
“I’m no leader,” Lorik countered.  “You’d be more fitted to lead than I would.”
“Don’t be a fool, Lorik,” Vera hissed.  “This is your chance to let your quality show.  Don’t let an arrogant little man stop you.  If you take charge and start to make a difference against the Norsik, word will spread.  You’ll have men from all over the kingdom coming to join you.”
“That’s not my responsibility,” Lorik said.
“No, it’s the king’s, but he isn’t here, is he?” Vera said.  “Nor are the nobles who grow fat off the hard work of the common people.  But you are here.  These men all look to you.  You’ve already bloodied the nose of the Norsik raiders all along the gulf.  Now is your chance to make your mark.  Isn’t that what you’re really after?”
“You said that was my problem, that I’m always looking out for everyone but myself.”
“Yes,” Vera said.  “I said that.  But now that very quality is what is needed most.  We need someone to lead the fight against the Norsik.  I think that person should be you.”
“I agree,” Stone said.
The other volunteers chimed in one by one.  They were all younger men, but they had heard the stories of how Lorik and Stone defeated Thuryk’s raiders and Marsdyn’s outlaw gang in Hassell Point.  And there was no doubt that Lorik’s fame would spread even farther as people began to tell how they had survived the storm while sailing the Sailor’s Graveyard, and defeated the Norsik all along the coast of the Sandah Gulf.
Lorik didn’t respond; he just grunted and went for a walk.  It was very dark outside the fort, as the stars shone but the moon was hidden.  It was cold, but Lorik didn’t mind.  He kept warm enough just walking, and his mind was too preoccupied to really notice how cold he was.  Something Vera had said resonated deep inside him.  He couldn’t put it into words, but he felt closer to his purpose in life.  There was something that felt fulfilling about taking the volunteers and leading them against the Norsik.
It was late when he returned to the makeshift camp.  Most of the volunteers were already asleep.  He stoked the fires and added more wood, then lay down for the night.  He didn’t get much sleep and was up before dawn.  He had a few ideas, so he got the volunteers moving as soon as it was light enough to see what they were doing.  South of the fort the land was wide, flat, and open, and Lorik lined up the volunteers there, fourteen men in all.  Each had a sword and several knives or daggers.  He put them through a few paces.  They could all handle their weapons well enough.  They were farm boys, strong and hard working, but not warriors.  They would need to practice together and they would need shields as well.
“Have any of you ever ridden a horse?” he asked.
They all shook their heads.  Lorik groaned.  He had wanted to have someone besides himself who could handle a horse.
“I’ve got a little experience on a horse,” Stone said from behind Lorik.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m here to help.”
“I don’t think Vera would approve,” Lorik said, smiling.
“You know better than that.  She wants me to make sure you don’t get killed.”
“Well, I will need someone to help me train these volunteers.”
“I can teach them some knife skills and help with riding lessons, but where are you going to get horses?”
“From the fort,” Lorik said, smiling again.
“You’ve got a plan, then?”
“It’s more of a rough outline.”
“All right, that’s good enough for me.”
They spent the morning teaching the volunteers to work together.  It wasn’t soldiering in the finest sense of the word, but Lorik had plans to hit the raiding bands of Norsik that were coming into Ortis through the Wilderlands.  They would have to move fast, anticipate one another’s actions, and move on quickly after each attack.
Lorik kept a close watch on the fort.  It didn’t take long before he noticed men watching from the wooden palisade.  He guessed those men had come to fight, but after being locked up in Fort Utlig for a while, they were probably restless and irritable.
After an hour of drills, Lorik sent the volunteers to get something to eat.  There was very little left in the camp, but the women had said there was a village a half a day’s walk south.  Lorik and Stone set out after getting a quick bite themselves and giving the volunteers instructions for the day.  None were to set foot inside the fort.  He didn’t want to return and find all his men stuck inside with Constable Yorn.
The walk to the village was pleasant enough.  Fall had arrived and the trees south of the Wilderlands were turning different colors.  There were bright yellows and dark reds, with every shade in between.  Some of the leaves had started to fall, and the temperature was low, so walking in the sunshine felt good.
They reached the village at midday and discovered a bustling town.  They could see smoke rising from several structures and heard the familiar ting ting of blacksmiths at work.  Best of all, they could smell meat roasting and bread baking.
“How do you propose to get everything we need?” Stone asked.
“Not sure, but I’m hoping that these folks will listen to reason.”
“That’s not likely,” Stone said with a grin.  “Most people don’t like to reason when it comes to parting with their goods.”
“If they don’t we’ll move on and they’ll be left completely unprotected.”
“What about Constable Yorn?”
“If they know the good constable, they’ll know they are in desperate need of help.”
Stone laughed.  He liked spending time with Lorik.  The teamster was a hard worker and had a strong sense of right and wrong, but he never pushed his feelings or ideas on anyone.  He just always found a way to get what he needed.  And he had accepted Stone without needing to know the younger man’s past.  Stone had not always been a strictly moral person, but life on the run had given him the sense of freedom and prosperity he desired.  All his life it seemed Stone had been scratching and clawing for the crumbs off someone else’s table.  He had been rejected by most people who got close enough to really know him.  Stone and Vera were the only exceptions.  He had never felt like he belonged anywhere until he met them, and he knew he would die before he let anything happen to them.
They walked into the town past several small homes and well-built cottages.  There was an inn at the center of the town and a small open market that was empty now.  They saw a few people watching them.  Lorik was an intimidating figure with his massive axe and broad shoulders.  Stone’s low-slung twin knives were an oddity, too, but they labeled him as a dangerous man.
Lorik approached the first person he met in the street.
“I’m looking for someone in charge of this town,” he said politely.
The man looked at Lorik for a moment, then nodded his head toward the inn.
“Brotas is head of the town council.  He runs the inn.”
“Thank you,” Lorik said.
The man nodded again and continued on his way.
“Well, at least maybe we can get a mug of ale while we talk to this Brotas,” Stone said.  “I’m thirsty after that long walk.”
“Yeah, hopefully we’ll be riding back,” Lorik agreed.
“I thought you planned to get horses from the fort.”
“I will, but I’m also planning to get a wagon and a good team to deliver goods to the camp.”
Stone nodded, not sure how his partner planned to get everything he wanted from the town without money.  He deeply regretted having lost his own stash of gold and silver during the storm at sea.  It would have made everything so much simpler.
They entered the inn and took a seat at a long table.  The windows were open to allow the cool autumn air inside.  There were a few groups of townsfolk sitting and drinking in the common room.  There was no fire burning, but the fireplace looked well used.  A woman with glossy black hair appeared.  She had two mugs of frothy ale that she sat gently on the table in front of Lorik and Stone.
“What can I do for you gentlemen?” she said.
Lorik thought she was comely, and she had the look of a woman who worked hard—the kind of woman other men flirted with, but that took no nonsense from any of them.
“I’m looking for Brotas.  I was told he was here.”
“Aye, I’ll fetch him.  Shall I bring you something to eat as well?”
“No, thank you,” Lorik said.  “The ale is fine for now.”
“Suit yourself,” she said.
Lorik couldn’t tell if she was irritated or not, but the look on Stone’s face let Lorik know how his partner felt without saying a word.
“We can’t eat until we know how much they’re going to help us,” Lorik said.
“You were pretty confident before,” Stone groused.
It was only a minute or so before Brotas appeared.  He was a small man, but it was obvious he thought of himself as a very important person.  Lorik had dealt with people like Brotas many times, but this time would have to be different.  This time he had to convince the man to provide resources directly to Lorik and Stone, rather than sending everything to the fort where Constable Yorn would hoard it.
“You looking for me?” Brotas said as he approached.
“Yes,” Lorik said standing up and extending his hand.  “My name is Lorik.  I’m leading a group of volunteers against the Norsik.”
Brotas grunted, his eyes narrowing.
“What has that got to do with me?” he asked.
“Well, we’re looking for resources,” Lorik said, trying to keep his face from giving away his doubts as he bluffed.  “There hasn’t been any help delivered to Fort Utlig since the king’s soldiers left.”
“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Brotas said.
“You’re head of the town council, aren’t you?”
“Aye, but our taxes have all been paid.  Fort Utlig isn’t our responsibility.”
“I understand,” Lorik said, loosing a silent breath of relief that his bluff hadn’t been called.  “But you have to know that we can’t continue to man the fort without resources.”
“And how is that our problem?” Brotas said, his voice rising as his anger grew.
“Well, I don’t want to tell you your business.  In fact, I’ve only just arrived at Fort Utlig, but we sailed up the gulf and I can tell you that the Norsik are occupying towns all along the coast.  It’s only a matter of time before—”
“Let me just stop you right there,” Brotas said, his inflated sense of self worth returning.  “The Norsik may be a problem in other places, but not here.  We haven’t had a raid here in Timmons Gate for decades.”
“But the Norsik have caught on to the fact the king’s soldiers have left the border,” Lorik said calmly.  “It’s up to volunteers to keep you safe, and we need supplies.”
“What type of supplies?” Brotas asked.
“We need food, medicines, weapons, horses, and more men.”
Brotas laughed at Lorik’s list of demands, but Lorik had expected that.  He wanted the man to feel in control and he had expected the arrogant attitude.  The list Lorik had given was expensive, and he knew that getting the town to hand over that many goods would be difficult.  Still, Lorik wanted the man to feel in control of the conversation, so he let Brotas ramble a while.
“There is simply no way we’re going to outfit every volunteer force who passes through here.  For all I know you’re nothing but a band of outlaws, trying to trick us into giving up our goods without a fight.”
“You’re in for a fight, all right,” Stone said calmly.  “When the Norsik come, the menfolk will all be killed, the women and children carried off as slaves.  They will feast on your harvest, burn your town, take everything of value, and leave only ghosts.”
“There hasn’t been a raid in over thirty years,” Brotas said, his voice rising again.
“But there will be,” Lorik said calmly.  “Sooner or later the bands that have passed through the Wilderlands will come this way.”
“The fort protects us,” Brotas said.  The other patrons in the inn were listening to the innkeeper now.  “We don’t have to worry as long as the fort is manned.”
“The fort is led by a constable who won’t come out,” Lorik said.  “The Norsik aren’t looking for a fair fight.  They’ll pass right by the fort, just out of bow range, and Constable Yorn won’t raise a finger to stop them.  Then their first target will be Timmons Gate.  They’ll make this their base of operations to raid throughout the countryside.  Odds are, they’re already here.  I’ve got a good group of fighters, but we need to be able to travel fast and light.  We need to focus on fighting, not on food or shelter.”
“Yorn has all those things in the fort.”
“No,” Lorik said, staying calm, but letting his voice carry around the room so that the other men listening could hear.  “Constable Yorn is living like a king in the fort.  He’s wasting those supplies and without help I can’t force him out.  My name is Lorik.  I hail from Hassell Point.  I will lead the volunteers and push back the Norsik, but I can’t do it without supplies.”
“We can send some food, but nothing more,” Brotas said.
“You can give the goods to us or to the Norsik,” Lorik said.  “There are no other options.  If we don’t stop the raiders here and now, they will sweep in, and all of northern Ortis will be lost.”
“Give them what they need,” said one of the other men who had been listening nearby.
“I can’t make that kind of decision without a council meeting,” Brotas said.
“So call the council,” Lorik said.  “There’s no time to waste.”
“It’s not that simple,” Brotas said, stress beginning to show on his features.
“I’ll make it simple,” Lorik said.  He turned to the other men in the room.  “Go spread the word that we’ll be holding a town meeting in one hour, right here.  They can hear us out and decide how to help.”
The men got up, but Brotas, afraid of losing his standing, quickly stopped them.
“No,” he said, his voice cracking a little.  “This is a town council matter.”
“Don’t let the council endanger your families,” Stone said calmly, before draining the last of his ale.
The men hurried out.
“You can’t just come in here and scare everyone into giving you whatever you want,” Brotas said angrily.
“This is important,” Lorik said calmly.  “I don’t want to take anything away from you or the town.  But if we don’t pull together and face reality, there won’t be anything left of your town.  So call your council together.  Lead the meeting, but get us the things we need.”
Brotas started to speak again, but the dark-haired woman appeared with two plates of food.  She set them down on the table for Lorik and Stone.
“Call the council,” she said to Brotas softly.  “They aren’t asking for anything more than  Lord Emry demands from us, and if you handle this right you can make it seem like your idea.  I’ve told you how frightened everyone is.”
She touched his arm tenderly and with a sense of familiarity that Lorik recognized.  Vera had dealt with him in just the same way.
“How many men do you have?” Brotas asked.
“Sixteen,” Lorik said.  “But we need more.  We’ll work from the fort, but we need to be able to patrol and scout.  We need horses and we need more volunteers.”
“And you have experience as a soldier?” Brotas asked.
“No, I’m not a soldier,” Lorik said.
“But he single-handedly defeated Thuryk,” Stone said around a mouthful of food.  “He freed slaves in Ange Point and we’ve fought the Norsik several times sailing north.”
“It’s a good idea,” the woman said.
“All right, all right,” Brotas said.  “I’ll get you what you need, but you follow my lead in the meeting.”
“Of course,” Lorik said.
Brotas hurried off and the woman went to fetch Lorik and Stone more ale.  They ate quietly, and before long people began to arrive in the inn.  Most were men, but a few women came along, too.  Some of them helped the dark-haired woman serve ale.  When Brotas arrived nearly an hour later, he had a group of men in tow.
The common room of the inn was full of people and more were slipping in as the town council called the meeting to order.
“We’ve gotten official word that at least some of the rumors are true,” Brotas began.  “The Norsik are raiding in earnest, but a group of volunteers has been formed to ride patrols.  This is Lorik.  He’s leading the volunteers.”
Lorik stood up and nodded.
“He needs supplies and more volunteers.  Lorik, tell them what you plan to do.”
“Constable Yorn holds the fort, but the Norsik won’t attack the fort outright.  We need horsemen and scouts who are familiar with the area to ride patrols.  We’ll work from the fort, but our groups will be on horseback moving quickly along the Wilderlands, making contact with the other outposts and lending aid wherever it’s needed.”
“Have you seen the Norsik?” asked one of the men in the crowd.
“We’ve fought them at Ange Point and again at several small villages along the coast.  We’ve held our own against the smaller groups, but there are more coming.  The tribes are starting to band together.  We saw over a hundred raiders less than four days from here,” Lorik said.  “If a group that size comes through the Wilderlands, they’ll be hard to stop.  With horses and patrols, we can do our best to disrupt the raids and warn the villages.”
“They need horses and supplies,” Brotas said.  “I’ve spoken with the council and we’ve got stores laid up to outfit the volunteers, but we need horses.”
“What if we want to help fight?” asked one of the townsfolk.
“See me when we’re done,” Lorik said.  “I’m a teamster.  I can haul the supplies if someone has a wagon and team they can loan.”
There were questions and details to be worked out.  Over a dozen men volunteered to help.  Three of them were experienced riders and Lorik sent them out immediately.  One went east and the other two west with strict instructions to observe and report.  A wagon was loaded with food and supplies.  Weapons were gathered and horses were tied to the back of the wagon.  The town could supply only ten horses, but more were promised, and Lorik hoped he could get the rest from Fort Utlig.  By late evening, they were headed back.
“Well, I didn’t believe you could do it,” Stone said.  “But I’m impressed.  You’re quite the politician.”
“Shut up,” Lorik said.
“I’m just saying you did good.”
“Why does it feel like your compliments are always veiled insults?”
“Hey, that hurts,” Stone said, trying not to laugh.  “You’re paranoid, you know that?”
“I’m not paranoid, you’re just an idiot.”
“How is this going to work?” Stone asked.  “I can’t be your right-hand man if you don’t trust me.”
“I trust you in a fight,” Lorik said.  “I trust you when you’re sleeping.  That’s the best you’re going to get from me.”
They made the trip back to the fort in only three hours.  They arrived just after sunset and were met by a crowd of very worried women.  Vera was in the lead and explained what had happened.
“The damn fool constable shot arrows at us,” she said angrily.  “He said if we wouldn’t do as he commanded, he would see that we all hung from walls.”
“He did what?” Lorik demanded.
“He wanted your volunteers to hand over their weapons and join him in the fort.  They refused and he ordered his men to shoot them down.  It’s a miracle no one was hurt.”
“They actually fired arrows at you?” Stone asked.
“Yes,” Vera said.  “We had the good sense to fall back out of range, but we can’t risk going back to the camp.”
“This has gone on long enough,” Lorik said.
“What are you going to do?” Stone asked.
“What I should have done from the beginning,” Lorik said.  “I’m going to teach this constable his place.”


Chapter 19
Lorik made sure that everyone was settled for the night.  He set watches and assigned volunteers to stand guard around the camp.  He didn’t want a Norsik raiding party sneaking up on an undefended camp.  Including the women and children, there were over forty people in the small camp.  Vera and the other women took charge of the supplies while Stone saw to the horses, which had to be watered and hobbled close to the camp.  Once the activity had died down Lorik slept for a few hours.  Now that he had a plan in place, he rested more easily.
Two hours before dawn, Stone woke him up and made sure that Lorik had everything he needed.  The most difficult part of the plan would be getting over the wooden palisade.  But Stone had retrieved one of the Norsik grappling hooks from Yulver’s ship and had tied knots in the rope to make it easier for Lorik to climb.  Stone wanted to go with Lorik, but the teamster insisted on going alone.  He left Stone to wake the volunteers and make sure they were armed and ready outside the gates of the fort.
Lorik expected that the northern wall would be manned and that the expanse between the fort and the Wilderlands was being watched for Norsik invaders.  Likewise, Lorik expected that there would be men on the southern wall watching his camp.  So Lorik circled wide around to make his way slowly across the killing ground to the fort’s western wall.  After several moments of watching and waiting, he threw the grappling hook up over the palisade.  Stone had tied thick swatches of cloth to the hook to muffle the sound as it banged over the wall.  It hit with a deep, resonating thunk.  The sound was loud to Lorik and he expected the sentries to investigate, but after several moments it became clear that no one had noticed.
He pulled the rope slowly until the hook caught on something that felt solid.  Lorik put all his weight onto the rope to test it.  The hook didn’t budge, so Lorik began climbing the rope.  Getting up the wall wasn’t difficult, but doing it quietly made the task much more complicated.  Once he reached the top of the wooden wall, he waited and watched, but there was no movement inside the fort.  He climbed slowly over the lip of the wall and found himself on a narrow platform.  The walkway was adequate for keeping watch or for using bows to fire down on attackers, but not wide enough to allow fighters to hold the walls.  Of course, the Norsik weren’t known for laying siege to the fortresses that guarded the Ortisian border along the Wilderlands.  The Norsik were great trackers and woodsmen; they were hunters and raiders, not conventional soldiers.  They certainly wouldn’t have been a big threat to a fully armed legion of soldiers on an open field of battle, but that wasn’t their way.  They preferred to overwhelm unprepared groups, take whatever they wanted, and slink away again.
Lorik found a small ladder and climbed down into the open yard of the fortress.  He could see buildings along the outer wooden walls and a large well in the center of what he guessed was the parade ground where the soldiers would practice hand-to-hand combat or wile away the hours between duties.  The main structure was the large stone tower at the center of the fort.  Lorik wasn’t sure how he would get into the tower, but he was certain that Constable Yorn was inside.  
He moved quickly and quietly across the open ground and then skirted around the tower.  He found the door to the tower both unguarded and unlocked.  He couldn’t believe his good luck.  He went inside and crept slowly along the dark stairwell.  He wasn’t sure how he was going to find Constable Yorn’s quarters, but he guessed that the top floor of the tower was reserved for the ranking officer, so he climbed to the top floor and slowly opened the door.
The room beyond was dark, but Lorik could hear deep snores from inside the room.  He entered and slowly moved toward the snoring.  He couldn’t see, so he slowly slid his feet in front of him, keeping his hands stretched out to feel for any furniture or obstacles in his path.  His feet found carpet, a thick wool rug.  Then, a moment later, he came to a table that he had to circle around.  The sky was just growing pink outside when he found the door to an inner chamber where someone was sleeping.
Lorik slowly opened the door and was about to slip inside when he heard a deep-throated growl.  He had grown overconfident by the lack of resistance so far, but he instantly knew he was in trouble.  The growl grew in volume, then the dog barked.
“What?” came a voice from inside the room.  “What are you barking at, Nimrod?  Is it another rat?”
Lorik breathed a sigh of relief.  He had feared that Yorn would call out for guards or help, but apparently the dog’s barking was so common he didn’t even consider that there might be an intruder.
“Well, go get it or stop barking,” the man in the room said.
Unfortunately, the dog didn’t stop barking and the occupant was forced to light a lantern and get up.  He grumbled the whole time.
“If I find out you just need to be let out I’m going to ring your mangy neck,” the man said.  “I could have used another hour of sleep.  Leading this rabble isn’t easy, you know.”
The light grew closer to the door and Lorik slipped back out of the way.  The door opened and the dog came running out, barking furiously but thankfully not attacking.  Lorik had a dagger but he had brought no other weapons.  He didn’t want to fight the men inside the fort, only Yorn, and he wasn’t trying to kill anyone.  He especially didn’t want to hurt the dog, but he had been ready to.
“What is it?” the man said in annoyance as he stepped through the door.
Lorik swung a big overhand right punch, slamming his fist into the constable’s nose and snatching the lantern with his left hand to keep it from crashing to floor.  Blood gushed from the man’s nose as he toppled over backward.  Lorik recognized the rat-faced man and knew he had found Constable Yorn.  The dog continued to bark, but Lorik ignored it.  He hurried over and kicked Yorn hard in the side.
The man was sputtering and struggling to get to his feet.  Lorik watched him for a moment, then walked over to the main door and set the heavy wooden beam across it.  Then he returned to where Yorn was getting to his knees, struggling with the blood that was pouring from his nose.
“You bastard!” he cried.
“Hurts, doesn’t it?” Lorik said.  “I really didn’t think I’d find you this easily, but you’re a royal fool, Yorn, you know that?”
“Guards!” he shouted.  “We’re under attack!”
“No you aren’t, and I doubt they can even hear you.  They weren’t on the walls, did you know that?  Surely you set a watch, but the men don’t even respect you enough to stay awake through the night.”
“They’ll come,” he sputtered, on his hands and knees.  “You broke my nose.  I’ll have you whipped and then hung from the fortress walls.”
“I don’t think you’ll do anything of the sort,” Lorik said.  “I have half a mind to cut your throat and toss you into the sea.  What do you think about that?”
“You can’t,” he said, fear making his voice whiny.  “I’m a constable.  Lord Emry and his soldiers will hunt you down if you kill me.”
“The nobles have all marched south with our king and his army,” Lorik said.  “Who do you think will care about your fate now that you are surrounded by common men?  They don’t respect you, and they surely won’t miss you.”
“I’m in charge of this fortress,” he cried.
“Well, you’re making a real mess of it.  Why don’t we come to an agreement?  I’m not interested in knocking you off your little platform.  If you want to play lord of the manor, I’m fine with that.  You can stay here in charge of the fort, but you have to allow the women inside.  It’s too dangerous to leave them out there unprotected.  And you have to share your men with me.  I’ll be in charge of the patrols riding along the Wilderlands, but we need to keep our horses in the stables here and know that we have a refuge of safety.  Can you do that?”
Yorn was holding his hand over his face, and there was blood all over his hands and down the front of his robes.
“You’ll leave me in charge?” he asked, a note of hope in his voice for the first time.
“Of course, I can’t do everything by myself.  Will you share your resources and let the women in?”
“Fine,” he sputtered, “but they’ll have to earn their keep.”
“I’m sure they will.  Now get dressed.  You look horrible.”
Lorik left the lantern on the table and removed the heavy beam from the door of the large room.  He then marched down the long winding stairway and out to the main gate.  He found three sentries asleep nearby, but none stirred as he approached.
The gate was held shut by two large wooden beams.  Lorik had to strain to lift the first one by himself.  Once he got it out of the gate’s sconces, he dropped it to the ground.  It clattered loudly and the sentries jumped up at the noise.
“Excellent work,” Lorik said.
The sun wasn’t fully up, but the sky was brightening and there was just enough light to see by.  The sentries were armed with spears and swords, but they weren’t seasoned soldiers.  None moved to harm Lorik, who stood only a few paces away, his hands on his hips and his dagger tucked into his belt.
“You’ve just slept through the invasion,” he told them.  “Now help me open this gate.”
“We’re not to open the gate without specific orders from Constable Yorn,” stammered one of the men.
“All right, don’t open it,” Lorik said.  “Just help me move the beams.”
The sentries just stared, wide-eyed.  Lorik shook his head and turned back to the remaining beam.  It took all his considerable strength to lift it by himself, and he immediately dropped it onto the ground next to the first.  Then he turned to the sentries and ordered them to move the beams.
“Get these beams picked up and stored properly,” he said gruffly.  “My name is Lorik and I’m commanding the volunteers now.  Do as you’re told or you’ll find my boot up your—”
“Yes, sir,” the three men said, not letting Lorik finish his threat.
They scrambled to move the heavy beams out of the way.  Then Lorik grabbed the thick rope that was tacked onto the gate and pulled the massive door open.  It squealed on rusty hinges.  Lorik guessed the damp sea air made maintaining any iron devices a full-time job.
“Well, good morning,” Stone said.  “We’re here just in time for breakfast.”
“Is food all you think about?” Lorik said.
“It’s all I think about lately,” he joked.
“Perhaps you’re pregnant.”
“It’s possible, entirely possible,” Stone said playfully.  “Let’s go,” he shouted to the group of volunteers.  Over twenty men filed in through the gate.  “Did you handle the constable problem?”
“I believe so,” Lorik said.  “It was easier than I thought.”
“Good, I was starting to worry about you.”
“I doubt that.”
“I was, you’re the only person I know who can get me free meals at Timmons Gate.”
They went in and woke the garrison.  There were only two dozen men manning the fort.  They were all volunteers, and when they saw their wives and children coming in they were so relieved that none of them thought to say anything about the absent Constable Yorn.  Once they were gathered together, Lorik laid out his plan.
“Now that we’ve got everyone on the same side here, let me outline what we’re going to be doing.  Our job is stop the Norsik raiders that are coming through the Wilderlands.  To do that, we need to be trained with weapons, and with horses.  So, I’m taking half of Constable Yorn’s men with me.  We’ll be housed here, but we’ll be riding patrols mostly.  The other half will stay here in the fort along with the women and children.  Constable Yorn will still be in charge, but you will have clear duties and clear consequences for failing in those duties.  Is that understood?”
The crowd murmured its approval.
“The women and even some of the children will have to pitch in.  No one can expect to be free of responsibility, is that clear?”
Again, the crowd approved.
“Good, let’s get all the camp gear brought into the fort and organized.  I want anyone with experience riding horses or driving a team to come straight to me.  The rest of you, carry what you can.”
The group set to work.  There were several men with riding experience but no one other than Lorik and Stone had ever driven a team, so Lorik was forced to go out and oversee the loading of the wagon and then drive it into the fort.  Meanwhile, Lorik sent Stone and Vera up to the top of the tower.  Once Vera had seen to Constable Yorn’s broken nose, Stone took the first watch on top of the tower.  From the rooftop, he could see into the Wilderlands to the north and for miles in every other direction.
After Lorik had the wagon in the fort, he made sure the horses were seen to, then he took breakfast up to Stone on the rooftop.  Vera had gone back down to help the other women.  She seemed to thrive in an organizational role.
“Vera’s going to have this fort in tip-top shape in no time,” Lorik said, handing Stone a loaf of bread and some cheese.
“There’s no doubt about that,” Stone said.  “What do you think of the view?”
“The view’s nice, but it’s a bit chilly up here for my taste.”
“Don’t be a baby,” Stone said.
“Don’t get used to these easy jobs.  You’re going into the field with me, you know.”
Stone smiled.  “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


Chapter 20
Once Lorik had his volunteers accounted for, he divided them into three groups, with ten men and one captain in each group.  The captains all had experience on horses and, with the animals that had been left in the fort by the soldiers, there was enough to provide one horse for each volunteer.  Lorik and Stone began immediately training the volunteers to ride and care for the horses.  They checked hooves, legs, withers, and backs.  They practiced saddling and unsaddling, feeding and rubbing down the animals.  Lorik stressed that there were no more animals to be had, so if something happened to one of the horses it meant that one of the volunteers was walking.
It was turning into a long day.  Rain fell off and on, and the wind was cold.  By late afternoon Lorik was exhausted and hungry.  He was on his way back to the fort to check on Constable Yorn and to see how things in the fort were coming along when a cry went up from the big lookout tower.  Then a horn sounded.  Lorik had been walking his tired horse across the muddy field, but with all the commotion at the fort he decided to get back as quickly as possible.  He mounted his horse and kicked the big animal into a fast gallop.
There was only one gate into Fort Utlig and it was on the far eastern side, next to the small quay.  So Lorik saw the cause of the alarm before he reached the fort: in the small bay were four Norsik barges.  The ships were full of men—that much was evident even from a distance.  The Norsik warriors were shouting and chanting, hammering their swords on their shields or the sides of the ships.
“Everyone into the fort!” a pinched, nasally voice called out.  “Get inside, quickly!”
“No!” Lorik shouted.  He stood up in the saddle trying to see who was giving orders.  “To me!” he shouted.  He turned and looked over his shoulder to see the volunteers hurrying toward him.  “Lock the fort, and man the walls!” he called to the men inside the fort.  “We’re staying out here.”
“No!” shouted Constable Yorn, who had just appeared on the wall above the gate.  “I want every man inside this fort now!”
“Don’t be a fool,” Lorik shouted back.  “We can’t do anything inside the fort.”
“I won’t have you taking my men and running away,” Yorn countered.
Lorik’s anger boiled over.  “I’m not running away, you fool!  We’ve got to fight.  We’ve got to stay between the Norsik and the villages to the south.  We have to be able to maneuver.  We’re outnumbered so we’ll have to strike hard and fast, then withdraw.  If we hide in the fort the Norsik will raid Timmons Gate and the other villages.”
“I’ll have you in chains if you don’t obey me!” shouted Yorn angrily.
Lorik ignored the threat.
“Stone,” he said, “I want you inside the fort.”
“What?  Why?”
“I need someone inside I can trust,” Lorik explained.
“Vera’s in there.”
“Yes, but I need someone who can stand up to Yorn when he’s being unreasonable.”
“She can stand up to him.  I’ll be more helpful to you out here.”
“That may be true, but I want you to take one unit and stay inside the fort.  Act as a reserve.  Hopefully we’ll be able to draw the Norsik away from the fort and then you can follow and harass them from the rear.”
“We’d be better off staying together,” Stone said.  “Are you sure?  Ten men won’t be much of a threat.”
“Just hit and run, it’s our best chance.  Take out their stragglers.  Make them feel like they’re surrounded.  Our goal isn’t to slaughter them all, but to push them back north, across the border.”
“All right,” Stone said, but it was obvious he wasn’t happy about the assignment.
Lorik sent the rest of his small band of volunteers away from the fort.  He stayed to watch the Norsik.  They weren’t in any hurry to attack, and so far had stayed several hundred yards out into the bay.  Yulver and his sailors were still on the Dancer, refusing to leave the ship unguarded.
“They’ll overwhelm you and kill your entire crew,” Lorik had told him.
“They’ll have to catch me first.  I’ve enough men to outrun those bloated tubes they sail.”
It wasn’t true and both men knew it.  Even with her sail up, the Norsik could out-row the Dancer with only half a crew, especially in the close quarters of the bay.  Still, Yulver wouldn’t leave his ship.
“Those devils won’t lay a finger on my ship,” he said angrily.  “Not while I’m alive.”
Fortunately, the Norsik didn’t attempt to engage the Dancer.  Nor did they move toward the fort.  Instead, just as Lorik had feared, they beached their ships on the southern end of the bay and avoided the fortress.  The Norsik were eager for a fight, but there were easier pickings not far away, and they saw no need to challenge the strength of the Ortisian stronghold.  Instead, they started moving south toward Timmons Gate.  The road between the fort and the city was nothing more than a dirt path, but it was wide and well worn.  It was almost like a sign that announced a sizable city lay ahead.
Lorik watched the Norsik moving south.  They left behind a group of nearly twenty warriors to watch over the ships, and led another forty men on foot along the road.  Lorik rejoined his men.  There were two groups of eleven, and even counting Lorik they were outnumbered almost two to one.
“We’ve got to move quickly,” Lorik said.  “We have to circle south and get between them and the town, but we also need to keep tabs on that group.  Do any of you have scouting experience?”
None of the volunteers had ever served as soldiers, but several were experienced hunters.
“What I need to know is whether they stop for the night,” he told them.  “Get as close as you can on horseback, but don’t underestimate these devils.  If they stop, ride south.  You’ll find us somewhere between the town and that band of raiders.”
Three men rode out to follow the Norsik, and the rest of the group followed Lorik.  He pushed them hard, toward the south, for an hour, then as the sun set they walked their horses back toward the road.  Lorik guessed that they were halfway from the fort to Timmons Gate.  He wanted to send men back to warn the town of the possible danger, but he didn’t know if he could afford to lose any more men.  As he traveled, he wracked his mind for a plan, but there was very little he could do to stop the raiders.  The terrain between the fort and the city was flat, with very few trees or foliage.  His volunteers would have the advantage of being on horseback, but most of his men had never ridden before.  They were tired and saddle sore.  Most had weapons that were designed for close combat, and Lorik wasn’t sure how the volunteers would react to a real fight.  There were just too many unknowns.  He hoped that perhaps the Norsik would make camp for the night and he could sneak in as they slept, but he had a feeling that even if they did stop, they would make sure they kept careful watch through the night.
Lorik couldn’t be sure, but he guessed that these raiders were the same group he had attacked on the way.  The numbers seemed right to him, and although he couldn’t be certain, it seemed too convenient that a group of raiders would sail straight to Fort Utlig just days after Lorik and his volunteers arrived.  The survivors of the attack at sea had gathered the other raiders and they had followed Lorik west, he figured.  Now they were drawing him out into the open.
When Lorik and his band reached the road, they moved the horses back into the trees, letting them rest, but keeping them ready for rapid action.  None of the volunteers spoke.  Fighting the Norsik was difficult enough, but the thought of being attacked in the darkness spooked everyone.  The moon was little more than a sliver, and clouds blocked most of the starlight.  All around him Lorik saw shadows, and his mind kept playing tricks on him.  Every sound was startling; every shadow seemed to be moving.  He expected the fearsome-looking Norsik to rise up out the darkness at any moment.
It was another hour before they heard hoofbeats ahead of them.  The other volunteers let out a sigh of relief.  They assumed the sound of hoofbeats meant that the Norsik had stopped for the night and they, too, would get a little rest before having to fight the next day.  But Lorik realized he was hearing only a single horse, and he had sent three men on horses to watch the Norsik.
The rider’s horse smelled Lorik and the others before they could see each other in the darkness.  The rider reined his animal in.
“Lorik?” came a whispered call.
“We’re here,” Lorik said quietly.
The rider dismounted and walked his tired horse forward.  Lorik saw the man appear in the darkness, a shadow taking shape out of the gloom.
“Frad sent me,” the man said, referring to the squad leader.  “He says he doesn’t think the Norsik are stopping for the night.  It’s hard to see them in the dark.  I wasn’t even sure I could find you all.”
“You did well,” Lorik said.  “How fast are they moving?”
“They’re on foot, but they’re keeping up a rapid pace,” the man said.
“All right, let’s move further south,” Lorik ordered.
They walked their horses for a while, but Lorik couldn’t shake the feeling that at any moment the Norsik would catch up to his volunteers and attack them from the rear.  So, after less than an hour, they mounted up again and kept their horses cantering toward Timmons Gate.  Slowly, a plan began to form in Lorik’s mind.  He kept the group moving until the town was in sight, then he began to look for a way to implement his plan.
He called the group of volunteers together and gave them instructions.  “Okay, here’s the most likely scenario,” he told them.  “The Norsik will travel until they see the city, then they’ll make camp for the night and attack at dawn.  So, here is what we do.  I want half of you to head east, and half west.  Rest your horses, but at dawn you need to be able to ride.  I know most of you are really sore, but stay on your horse.  That’s the only real edge we’re going to have in this fight.  Now, when you see the Norsik move toward the city, we need to hit them from both sides.  Ride past them the way we discussed.  Keep your horse moving.  That will make you a more difficult target.  Even if your own attack isn’t successful, keep moving.  Ride through the group of raiders and out past them before you turn around.  They’ve got us outnumbered, but they won’t be able to stand before a charging horse.  You follow me?”
The men nodded.
“Don’t go to sleep.  Stay awake.  Stay sharp.  Our goal isn’t to kill them all, just keep them from the city.  Any questions?”
There weren’t any, so Lorik sent the men to either side of the city.  That left him alone, and it was difficult not to feel exposed.  He rode toward the city until he was about a hundred yards from the nearest building.  He guessed there were still four or five hours until dawn.  He wanted to lie down and go to sleep, but he knew he couldn’t risk sleeping.  If the Norsik didn’t attack as he predicted, he couldn’t risk being caught off guard.  He had convinced the people of Timmons Gate that by giving his volunteers the supplies they needed, he would keep them safe.  Now he was the last line of defense against the raiders.
The night passed slowly.  Lorik had only his fears to keep him company.  He hated having so much time to anticipate what might happen.  It was better to rush into a fight, especially if that fight was unavoidable.  He couldn’t help but imagine what might happen.  A simple lapse in focus could cost him his life.  Or he might encounter a better fighter, a faster opponent, or maybe just get overwhelmed.  His place in the coming battle was by far the most dangerous.  His men would ride in and strike, but Lorik had placed himself between the raiders and the city.  If the Norsik pushed their attack, he would face them alone.
He sat on the ground and used his whetstone to sharpen the thick blades of his battle axe.  It was a big weapon: the handle was as long as his leg and ended with a thick metal knob that was a formidable weapon in and of itself.  The handle had a thin rod of iron running through it and two pieces of wood around that sturdy rod.  Lorik had wrapped the handle with rawhide to make it less likely to slip in his hands if the weapon became covered with blood and sweat.  The axeheads were a work of marvelous iron smithing.  The blades were crescents that curved back toward one another until they almost touched.  The weight of the heads were balanced somewhat by the metal knob at the end of the shaft.  There were no carvings or engravings on the metal; the blades were simple and deadly.  It was a heavy weapon, but Lorik preferred the weight over a longsword.  He wasn’t as fast with the axe as a swordsman might be, although he was strong and agile for a man of his size. ,It was the ability of the battle axe to intimidate his opponents that made it such a formidable weapon.  The secret to defeating a large foe with a heavy weapon was to charge right in and put him on the defensive, but most men simply couldn’t muster the courage to attack such an imposing figure, and Lorik used that to his advantage.
As he honed the axeheads, Lorik couldn’t help but think of the devastation and destruction such a weapon created.  He had severed limbs and ended lives with the axe.  He had learned quickly that he could not afford to shy away from violence.  In Hassell Point, the southern most city in Ortis beyond the Marshlands, violence was commonplace.  The city was a haven for outlaws and pirates, where justice had to be fought for.  The Marshlands themselves were not a place for the weak or the fearful.  The marshes were swampy, full of snakes, sucking mud, quick sand, and mud dragons.  Life in the Marshlands was valued, but it was held onto by strong hands that weren’t squeamish about spilling blood when necessary.
Lorik had fought and killed, but typically only when he was provoked.  And even then, killing wasn’t his aim.  He fought to survive, but in a lawless place like Hassell Point, surviving often meant making a statement with your fists or weapons.  Lorik had rushed north, anxious to fight, but he realized that his desire for battle was really just a distraction from the unacceptable state his life had fallen into.  The things he once took as commonplace, the very things he would have used to describe his lifestyle, no longer satisfied him.  He needed more, needed his life to stand for more than just work or wealth.  For years he had felt satisfied, if not fulfilled, by taking care of Vera, and then his parents when they grew ill.  He had provided for the people he loved by hauling goods through the Marshlands just like his father and grandfather had done, but after his parents had both passed away and Vera, his closest companion, had decided to leave Hassell Point with Stone, he knew he couldn’t face the same dreary tasks day after day.  The joy of a job well done simply wasn’t enough anymore.  He had gone north in hopes of finding meaning, perhaps even finding a purpose for his life.
Now he sat with his back to a city he had visited only once and with a deadly enemy force marching toward him.  It was the kind of situation that would have caused most men to question how they had gotten themselves into such a mess.  But Lorik was at peace with his reasons for being there, and his greatest fears weren’t about losing his life or being maimed on the battlefield, but whether he could protect the people who were sleeping in peaceful ignorance of the threat coming their way.  If he failed, the city would be destroyed and he would be killed.  He tried to shake such thoughts away, but they circled like scavenger birds overhead, waiting for the carnage to be over so that they could feast on the ruined flesh of warriors.
Riders came an hour or so before dawn.  There were two of them, moving toward the town.  Lorik stood to greet them.  It was Frad and the other volunteer who had been sent to scout the Norsik.
“Greetings, Frad, do you bring good news?” Lorik asked.
“Actually, yes,” the young man said.  He stayed on his horse, leaning over the saddle horn.  He looked completely comfortable on his horse, while his companion moved almost constantly, struggling to find a way to sit on the saddle that didn’t hurt.
“Let’s hear it,” Lorik said.
“The Norsik are camped less than a mile up the road.  They sent scouts ahead.  We watched them for the better part of the last three hours.  They’ve got a lot of sentries around their camp, but they don’t seem to be in a big rush to attack.”
“I expect they’ll come at dawn,” Lorik said.
“Probably so,” Frad said.
“So what’s the good news?” Lorik asked.
“Well, we couldn’t get close enough to see anything in the dark without being seen ourselves.”
“I was afraid you wouldn’t,” Lorik said.
“But the good news is, they don’t know about Stone and his squad behind them,” Frad said.  “We worked our way completely around the raiders and ran into Stone about an hour ago.  He’s holding his group back, waiting for dawn to start attacking.”
“You know,” Lorik said, thinking out loud, “we might have a better chance of getting the upper hand if we attack them, instead of waiting for them to attack us.”
“Stone said the same thing,” Frad said.
“We could come at them early, right at first light.  Attacking simultaneously from three directions.”
“How would we time it?” Frad asked.
“Easy, we could just blow a war horn.”
“But won’t that ruin the element of surprise?”
“Only a little,” Lorik said.  “And if we come galloping in on horses, they won’t have much time to react.”
“You think the others could stay in the saddle during an all-out battle?”
“They’ll have to,” Lorik said.  “But we don’t need to fight too hard.  If we rattle them enough, they’ll fall back, and we can chase them back to the coast.”
“Sounds like a plan to me,” the young horseman said.
“Rigar’s group is east of here.  I’ll fetch them,” Lorik said.  “Your group is to the west.  Don’t come back to the road; angle in toward them.  We’ll come in from the other side, and Stone can hit them from the rear.”
“Do we need to send Vestil here to tell your partner the plan?” Frad said, nodding at the uncomfortable volunteer beside him.
“No, Stone will be ready and he’ll know what the war horn means.  Besides, I want his group to come crashing in right after we do, hopefully as the raiders are falling back from our assault.”
“So, I get my squad ready and go riding in when I hear the horn?”
“That’s it.  Keep it simple.  Have them ride in fast, hit the nearest Norsik raider, and then drive through to the far side of their camp before wheeling around for another attack.”
“You’ve got it, sir,” Frad said, emphasizing the last word.
Lorik smiled, but he knew the volunteer couldn’t see him the darkness.
“Get moving,” he ordered.
The two men on horseback turned their mounts and trotted off into the night.  Lorik slung his battle axe over his shoulder using a leather strap.  Then, as he climbed up into the saddle, he realized there was a hole in his plan.  With Stone behind the raiders, the only opening for retreat the Norsik had would be straight ahead, straight into the city.  If that happened, the raiders could take refuge there, and the battle would turn into a deadly struggle as Lorik and his volunteers went from house to house, searching every building for hiding raiders.  They would be forced to kill all of the Norsik and the casualties to his volunteers would be much too high.  He realized he would have to hold the main road just like before, only now his men would be flushing the enemy right toward him.


Chapter 21
Lorik rode out and gave instructions to the other group, which was under the leadership of a bright young man named Rigar.  Then he took the war horn and returned to the broad dirt path that served as a road between Timmons Gate and Fort Utlig.  He would have liked to have spoken with Stone, or better yet move that entire group around, so that the combined strike would push the Norsik raiders back to the north.  But there was no time for that.  The sky was already brightening, and there was now less than an hour before it would be light enough to attack.  The Norsik were probably being roused from their short slumber, but Lorik hoped they would linger over breakfast long enough that his attack would catch them unprepared.
He walked his horse forward slowly.  He wanted the horse nearby in case he had to flee or ride someone down, but he couldn’t hold the reins and fight at the same time.  Nor did he want the horse so close that the Norsik killed or maimed the animal.  He might have been more efficient fighting from horseback, but he wanted the Norsik to see him with his axe, directly in their path.
He found a small shrub and tied his horse’s reins in a slip knot to the bush.  He hoped that the animal didn’t get scared and rear or try to run away.  The knot would hold, but he doubted that it would take much strength to uproot the small bush.  Then he returned to the road and watched the eastern sky.  It wasn’t long until the sky turned from dark purple to a pearly gray.  It was hard to wait, like watching a pot of water on a fire that never seemed to boil.  He was anxious to order the attack, but he knew he needed to wait until there was enough light for his volunteers to see.  The sky was overcast once again, and the light that finally came was weak.  There was a thick fog rolling toward the town from the east.  The night had been cold, but Lorik had been too focused on the tasks at hand to notice.
He began to stomp his feet, squatting and standing, stretching his arms and shoulders.  He rolled his head around and around on his neck, trying to loosen the cold, stiff joints and get blood flowing to his muscles.  Then, at last, he decided it was time.  The fog was fading, although it was still thick enough that he couldn’t see the Norsik camped not far away.  The light had grown bright enough that he could see everything around him in a dull gray light.  He lifted the horn to his lips, took a deep breath, then blew hard into the horn.
The horn bellowed a deep, reverberating note that seemed tangible as it rolled across the plain.  Then Lorik heard hoofbeats, almost like thunder, as the horses rushed forward, their heavy hooves stamping hard onto the ground.  He heard shouting and the frightened cries of the Norsik ahead of him.  Then Lorik saw Frad’s group to his left.  They were angling in, the young horseman in the lead.  The other volunteers behind Frad didn’t look all that menacing to Lorik, but they had their weapons drawn and they were staying on their horses.  Then he saw Rigar’s group angling in from his right.  The timing was perfect.  Frad’s group would hit and pass through, followed immediately by Rigar’s group.
Lorik wished he could see the raiders in their camp, but the fog was still too dense.  He listened intently as Frad’s group crashed through the camp.  If the Norsik had been bunched together with weapons drawn they could have held their own, but it sounded to Lorik like they were still milling about their makeshift camp.  There were screams of pain, and the horses grunted as they kicked and trampled the raiders.  Rigar’s group followed through the camp, and Lorik breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that the horses didn’t slow, apparently meeting little resistance.  Then after a long pause, he heard someone—a voice that rang with authority—shouting in the odd language of the Norsik.  The commander of the raiding party was trying to get his warriors under control, and from what Lorik could hear, he was succeeding.
Then Stone’s squad struck from behind the camp.  What little order the Norsik commander had mustered was lost as the horses smashed into the rear of the hastily assembled group.  Stone’s horse trampled one raider, and then his sword decapitated the chief warrior.  The other riders scattered the group, sending many running forward.
Lorik saw Stone come charging out of the fog, followed by a dozen Norsik raiders.  Stone guided his horse toward Lorik’s and then slid out of the saddle.
“Is this where the action is?” he shouted, swapping his sword for his twin knives as he prepared for hand-to-hand fighting.
“It will be soon!” Lorik cried, feeling a thrill as his friend joined him on the road.
Lorik began to swing his big axe, both to loosen his muscles and to frighten the raiders.  The three squads of volunteers were starting to return to the camp for another pass, and many of the raiders were rushing forward.  One unfortunate raider was faster than his comrades.  He ran straight for Lorik, who timed his overhead blow perfectly.  It reminded Lorik of chopping wood: the heavy blade went up, grim and black and deadly against the gray sky, pausing for just an instant at the top of the arc, and then falling like lightning from the angry clouds above.  The axe split the raider’s skull, coming in at a slight angle and cutting down from the left side of the man’s head and coming out at the bottom of his jaw on the right side.  The raider fell, the severed part of his head bouncing and rolling away.
“Impressive!” Stone shouted.
Then they were in the thick of things.  The raiders weren’t looking to fight; many didn’t even have weapons in their hands.  They were running to get away from the horses, but Lorik and Stone had no intention of letting them escape.  Lorik swung his massive battle axe like a farmer cutting wheat.  Two fell as the blade sliced into their chests.  It was a glancing blow, but close enough for the blade to grate against their ribs and sternum.  They fell shrieking to the ground.  Then Lorik swung from his left at another raider, who raised his arm to shield himself from the axe, only to have his arm severed just below the elbow.  The man screamed as he watched his arm fly away from his body and blood began to fountain in the air in front of him; then he fainted and dropped to the ground.
Stone was spinning through his dance of death.  He leaped from one man to the next, aiming precise strikes so that one knife slashed a raider’s throat while the other cut through a running man’s side causing massive injuries to his liver and kidney.  Then he spun around and hamstrung a third man before popping up like a vengeful wraith in front of another man.
The fight happened so fast that it was over before Lorik stopped to catch his breath.  Two raiders had gotten past him, but a group of volunteers were already racing toward Lorik in pursuit.  Lorik and Stone fell back to their horses, which were becoming skittish from the smell of blood and the cries of agony.  The fog was lifting as the sun rose in the east, and from the saddle Lorik could finally see the Norsik camp.  Over half of the raiding party was either wounded or dead.  Lorik saw some running to the east, and a larger group escaping to the north.
“Stay here and clean up this mess,” Lorik told Stone.  “No quarter for this group.”
“You got it,” Stone said in a grim tone.
“Rigar, to me!” Lorik shouted.
Rigar was a slight man, but an excellent rider.  His squad was still intact, and they rode out after Lorik.  The ground was flat; the grass and weeds were short.  The horses, filled with adrenaline, raced toward the fleeing group.  Lorik looked over his shoulder and saw Rigar’s squad closing on him.  They looked like children to Lorik—most were only in their late teens.  But they had just fought in their first battle.  They’d had every advantage and had done well, and now their wide-eyed looks had transformed into battle lust.  They charged after the group of raiders with reckless abandon.
There were only eight Norsik, and they spread out when the thundering hooves behind them grew loud.  Lorik easily cut down one raider with his big axe, the massive blade cutting into flesh, but the momentum of the heavy metal weapon sent the man flying with pulverized bones rather than cleaving him in two.
The other riders struck down five more.  Most of the fallen were only wounded, but they were out of the fight.  The last two raiders turned and slashed with their short swords at the nearest horse’s legs.  It was a last-ditch effort, but effective just the same.  The horse raced past them, its powerful legs knocking the blades out of the raiders’ hands.  Still, there were nasty gashes on both of that horse’s forelegs.
One of the other riders trampled the raider on the right, while Lorik spun his horse around and used his axe like a lance on the other Norsik.  Lorik took a moment to look up and saw with relief that the battle was over.  It had all happened so fast, and he had been afraid of how the volunteers would respond to the fighting, but they had all conducted themselves admirably.  They dismounted and walked the horses back toward the Norsik camp, where Stone was arriving with the rest of the volunteers to regroup.
When Lorik got there he found his men gathered around two of their own.  Frad and Vestil lay side by side.  They were dead, Frad from a wound in his thigh, Vestil from a broken  back.  Frad’s horse was on the ground not far away, but Vestil’s appeared to be fine.  Lorik guessed that the sore and tired volunteer must have been thrown from the horse in an unfortunate accident.
“See to your horses,” Lorik said.  “Make sure none of them come up lame.”
“Where are you going?” Stone asked.
“I’m riding into town.  The people there need to know what happened.  Then’ll we head back.”
“Are we going to ride those bastards down?” said one of the volunteers angrily.
“No, we don’t want to kill them all,” Lorik said.  “We want them to run back to their friends and tell them what happened.  We want all the Norsik to know that raiding into Ortis is a deadly business.  We want them to remember how death rode down on them with the dawn.”
The volunteers shouted and cheered.  Stone looked at Lorik with a nod.  Lorik felt a grim sense of accomplishment as he looked around at the bodies of the fallen Norsik.  He and his friends had won again, but he couldn’t help but wonder how long his luck would hold.
“Bury Frad and Vestil,” he said, and then turned his horse and rode back toward Timmons Gate.
Lorik didn’t have to travel far before running into a group of concerned and frightened townsfolk from Timmons Gate.  The innkeeper, Brotas, was leading the group.  He hurried to grab the bridle of Lorik’s horse while the big teamster dismounted.
“What is going on?” Brotas whispered.
“Everything is okay,” Lorik replied.  Then he spoke in a louder voice so everyone could hear him.  “Everything is okay, folks.  We tracked a band of raiders heading this way, but we got the jump on them and they’re running home with their tail between their legs.”
There were a lot of questions.  Lorik did his best to reassure the townspeople, but ultimately they wanted to see the carnage for themselves.  Lorik led them back to where his volunteers were burying their fallen comrades.
“It looks like your tactics were effective,” Brotas said, as he gazed at the bodies of the fallen Norsik.  Carrion birds were already circling overhead and the smell of blood was strong.
“We took them by surprise,” Lorik said.  “They aren’t horsemen and they don’t wear armor, so we have some advantages.  But ultimately we’ve got less than three dozen fighters here.  We can’t be everywhere at once.  We need more volunteers.”
“What can we do?” Brotas asked.
“Send word south.  Tell the story of our victory, but emphasize our need for help.”
“We can do that,” the innkeeper said.
“Good, we’ve got to move back north.  We’ll follow the survivors and make sure they cross the border.”
“You mean they might come back?”
“It’s always a possibility,” Lorik explained.  “If not this band, then another might try to take Timmons Gate.  You should prepare your people for any situation.”
“That’s what we supplied your people for,” Brotas said.  “Why don’t you and your men come stay in town with us?  I’ll even give your soldiers room and board for free.”
“We can’t do that,” Lorik said.  “We’re here to help whenever we can, but there are more towns to help.  We aren’t just the Timmons Gate guard.”
“But we gave you all those supplies,” Brotas argued.  “You owe it to us.”
“I believe that debt is paid,” Lorik said, waving his arm at the dead bodies of the raiders.  “I understand how you feel, but we have a larger obligation.”
“At least leave us a dozen men,” Brotas said.  “That would be enough to give the town time to escape if we’re raided.”
“That’s one third of my entire force,” Lorik said.  “I simply can’t do that.  You’re going to have to fend for yourselves.”
“Then we want our horses back,” he said angrily.  “And the supplies.  Either you give me your word that you will protect our town or you return the things you took.”
“I’m not going to do that,” Lorik said, doing his best to hide his own anger.  “There are people fighting and dying everyday along the border.  If you want your horses back, you come get them.  Until then, we’ll be using them to save your town and all the villages and settlements along the Wilderlands.”
Lorik signaled to Stone, who called out for the volunteers to mount up.  They started moving north and Lorik climbed back up into the saddle of his horse.  Then he looked down at Brotas, who was staring up defiantly.
“We’ll do our best to keep the Norsik away from Timmons Gate, but we can’t watch over your town every minute.  You would be wise to take matters into your own hands.”
“You’re a thief!” Brotas shouted as Lorik began to ride away from the crowd.  “What kind of man are you?  Don’t turn your back on us.  You owe us, Lorik.  You owe Timmons Gate!”
The words echoed inside Lorik’s mind as he rode.  He did, in fact, feel a sense of obligation to the people of Timmons Gate.  He knew he had a greater responsibility, but he had met the townspeople, and he knew many of them by name.  He wondered if he could really make much of a difference with just three dozen men.  Perhaps he would be more effective just patrolling the area around Timmons Gate.  It would certainly be easier than dealing with Constable Yorn.  But he had to try and help wherever he could.  He remembered the towns along the coast, some burned to the ground, others deserted or occupied by Norsik raiders.  The threat to Ortis was much greater than just one town, and ultimately, if he didn’t curb the incursions by the Norsik, Timmons Gate would be surrounded and destroyed.
He told himself that by fighting the Norsik all along the border he was protecting Timmons Gate, too, but that idea felt hollow somehow.  As if it were more of a rationale for doing what he wanted to do than actual truth.
“What’s eating you?” Stone asked once Lorik caught up to the group.  “Victory leave a bad taste in your mouth?”
“No, but I don’t think we can have many more straight-on fights, either.  We lost two men today, and we can’t afford to lose any more.”
“We need more weapons, bows and spears.  We need to be able to strike from a distance or we’re going to have casualties.”
“We could make bows,” Lorik said, “but they wouldn’t be very good.  The wood up here is all wrong and we don’t have the time to season it properly.  And good arrows would be even more difficult to produce.”
“What about spears?”
“That’s a possibility,” Lorik said.  “But they take a lot of practice to use effectively.”
“So?” Stone said.  “We’ll have plenty of opportunities to practice.  And besides, spears can be used from the saddle, too.”
“All right, when we get back to Fort Utlig you can get started making some spears.  Do you know much about making spears?”
“It’s a stick with a blade,” Stone said.  “It doesn’t get much simpler than that.”
Lorik could see that both his men and their horses were on the verge of exhaustion.  They dismounted and walked their horses most of the way back to Fort Utlig.  It was midday when they arrived, and they found that the Norsik ships were all gone.  Lorik lead his men into the fort.  Vera and the other women had food ready, and although a few of the men had cuts and bruises, saddle soreness was the main complaint.  Most of the men saw to their horses, scarfed down the food that was handed to them, and then found a quiet place inside the fort to lie down.
Several of the horses had cuts or gashes, which Vera covered with a poultice she had mixed using some of the medicinal supplies the people in Timmons Gate had sent.  Constable Yorn was nowhere to be seen, and Lorik decided he would wait to seek out and confront the inept constable.  Instead, he went to talk to Yulver.
“How long have they been gone?” Lorik asked.
“The ships all left at dawn,” Yulver said.
“Dawn?  Are you sure?”
“Positive,” Yulver said. “I watched the bastards go.  They had just a few men in each ship.”
“Why would they leave?” Lorik wondered.  “They couldn’t have known their raiding party would be defeated.”
“No, they couldn’t,” Yulver said.  “Although I imagine it is possible that they saw your volunteers following their raiders.  My guess is they went looking for reinforcements.”
“What about the survivors?” Lorik said.  “What did they do when they found out their ships were gone?”
“What survivors?” Yulver asked.
“The ones we let go,” Lorik said.  “They were headed north after the battle this morning.  They were running scared, too.  We didn’t catch sight of them.”
“They didn’t come back here,” Yulver said.  “I’ve had a man in the crow’s nest all morning and I’m pretty sure there were men on the fort’s lookout tower.  We spotted your bunch, but no Norsik.”
“Damn,” Lorik said.  He turned and started back toward the fort.
“Where are you going now?” Yulver called to him.
“I’ve got to find those raiders.”
“But you just got back.”
“What can I say?” Lorik replied.  “There’s no rest for the weary.”


Chapter 22
“You getting started on those spears?” Lorik asked Stone once he got back inside the fortress.
“I was planning on getting a little rest first,” Stone replied.  “Hey, where are you going?”
“The raiders we chased off didn’t come back through here,” Lorik said.  “Odds are they circled east and may have hit Timmons Gate.  We should have stayed there.”
“That’s crazy,” Stone said.  “There couldn’t have been more than fifteen survivors.  A raiding party that small wouldn’t tackle a town the size of Timmons Gate.”
“They might,” Lorik said.  “I’ve got to go find out.”
“What are you going to accomplish by yourself?” Stone said.  “Stay here, get some rest, and we’ll ride out in the morning.”
“By morning the town could be destroyed,” Lorik said.
“And you’re going to stop that all by yourself?”
“I have to try.”
“It’s a fool’s errand,” Stone argued.  “You know that.  Don’t let your guilt drive you to do something foolish.  You don’t know that Timmons Gate is their target, and even if it is, we can’t stop every Norsik incursion.  Our goal is to patrol the border—you said so yourself.”
“But we can’t turn our back on Timmons Gate,” Lorik said.  “They asked me to stay and I told them no.  I won’t be able to live with myself is something happens now.”
“And what will we do if you ride off and get yourself killed?” Vera said as she came walking into the stable.  “Why are you always so passionate about the safety of others and so reckless with your own life?”
“I’m not reckless,” Lorik said.  “But I can’t in good conscience leave those people undefended.”
“They know about the raids up down the coast, don’t they?” Vera asked.  “They know there is a possibility that they could be attacked.  So they need to make their safety a priority instead of relying on you to do everything for them.”
“You don’t understand,” Lorik said.
“We do,” Stone countered, putting his hand on Lorik’s shoulder.  “We understand how you feel, and we care, but you can’t do everything.  Stay the night, get some rest, and we’ll all ride out together tomorrow.”
Lorik looked down at his feet.  He was so tired he felt lightheaded.  Rationally he knew that even if he went to Timmons Gate now, he wouldn’t be much help to them; he was simply too tired.  But there was a spark of fear in his brain, a little, worming thought that kept telling him he was irresponsible.  It ate at his confidence and peace of mind.  He didn’t know if he could even rest with a known threat looming over the town he had just left on their own.
“Tomorrow,” Vera said.  “That’s all we’re asking for.”
“All right,” he said.  “I’ll stay the night.”
“Good,” Stone said.  “Let’s get a nap, then we can make sure we’ve got everything ready for tomorrow.”
They found a room in one of the many structures that lined the wooden palisade.  It was little more than a shed, but it had two cots, and Vera made sure they had blankets and water.  They slept for nearly three hours, then Lorik was up, checking supplies.  He didn’t want his volunteers caught out of the fort without food and water again.  Stone checked on the horses and decided that six of them needed more time to rest and heal.  Then he inventoried their weapons.  There were a few spears left in the fort.  He took them and made sure everything was ready for an early departure.
As the sun set many of the volunteers roused themselves.  They washed and ate dinner with the other volunteers and womenfolk in the fort.  It was almost festive, at least until Constable Yorn arrived and began barking orders.  He wanted the fires put out and claimed the children were making too much noise.  Lorik made a mental note to talk to the man, but everyone was tired, so they all chose to call it a night.
Dawn came too early for everyone, but Lorik cajoled his men out of their beds and into their saddles.  They left half a dozen volunteers behind with Stone to work on making more spears.  Lorik would have to commission the steel heads from the blacksmiths working in Timmons Gate, but the shafts could be cut and sanded down in the fort, where plenty of woodworking tools were readily available.
Lorik pushed his men and horses and they arrived at Timmons Gate in less than three hours.  When they arrived, they found the town going about its normal business: smoke was rising from the furnaces of the metal workers and the smell of bread baking drifted down the street.  Lorik had decided that telling Brotas and the other townsfolk about the missing survivors of the battle was a bad idea.  He didn’t want to frighten them or send them into a panic.  Still, he needed more of an excuse than commissioning spear heads for bringing almost his entire force south.  He decided that he could afford to leave a few men in the town to help prepare the townsfolk for the possibility of a raid.  He felt he would sleep better knowing that the town wasn’t all alone in the event of an attack.
It was still early in the day, so Lorik divided his group of volunteers in half, sending them out to scout to the east and the west.  The volunteers knew what they were looking for and had instructions to spend only a few hours looking before getting back to the village.  Lorik wanted to be back at the fort by nightfall.
Lorik and Brotas met with the blacksmiths.  There were two metal workers in the town, and both had apprentices who were happy to work on the spear heads.  Lorik wanted the blades to be small and simple, strong but not too heavy.  The spears needed to be useful in a variety of situations and he needed them as soon as possible.  The volunteers would need time to get used to fighting with the spears, and when used in battle the spears would easily get lost or broken.  They needed enough spear heads to make dozens and dozens of spears.
Then Lorik met with the town council, urging them to make plans to help the townsfolk deal with a raid.  He made arrangements for a group of three volunteers to stay at the inn.  The volunteers would patrol the town and help the men train with weapons.  Lorik thought that the volunteers might stay a few days, then swap with some others so that every few days the town would have fresh fighters and men prepared to help them.
The plan was popular, both with the town and with his volunteers.  It didn’t hurt that there were pretty young ladies in the town who watched the soldiers’ every move.  Lorik made his first assignment, leaving the three volunteers who were the most saddle sore.  Then he led his ever diminishing force of volunteers back to Fort Utlig.
There was no sign of the Norsik and the next day, Lorik took half of the group and began riding west.  They stayed within sight of the Wilderlands.  The huge trees were both awe-inspiring and frightening.  Lorik wasn’t sure how he felt about riding into the Wilderlands.  He wasn’t superstitious, but the giant redwoods were like nothing he had ever seen before.  He felt smaller and weaker the nearer he got to the trees; it reminded him of being a child and standing near his father’s huge Shire horses.
They rode all day, with no Norsik in sight.  As evening came, they made camp.  Each man had one of the spears that the king’s soldiers had left in Fort Utlig.  Lorik didn’t know spear drills, so he made some up.  First they practiced throwing the spears, just letting his men get used to how the weapons flew.  Then they practiced swinging the spears from the ground to hold off attackers.  The next morning, they rode with the spears tucked under their arms.  Lorik wanted the long weapons—most were as tall as the volunteers that wielded them—to feel second nature to his men.
It was late on the second day when they came to Fort Hallish, which was really just an outpost.  The fort was made up of one large hall, with earthworks and sharpened stakes that were half buried for stability and angled out in all directions like some sort of spiny animal.  There were a few men in the fort: two of them were lame, and the third was only a boy.  The men took turns keeping watch, and the boy was their runner.  They told Lorik that there were several villages not far to the south and that Norsik raiders had been spotted in the Wilderlands, but raids had been rare.  They also said the scouts that Lorik had sent west had passed through days ago, but had not returned.
Lorik wanted to press on and find out what happened to the two volunteers he had sent to scout the western border, but he knew that his first priority was to patrol the lands between Fort Hallish and Fort Utlig.  They stayed the night, and the next morning Lorik assigned two men to remain at the fort for the day.  Two more were given the responsibility of staying until the following day, then they were to return to Fort Utlig.  This way, volunteers would be traveling between the two forts every day.
The trip back was uneventful, even boring.  Luckily, Lorik was used to long trips.  He enjoyed being in the saddle instead of on the bench of a wagon, and the constant sense of danger kept him sharp.  They got back to Fort Utlig just after sunset, and Lorik ate dinner with Stone and Vera.  Constable Yorn had settled into his new role, according to Vera, but whenever Lorik was in the fortress the rat-faced man seemed to disappear.
Lorik wasn’t surprised.  In fact, he supposed that Yorn probably hated him.  He had beaten the constable up and usurped his authority.  Lorik knew the little man was no more than a bully with an inflated sense of his self-worth, but he also knew that Yorn had a role to play in the fortress.  He didn’t mind allowing Yorn to control the fort, as long as the inept constable didn’t get in the way of Lorik leading the volunteers.
The next morning Lorik sent two more riders back to Fort Hallish while he and Stone took the wagon and three more volunteers south to Timmons Gate.  Lorik picked up the four dozen spearheads that had been fashioned for him and replaced the three volunteers who had been staying at the inn with the men he had brought with him.
“Will those spearheads work for you?” Lorik asked Stone as they drank ale in Brotas’s inn.
“They’re perfect,” Stone said.
“That’s good,” Brotas said.  The innkeeper had a worried expression on his face.
“What’s eating you?” Lorik asked.
“That iron isn’t free, you know,” he said.  “Someone has to pay for the things you’re taking.”
“I’m sure once the king returns everything will be made right.”
“You obviously know little of kings if you believe that.  I’ve not known a king who paid for anything.”
“Have you known a lot of kings?” Stone asked.
“Well, no,” Brotas said in exasperation, “but I’ve known Lord Emry for many years.  He takes whatever he wants in the name of the king and we get precious little in return.”
“I’m sorry,” Lorik said.  “If the king doesn’t repay you, I will.”
“Oh great, now I’ve got the promise of a man who probably won’t survive the week.”
Stone laughed.
“Thanks for that vote of confidence,” Lorik said.
“It’s not easy keeping this town together,” Brotas complained.  “Some of the people are already wanting to move south, even though they have no place to go.  Others want to ignore the danger.  The council is stuck in the middle and it isn’t easy, believe you me.”
“I’m sure it’s not, but you seem to be doing an admirable job.”
“Well, just keep in mind that it wouldn’t hurt you to spread the needs around to some of the other villages.  We only have so much, you know.”
“Yes,” Lorik said.  “I’ll do that.  I’m planning to make a trip west soon.  I’ve already been to Fort Hallish, and I’ll be recruiting from the surrounding villages there.”
“That’s good to know,” Brotas said.  “And what about the missing raiders?”
“What?” Lorik asked in surprise.
“Oh, don’t patronize me,” Brotas complained.  “I know that you didn’t kill all the raiders in your fight.  I know some of them are unaccounted for.  I didn’t figure you for a man who changed his mind, and your volunteers weren’t hard to squeeze for information.  Did you really expect that we wouldn’t find out?”
“I wasn’t trying to hide the fact that some of the raiders didn’t return to Norsik.  We aren’t sure where they are.  Probably laid up somewhere licking their wounds.  They didn’t return to the coast like we thought because they knew their ships wouldn’t be there.  I expect they’ve moved east, skirting the coast and hoping to meet up with some other raiders.”
“All of that fills me with such hope,” Brotas said sarcastically.  “You know there are raiders to the east, so why aren’t you patrolling that direction?”
“Well, I did send a scout east, but he hasn’t returned,” Lorik said.  “And to tell you the truth I expected more danger from the Wilderlands.  I simply don’t have the manpower to patrol the coast.  Maybe when I get more volunteers—”
“Oh, posh, it could be months before we get more volunteers.  You need to protect us now.”
“I’m doing my best,” Lorik said.  “But I can’t be everywhere at once.”
“Fine, just be here when we need you.”
Lorik and Stone finished their drinks and gathered the volunteers who were going back with them.  The three men looked sad to be leaving Timmons Gate, but Lorik had no time for their lovesickness.  He had some big decisions to make.
“So what’s on your mind now?” Stone asked.  “I know you aren’t letting that innkeeper make you feel guilty.  It isn’t your responsibility to protect every settlement on the border.  You can only do so much.”
“No, it isn’t that.  I sent scouts out, remember?  Why do you suppose they haven’t returned?”
“I can think of three distinct possibilities.  First, they’re lost.  Second, they don’t want to come back.  And third, they can’t come back, probably because they’re dead.”
“None of those possibilities is reassuring,” Lorik said.
“No, but they aren’t necessarily foreboding either.  Look, we know there are raiders to the east along the coast.  But we also know the Norsik typically raid the coast.  They pillage and loot, then they sail back home.  Just because we saw them on the voyage doesn’t mean they are moving inland.”
“True, but normally the king’s soldiers patrol along the coast.  Now the whole of northern Ortis lies unprotected.  What if they’re moving their warriors across the gulf instead of through the Wilderlands like we expected?  They could have a thousand warriors marching this way right now and we wouldn’t know it.”
“So we can send scouts east,” Stone said.
“I did that, remember?  Besides, we can’t spare any more men.”
“So I’ll go,” Stone said.
“No, I can’t risk losing you.”
“I am a valuable asset,” Stone teased.
“No, I can’t risk Vera’s wrath if something happened to you.”
“Lorik, I’ve been on my own for a very long time.  I’m a good rider and a better fighter.  Plus I know there’s danger, so I’ll be extra careful.  Trust me.  I’ll take a little ride and be back in a few days.  Then you can stop worrying.”
“All right, but you’re telling Vera,” Lorik said.
“Coward,” Stone replied.
They both laughed.
The journey back to Fort Utlig was uneventful, and the next day Stone left on his scouting mission.  Lorik spent his time drilling the volunteers.  The men were getting more accustomed to riding and using their weapons on horseback.  Riders came in from the west, and Lorik sent two more men to ride the border every day so that there was a constant flow of volunteers coming and going from Fort Utlig to Fort Hallish and back.  There was no sign of Norsik warriors in the Wilderlands, which only made Lorik worry about Stone even more.


Chapter 23
Stone rode away from the fort with a feeling of excitement.  He didn’t like leaving Vera, or even being apart from her, but being on the open road had a certain appeal.  He liked being on his own, if only for short periods of time.  And most of all, he liked that Lorik trusted him.  Stone’s father had died when Stone was a young boy, and he’d been forced to fight and scramble for everything he had.  He’d learned to fight and had spent his adult years hunting down the men who had cheated his father and taken advantage of his mother.  She had been forced to do the will of wicked men, who destroyed her body and her mind.  She had died when Stone was a teenager, and when the man who had taught him to fight was killed, Stone had gone on the rampage.  Since then, he had moved from place to place, almost always falling in with the wrong kind of people.
When he had fled to the Marshlands, his hope had been to change his life, but being a stranger was huge barrier to overcome.  He had been close to falling in with Marsdyn’s gang of outlaws in Hassell Point; in fact, he was certain he would have if Lorik hadn’t been willing to give him a chance.  Lorik had taken Stone under his wing, teaching him how to find his way through the Marshlands and haul freight in one of the big wagons that Lorik owned.  Now Lorik had once again entrusted Stone with a mission that was important, and it gave the young fighter a sense of significance unlike anything he had ever known in life.
The land along the coast was lush.  There were large, sandy dunes dividing the farmlands from the sea, but trees were few and far between.  The wide, grassy plains were green, and the sea air that blew in from the gulf was cold and briny.  Stone wrapped his cloak around him and stood the collar up.  The horse he rode helped keep Stone warm, but by late afternoon on the first day he was anxious for a fire.  He’d seen farms with small cottages and had ridden close enough to see that there was no damage to the homes.  He often saw the occupants working nearby, and there was no sign of Norsik raiders.
Just before dark he came to a large farmhouse with several outbuildings, including a large barn.  He rode up to the house and asked the owners if he could stay in their barn for the night.  The farm was home to a large family; several of the sons were nearly as old as the volunteers Lorik had brought up from Hassell Point.
“Wouldn’t be right to make you sleep out there,” the farmer said.  “Come inside, we’ll feed you and let you sleep by the fire.”
Stone didn’t hesitate.  He shared a large meal with the family and told them about scouting for the Norsik.  The farmer’s wife and daughters looked frightened but the farmer waved a hand of dismissal.
“I haven’t seen a raider in two decades,” the farmer said.  “These boys have never seen one.  Our farm is almost exactly halfway between Timmons Gate and Farns Cove up the coast.  Our place isn’t big enough to attract the Norsik.”
“I have,” Stone said.  “They sacked Ange Point and a lot of coastal towns in between.  And we just turned back a group that was heading for Timmons Gate.”
“Sent the cowards running, I suspect,” the farmer said.
“Some of them,” Stone said.  “A small group escaped.  We thought they were headed back to the coast, but they circled back.  There were at least a dozen of them.  You haven’t had any livestock go missing, have you?”
“No, nothing at all,” the farmer said, but he refused to look Stone in the eye, and he answered the question just a little too quickly.
Stone’s natural distrust ticked up a notch and he wondered why the farmer would be lying to him.  The farmer and his wife started acting nervous.  The farmer had a sharpness to his voice as he spoke to his sons that wasn’t there before, and his wife left the table before she had finished eating.
“So, what do you raise out here?  Wheat?  Barley?”
“Beans, mostly,” the farmer said.  “They’re hardy enough to endure the salty air.  I think it makes them taste better, too, but we grow a few other things.  Raise a few cows and chickens.”
“Well, I appreciate your hospitality,” Stone said.  “I was thinking of taking a walk before I turn in for the night.  I’ve been in the saddle all day and I need to stretch my legs.”
“Oh, there’s no need for that,” the farmer said.  “We want to hear more about your adventures.  You said you sailed up here, right?  Through the Sailor’s Graveyard?  That must have been harrowing.  Why don’t you come sit by the fire?  I’ll mull some wine and you can tell us a story or two.”
Stone couldn’t imagine why the farmer didn’t want him outside, but he agreed to tell a story.  He wasn’t grandiose in his delivery, but he told of their adventures sailing up the coast and then through the Sandah Gulf.  They drank warm mulled wine that made Stone feel hot.  He wanted to take that walk more than ever, just to get some fresh, cold air, but he did his best to hide his discomfort.
The farmer put his children to bed and then gave Stone a blanket.  His wife laid out a thick rug near the fire and covered it with several quilts.  Then she apologized for not having a spare bed.
“This is more than enough,” Stone said smiling.
He bid the couple good night, and they thanked him again for the news from Timmons Gate.  Then he stretched out on the floor and pretended to go to sleep.  Waiting was hard, but eventually he heard the farmer’s growling snores.  He waited even longer, fighting the sleep that threatened to drag him into unconsciousness.  Then, finally, he stood up and stretched.  He strapped on his knives and made sure they were positioned perfectly.
Sneaking out of the house was easy enough.  The night was quiet and dark, but Stone could make out the big barn.  He had a feeling he wasn’t the only guest these days.  Perhaps he was wrong, or maybe just paranoid, but he would sleep better once he had a look around the barn.
He crossed the yard silently and then slowly opened the barn door.  He could hear the deep breathing of large animals in their stalls, mixed with the unmistakable sounds of human snoring.  He stayed at the door for a long time, peering into the darkness, hoping his eyes would adjust, but it was just too dark.  He needed a lamp, but he didn’t want to risk an open flame in the barn, which he guessed was filled with hay and other combustible materials.  Still, he had to go inside and find out who was staying in the farmer’s barn.
He went back to the house and snooped around a bit.  He found a lamp with a tin shade.  It wasn’t much more than a can of oil, a wick, and the shade, but it was better than nothing.  He lit the lamp using a half-burned stick from the fireplace and trimmed the wick as low as it would go.  He was afraid the light would wake the farmer, but the older man’s snores went on uninterrupted.
Stone made his way back to the barn and ventured just inside.  He could see rows of stalls and a loft above them.  There was also a large open area just inside the door that was filled with farming equipment.  Stone moved to the stalls and inspected each one.  They were either empty or home to a horse or cow.  The only way up into the loft, where Stone had determined the snores were coming from, was a vertical ladder.  It would be impossible to climb the ladder and hold anything other than the lamp.  He couldn’t risk dropping the light and he would have to throw open the loft door.  It was a dangerous situation, but finally he decided to trim the lamp’s wick again to produce as much light as possible.
He set the lamp on the ledge of an empty stall near the ladder.  Then, with his fingers through the brass knuckle guard of his knives, one on each hand, he carefully climbed the ladder.  The loft door was heavy, but not locked.  It groaned slightly on its rusty metal hinges as Stone swung it open.
“Huh?  Who’s there?” came a sleepy voice from the dark loft.
Stone didn’t answer.  Instead he ducked back down and retrieved the lantern.  His first impulse had been to simply slay everyone in the loft, but then he thought that perhaps some of the farmer’s children were being held there as hostages.
“Who’s down there?” came a whispered voice from above Stone.
He breathed a sigh of relief.  If the voice belonged to a Norsik raider, it would have been loud and full of alarm.  Instead, the voice had been muffled and quiet, as if it wasn’t intended to wake anyone.
Stone poked his head through the opening again and whispered back.
“I’m here to help.”
He trimmed the lantern once again, so that it only cast out a dim light and saw a very frightened-looking boy and girl.  They were young children, their feet tied together, and even without asking Stone could see that they were related to the farmer.
“How many men are there?” Stone asked the little boy, who was holding the girl with one  of his hands over her mouth.
“Eight,” the boy whispered.  “Two died.”
“Okay, if I cut you loose, can you get your sister out of the barn quietly?”
The boy nodded and loosened his grip on the girl.  She whimpered a little but didn’t cry.  Stone held the lantern up and saw that the raiders were sleeping not far away.  They were vicious-looking men, with blue and black streaks painted across the skin of their faces.  Their hair was shaved along the sides and backs, leaving a thick patch of long, greasy hair on top.  Stone saw bandages on several of the men and could smell the putrefaction of bad wounds.
He moved quickly to the boy and girl and cut their bonds.  The rope was thick, and he had to saw with his knives to sever the strands of the rope.  He kept his eyes on the sleeping raiders as he did so.
“Are there any more hostages up here?” Stone asked.
The boy shook his head.
“All right, be careful going down the ladder.”
“Yes, sir,” the boy whispered.  “Come on, Issa.”
Stone waited until the boy and his sister were at the bottom of the ladder, then he attacked.  He clamped a hand over the first raider’s mouth and shoved his knife into the man’s ribcage.  The raider kicked for a few seconds, then his bowels emptied, and the stench rose up into the loft so strong that Stone almost gagged.  The second raider went just as quietly as the first, but the third went into convulsions, his body shaking and thumping on the wooden floor.
Two of the other raiders woke up and started shouting in their thick native language.  Stone flew into action before the two raiders could draw their weapons.  He punched the nearest man hard with the brass knuckle guard on his knife, hitting the man in the temple and knocking him senseless.  The second man’s throat was torn away by a swipe of Stone’s other knife.  He had taken both men out in a matter of seconds, but they had made enough noise to wake the other four raiders.
Fortunately for Stone, only one of the raiders got to his feet.  The other three were two sick from their wounds to do more than watch with fever-glazed eyes.  The raider was big, thick through the chest and shoulders like Lorik.  He growled like an animal, revealing several missing teeth.  The raider drew a short curved sword and moved slowly toward Stone.
There wasn’t much room in the loft to maneuver.  Stone didn’t expect the other three raiders to put up much of a fight, but he didn’t want to get close enough to them that they could trip him or stab at his legs with their knives.
Stone moved backward, nearer and nearer to the open trapdoor.  The cows were beginning to make noise below, pawing at the floor with their hooves and bellowing their deep-throated cries.  The big raider jumped forward, swinging his sword in a low arc aimed to stab up into Stone’s stomach from his groin, but Stone danced quickly to the side, slashing a blade at the bigger man’s throat.  The raider raised his free arm to block the blade and it cut through his forearm, severing muscle and grating against the bone.
The raider bellowed in rage and pushed forward toward Stone, turning with Stone in hopes of getting close enough to gut his attacker.  But Stone continued circling around the raider, who couldn’t match his speed.  Stone swiped at the bigger man’s hip with his second knife, then spun low and slashed the raider across his lower back.
This time the raider screamed in pain and toppled to his knees.  Stone stabbed the raider in the side of his neck, the blade hacking into the raider’s spine and killing him instantly.  The big man fell forward and lay hanging halfway out of the loft’s trapdoor.  Stone didn’t hesitate, even though the thought of killing helpless men was repugnant to him.  He couldn’t let the raiders live.  He moved quickly, stabbing each one in the heart.  None of the three men tried to stop him; they were dying from their wounds, and they must have found death a relief.
Stone stood up and looked around the loft.  Only one raider lived, and from the way the man was twitching on the floor, Stone guessed his punch to the raider’s temple had smashed the unfortunate raider’s skull.  He slit the man’s throat and then climbed down the ladder.  He could hear the farmer and his family in the yard.  They were talking in high, tense tones, half full of relief at seeing the children and half fearful of what was going to happen to them.
Stone had to push the big raider through the loft door to get to the ladder.  The body landed with a sickening crunch on the barn’s hard-packed dirt floor.  Stone climbed down and stepped over the body.  He had wiped his blades clean and was now carrying the lamp.  He walked out into the yard, his face a mask of tension and anger.
“What happened?” the farmer asked.
“I killed them,” Stone said simply.
“All of them?” the farmer asked incredulously.
“Yes, all that were in the barn loft.  Eight was my count.  How many more are there?”
“You killed eight men?  All by yourself?”
“Yes,” Stone said, as he came within arm’s length of the farmer, who was in a long dressing gown and looked old in the lamp light.  “How many more raiders were there?”
“Six more,” the farmer said.  “They took the horses and rode out three days ago, but they were coming back.  They’ll slaughter us all when they find their friends dead.”
“Then I suggest you dig three very deep holes,” Stone said.  “Bury all the bodies in those graves and when they come back tell them that three died and the others moved on.”
“They’ll attack first and ask questions later,” the farmer said, as panic crept into his voice.
“Look, there are more than six grown men here,” Stone said, pointing to the farmer and his sons.  “Keep your weapons close by.  They won’t attack you outright.”
“They’re on horseback,” the farmer argued.
“But they aren’t horsemen.  Did it look like any of them had ever ridden a horse before?” Stone asked.
The farmer looked uncertain, but his sons all shook their heads.
“So, odds are they won’t even return, but if they do they won’t fight from the horses.  They won’t feel comfortable on them, and their short swords aren’t suitable for mounted charges.  Make yourselves some spears and fend them off.”
The farmer looked terrified, but his sons seemed to stand taller already.  Stone guessed that they wanted to attack the raiders in their barn but their father held them back.  Stone thought that perhaps the farmer wasn’t a coward, just a man with too much to lose.
“Where’s my horse?” Stone asked.  “I’ll move on.”
“Oh no, please, come back inside,” the farmer’s wife said.  Her face was streaked with tears and the two youngest children, the boy and girl Stone had freed from the barn, were holding on to her legs.  Her thick dressing gown billowed around them.
“You’ve got to be tired,” she insisted.  “Please, come get a few more hours’ sleep.  Then I’ll have a good breakfast ready for you when you leave,” she said.
“And we’ll make sure your horse is ready,” said one of the older boys.
“All right,” Stone said, stifling a yawn.  “I could rest a little.”
Stone stretched out on the floor near the fireplace.  He was asleep almost before his eyes closed.  Dawn came much too soon, but Stone woke to the smell of sizzling bacon and strong coffee.  He forced himself up, stretched, and then helped two of the farmer’s teenage daughters fold up the blankets he had slept on.
“Oh, we’ll take care of that,” the farmer’s wife said.  “You come and eat.”
She set a plate of eggs and bacon in front of Stone.  Then she added a plate of biscuits covered with gravy and a tall cup of hot coffee.  He ate everything in front of him and drank the coffee black.  It was bitter, but he didn’t mind.  He noticed that there were still bloodstains on his hands, but he ignored it.  The farmer didn’t appear that morning, and when Stone finished eating he stepped outside to find his horse saddled and ready.  The farmer’s oldest sons were waiting for him, each with a sword hanging from his belt.
“The Norsik like to scare their victims,” he told them.  “They aren’t strong fighters.  Show them a little resistance and they’ll move on to easier targets.”
The young men nodded and smiled.  Stone thought they seemed confident enough.  He climbed up into the saddle as the farmer’s wife came out with a cloth sack in hand.
“Here,” she said, holding it up to him.  “It’s bacon, some cheese, and a few biscuits.  It isn’t much, but it will be enough to make a decent lunch on your way today.”
“Thank you,” Stone said.
“We owe you so much,” she continued.  “You’re welcome here any time.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Stone said.
Then he turned his horse and rode away.  The farmer had been right in saying that there were no settlements between the farm and the next village down the coast.  Stone rode all day, seeing little more than small farmhouses in the vast open plains.  Occasionally he stopped and climbed the sand dunes that separated the coastline from the farmlands, but there was no sign of the Norsik.  It was nightfall by the time he reached Farns Cove.  It reminded him of Hassell Point.  There were several inns and taverns, far too many for such an isolated place.  Shipping was common along the Sandah Gulf, but it wasn’t a major trade route through the Five Kingdoms.  Farns Cove attracted a rowdy crowd of less savory individuals, most looking for a place to blend in and spend their ill-gotten gains.
Stone asked a few of the locals if they had seen any Norsik raiders.  A few of them shared rumors of Norsik ships passing in the night, but there were no sightings of the raiders themselves.  Stone decided to stay in the inn that looked cleanest.  Most of the establishments in Farns Cove were little more than clapboard structures that had obviously been built quickly.  They leaned slightly, the wood was warped, and there were gaps between the boards that had been filled in with mud.  Stone knew it was the strong liquor and cheap wenches that drew men to those inns.  Further back from the harbor was a taller structure made of stone and heavy timber.  The sign over the door said Traveler’s Haven.  There was a pleasant aroma of roasted meat and fresh baked bread coming from the open door, and warm light spilled from the windows.
Stone could see people inside and hear singing and laughter.  He tied his horse to a post and stepped into the well-built structure.  A happy man in a long white apron hurried to greet him.
“Hello, sir, welcome to the Traveler’s Haven.  Are you here for a room or just a meal?”
“I need a room.”
“Well, you’ve come to the right place.  Here, have a seat and let me get you something to wet your throat.  We have ale and wine.”
“Ale, please,” Stone said.
The innkeeper hurried away as Stone took in the room.  It was a long room with several rows of bench tables.  There was a fire burning brightly in the fireplace, and several wax-covered candelabras hung from the thick beams of the ceiling, filling the room with a soft yellow glow.  Men sat in groups around the room, and a comely woman in a low-cut gown circled around with two large pitchers of ale, refilling cups.
The innkeeper returned with a mug of ale and sat down across from Stone.
“You’re new to the Cove,” he said.  “I never forget a face.”
“My first visit,” Stone said.  “I’m from Fort Utlig, scouting for Norsik raiders.  Have you heard of any around here?”
“Norsik raiders?  Not around here,” the innkeeper said.  “Although your partner is here,” he added with a frown.  “He’s been here several days, in fact.  I don’t see him scouting around much though, truth be told.”
“There’s a scout here?” Stone asked.
“Yes, upstairs with Mira, been there for a few days.  I haven’t seen hide nor hair of them.  Their room’s locked and they haven’t come out.”
“Take me there,” Stone said.
He was angry and he wasn’t exactly sure why.  It was no surprise to find a young man holed up with a wench if left to his own devices.  Still, the man had been sent on an errand by Lorik, and if what the innkeeper said was true, the boy had completely turned his back on his duty.  Stone himself certainly had no experience with strict discipline, but he cared about Lorik and wouldn’t stand idly by while the volunteers shirked their duties.
The innkeeper led Stone up a flight of stairs and then down a long hallway.  They stopped outside a door and heard laughter inside.  Stone pounded on the door.
“Go away,” came a drunken voice.  “We’ve no wish for visitors.”
“Open the door before I smash it down,” Stone said.  “Or have you forgotten your mission?”
There was a long pause before the voice returned.
“Who is that?”
“It’s Stone, and I’m here to collect you.”
“What for?”
“So you can complete your task, boy!” Stone shouted.  “Now open this door.”
The innkeeper looked fearful, but it was only a moment before the lock clicked and a woman opened the door.  She was wrapped in a sheet.
“Mira!” the innkeeper said angrily.  “Get out of there and get cleaned up.  There’s work to be done.”
“Yes, sir,” she said in a quiet voice before hurrying down the hall with the innkeeper right behind her.
“What’s your name?” Stone asked.
“I’m Trig,” the boy said, “from Timmons Gate.”  He was perhaps twenty years old, with thick blond hair that fell in waves to his shoulders.
“You were sent to scout the east coast,” Stone said.  “Why haven’t you returned?”
“I did scout east,” Trig said.  “I rode four days and didn’t see anyone.  No Norsik raiders, at least.  I was on my way back just now.  I only stopped for the night here.”
“Don’t lie to me,” Stone said.  “The innkeeper said you’ve been up in this room for days.”
Trig looked shamefaced.
“I hope you’ve had your fun.  We ride out at dawn.”
Stone slammed the door closed and then smiled to himself as he walked back down the hallway.  He rather liked being able to boss people around.  He didn’t feel he’d been too hard on the boy and at the same time he hoped he had put a little fear into him.
Stone ate his supper and spoke with several of the locals before turning in for the night.  He was tired and the warm bed in his room was comfortable.  The same young woman he had found with Trig woke him an hour before dawn.  She had red, puffy eyes and wore a maid’s dressing gown.
“Master Sylvin said you wanted to be roused early,” she said.
“Yes, thank you,” Stone said thickly.  He rubbed his face and sat on the edge of the bed for a few moments.  Then he was up and moving.  He went down the hall and woke up Trig, but with none of the pleasantness the maid Mira had shown.  Stone poked the sleeping scout with his boot.
“Hey, what gives?” Trig said.
“Time to get moving,” Stone said.  “Go saddle the horses and meet me out front.”
Trig glared at Stone, but with his hair sticking out at odd angles and his eyes puffy with sleep, the look was comical.  Stone went down and found a hot breakfast waiting for him.  He ate his fill and then went to the front of the inn.
Trig was waiting.  He stood sullenly, holding both horses by the reins.
“Don’t look so glum,” Stone said as he wrapped his cloak tighter around his shoulders to ward off the cold.  “I won’t report your insubordination to Lorik if you pull your weight.”
“I think I’m staying here,” Trig said.  “I was just volunteering short term.”
“No such thing,” Stone said, his tone harsh.  “You get on that horse and ride, or I’ll carry you back to Fort Utlig in a sack.”
“You can’t make me go,” the boy said.
“Watch me.”
“Well, aren’t we at least going to have breakfast?”
“I’ve already had it.  Let’s ride.”
Stone climbed into the saddle of his horse and waited to see what Trig would do.  The boy hesitated for a moment, then mounted up, looking angry but compliant.  Stone dug his heels into his horse and trotted away, fighting the smile that was trying to form on his face.  Trig followed.  They searched the coast to the east all that day, and Stone decided he had gone far enough.  Trig insisted that he had ridden several days farther and had seen no evidence of the Norsik raiders.
A bad feeling was starting to rise up in the back of Stone’s mind, and they pushed their horses halfway through the night in an effort to get back.  They bypassed Farns Cove and rode hard for Fort Utlig.  Stone’s only stop was at the farmer’s homestead.  The older man saw them approaching and called his family together.  His sons still wore swords and several carried long spears.
They welcomed Stone back and shared that they had not seen the band of raiders who had stolen their horses.  The next morning Stone and his young companion were off again, this time staying closer to the coast in search of landing sites where a ship might have come ashore to pick up the missing raiders.
Trig remained silent though most of the day.  They made camp on the beach that evening, building a large fire to ward off the cold.  The younger man sat brooding for a long time before finally speaking.  Stone ignored Trig’s pouty demeanor, content to wait until his companion spoke his mind.
“I don’t get it,” Trig said.  “Why are we pushing to get back so fast?  Are you planning to punish me or something?”
“No,” Stone said.  “I don’t lead the volunteers or hand out punishments.  We’re hurrying back because we need to make a report.  I’ve been gone almost five days.”
“But we don’t have anything to report,” Trig complained.  “It’s like the Norsik haven’t been here for years.”
“I know,” Stone said.  “That’s what bothers me.”
“Why?”
“There’s always a reason for things,” Stone explained.  “The Norsik have been raiding up the coast, we saw that when we sailed here.  So why raid to the east and not here?”
“Maybe they don’t want to.”
“You willing to bet your life on that?”
“No,” Trig said defensively.
“Perhaps we better put a little more thought into the matter before we just count our lucky stars and forget about it.”
“But we can’t know what other people are thinking.  Especially not the Norsik.  They’re barbarians.”
“The Norsik are men, and they have their reasons for doing things the same as we do.  You had a reason for joining the volunteers, didn’t you?”
“I thought I would see some excitement.”
“There you go,” Stone said.
“But the only action I’ve seen was in the Traveler’s Haven,” Trig said with a grin.
“That’s the best kind,” Stone said.  “Fighting isn’t the romantic adventure the bards make it out to be.”
“So why are you here?” Trig asked.  “Didn’t you sail up from the Marshlands to fight?”
“Well, not exactly.  Lorik is the reason I’m here.  We have some history together.”
“Is it true the two of you fought the Norsik all by yourself?”
“Again, not exactly.  We did some fighting, but most of it was defensive.  The other volunteers who sailed with us fought, too.  Mostly holding off Norsik raiding ships, although we did free a group of captives in Ange Point.”
“Wow,” Trig said.  “I hope I can say something like that one day.”
“You stick with Lorik,” Stone told the younger man.  “Learn from him and do whatever he tells you.  He has a way of doing things most people think are impossible.”
“You really think so?”
“I know so,” Stone said.  “I’ve seen him do it.”
Trig sat thinking about what Stone said.  It was obvious that the young volunteer was anxious to face danger and test his own mettle.  Stone guessed that most young men were the same way.  They took a chance and slept through the night rather than standing watch.  The next morning they left at dawn and rode hard for Fort Utlig.


Chapter 24
On the fifth day after Stone had left, Lorik made up his mind to go after his friend.  He was making preparations to leave early the next day, but Stone returned shortly after noon.  And he wasn’t alone.
“I found this guy laid up in an inn on my second day out,” Stone said irritably.  “Apparently he discovered that the local wenches were more than happy to meet all his needs.”
“I was on my way back,” Trig said.  He was tall and well built, and his face was red with shame.  “I just got a little sidetracked.  Besides, there was nothing to report.  Not even a sign of the Norsik along the coast.”
“He’s right, I’m afraid,” Stone said.  “There was evidence of the party we chased away from Timmons Gate.  I caught up with their wounded, but about six more were mounted.  I saw no other sign of them, and no other raids.”
“None?” Lorik asked in surprise.
“No, and no recent activity along the coast, either.”
“I wish I could believe it was because we did our job well,” Lorik said.
“Me too,” Stone said.  “The Norsik are planning something, but I can’t say what it is.”
“All right, go see Vera.  She’s worried sick about you.”
“That’s because I’m so lovable,” Stone said.  “Don’t look surprised,” he told Lorik, “you couldn’t live without me, either.”
Then he kicked his horse forward and hurried into the fort.
“You go get cleaned up,” Lorik told Trig.  “I want to talk with you some more.”
An hour later Lorik grilled the young volunteer scout and made it clear that fraternizing while on a mission was completely unacceptable.  Then he sent the man to muck out the stables.  That evening he sat brooding.  Vera and Stone joined him.  They drank ale and talked about the possible reasons for the Norsik pulling back.
“Perhaps they got their fill of loot,” Vera said.  “Maybe they won’t come back.”
“I doubt that,” Lorik said.  “They may have had the best raids ever, but that would only encourage them to do more.  I can’t believe they won’t come back.”
“Is it possible they are massing for a major push into Ortis?” Stone asked.  “If they could occupy northern Ortis, they could raid into Baskla, or even cross the Great Sea of Kings and raid Falxis.”
“That’s crazy,” Vera said.  “King Oveer may have taken the Ortis army south, but the Baskla forces would certainly push them back.”
“Maybe,” Lorik said.  “But it’s also possible that the Baskla forces have pulled back as well.  The Norsik and the Shuklans raid Baskla across the Northern Sea.  They would know if the army in Baskla is weak or absent.”
“But we don’t know,” Vera said glumly.
“No, we don’t,” Lorik agreed.  “It’s insane that we have only two dozen men here.  We need more and we need to know what is going on in Baskla.  If the army there is weakened, they may resort to sealing their borders.”
“But the treaty between the Five Kingdoms requires that they help us in times of war,” Vera said.
“Treaties are just promises,” Stone said.  “They can’t always be trusted.”
“And we’ve had rumors of war for months,” Lorik added.  “Word is that the armies of Osla and Falxis invaded Yelsia and got their asses kicked.  If the other kingdoms have broken the treaty I don’t think we can count on Baskla to keep it.”
“So we need to know what is going on in Baskla,” Vera said.
“It would be nice,” Lorik said, “but I don’t know that it would actually help us.  Our immediate problem is the Norsik, not the other kingdoms.”
“Wouldn’t knowing what is going on in Baskla help us understand what the Norsik are planning?” Vera asked.
“It might, but there’s no guarantee.”
“What about sending scouts into the Wilderlands?” Stone said.  “If the Norsik are planning something, we could snoop around and find out.”
“It’s just so frustrating,” Lorik said.  “Suppose we do find out, there’s really only so much we can do.”
“It beats sitting around here and fretting,” Stone said.
“I know,” Lorik said.  “Let me think about it.”
Lorik tossed and turned through the night, unable to sleep.  He worried about everything and couldn’t shake the feeling that Stone was right.  They needed to go into the Wilderlands, but that wasn’t a comforting thought.  Lorik had never been afraid of the dangers in the Marshlands near his home in Hassell Point and he knew that many people north of the Marshlands would never get close to his swampy homeland.  Still, entering the towering forest of the Wilderlands gave Lorik pause.  He remembered how it felt to ride for days past the massive redwood trees and stare into the dark recesses of the Wilderlands.  He didn’t believe in ghosts and didn’t think that the Wilderlands were a haunted forest, but seeing the massive trees in person made those superstitious stories seem more plausible.
When the sun came up Lorik rose and shook away the fatigue of his long night.  He knew what he had to do.  He was in the stable saddling his horse when Stone found him.
“Where are you off to?” he asked.
“I’m going to scout the forest,” Lorik replied.  “I need you keep the volunteers training.  I’ve had them riding every day and working with the spears you made.”
“How long are you planning on being gone?” Stone asked.  “You know if you get lost in there we probably won’t be able to find you.”
“I won’t get lost,” Lorik said.  “Besides, it’s not like I can leave a golden thread to trace my way back home.”
“Look,” Stone said, stepping closer to his friend, “I’m not joking around here.  I think scouting the forest is a good idea, but don’t take the Wilderlands for granted.  There’s a reason people say the forest is haunted.”
“You sound like an old lady,” Lorik teased, hoping he sounded convincing.  “I don’t believe in ghosts.”
“You don’t believe in dragons, either, but there’s word of one in Yelsia.”
“Rumors,” Lorik said.  “That’s all any of this is.  I’m scouting, nothing more.  I’ll be careful and I won’t get lost.”
“All right, when should we expect you back?”
“I’ll scout for three days,” Lorik said.  “Then I’ll come back.”
“You have everything you need?”
“Yes, thanks.”
“All right,” Stone said, standing back while Lorik mounted his horse.  “I’ll see you in a week or sooner.”
“A week or sooner,” Lorik repeated.
They shook hands, and Lorik guided his horse out of the stable.  The large open yard of the fort was busy.  The women worked hard every day, some cooking, others mending clothes or helping set up the many buildings that lined the interior walls of the fort.  Others were sanding down spear shafts or wrapping the handles with rawhide.  The men were busy too, some standing watch on the walls, others seeing to the maintenance of the fort.  Some helped craft the weapons while others honed blades and spearheads on big grinding wheels.
Lorik felt good about the productivity of the fort.  None of it was really his responsibility—he’d left that in the hands of Constable Yorn—but he liked seeing things accomplished.  He rode toward the gate only to be stopped by Vera.
“You be careful,” she said sternly.
“Stone already gave me that speech,” Lorik said.
“Well, maybe you need to hear it again.  You know people get lost in the Wilderlands.  Not to mention the fact that there are creatures in there that have never seen the sun.”
“People say the same thing about the Marshlands,” Lorik said.
“And there are plenty of dangers there as well.  Just because you’re used to making your way through the swamp doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take the dangers of the Wilderlands seriously.”
“Vera, I have to go and see what’s happening.  We can’t afford to be caught off guard.”
“I know,” she said.  “I’m not trying to stop you, but I want you to be careful.”
“I will be,” he said.  “I promise.”
She reached up and he took her hand.  There were more words behind the look she gave him, more sentiment, more concern, but she didn’t say more.  She just squeezed his hand.
“I’ll see you in a week or sooner,” he said.
“All right,” she said.
He nudged the horse and rode out of the fort.  Beyond the gate he could see the Dancer.  The ship was being rowed around the small harbor, and Lorik waved to his friend.  Then he turned his horse and rode to the north side of the fort.  There were five hundred yards of open ground between the tall wooden palisade and the towering redwood trees of the Wilderlands.  Just the sight of the massive trees made Lorik feel small and helpless, but he rode forward, refusing to look back.  As he came nearer to the edge of the forest he couldn’t help but look up.  The trees towered so high he felt like he would topple out of the saddle trying to crane his neck to glimpse their tops.
Then, after checking to make sure his weapons were close to hand, he rode forward.  His horse seemed unfazed by the ancient forest, and Lorik steadied his nerves, determined not to let his emotions get the best of him.
Circling the first massive tree was an almost unbelievable experience.  The trunk was bigger around than most houses.  He rode on, into the quiet, dark interior of the forest.  The warmth of the sun was absent, and Lorik shivered.  He could see well enough—it was like twilight in the forest—but when he looked up, the foliage of the trees was lost in the gloom far above him.  The forest floor seemed soft, as his horse’s footsteps made slight thumping noises rather than the normal clopping steps he was used to.  After an hour, he dismounted.  Most of the forest floor was bare earth, but in some places moss grew thick, and occasionally he saw strange fan-like plants that seemed to thrive among the massive tree roots.
There was no path to follow since there was so little foliage along the forest floor.  Lorik moved slowly, winding around the trees and doing his best keep moving north.  Occasionally he heard the sounds of birds whistling and singing overhead.  Time seemed to stand still in the gloom.  He walked until his stomach growled with hunger and he guessed it was close to midday.
He sat down and allowed his horse to munch on the fan-shaped leaves nearby.  He had seen no sign of the Norsik, nor of any creatures.  The ground, as soft as it was, bore no footprints, and the trees showed no signs of marking by animals.
Lorik ate in silence, feeling more alone than he ever had in his life.  When his parents died, he had felt a thick blanket of loneliness come over him, but Vera had been there to comfort him.  When she had left the Marshlands with Stone, he had felt a different kind of loneliness, but it was more of an empty feeling, as if he had no love left in his heart.  He had spent time with friends in Hassell Point, but he was sure he hadn’t been much fun to be around.  Still, the way he felt now was completely different.  He felt utterly alone, and a deep despair started to creep over him.
He finished his meal and mounted his horse again, determined to shake off the strange emotions that made him long to turn back and gallop for the open fields south of the forest.  He tried not to think about how good the sunshine would feel on his skin or how cold and empty the forest felt.
After a few more hours, a strange mist appeared among the massive trees.  It drifted toward Lorik, who had to fight the urge to run from it.  He understood now why so many people thought they saw ghosts in the Wilderlands.  The mist moving among the trees despite any type of breeze was unearthly.  The white fog sprang up from the damp ground and added moisture to the already cold atmosphere.
When the sun began to set, a deep darkness came over the forest incredibly fast.  Lorik was left in the dark, scrounging for fallen branches to build a fire with.  He pulled long strips of fibrous bark from one of the trees and used flint with his dagger to start a fire.  The flint and steel sparked, giving off small flashes of light, and Lorik fought the sense of panic that had been rising in his heart.  It took a little longer than normal to ignite the fuel for the fire, and the branches were damp rather than dried out the way most fallen branches become, but having grown up in the Marshlands, Lorik was accustomed to working with damp wood.  He soon had a very small fire going, but it gave him enough light to see by.  He made a mental note that if he came back into the Wilderlands he needed to bring torches.
There were plenty of fallen twigs to use in the fire, but larger branches were few and far between.  The tree bark seemed to burn best, but it didn’t burn long.  Lorik used his dagger and could peel off long sections of bark.  In some places the bark seemed to hang off the tree trunks like a snake shedding its skin.
Once Lorik had a decent fire going he unrolled the blanket he kept behind his saddle, then saw to his horse.  He had food in his saddlebags for himself but nothing for his horse.  He realized that he wouldn’t be able to stay in the forest much longer unless he found something for his mount to eat.  The horse nibbled at the moss, but Lorik could tell the horse was hungry.  He dug through the saddlebags and found some vegetables he had brought to make a stew with.  A few potatoes, carrots, and onions were all he had, but he gave the potatoes to his horse and saved the carrots for another time.  Water seemed to be rare in the Wilderlands, too.  Lorik couldn’t remember seeing a stream all day.  He had a canteen of water, and he sipped from it while he ate the bread and cheese he was having for supper.
The fire seemed to hold back the mist, but Lorik could see it, ghostly white just within the circle of dancing yellow light from his fire.  He stretched out on his blanket and rested his head against his saddle.  He was used to being able to see stars overhead, but now the sky above was completely black.  Even in the Marshlands, where the weather could sometimes blot out the sky, it didn’t seem as dark as in the Wilderlands.
Lorik kept a pile of the tree bark beside him and tried to sleep.  But he could only doze, and the night seemed to last forever.  It even crossed Lorik’s mind that perhaps he had entered a thicker part of the forest where the sun was unable to penetrate at all, but eventually dawn came and the gloom receded.  The cold had settled in on Lorik through the night and even the fire didn’t help.  He shivered as he climbed back into his saddle and began riding north once again.  He had no appetite and it wasn’t long before a strange sensation came over Lorik.  He felt like he was being watched.  He told himself it was just nerves, but he couldn’t shake the strange sensation.  He kept turning to look behind him, but he saw no one.
It was nearing midday when he heard the sound of voices ahead.  He stopped his horse and listened.  At first it was just whispers, and he had to fight off the feeling that he was hearing ghosts.  Slowly the sounds grew.  He couldn’t hear footsteps but he could hear people talking.  It was the strange language of the Norsik.  Lorik dismounted and moved slowly toward the east, hoping to skirt around the band of raiders and perhaps approach them from behind, but he soon found that there was more than one band of raiders.  It was a large group of Norsik, more than any one tribe or clan.  They were moving en masse and heading south through the forest.
Lorik wanted to climb a tree and get a better view of the raiders, but there was no way to scale the massive trees and no place to hide his horse.  He listened as long as he dared, then turned south.  He led his horse as quickly as he could through the forest, waiting until he couldn’t hear the voices behind him anymore.  Then he mounted and rode hard for Fort Utlig.  He told himself he was hurrying to bring news back to the settlements along the Wilderlands, but he knew that more than anything he just wanted to get out of the gloomy forest.
Night overtook him once again, but this time, after starting a small fire and feeding his horse the carrots and onions in his saddlebags, Lorik wrapped bark around the butt of his battle axe and used the long-handled weapon like a torch so that he could keep traveling.  It was well past midnight when he broke clear of the Wilderlands, and when the sky opened up and he could once again see the stars, he breathed a sigh of relief and rode hard toward the fort.


Chapter 25
“You saw them?” Constable Yorn asked.  “You’re sure it was a Norsik raiding party?”
“Who else would it be?” Vera asked angrily.
They were in the large room that had once been the home to the ranking military officer of Fort Utlig and was now the personal quarters of Constable Yorn.  The sun had not yet made an appearance, but the sky was growing lighter in the east.  Lorik stood looking out the large windows that faced the Wilderlands.  He felt a gnawing fear in his stomach.  The Norsik were coming, and there were far too many to be stopped by his small band of volunteers.
“It could have been anyone,” Constable Yorn snapped.  “People see strange things in the Wilderlands.  It could have been just his imagination.”
“No,” Lorik said.
“We have to prepare for the worst,” Stone said quietly.
“What do you think I’ve been doing?” Yorn said.  “We can survive in this fort all winter if we need to.”
“I’m not talking about the people in this fort,” Stone said.
“There are people all over Ortis who will be overrun,” Vera said.  “We have to send out riders to warn them.”
“No, we need every man to hold this position,” Yorn argued.
“The Norsik won’t stay and lay siege to this fort,” Lorik said.  “We’ve talked about this before.  They’ll spread out through the countryside to raid every homestead and village they find.  They’ll take anything of value, including slaves.”
“So what can we do about that?” Yorn asked.  “Our duty is to stay here, to hold this fort at all costs.  If we leave the fort we’ll never get rid of the Norsik.  They’ll dig in and take over.”
“That’s true,” Lorik said.  “We do need to hold the fort.  But it isn’t the only thing we have to do.”
“What are you suggesting?” Vera asked.
“Three things,” Lorik said.  “We have to send riders to warn the villages and settlements, but we also need to slow down the Norsik if that’s possible.  And we have to hold this fort.”
“If we hit the Norsik when they’re out of the Wilderlands, even on horseback, are we really going to be more than a mild annoyance?” Stone asked.
“No, we won’t be,” Lorik said.  “I think our best chance is to hit them while they’re still in the forest.”
“You mean go back into the Wilderlands?” Vera asked.
“Yes,” Lorik said.  “I’ll take six men with me.  Stone, you and the others warn the settlements.  Vera, take as many of the women and children from here as you can and head south.  Go straight to Timmons Gate and warn them, but then you’ve got to keep moving.  Head for Ort City.”
“Lorik, it would take weeks to get there, even on horseback,” Vera argued.
“I don’t think the Norsik will move too far south, but we can’t be sure.”
“I’ve never even heard of Norsik raiding parties banding together,” Yorn said skeptically.  “Are you sure there’s more than a couple dozen?”
“I think there are hundreds,” Lorik said.  “I don’t know for sure because I couldn’t see them.”
“If you couldn’t see them, how do you even know it was the Norsik?”
“I heard them,” Lorik said.
“That’s good enough for me,” Stone said.  “I’ll ride east as far as Farns Cove, then I’ll turn south and catch up with Vera.”
“I think going to Ort City is too far,” Vera said.
“It’s the only city of size we can count on,” Lorik said.  “Splitting up isn’t the best idea, but if we get overrun, we need a place we can all find.”
“All right, I understand,” Vera said.  “I’ll keep moving south until Stone catches up with us.”
“We have a lot to do and very little time,” Lorik said.  “You need to get the women moving as soon as possible.  We don’t have enough wagons for everyone to ride, so you’ll be moving slower than the Norsik.  Don’t waste time.  Push hard.”
“I will,” Vera said.
“All right, let’s get busy.”
Stone and Vera hurried from the room, but Lorik and Yorn stayed.
“I need to know that when my men return you’ll let them back in the fort,” Lorik said quietly, turning away from the window for the first time.  “They’ll be killed if you don’t.”
“I can’t risk the safety of this fort,” Yorn said.
“I’m not asking you to.  I just need to know that if I don’t make it back, that my men won’t be left outside, even if the Norsik aren’t far behind them.”
“I’m not a coward,” Yorn hissed.
“I never said you were,” Lorik said.  “But by the gods, if you double-cross me this time I’ll split your head like a ripe melon.  Do you understand me?”
Yorn started to argue, but the look in Lorik’s eyes made him hesitate.  He nodded and Lorik left the room.
Down in the yard Vera and the other women were making quick work of getting their belongings packed up.  Most of the women had come carrying few possessions, and so there wasn’t much for them to gather up.  The children were loaded into the wagon and Lorik made sure the draft horses were hitched correctly.  Vera had ridden with Lorik enough times to feel confident handling the team.
“Keep moving south,” Lorik told her.  “You can always come back later, but if you’re caught by the Norsik...” he let the awful thought trail off.
“We won’t be,” Vera said.  “Just take care of yourself.  Don’t do anything stupid.”
“I won’t,” Lorik said.
She kissed his cheek and squeezed him hard for a moment, then she climbed up into the wagon.  Stone was coming out of the stables, leading a horse and followed by several other men.
“You have your knife?” Stone asked Vera.
She nodded.
“Keep moving.  I’ll catch up to you no later than the fourth day,” he promised.
“You be careful, don’t push yourself too hard.”
“I won’t,” he said.
She leaned over, and they kissed passionately for a moment.  Lorik stood back watching, his heart aching for his friends.  He felt guilty that they were even here.  He once again felt like a fool for having come north.  He had expected to find more volunteers prepared to hold the border against the Norsik, but in the end he had only the few volunteers he had brought north from Hassell Point.  
“Stay safe, my friends,” he told them, once their kiss had ended.
“And you,” Stone said.
“I love you both,” Vera said.
Then she snapped the reins and the wagon lumbered off.  Lorik and Stone stood back waiting while the women marched past.  They looked worried but resolute.  Then Lorik turned and addressed the men who were riding out to relay word of the Norsik invasion.
“Don’t argue with people.  Just tell them what’s coming and suggest that they see to their women and elderly,” he told them.  “Those of you riding west, keep a close watch on the Wilderlands.  If my guess is right, the Norsik are spreading out.  They may hit the villages sooner than you think.  Don’t engage them if you can help it.  Keep moving and then turn south.  Stay alive, you understand?”
The men nodded.
“And take care of your horses.  They could be the difference between life or death.”
Stone and Lorik shook hands, then the younger man climbed into the saddle and set out.  Lorik saw to his weapons.  He wasn’t carrying the battle axe; instead he found a bow and a quiver of arrows, which he slung over his shoulder.  He made sure every man had a spear and a torch.  The six men who were going with him into the Wilderlands looked both grim and frightened at the same time.  Lorik wasn’t sure if they were afraid of the Norsik or the Wilderlands, but it didn’t matter.
“Have any of you been in the Wilderlands before?” he asked them.
They shook their heads nervously.
“It can be a bit spooky, but don’t let your nerves get the best of you.  We’re going in and hitting the Norsik, then pulling back.  We need to stay together and we need to be ready to move at a moment’s notice, but don’t get jumpy.  This is very important.  We need to slow these bastards down and give our friends a chance to move south.  Do you understand?”
Most of the men nodded, but one spoke up.
“Do you really think seven of us can do much of anything?” he asked.
“Seven men wouldn’t have a prayer in most circumstances,” Lorik said.  “But the Wilderlands will give us an advantage.  We’re going to scare the Norsik, not fight them.  We want to frighten them and make them slow down.”
“But if they get scared, won’t they want to hurry out of the Wilderlands?”
“Sure, but if what is scaring them is in front of them, they won’t rush forward,” Lorik explained.  “It’s not a perfect plan, but it’s the best chance we have of slowing them down.”
Lorik led his men out of the fort.  They rode straight to the Wilderlands, and Lorik immediately stopped and began stripping bark off of the trees.
“Wrap yourself up in this bark,” Lorik said.  “Work it into your clothes as best you can.  It will make us harder to see.”
The men followed his example.  They even wrapped some of the bark around their horses’ necks and over their withers and rumps.  Then they pushed on.  The group was silent, and even seven horses moving through the forest were eerily quiet.  They rode for hours without stopping.  A few men ate as they rode, gnawing the tough dried strips of meat from their saddlebags, but most had lost their appetite.
As evening approached the mist rose up again just as Lorik began to hear the sounds of a large force not far away.  He dismounted and signaled for the others to do the same.  He assigned one man to stay with the horses while Lorik and the others moved slowly forward.
“All right,” Lorik said.  “I want you to spread out in a long line.  In a few minutes I’m going to begin making noises.  Once you hear me, you stop and start making noises, too.  Just be spooky.”
“Are you sure this is going to work?” asked one of the volunteers.
“No, but I don’t have a better idea, do you?”
The men all shook their heads, and Lorik signaled for them to move out.  The volunteers crept along, flitting from tree to tree.  The same feelings of fear and desperation began to rise up in Lorik again.  He felt so small among the towering redwoods and the sounds of the approaching army were growing louder.  Finally, when Lorik felt he couldn’t wait any longer, he moaned.  It was a sound that started quietly and then rose up in volume.  He could tell halfway through his moan that the raiders not far away had grown silent.  Just as he was finishing, another haunted sound rose up to his right.  Chills broke out on Lorik’s forearms, despite the fact that he knew it was one of his own men making the noise.
Then another eerie sound came, and another after that.  Then a scream, which Lorik realized was a stroke of genius.  He heard the raiders talking in loud but fearful voices.  They were actually moving back, away from Lorik’s position.  He smiled a grim smile.  Even though he felt small and scared, it still felt good to know that his plan was working.
The volunteers continued to moan and groan, their voices rising along with the mist.  The sounds of the raiders fell away, and soon Lorik had his men moving west.  They traveled until just before sunset.  The gloom faded to black in what seemed like an instant.  Lorik lit his torch and kept his volunteers moving.  They used the same tactics whenever they came close to the raiders.  It was obvious the Norsik were still traveling in tribal groups, not as one organized, coherent unit.  The night stretched on and on, but Lorik pushed his men.  They burned one torch after another, and at dawn they turned back to the east.  They were still half a day from Fort Utlig but they had accomplished their mission: they had delayed the attack long enough to give the others time to escape.
“Are we going back?” one of the volunteers asked as they made their way back to their horses.
“Yes,” Lorik said.  “There’s little more we can do here.”
They had just mounted up and were starting to move south when a cry rose up behind them.  This time it wasn’t a moan or scream of pain, but a battle cry.  Lorik turned to see a group of raiders running toward them.
“About face!” he shouted.  “Spears at the ready!”
The volunteers fought their horses for control and drew the spears they had been training with for days.  They were outnumbered by the band of Norsik raiders, but they had certain advantages.  Lorik planned to do as much damage as he could before they used their horses to outrun the Norsik raiders.
While the others readied their spears Lorik drew an arrow from the quiver over his shoulder.  He nocked the arrow, keeping his hands as steady as possible, then drew the arrow back, sighting down the long wooden shaft.  He aimed for the lead raider, the fastest man in the group, and let the arrow fly.   He knew right away that his aim was off a little, as the arrow seemed to dip down as soon as it left his hands.  The horses were shuffling nervously and that made hitting his target that much harder, but his aim wasn’t completely off.  The arrow hit the raider in the leg, and Lorik saw the man plunge face-first in the soft earth.  His companions leapt over him and continued charging forward.
Lorik drew another arrow and let it fly.  This time he aimed for the group, not caring whom he hit, just wanting to get off another shot before he needed to ready his spear.  The second arrow jumped off the string and hit one of the raiders straight in the chest.  This time the falling man tripped several of his companions, and Lorik slung the bow over his shoulder.
“Hit and run,” he told his men.  “There could be hundreds more behind this group.  Watch out for the tree roots, too.  Don’t lose your horse.”
The men all nodded as Lorik drew his spear.  They all held their spears out like lances and kicked their horses forward.  There was enough room between the giant trees for the seven men to ride side by side toward the attacking raiders.  The horses didn’t have enough room to reach full speed, but the massive hooves and leveled spears were enough to divide the raiders.  Half dodged one direction, ducking behind the trees.  The other half went the other direction, but three hesitated a second too long.  They were impaled on the spears of Lorik’s volunteers and then trampled under the horses’ hooves.
Lorik didn’t halt the horses to turn around.  Stopping would make them vulnerable, and their speed was their greatest asset.  Lorik guided his horse in a wide loop, giving himself plenty of distance from the raiders before turning south again.
“We aren’t going to fight?” cried one of the volunteers.
“There will be plenty of time for that,” Lorik shouted over the muted thumps of their horses’ hooves.  “We don’t want to get caught in the trees or separated.  We’ll wait to fight on open ground.”
His answer must have satisfied the younger men.  The volunteers followed Lorik without another word.  They were young men, most not even twenty years old.  They were used to obeying their fathers and they took Lorik’s order without argument or complaint. 
They rode hard all morning and came out of the Wilderlands at midday.  Lorik guessed they would begin seeing the raiders later that same afternoon.
“I can’t tell you how glad I am to be out of that forest,” said one of the volunteers.  “I knew it was just us making those noises, but I have to admit I was more than a little nervous just the same.”
The other men laughed, but they all agreed.  The Wilderlands was an otherworldly place, unlike anything Lorik had ever experienced.  He had run into no danger when he scouted there, but he had felt things in the Wilderlands that he had never felt before in his life.  The sense of being watched was overwhelming, and fear was palpable among the giant trees.
They rode back to the fort and were admitted without fuss.  Constable Yorn was waiting for Lorik when he arrived.
“What did you find out?” he asked.
“Not much more than I already knew,” Lorik said.  “We didn’t engage, just scared them a little.”
“You scared the Norsik raiding party?”
“The Wilderlands are a spooky place,” Lorik said.  “It doesn’t take much to set a man’s nerves on edge.  I’m pretty sure they’re moving in tribes, though.  They were definitely traveling in groups.”
“And you’re sure there was more than one?” Yorn asked.
“Of course I am.  They may not have banded together in a traditional sense, but they are attacking at the same time.”
Yorn’s face was twisted in despair.  He cleared his throat and spat.  “I’d better see to my men on the walls,” he said.
“That’s a good idea,” Lorik said.  “I expect you’ll see the first of them coming out of the Wilderlands late this afternoon.  Let my men sleep a few hours, then we’ll join you.  Wake us if we aren’t up when you spot the raiders.”
Yorn nodded and then walked away.  Lorik was too tired to care about the constable’s slights; he knew the man was insecure.  Lorik found an empty bed and collapsed onto it.  It felt like he had just closed his eyes when another volunteer was shaking him awake.
“They’re here,” the man whispered.
“All right,” Lorik said, rubbing his tired eyes and rising slowly from the bed.
He splashed cold water onto his face and then dried it on the tail of his shirt.  He picked up his weapons and hurried up the watchtower.  He found Yorn and three other men on top watching as a group of Norsik milled along the edge of the Wilderlands.  They didn’t continue into the open ground beyond, but lingered at the edge of the forest.
“What do you think they’re doing?” Yorn asked.
“Waiting for the others, I suspect,” Lorik said.  “We’ll saddle up and make a patrol.  My guess is that there will be similar groups all along the Wilderlands border.”
“You leave the fort now, and I won’t let you back in,” Yorn warned.  “I’m not taking chances with the Norsik this close.”
“We won’t put the fort in danger,” Lorik said.  “But we can do more good on horseback, at least for a while.”
Lorik roused his volunteers, though he knew they and their horses were all tired.  Lorik led them around to the southern side of the fort.  He wanted them ready to ride, but he didn’t need them to patrol with him.  Yulver had sailed his ship to the mouth of the harbor.  He was close enough to help if he had to, but he didn’t want to be trapped in the small bay by Norsik ships.
Lorik rode out toward the Wilderlands and the Norsik party waiting there.  The sun was sinking toward the western horizon, casting long shadows but still providing plenty of light.  Lorik guessed there were around thirty raiders in the first party.  The raiders looked up defiantly, but none rushed out to attack Lorik.  He swept by and rode west.  He found two more tribes waiting just inside the tree line.  Then he turned and rode back toward the fort.
He knew that by morning there would be hundreds of Norsik raiders, perhaps even thousands.  He felt sick knowing that there was nothing he could do to stop them.  His whole purpose for coming north was to defend the northern villages from the raiders, but it looked as if the tribes had united and the raiders were now an invading army.  And there was nothing Lorik or anyone else could do to stop them.


Chapter 26
Stone had trouble dealing with the guilt of the errand he was on.  A big part of him felt like he should be with Vera.  If Lorik failed to slow down the Norsik raiders, they could catch Vera’s group of women and children, who had no escort or any kind of protection.  He also felt guilty that he wasn’t with Lorik.  His friend was riding straight into danger, and even though Stone felt certain he was doing the right thing, he also felt guilty simply because he was riding in the opposite direction.
His mission was to warn the village of Farns Cove and any settlements in between.  Stone doubted that the raiders would head east along the coast, but he couldn’t be certain and he couldn’t help but worry about the farmer’s family he had stayed with.  He had made a personal connection with them and felt responsible for their safety.  He rode hard all day and made it to the large farmhouse a few hours after dark.  He could see light inside the farmhouse and was relieved until he noticed the group of horses grazing between the house and the barn.
Stone knew the Norsik raiders had stolen the farmer’s horses.  He drew his own mount to a stop while he was still several hundred yards from the ring of light around the house.  He dismounted and waited to see if his approach had been heard by anyone.  There was movement inside the house, but Stone couldn’t tell what was going on.  He left his horse and made his way slowly toward the house.
He could hear voices inside, but he couldn’t make out what was being said.  The people talking inside were Norsik, and Stone felt a cold stab of fear for the farmer and his family.  If the raiders didn’t believe their story, they may have already killed the entire family.  Stone moved silently to one of the windows, peering in from the side so that no one inside would see his face in the light from the windows.  There were several lamps burning in the room, and Stone could see the raiders pacing.  There were six men, all with weapons.  Two sat at the large wooden table with cups beside them.  One stood by the door, another by a window that looked out into the yard where their horses grazed.  Two more paced back and forth across the room.  There was no sign of the farmer or his family.
Stone decided to take his chances searching for the family or any evidence of what might have happened to them.  He slowly made his way back out into the darkness and then moved toward the barn.  There was no light inside it, but Stone slipped in and listened.  It was only a moment before he heard whispering over the deep sounds of the animals breathing.  He guessed the voices were coming from the loft, but in the darkness he couldn’t be sure.
“Pssst.”
The voices stopped immediately.  Stone hissed again.
“Pssst.”
“Who is that?” came a voice, slightly louder than the whispers before.
“It’s Stone.  I’m here to help.”
“How do we know it’s you?” came the voice.
“I stayed here not long ago.  I rescued your children from the raiders.  I came back with another scout a few days later.”
“We’re in the loft.  Just walk in straight from the door until you reach the ladder.”
Stone moved forward in the darkness with his hands stretched out in front of him.  He didn’t like feeling so exposed and helpless, but lighting even a small candle would almost certainly give away the fact that there were people in the barn.  He moved slowly, shuffling his feet to keep from tripping over something in his path.  When he finally reached the ladder he felt a small sense of relief.  He climbed up the ladder and felt hands on his shoulders at the top.
“What are you doing here?” came the farmer’s familiar voice.
“The Norsik are sending an army through the Wilderlands.  I’m warning the villages and settlements along the coast.”
“They came back,” the farmer said, referring to the raiders who were now holed up inside the farmhouse.  “I knew they would, and now they’ve got my wife and children locked up in the house.”
“We have to do something,” said one of the farmer’s sons.
“We will,” Stone said.  “Be we can’t just go charging toward the front door.  They’re expecting that.”
“If we fight them they’ll kill my wife and children,” the farmer said.
“Only as a last resort,” Stone said.  “The Norsik take women and children as slaves.  They won’t want to hurt them if they can help it.”
“So what should we do?” asked one of the farmer’s sons.
“Your family is inside, so our best bet is to draw them out.”
“How will we do that?” the farmer asked.
“Oh, I think I have an idea,” Stone said, grinning in the darkness.
It took an hour to go over the details of the plan and get everyone in position.  Stone was wrapped in his cloak so that his knives were hidden.  The farmer had a knife in the back of his belt, but it was only for self-defense.  The older man was terrified and Stone didn’t think he could count on the farmer during the fighting.  They had walked a half mile from the farmhouse and then turned back, making their way back to the house and singing a bawdy drinking song with thick tongues.  They leaned on one another and laughed.  Stone had to carry the performance, but fortunately the farmer’s nerves helped him carry off the drunken ruse.
When they were finally in the yard of the farmhouse, the door swung open and light from inside shone out.  Two men stepped out onto the porch.
“What the hell is this?” Stone said in a loud voice, slurring his words and swaying on his feet.  “Your children dressing like savages or something?”
“Ca looki somby, Ortii!” one of the Norsik shouted.
The farmer was too frightened to speak, and Stone looked puzzled.  He needed to get the other raiders out of the house and in the yard.
“What is this jibber jabber?” he bellowed.  “Where is Sorni?  She needs to put her husband to bed.  He’s had a might too much nip tonight, if you take my meaning.”
The two raiders on the porch spoke to one another, but then the farmer fainted from fear.  Fortunately, it looked like he had just passed out from too much liquor.
“See!” Stone shouted.  “I told you he needed a bed.  I’ve carried him home, now come and help me get him inside.”
It wasn’t clear whether the Norsik understood Stone, or just acted instinctively.  They came out of the house, all but one of them, and then down the steps into the yard.  Stone waited, swaying on his feet, his hands now under his cloak and grasping a knife in each hand.  He looked from the approaching Norsik raiders, who didn’t look worried in the slightest, to the farmer on the ground.  He felt confident the raiders had believed his story, but there was still one raider in the house.  It was imperative that he get inside before the raider had a chance to slaughter the farmer’s wife and daughters.
“Now!” Stone shouted.
He sprang forward, slashing his knife at the closest raider.  The raider tried to ward off the blow, but Stone’s blade slashed through the muscle of the raider’s forearm.  The man screamed, but so did the farmer’s sons, who came running in from either side of the yard.  They had been hidden in the darkness, but now they sprinted forward, all four armed with spears.  Stone had worried that they might grow squeamish at the last minute, but the boys had slaughtered farm animals all their lives.  They didn’t hesitate to attack the Norsik.  Three were run through with the spears, but one managed to avoid the deadly attack.
Stone’s opponent was still on his feet, but screaming and holding his arm.  Stone ignored him for a moment and leapt to the aid of the boy who had missed his opponent.  The raider had drawn his short, curved sword, but Stone smashed the brass knuckle guard of his knife into the raider’s head just behind the ear.  The man fell just as Stone spun around and dropped to one knee.  The wounded raider was slashing his sword at Stone, but the weapon whistled harmlessly overhead.  Stone stabbed his knife into the raider’s inner thigh and felt the blade drag across the thick leg bone.  The raider staggered backward and Stone saw blood arcing into the air like black rain drops.  He knew he had severed a major blood vessel and that the raider would soon bleed to death, so he turned and sprinted toward the house.
He burst through the door just as the final raider was dragging the farmer’s wife out of the bedroom.  Her daughters were shouting and trying to pull her back into the room, but the raider had her arm in a tight grip and wasn’t going to be denied.  Stone saw the raider’s sword coming up and he reacted instantly, using one knife to block the sword and the other to gash the raider’s shoulder.
The Norsik roared in anger and kicked the farmer’s wife behind her knees, causing her to fall while he backpedaled away from Stone.  The farmer’s wife was on her hands and knees between them now, and Stone hesitated for an instant, not sure how to attack without endangering the woman between them.  Then, from behind Stone, a spear came whistling over his shoulder and skewered the raider through the chest, pinning him to the wall.
Stone glanced back and saw the farmer’s oldest son, standing on the porch just outside the open door.  He nodded, and Stone returned the gesture.  The fighting was over and now his overtaxed nerves made Stone tremble.  He wasn’t afraid of fighting, but risking the lives of people he cared about was hard to deal with.  He wasn’t sure why he cared so much for the farmer and his family; perhaps it was because in some ways he envied the farmer’s life.  He could imagine himself and Vera on a farm, surrounded by children and grandchildren.  It was a life he had never thought possible until he had met Vera, and now he wanted it more than ever, but he was reminded that evil men always target the innocent and the weak.  He didn’t want to lose Vera, and seeing the farmer’s wife so helpless at the hands of the Norsik raider left him shaken.  But he pulled himself together and stood up straight.
“All right,” he said.  “Gather your things.  We’re riding out of here tonight.”
The sun was rising as Stone led the small caravan away from the farmhouse.  It had taken a little while for the farmer and his wife to deal with killing six men, even if they were Norsik raiders.  Stone and two of the farmer’s oldest sons carried out the raider who had been pinned to the wall with a spear.  There had been screams and even vomiting, which the farmer’s wife insisted on cleaning up before they left.
The farmer had a large wagon, and two of the seven horses the farmer owned were hitched to the wagon.  The farmer’s four oldest sons rode horses, while the rest of the family rode in the wagon with a few prized possessions and enough supplies to sustain the large family for several weeks.  The seventh horse was tied to the back of the wagon.  The other farm animals were let out of the barn to fend for themselves.
Once Stone had the family moving south, he turned and rode hard for Farns Cove.  He was so tired that he fell asleep in the saddle more than once.  His back and bottom ached from being in the saddle so long, but he reached the small coastal town just before sunset.  As he spread the word about the Norsik, most of the residents took the news in stride.  They were used to raids and rumors of uprisings, but a few opted to pull stakes and move on.  Stone had a hot meal at the Traveler’s Haven Inn and then slept until early the next morning.  The innkeeper wasn’t leaving, but he had replenished Stone’s rations and served him a hot breakfast before Stone rode out again.
This time Stone pushed hard to the southwest.  It was more important than anything else that he catch up with Vera now.  He had done his duty, and although he still felt a twinge of guilt over having left Lorik to fight the raiders without Stone’s help, he knew that confrontation, either for good or for bad, was over now.  The only thing he could hope to do was to find Vera and maybe gather a little news about the conflict along the border as he went.
It took three days of hard riding, but he finally met up with the growing caravan of travelers.  Vera’s group had grown when it reached Timmons Gate, where many of the locals joined them in fleeing south.  Vera had stopped her group for two hours, letting them rest while many of the townspeople gathered their belongs and joined her.  There weren’t many horses left in the small town, but she found two that could pull a wagon loaded with food, barrels of ale, blankets, and what little medicines could be found.  There was no healer in Timmons Gate, but an older woman who made a living as a midwife had a store of herbs and medicinal supplies that she brought along with her when she joined the group.
They set out late that same afternoon and traveled south until just before sunset.  No word from the fort had come in, and Vera could only hope that was a good sign.  Her greatest fear was that Lorik would be killed by the Norsik raiders and Liam would be cut off from her.  But she did her best to keep the group moving.  They set out early the second day, but most of the travelers were women who were forced to carry their belongings on their backs.  They moved slowly and had to stop often for rest.  Vera and the midwife were kept busy helping the travelers who fell victim to exhaustion, blisters, and footsoreness.
It was late on the fifth afternoon when she saw Liam riding toward her.  She wanted to run to him, but she didn’t have the energy.  She spent all her time either walking or helping those in need, often late into the night.  A few of the travelers had fallen ill and she had spent a few nights sitting up with the sick.  She refused to take a space on the wagon with the children, insisting that someone else take her turn riding for an hour.
When Stone drew close enough she went out to meet him.  He looked haggard, but she thought he was as handsome as ever.
“It took you long enough,” she said with a smile.
“Too long for my taste,” he said.
“Do you think we’ve come far enough south?”
“I don’t know,” he said honestly.
“We’ve passed several villages.  Surely the Norsik won’t come this far.”
“It’s a hell of a chance to take,” Stone said.  “We need someone to ride back and scout what’s happening.  I haven’t heard anything from Fort Utlig or even Timmons Gate.”
“Neither have I.  No word at all.  But we’re all tired and worn down.  We could use a break if you think it’s safe enough.”
“I don’t know,” Stone said, wishing Lorik were there to give them some direction.  “I guess I need to think about it a while.”
Vera called a halt to the day’s travel.  It was only a little more than an hour before sunset.  They set up camp and Stone took inventory of who had joined the group.  It was mostly women and children, but a few men were there as well.  He wished he had told the farmer and his sons to join Vera’s group, but he had sent them south on their own.  Whatever needed to be done for Vera’s group of travelers he would have to handle himself.
There were no other riders, and Stone’s horse was worn down considerably from the frantic pace he’d kept.  He settled in near a small fire with Vera as night fell.  They shared a simple meal and sipped a little ale.
“You look tired,” Vera said.
“You do, too.”
“Maybe we should rest here for a few days?”
“No, that wouldn’t be wise,” Liam told her.  “Tomorrow you need to continue south.  I’ll ride back and see what I can learn.”
“Can’t someone else do that?” Vera asked.
“I’m open to suggestions,” he said.  “Who else has a horse?”
Vera frowned.  She knew that Liam had to be the one to go, but she resented his leaving her so soon.  She sighed and put her head on his shoulder.
“This isn’t how I imagined it,” she said.  “I never thought life outside Hassell Point would be so difficult.”
“Things never turn out to be as easy as we think they’ll be,” Liam said.  “But at least we’re together.”
“For tonight,” Vera said, pouting.  “Then you are leaving me tomorrow.”
“Well then, I guess we’d better make the most of what we’ve got,” he said.
Then he kissed her.


Chapter 27
The next morning there were raiders camped all along the edge of the Wilderlands.  Lorik had never seen so many people at one time in his whole life.  Constable Yorn was simply terrified.  He stood frozen on the top of the watchtower, incapable of doing anything else.  Lorik had wanted to keep his small band of mounted volunteers out of the fortress, but there were simply too many raiders.  There was no way for his men to harry the raiders without being slaughtered.  The only question left was whether the Norsik would attack the fort.  Their numbers seemed so overwhelming that it was practically inconceivable that they wouldn’t.
Lorik made sure that the walls were defended, but even with every man on the walls, they  had less than twenty men all told.  Yulver was still with his ship out in the harbor, and the rest of the volunteers had been sent out to warn the surrounding settlements.  Not long after sunup the Norsik sallied forth.  There was none of the organization one might expect from a large group of fighting men.  The Norsik traveled in groups, moving together but not in formations of any type.  To Lorik’s relief he could see that most of the raiders had no interest in the fort.  If they had concentrated their attacks on the fort, it would have been overrun in short order.  As it was, only a few of the smaller bands showed any interest in coming near the wooden palisades, and after Lorik and his volunteers killed several of the raiders with well-aimed spears, most of the tribes lost all interest.
Unfortunately, one of the raiders who was killed was an important member of one tribe of nearly thirty men.  They obviously felt honor-bound to avenge their leader’s death.  They ran straight toward the gate and Lorik held his men in check.  Yorn kept watch on top of the stone tower, while Lorik prepared to fight with the men on the walls.  He had spread the twelve men under Yorn’s command around the walls and kept his six volunteers together at the gate.  They had enough spears for one more volley, but Lorik bade his men to wait until the raiders were running straight toward the large wooden gate.  Lorik was sure the gate would hold against their charge, but he didn’t see any reason not to slow them down on the way.
“Wait for it,” he called out as the screaming tribe came closer.  “Wait for my command!”
The six men with Lorik had come to trust their leader.  They were all from the Marshlands and most had known Lorik all their lives.  He had served as a teamster for nearly twenty years, first with his father and then by himself after his father died.  In his early thirties now, he was old enough to command respect from the other volunteers, but it had been his skillful tactics along the Sandah Gulf and in the Wilderlands that had won their allegiance.
“Now!” he shouted again.
They threw their spears at the same time, each targeting the lead runners.  Four men fell from the volley, and several others tripped over the rolling bodies and spear shafts that stood out at odd angles from their comrades’ bodies.  
“Steady now!” Lorik shouted as the rest of the tribe circled the fallen and came toward the gate.  “We hold our ground.  We don’t have to kill them all, just keep them off the walls.”
The volunteers had several baskets of sizable rocks to throw down on the enemy.  They also had swords, but even when leaning out over the palisade the swords weren’t useful weapons.  Lorik had one of the few available bows, and he used it to good effect.  His men dropped stones on the raiders who were throwing their shoulders into the gate, which soon caused the raiders to pull back.  The Lorik took careful aim and let his first arrow fly.  It was a perfect shot and the arrow buried itself in the chest of one of the larger raiders.
His men cheered, but Lorik simply drew another arrow and took careful aim again.  Three more raiders were wounded before the tribe withdrew out of bow range.  Normally, Lorik would have ridden out and confronted the raiders, but there were still hundreds of small groups leaving the Wilderlands and pouring over the open countryside.  The attacking tribe considered their options and decided to split their forces.  They were just over twenty men now, and they divided into four groups.  One stayed near the gates, but the others went to the other sides of the fortress.
“They’re splitting up,” said one of the volunteers.
“They’ll get inside,” said another nervously.  “We can’t defend every part of the fort.”
“We’ll have to do the best we can,” Lorik said.
He stayed by the gate and sent two others to confront each of the other attacking parties.
“Use whatever you can find to beat them back,” he told them.  “Just keep them off the walls.”
“But Yorn’s men aren’t trained fighters and we don’t have time to gather more spears from the armory,” said the nervous man.
“True, but we hold the high ground.  We’ll have a chance to strike first, before they’re even close to us.  Make the most of that.  Remember, you don’t have to kill them, just keep them off the walls.”
Lorik watched his men go, then turned his attention back to the group that had moved out of bow range, but were still obviously hoping to get in through the gate he was guarding.  He looked around, hoping none of the other tribes would decide to join the attack.  It was a tense few moments, then one of the Norsik bellowed a bloodcurdling war cry and the tribe attacked.
Lorik’s aim wasn’t as true as before.  His first shot missed as the group of six men came running toward the gate.  He nocked another arrow and took his time.  The second arrow hit one of the runners in the upper arm.  The raider stumbled but managed to keep his feet under him and continue running.  The raiders were more confident than ever, and Lorik could hear his men shouting and cursing as the other groups pushed toward the walls.
Lorik suddenly became aware of the intense pressure on him to win this fight.  Sweat ran down his forehead and into his eyes as he tried to aim another arrow.  His hands shook slightly and once again his arrow missed the mark, slamming into the ground ahead of the raiders.  He fumbled with another arrow, finally managing to nock it just as the raiders neared the gate.  He fired down and wounded another of the raiders, but the remaining five slammed into the gate, rocking it inward despite the massive beams that locked it in place.  The wood groaned, making a popping sound, and the hinges strained against the gate doors.  The gate held, but raiders were pulling back and preparing to make another run against the gate, and Lorik wasn’t sure how long the gate would last.
He nocked another arrow and took careful aim, letting out a deep breath and then holding his breath for the release.  His hands trembled and his arms felt weak.  He thought he would rather be on the ground with his battle axe than on the wall with a bow.  He was a fairly decent shot when he wasn’t under pressure, but seeing an enemy rushing toward him in battle and feeling overwhelmed left him out of sorts.
He fired, releasing the arrow just before the raiders rushed back toward the gate.  They didn’t have the same momentum this time, and Lorik’s arrow caught one of the raiders in the chest.  The other four men slammed into the gate again, but without making much of an impact.  Lorik grabbed one of the fist-sized stones in a basket beside him and threw it straight down, knocking another of the raiders senseless.  The remaining men turned and ran.  Lorik nocked an arrow and fired after the fleeing Norsik.  The arrow arced through the air, then fell hard into the leg of one of the raiders.  He screamed and fell but was quickly back up, hobbling away as fast as he could.
Lorik turned and ran around the parapet that lined the inner wooden palisade.  The other volunteers had pushed back the other groups of raiders as well.  The angry tribe of Norsik warriors had pulled back and were licking their wounds.  Dead men ringed the fort, and the sight of their fallen comrades was enough to ward off further attacks.  The Norsik were fierce warriors in battle, but they preferred sacking villages, plundering, and taking slaves.  There were too many easier opportunities among the undefended settlements to waste much time attacking the fort.  An hour later, all the Norsik had passed out of sight.
“Well, the fortress held,” Constable Yorn said proudly.
“That’s because most of the raiders are out ravaging the countryside,” Lorik said bitterly.  “We survived to fight another day, but there’s damn little we can do to stop the Norsik from taking whatever they want.”
“You can’t save the whole kingdom by yourself, Lorik,” Yorn said.  “Take a victory when you have one.”
“I don’t call this a victory, it’s merely survival.”
A few moments later, Lorik climbed the high watchtower, straining to see what was happening beyond the walls of Fort Utlig.  He needed to do something, but he wasn’t sure what he could do.  Finally he decided that doing something was better than doing nothing, and he called his volunteers together.
“There isn’t much we can do now,” Lorik said.  “The Norsik are here and in numbers we can’t hope to match.  But I’m going to see what I can find out.  I’m going to hit the Norsik wherever and however I can.”
“You’ll be overwhelmed and killed,” said one of the volunteers.
“Perhaps,” Lorik said.  “But I won’t be foolishly attacking every group I come across.  I’ll be on horseback and I’ll keep my distance until I’m sure there’s something I can do.”
“You want us with you?” asked another volunteer.
“I wouldn’t turn you away,” Lorik said.  “But I wouldn’t blame you for staying here, either.  Yorn is right about the fort.  We can’t lose it to the Norsik.”
“So those are our only options?” the man asked.
“Unless you can think of another.”
“We could sail back home,” said another volunteer.  “Like you said, there really isn’t much more we can do here.”
“We have friends here that we can’t leave behind,” Lorik said.  “And I simply can’t turn my back on the desperate need here.  The Norsik are going to carry slaves back into Norsik.  Our countrymen will become their whipping dogs.  Our children their slaves.  I won’t leave.”
“Nor will I,” said the first volunteer.  “I’m with you.”
“As am I,” said another.
Soon they all agreed to ride out with Lorik.  He had hoped they would, but he didn’t want to force them.  Seeing so many Norsik raiders spilling out of the Wilderlands had been overwhelming.  He saddled his horse and checked his weapons.  The soldiers had left the fort with plenty of arrows but very few bows, most of which were in poor condition.  His volunteers all carried swords and spears.  Their swords hung from their saddle horns, and each man had two spears slung on either side of his saddle that ran from the horse’s shoulder out past its rump.  Each also carried a third spear like a lance, and they filled their bags with dried meat and hard biscuits.
Lorik turned south out of the gate of the fortress.  He saw Yulver and the Dancer moving slowly along the mouth of the harbor.  He wondered what his old friend thought of seeing so many Norsik.  It was more like a nightmare than a reality.  Without the king’s soldiers there was very little hope of driving the raiders out of Ortis.  Still, he had to do something.  The knowledge of what must be happening around the countryside filled Lorik with a sick feeling.
Just being on the move made him feel better.  He had two spears slung under each side of his saddle like the volunteers who rode with him.  He also had his bow and a quiver full of arrows.  But rather than a third spear, Lorik carried his massive battle axe.  He had an intense anger in his gut toward the Norsik.  He despised everything about them, and with a grim determination he had decided to kill as many as possible.


Chapter 28
They rode for two hours before they saw the smoke smudged against the bright autumn sky.  They moved south slowly, walking their horses for most of that time.  Lorik knew the raiders would cluster around any settlement they came to, like carrion birds fighting over the carcass of a dead animal.  Lorik only hoped the people of Timmons Gate had heeded Vera’s warning and left their town.
Lorik and his volunteers kept a vigilant watch in all directions.  The open countryside made it almost impossible to approach without being seen, and they understood they were surrounded by vicious killers, so being cautious was natural.  There was no way they could ride into Timmons Gate and save the day.  There would be several hundred raiders plundering the town and Lorik’s band numbered only seven, including himself.  He would wait and see how the small village fared the next day.
They made camp early and looked after their horses, but they stayed ready to ride at a moment’s notice.  The volunteers weren’t experienced riders, so unsaddling their horses was a big risk.  Lorik wasn’t sure if his men could stay on the back of a horse without a saddle.  They unsaddled the horses and rubbed them down, then let them graze for an hour.  As the day ended, they saddled the horses again and Lorik set watch.  They alternated keeping watch two at a time.  It was a cold night and sleep was hard to come by, but at dawn they had all snatched a few hours of rest and were ready to move.
There was still smoke rising from the ruins of Timmons Gate.  They approached the smoldering remains slowly.  Some of the buildings looked to be intact, but others were completely burned down.  There was still movement in the village as well.  A few of the Norsik still searched for hidden treasures among the ruined village.  Luckily, most of the women and children had been evacuated, but there were several bodies smoldering in the ashes of their lost homes.
Lorik felt his stomach twist inside him, threatening to make him vomit.  He ground his teeth together and led his volunteers on a wide circuit around the village.  They found no hidden raiding parties waiting to ambush his men, so they rode through the ruined town.  Most of the Norsik hid, but a few challenged the band of riders.  Lorik led the charge against the first raider.  The frail-looking Norsik was covered in soot and held a bag of treasures in one hand, his short, curved sword in the other.  The raider bellowed, but Lorik’s big axe came down in a long arcing blow that severed the raider’s head.  It sailed into the air, then bounced and rolled down the cobblestone street.
One of the volunteers picked up the raider’s bag of loot.  He dug around in it for a moment, then dropped it back on the street.
“Nothing but cooking utensils and some old knives,” the man said.
“He wasn’t here for the fighting,” Lorik said.  “He was a scavenger, content to dig in the rubble for anything of value.”
They saw several other raiders.  Each time they did, they spurred their horses after the scavengers.  Most fled but were overrun by the horses and cut down by the volunteers.  A few tried to fight, but the horses and spears gave Lorik’s men a distinct advantage.  Most were run through or severely wounded by the spears.
Finally, Lorik realized there was little more he could do in Timmons Gate.  None of the residents who had stayed in the village had survived.  He recognized some of the bodies, including Brotas, the innkeeper.  His stomach was sliced open and there was a gash in his shoulder.  Looking at the body made Lorik feel ill.  He had promised to try and protect the town, but he had failed.  Brotas and some of the other men from Timmons Gate had tried to protect the settlement.  It was a useless gesture and they had all been killed.  If there were slaves taken, they must have been taken somewhere farther south.
Lorik led his men on.  They moved at a slow pace, trying to keep their horses fresh in case they needed to move quickly later.  They came upon a group of twelve raiders shortly after midday.  The raiders were obviously drunk.  They had ravaged Timmons Gate and made off with several bottles of strong wine, which they had drunk late into the night.  Most were still sleeping off the effects of the wine, but a few were awake and appeared to be very sick.
When Lorik saw them he spurred his horse forward, charging straight at the band of raiders.  Those who were awake fled, and Lorik’s men chased them down while Lorik slaughtered the others where they slept.  His axe was dripping with blood when his men returned.
“Let’s rest the horses,” Lorik said.
They walked their horses without talking.  Killing the raiders reminded Lorik of killing bugs.  There was no honor in it, at least not so far.  The raiders they had encountered had been in no condition to put up a fight, but they had wreaked havoc on the kingdom and now they needed to be exterminated.  They came to another village shortly before nightfall, but it too had been destroyed.  There were signs of an inn, but it had burned down.  The shops and homes were in shambles.  Lorik and his men explored the ruins and then took shelter in what looked like a livery barn.  There were no other animals left in the barn and the big doors had been pulled down, but the roof and walls were intact and there was hay for the horses.
Lorik sat up in the loft where he could see for miles out the open windows as the sun set.  There was no sign of life anywhere across the vast plains.  He made up his mind that his volunteers would need to move faster the next day.  It wouldn’t be good enough to wipe out the frail and weak; he needed to strike at the larger bands of raiders.  He needed to do something to fight the Norsik, to stop them from killing and destroying the land he loved.
The next morning they rode out at a much faster pace, pushing their horses through the morning.  By midafternoon they finally caught up with a band of raiders.  There were almost three dozen men, jogging along the path that served as a road.  They saw Lorik coming and took up a defensive position in the middle of the road.
Lorik knew that attacking the band of raiders outright was suicide.  They simply had too many men.  So he dismounted just inside his maximum bow range.  One volunteer held the horses while the other five readied their spears.
“Remember,” Lorik said to his men.  “If they come charging at us, we mount up and ride away.  If you throw your spear, make a good throw, then get to your horse.”
The men nodded, their faces locked in grim determination.  Lorik nocked an arrow, raised his bow, and let the arrow fly.  The arrow streaked across the bright sky, first shooting up, then leveling off, and finally plunging down.  It hit in the middle of the group of raiders, plunging into the shoulder of one.  The raiders shouted defiantly, but made no move to attack.  Lorik and his men were still too far away.  Lorik fired three more arrows, but this time the group was ready and they moved to avoid the falling arrows.
“All right, new plan,” Lorik said, slinging his bow back over his shoulder.  “Let’s hit and run, just like we practiced.  But remember, once we get close they’re going to move to engage us, and they won’t be standing still.”
The others nodded then mounted their horses.  Lorik looked up to see the Norsik separating into two groups, one on either side of the road.  He wasn’t sure what they had planned, but he knew that getting between the two groups would be disastrous.
“We ride together,” Lorik said.  “Wait until I signal you to throw your spears.  Then turn immediately.  You three turn left,” Lorik said to men on his left.  “You three turn right,” he said to the others.  “Remember, keep your horse moving.  If you slow down or stop, you are more vulnerable.”
“Aye, sir,” one volunteer said.
“We’re ready,” another added.
“All right, let’s go!” Lorik shouted.
They kicked their horses into a gallop.  They were rushing toward the two groups at what seemed like an insane speed, but they had practiced that very maneuver outside Fort Utlig.  Lorik stood up in his stirrups and his men did the same.  They held their reins in one hand and lifted their spears with the other.  Only Lorik had a different weapon—he raised his battle axe, and when they were only twenty yards from the raiders he shouted.
“Now!”
Six spears shot toward the two groups—three toward one, three toward the other.  The raiders tried to dodge the missiles, but five found their marks.  Lorik’s riders immediately turned their mounts, angling away from the two groups of Norsik warriors.  Lorik nudged his horse to the left as well, but he turned at a much less severe angle.  He was going to be riding close to the Norsik, which was what he had in mind.  The raiders screamed and moved forward to meet Lorik’s charge, but his massive axe swung down, glancing across one man’s shoulder, then smashing into another man’s chest.  Blood flew, and the raiders hesitated for a moment in their rush to engage Lorik; by the time their courage returned he was riding past them.
Lorik looked over his shoulder at the outrage on the Norsik warriors’ faces as they screamed and shouted.  But his small band of fighters was safe, and that was all that mattered.  Lorik let his horse slow to a trot as he looped around and rode back to his waiting men.  The Norsik were shouting in their strange language, but the message was clear: they were challenging the volunteers to engage again.
“What now?” said one of Lorik’s men.
“We wait for a while,” Lorik said.  “We let our horses rest while they sweat.  They’re ready for us this time, so we’ll have to change up our tactics.”
“What if they attack us?” one of the men asked.
“If they do, we’ll play a little cat and mouse with them,” Lorik explained.  “We’ll let them get close, then ride away again.  We have the upper hand because we’re mobile.  We decide when and where and how to fight.  They’re on the defensive in open country with nowhere to go.”
His men saw the wisdom in Lorik’s tactics, but none of them liked the idea of waiting, much less running away if the Norsik attacked them.  But even though their first foray had been almost completely successful, they were still outnumbered more than four to one.  That fact kept Lorik’s men in check as they waited.
“All right,” Lorik said after almost ten minutes.  “I think they’re ready for a little more.  Let’s do the lightning maneuver.  I want you to alternate directions, you understand?  And be prepared for the group on the right to move.  I wouldn’t be surprised if they hurry to help their friends on the left side of the road.”
His men nodded and moved their horses into a single-file line behind Lorik.  Then, when they were all behind him, Lorik nudged his horse forward, first to a canter, then into a gallop.  The first sprint had sapped some of his horse’s strength and he didn’t want to push his mount too hard.  Their horses were the only things keeping Lorik and his men alive.  It was imperative that they didn’t push them too hard.
Lorik waited until the last minute, then once again angled to the left.  Two raiders rushed out in hopes of getting on Lorik’s left side, but the big teamster nudged his horse with his knees and trampled the fastest man, then slammed his axe into the second man’s head.  Lorik felt the jolt vibrate up his arm as blood and bone and brain spattered his horse.
Behind him the other riders had veered first in one direction then the other.  The raiders were caught off guard by this new tactic.  Spears flew again, and this time everyone found their marks.  When Lorik formed back up with the other volunteers, they were grinning, but their horses were panting and a few were lathered with sweat.
“Check your mounts,” Lorik said.
He stayed in the saddle and watched the raiders.  They had lost a third of their tribe without even wounding one of Lorik’s men.  He could see the discouragement and anger on the faces of the raiders.  He could also see the tribe leaders trying to get the others to calm down.  Then, surprisingly enough, they did something Lorik had not expected.  The dragged the bodies of their fallen comrades back to the road and used their bodies to create a barricade of sorts.  They stacked the bodies and used the spears Lorik and his men had thrown into their midst to hold the bodies in place.
“By the gods,” said one of Lorik’s men.  “Will you look at that?”
“What are they doing?” asked another.
“They’re making a barricade,” Lorik said.  “They’ll hide behind it if we come after them again.”
“They’re using the bodies of their friends to hide behind?” another of the volunteers said in disgust.
“It’s a good plan,” Lorik said.  “Try not to think of how grisly it is and just think about their options.  They can’t outrun us.  For all they know, we have a hundred more spears back here just waiting to kill them all one by one.  There is no cover they can run to, no place to hide.  The only resource they have are the bodies of their friends and our spears.”
“So you would do that?” asked another.
“If I had to,” Lorik said.  “War isn’t all fun and games.  This is life or death—never forget that.  If you fall off your horse, they’ll hack you to pieces without a second’s thought.”
The men checked their horses; they all seemed fine, but tired.  Lorik waited until his men were finished, then he too dismounted and checked his horse.  Then they all had something to eat and drink.  Their horses looked at them when they smelled the water, but there was no way to share the tepid water from their canteens.  Then they waited some more.
“What’s our next move?” one of the volunteers asked.
“That’s a good question,” Lorik said.  “I was hoping that they would move off after nightfall and we could retrieve our spears, but it doesn’t look like that is going to happen.”
“So, should we attack again?” the man asked.
“If we do, you’ll be down to your swords and the risk of you or your horses getting hurt will be much greater.  Our best bet is to make them feel somewhat secure and see if they leave their position.”
“How do we do that?” another man asked.
“There are two ways.  Either we leave or we do something to draw them out.  Or maybe we could do a little bit of both.”
“You have a plan?” one of the men asked.
“It’s coming together,” Lorik replied.


Chapter 29
Lorik sent his men east and west.  The group to the east took his horse along with their own, and their plan was to walk the horses and look for water.  The plains were crisscrossed with small streams and tiny ponds.  He gave specific instructions for both groups to look for water and let the horses drink, then wait until nightfall and circle back to his position.  Lorik still had torches in his kit from his trek into the Wilderlands.  He tied torches to the butts of his two spears and then drove them into the ground on either side of the road.  Then he took a stand in the middle of the road with his battle axe.  As the sun set, he could see the raiders watching him.  Of course they knew that a lone man on the road was a ploy to coax them out from behind their gristly barricade, but it was tempting nonetheless.
The first raider to venture out toward Lorik was a big man with dried paint and blood on his bare arms and chest.  Lorik wasn’t sure how the Norsik endured the cold half naked, but the raiders seemed unaffected by the declining temperatures.  The man moved slowly toward Lorik, leery of springing the trap he assumed was waiting for him.  Lorik waited patiently, one eye on the man coming toward him and one on the band of raiders down the road.
Lorik felt his palms begin to sweat.  It wasn’t battle that worried him; it was the anticipation that made him so nervous.  He hated the waiting, hated the feeling of pressure that seemed to squeeze him as he saw danger approaching.  He did his best to keep from becoming tense as he waited, but his muscles seemed to contract and he began to shiver.  He wanted to rush forward and fight, because then all his nervousness could be channeled into aggression and vented on his opponent, but waiting alone in the darkness was a necessary part of the plan.
Lorik could fight the raiders one by one, but eventually he would tire and there was no way to keep the raiders from attacking en masse once they got their courage up.  Still, if he could draw them out and make them feel safe, his men could hit them hard once again.  And with night coming on, they might be able to wipe out this tribe and move on to the next.
Lorik waited until the sun slipped below the horizon, then, before the sky turned black, in those few moments between daylight and dark, Lorik kindled a small fire and lit the torches.  The man approaching stopped and watched as Lorik dragged his axe on the ground in a wide circle around both torches.  The heavy blade turned the soil and left a mark in the ground.  Then Lorik returned to the circle and took off all his clothes, tossing them outside the circle.  He did all this solemnly, making sure the raiders could see each action.  Lorik knew very little about the Norsik, but he did know they were superstitious.  Now he was standing naked inside the circle, between the torches.  He held up his battle axe and screamed a vicious battle cry.
The big raider on the road fell back a few steps.  Then he waited.  Lorik stood as still as a statue, then he reached out with his empty hand and beckoned the man to come forward.  Once again the man hesitated.  Then he came forward.  Lorik saw that the entire tribe had come out from behind the barrier of dead bodies.  He grinned: the plan was working.  Now all he had to do was stay alive until the volunteers returned.
The raider stepped into the circle and drew two short swords.  They were curved with vicious points that arched up from the blade.  Lorik knew if the man got close enough he wouldn’t hesitate to disembowel Lorik.  It wasn’t a pleasant thought, and Lorik pushed it away.  He wasn’t going to let the raider get that close.  The lone warrior had stepped reverently across the edge of the circle and then paused.  Still Lorik waited, beckoning the man closer.  He wanted to make this encounter last as long as possible.  Night had fully fallen now and the stars were bright overhead.  The yellow light of the torches danced and waved hypnotically around the two combatants.  Lorik gestured at the raider’s clothes.
“Time to strip down for the audience,” Lorik said.
The raider didn’t understand what was said, but he was wearing only thick trousers and boots that came up to his knees.  Lorik mimed taking off his clothes, and then pointed at the raider.  The man complied, taking off his clothes and tossing them outside the circle.
The raider took a few more steps, then Lorik smiled again and screamed.  It was a long, loud bellow that Lorik hoped would curdle the raider’s blood.  Then he thumped the butt of his axe onto the ground and waited.
“Your turn, dung brain,” Lorik said, knowing the raider wouldn’t understand him.
The man just stood there, mystified.  Lorik mimed bellowing and pointed at the raider.  The man took his meaning and shouted a fierce cry, then stomped his foot.
Immediately Lorik raised his axe and began circling his opponent.  The Norsik warrior followed suit.  It was normal for two men in combat to feel each other out before the fighting began in earnest, but Lorik had an advantage.  He knew the raider would attack as soon as Lorik’s back was turned to the man’s tribe, because that way, if worse came to worst, his comrades could come to his aid.  Lorik had anticipated that move, so when it came he was ready.
The painted warrior attacked as soon as Lorik had his back to the other raiders.  The man dove forward, hoping to get inside Lorik’s guard, where his twin swords could be used effectively against the big teamster.  But Lorik slipped to his right, pivoted, and then punched the man hard in the side of the head.
Lorik felt the bones in his hands pop instantly.  It might have been a good strategy but he knew immediately that his hand was broken.  He silently cursed himself for not hitting the raider with his palm or just ending the fight with a well-timed stroke of his axe, but he hadn’t wanted the fight to end too soon.  Lorik danced away as the raider wobbled and tried not to fall down.  Lorik reversed positions with the man and feinted as if he was going to swing his axe in an overhand stroke, but at the last second he reversed his hands, stepping forward and raising the butt of the axe instead.  It hit the raider in the stomach and drove the wind out of his lungs.
This time the raider fell to one knee, dropping one of his swords to clutch his stomach.  Then Lorik brought his axehead down in a killing stroke, but it was an obvious move and despite the raider’s pain he rolled to his side as his comrades shouted warnings to him.  Lorik backed away and let the raider get back to his feet.  The Norsik warrior looked from Lorik to his fallen sword and back again, but Lorik had no intention of letting the man retrieve his weapon.  Once again Lorik feinted one way, then surged back to the other.  The raider slipped away from Lorik, but that wasn’t what the teamster had in mind.  He drove the big axe down as hard as he could, slamming the thick metal axehead onto the fallen sword and shattering the blade.
The raider bellowed in fury and rushed forward.  Lorik, his hand throbbing in pain, used his axe, which was still wedged into the ground, as support for a vicious side kick.  Lorik’s heel slammed into his opponent’s hip and sent the raider spinning to the ground.  It took the raider only a moment to regain his feet, but it was enough time for Lorik to pry his axe up and resume his defensive stance.  The Norsik warrior had no fear in his eyes, only fury.  He feinted once, then again, and both times Lorik waited patiently.  He knew the man would attack, and he knew he would have to be faster or he would be killed.  His hand hurt and the pain was a distraction.  Gripping his axe was becoming difficult, but the heavy weapon was all he had after disrobing in the circle of light.
The raiders were shouting and screaming, totally consumed with the fight.  They didn’t notice the mounted volunteers returning quietly in the darkness.  Their eyes were on the two men in the circle of light, and even if they had looked around them, their night vision was completely ruined by the torches.  It would take several minutes before they would be able to make out the riders in the darkness.
Lorik waited while the raider feinted a third time and then attacked.  The raider swung a massive blow that would have torn through Lorik’s neck, but the teamster lifted his axe and caught the blade on the shaft of his weapon.  Lorik spun around, twisting the raider’s sword out of his hands and then hitting the man between his knees with the axehead.  The scream from the raider made Lorik’s blood run cold.
The blade had severed the raider’s manhood and lodged in his pelvic bone.  He flailed back and Lorik wrenched his blade free.  Blood gushed into a dark puddle on the road as the man fell back, dying.  Lorik circled around the man so that he was facing the crowd of raiders who were shouting and cursing.  Lorik smiled at them, raised his axe, then smashed it down on his fallen opponent’s head.
At that exact moment two things happened: several of the Norsik raiders rushed forward, their anger and blood lust overcoming their caution, and the six horsemen hidden in the darkness charged.  This time they didn’t throw their spears, but rather they used them like lances.  Unlike a traditional lance that breaks easily, the spears were solid and tore through any exposed flesh the metal heads touched.  
The Norsik broke in full panic.  Some ran for their lives and some tried to fight, but neither tactic was effective because they were blinded after staring into the light of Lorik’s torches for so long.  The volunteers cut several down and their horses killed several more under their thundering hooves.  When the spears lodged in bone, the volunteers dropped them and drew their longswords.  They rode through the knot of confused and frightened raiders, then circled and charged again.
Meanwhile, three Norsik had rushed forward to fight Lorik.  He snatched up his axe and swung it in a wide circle that held the men back, and the three attackers were now uncertain what to do.  To them it seemed that ghostly wraiths or black demons were springing up around them and slaying their kinsmen.
Lorik shouted again and feinted toward the man to his right, only to raise the butt of his axe into the face of the man to his left.  The unsuspecting raider crashed into the metal knob at the end of the shaft, his nose smashed and teeth knocked out of his mouth.  Lorik then kicked the man in front of him in the groin before dancing back out of the reach of the first man, who was thrusting his sword forward.
Lorik then swung his axe in a broad swipe, letting the shaft slide though his hands to meet the raider.  The unfortunate Norsik man tried to dodge back, but the axe hit him squarely in the knee, severing the lower part of his leg.  The pain from the blow to Lorik’s hand was extreme and he was forced to let go of the axe with his right hand.  Fortunately, the other two raiders were scrambling to get away, and Lorik let them go.  He watched as his men cut the other raiders down one by one, although some escaped into the darkness.  Then he pulled his clothes back on, wondering what he could do about his broken hand.
“Should we go after the others?” one of the volunteers asked.
“No, they’ve scattered,” Lorik said.  “Bring my horse.  Did you find water?”
“There’s a small stream not far from here,” said one of the others.
The volunteers were slowly returning to the circle of light.  Other than the stars overhead, it was the only light in the vast plains.  Lorik made sure he had retrieved everything he had taken off.  Pulling his boots on was the hardest part, since gripping anything with his right hand was extremely painful.
“We’ll make camp at the stream you found,” Lorik said.  “But first we have to fetch your spears.”
They moved the torches down the road to where the barricade of bodies was stacked.  Lorik’s men lifted the bodies up, to free them from the spear shafts, then tossed them on the side of the road.  Large black flies buzzed all around them, and the bodies were covered with blood and offal.  At some point each of the men succumbed to nausea and several vomited, but they recovered their weapons.  Then they led Lorik to the source of fresh water.
The stream was small but it flowed quickly, and they were able to wash their clothes and their bodies in the cold water.  It was well past midnight when they finally settled down, some standing watch, others bedding down on the cold earth.  There was no fire, and the men who slept huddled together for warmth.  Lorik’s hand hurt so badly he didn’t try to sleep; instead he stood watch until the sun came up.
The next day, he led his group north.  They were running low on rations, and with the villages and farms along the way having been burned by the Norsik, there was no place to resupply except for Fort Utlig.  The ride back was difficult for Lorik.  His broken hand swelled to almost twice its normal size and he could hardly move it.  They saw only the occasional raider, so there was no need for Lorik to fight.  His men were in good spirits.  They had faced the enemy and emerged unscathed except for Lorik, who insisted his injury was his own fault.  Their horses had minor cuts and scrapes, but nothing that would threaten their mounts’ ability to carry a rider or perform in battle.
When they returned to Fort Utlig two days later, Lorik saw that Yulver was still sailing slowly around the mouth of the harbor.  His friend was taking no chances.  The gates of the fort swung open wide to admit them, and the small group of volunteers holding the fort were eager for news.  Constable Yorn told Lorik that only one or two raiders had returned to the Wilderlands and no slaves had been taken back across.
Lorik decided that after some rest he was going to ride west to Fort Hallish to see if it stood intact.  He hoped his men had gotten word to the other villages, but there was precious little comfort in knowing that the villagers fled and survived, since their homes were still being destroyed and their possessions looted.  Lorik was full of fury: anger at the king’s stupidity for taking all his soldiers from the border, anger at the Norsik raiders, and anger at his own inability to stop it all.
The swelling in his hand was slowly subsiding, but the pain was still intense, especially when he closed his fist.  One of the volunteers wrapped Lorik’s hand in a long strip of cloth, but there was little more that could be done.  The next day, Lorik and his volunteers rode out of Fort Utlig again, this time moving west along the Wilderlands.  They, too, spotted individual raiders, most with bags of stolen loot on their backs.  The raiders lingered along the tree line of the Wilderlands, apparently waiting for the tribes to return before crossing through the forest alone.
It took two days to travel the distance to Fort Hallish, and they could see the smoldering wreckage of the fort an hour before they arrived.  They picked through the rubble, finding the remains of four men and two horses, but little else.  The heat from the fire had ruined the weapons that had been left in the fort and there was no food or supplies left behind.  They made camp that night, keeping a careful watch to ensure they weren’t attacked in the darkness.  The moon was growing full and cast a silvery light around the ruins.
The next morning, Lorik gathered his men together and discussed what they should do next.
“I’d like to ride south a short ways,” Lorik explained.  “There were several settlements nearby.  Maybe we can learn what the Norsik are up to.”
“I’ve got no problem with that,” said one of the volunteers.  “I wouldn’t mind riding down a few more of those bastards.”
“You think it’s possible that some of the villages were missed?” asked another man.
“It’s doubtful, but we won’t know until we look.  It’s hard to say how many raiders came through the Wilderlands, but we need to know as much as possible.”
“So why not check on those settlements?” asked another volunteer.  “I mean, that’s what we’re here for, right?”
“I think so,” Lorik said.  “I know there’s little we can do for those settlements now, but I’d like to find out what’s happening.  The reason I’m asking is that I can’t fight.  If we run into raiders, I can direct your efforts, but until my hand is better, I won’t be much help.”
“We can handle the raiders,” said the first volunteer.
“It’s still worth the risk,” said another.  “As long as you can ride, we should do it.”
“All right,” Lorik said.  “Let’s go south and see what we can find out.”


Chapter 30
Stone rode quickly north.  He was anxious to find out what was happening but even more anxious to get back to Vera.  He had ridden for an hour when he saw the dark blob in the distance.  His heart sank, but he needed to get closer to confirm what he was seeing.  It took half and hour more to ride close enough to make out the hoard of Norsik raiders that were moving south.  It was difficult to ascertain the exact numbers, but he guessed there were well over a hundred Norsik warriors, and they were moving fast.
Stone turned his horse and rode hard.  His heart was racing.  He knew that the group fleeing with Vera were mostly women and children.  The only men with them were older, well past their prime and no match for a horde of Norsik warriors.  He wracked his brain as he rode, trying to figure out how to save the people who were now under his protection.
By the time he caught up with Vera he guessed that the horde of raiders was less than three hours behind them.  He needed to speak to everyone, but the idea of stopping, even to make plans, was frightening.  Still, if he was going to save them from the Norsik, he had to convey the danger.
“Vera,” he said as he galloped into the large group of travelers.
“What?” Vera said, the concern in her voice showing clearly on her face as well.
“We’ve got to change course,” he said.  “There’s over a hundred warriors less than three hours behind us.  And they’re traveling twice as fast as we are.”
“Oh no,” Vera said.
The news traveled out through the group like ripples in a pond.
“Listen to me!” Stone shouted.  “Everyone!  Listen!  There are raiders moving south.  They will catch up with us before the end of the day if we continue south.  Our only hope is to change course.  If we turn east, perhaps they will pass us by.”
“Won’t they be able to track us?” said one woman.
“Possibly, but we don’t have much choice,” Stone said.  “We can’t stay on the road.”
There were cries of panic and arguing but Stone ignored it all.  He put Vera on his horse and led the wagon off the main road.  Most of the large group of refugees followed Stone, and he decided he couldn’t worry about the rest.  He had to help those who were willing to accept his help, and a group of travelers as large as this would be visible for many miles on the wide open plains.  If they wanted any chance of avoiding capture, they needed to move east now and hope for the best.
The day seemed to fly by.  People complained of fatigue but Stone pushed them all as hard as he could.  He refused to let them rest for more than a few minutes at a time.  He rotated people in the wagons, even making the children walk at times to allow some of the elderly to rest.  It was a grueling day and when night fell, and although Stone wanted to keep moving, he gave in to their cries and complaints.  They made a cold camp, with absolutely no fires allowed.  Most of the refugees didn’t complain because they were simply too tired.  Most of them huddled together and slept.
It was midnight when the attack came.  The raiders had quietly surrounded the camp and they moved in together.  Most of the women were still asleep when the raiders fell upon them.  Stone had been dozing, unable to rest, when he heard the battle cries of the raiders.  The moon was nearly full and a silvery light rested on the camp, enough to see the looming shadows of the Norsik raiders.
“Vera!” Stone shouted.
They had already made a contingency plan if they were attacked at night.  Vera was to get on Stone’s horse and ride south, as hard and fast as she could, but when the call came she hesitated.  All her life she had suffered loss and now she knew that riding away would mean that she would never see Liam again.  Her heart beat so hard her chest hurt.
“Go!” he shouted again.
She ran to the horse.  It was already saddled and she climbed up quickly.  Her dress started to tangle around her legs but she hiked it up to her thighs, all thoughts of modesty lost in the chaos.
“I love you!” Stone shouted, then he slapped the horse hard on the rump.  The horse jumped away and Vera kicked it into a gallop.
Stone turned to see three raiders running toward him.  Their swords all dripped with blood.  Stone drew both of his knives and ran to meet the raiders.  The first raider was tall and raised his sword over his head for a hard downward slash, but Stone slid feet-first past the warrior, his knife slicing the boot of the raider.  The blade gashed the raider’s ankle bone before severing the thick tendon that connected to the Norsik’s heel.  The man toppled forward with a cry of pain and Stone, staying slow, spun past the second warrior, who thrust his sword down at him.
With a swipe of his knife Stone knocked the raider’s blade away and used the momentum to launch himself into the third raider’s legs.  Both men fell in a tumble, the second raider skidding to a halt and turning back to finish Stone.  But Stone was faster on his feet.  He slashed the thigh of the man on the ground and sprang back up to face the second raider.  The Norsik warrior thrust his sword out toward Stone’s chest.  Stone pivoted away from the blade but didn’t see the foot that kicked out at his knee.  The raider’s boot heel hit Stone on the side of the knee, pushing it inward.  Stone felt a stabbing pain in his knee and his leg gave out beneath him.  The raider jumped onto Stone, but before he could attack he found both of Stone’s knives buried in his chest.  The man groaned as his lifeblood gushed out onto Stone, soaking his clothes from neck to stomach.
Stone rolled the raider off him and staggered to his feet.  His leg was nearly useless and he was forced to hop awkwardly on one foot.  There was nothing but screams and shadowy movement around Stone.  He tried desperately to see what had become of Vera, but she was nowhere to be seen.  He hoped desperately that she had gotten away, but there was no way to tell for sure.  He moved toward the raider writhing on the ground not far away.  It was the man Stone had tripped.  The raider gripped his thigh, trying to hold the wound closed.  Stone dropped onto his good knee beside the raider and cut the man’s throat.  More blood spattered his face and neck.  
Stone got slowly back to his feet only to find a raider slaughtering an older man who was trying to defend his wife.  Stone knew he was too late to save the man, but he hobbled forward anyway.  The raider was bellowing a gruesome battle cry as he slit the elderly man’s neck.
“Let him go!” Stone shouted back.
“Hork jovila!” the raider answered.
Stone raised his hands like a fighter, the brass knuckle guards catching the silvery moonlight and the bloody blades dripping with death.
The raider flung the dying man aside and rushed toward Stone, who tried to spin out of the raider’s path, but ended up falling when his injured leg failed him.  The raider turned, while Stone, on just one knee, slashed at the warrior’s stomach.  The raider swayed backward, avoiding the knife blade.  Normally Stone would have spun forward, bringing his second knife into play, but he was stuck on one knee, unable to get back to his feet without putting his hands on the ground.  The raider bellowed again and brought his thick sword down in a chopping motion.  Stone crossed his own blades to catch the sword.  The raider then kicked forward, hoping to catch Stone on the chin, but Stone let himself fall backward.  His bad knee stuck at an awkward angle, but there was nothing Stone could do.  He fell onto his side and swiped a knife at the raider’s shin, but missed.  
As Stone struggled back onto his knees the raider kicked out at Stone’s face.  Instinctively Stone tried to duck away, but the boot smashed into the top of his head.  His world went fuzzy for an instant, and then the sounds of screaming and slaughter suddenly stopped, replaced by a loud ringing.  Stone felt hot blood running through his hair.  It felt like a bug was crawling across his scalp.  Still, his instincts for survival caused him to look up and see the raider grinning down, preparing to drive his sword through Stone’s chest.  Then suddenly a blade punched out from inside the raider’s stomach.  The warrior screamed as blood rained down on Stone.  He rolled aside as the raider fell to his knees, clutching at the blade that had been slammed into his back and come slicing out his stomach.
Stone looked up and saw the elderly woman standing behind the raider, blood on her hands from the sword she had used to kill the man who had killed her husband.  Stone struggled to his feet, causing hot blood to run down into his face from the wound on his scalp.  His head throbbed from the kick and his knee was screaming in pain, but he was alive.  He wiped the blood from his eyes and hobbled forward.
Another raider came running out of the darkness.  The man saw Stone and veered to the side, but Stone jabbed out with his knife, nicking the man’s shoulder.  The raider ran on, looking for an easier target.  Stone hobbled further and came to raider on top of a young girl.  The raider was so intent on ravaging his victim that he didn’t hear Stone behind him.  Stone grabbed the raider’s hair and yanked the man’s head back before sawing his knife across the man’s throat.
After helping the young girl to her feet, Stone turned to find three more raiders facing him.  They were wild-looking men.  The sides of their heads were shaved and their faces were covered in a dried and flaking paint.  They wore strange shirts with no sleeves and wide leather belts.  Unlike the other Norsik raiders, these men used metal chains with thick, spiked metal balls as weapons.  They swung their chains around and around, the heavy weapons making the muscles in their arms stand out.
Stone didn’t wait for the men to attack; instead he went on the offensive, feinting toward his left and then diving low to his right.  The man on Stone’s left swung his chain, but Stone wasn’t there.  The man on the right was still twirling his weapon when Stone buried his knife in the man’s abdomen.  Stone dropped to the ground and the wounded raider fell beside him.  The raider in the middle swung his chained ball at Stone, but despite his injured knee Stone rolled out of the way.  Then, just as quickly, he rolled back, grabbing the chain while the ball was still stuck in the ground, and jerking the raider forward.  The raider tripped on the writhing body of his companion and fell onto Stone.  The crash knocked the breath out of Stone, but he managed to slide a knife between the man’s ribs.  He was trying to heave the now inert body off him when the third raider hurled his mace at Stone.  The spiked ball slammed into the dead raider’s back and knocked the body back on top of Stone.  Another heave from Stone timed at the same moment the raider jerked back on his chain allowed Stone to slip out from under the body of the dead raider.
While the Norsik warrior prepared for another strike, Stone slipped his fingers out of the brass knuckle guard of the knife on his left hand.  He grabbed the blade in his right hand and threw the knife at the raider.  The heavy knife ripped the raider’s shoulder before flipping up and disappearing in the darkness.  The knife left a ragged gash, but it didn’t stop the warrior.  He staggered back from the unexpected blow, then lunged forward again, swinging his chain hard.  Stone raised his knife to ward off the blow, catching the chain instead of the spiked ball.  The ball and chain twirled around the blade and the raider jerked his chain back.  The knife blade snapped at the hilt and Stone was left only with the handle and brass knuckle guard.
He rolled to his side and hopped onto his good leg, facing the raider.  The man looked angry, but he didn’t rush in to attack despite the fact that it appeared Stone had no more weapons.  Instead he gave his chain a half-hearted swing toward Stone’s head.  Stone dodged back and then regained his balance.  It flashed through his mind that he was going to die, but he didn’t have time to consider the horrific possibility or react to it.  Instead, he feinted forward, then hopped to the side.  The raider had swung his chain in response to the feint and was just getting the heavy weapon back under control when Stone dove into him.  The chain flew from the raider’s hand as they toppled onto the ground.  Stone was on top and immediately he lifted his upper body, preparing to punch down with the brass knuckle guard, but the raider caught Stone’s arm with one hand and grabbed his head with the other, pulling Stone back down on top of him.
The two men squirmed and blood poured from Stone’s head wound.  Stone tried to wrench his hand free but the raider held on.  Then Stone used his other hand to push on the raider’s chin.  It gave him the leverage he needed to pull away from the man.  He wrenched his other arm free and punched down.  The brass knuckle guard smashed the raider’s nose, and then a deep-seated fury came over Stone.  He punched and punched, breaking bones and shattering teeth.  One of the raider’s eyes popped from its socket, then the bones began to cave in.  Stone punched over and over until exhaustion overtook him.  The raider was dead, and Stone fell over onto his side.  He needed to wipe the blood from his eyes, but he couldn’t.  His arms were too heavy.  Breathing was difficult.  All he knew was pain.  And then, mercifully, the world went black.


Chapter 31
Vera rode hard, kicking the horse to greater and greater speed.  And then the worst happened: the horse tripped over the body of a slain refugee and stumbled.  Vera went flying through the air and crashed hard on the ground.  She didn’t move at first.  Her whole body hurt, and then she felt a hand grasp her hair and pull.
She screamed, her hands going up and then her body rising as her feet struggled to take her weight.  She was suddenly looking into the painted face of a Norsik warrior.  She had a knife on her belt, but just as she drew the blade the raider knocked it out of her hand.
“Sor koggie!” he said in a ragged voice.
Then he backhanded Vera so hard her world went black.  She wasn’t sure how long she was unconscious, but when she woke up she was being dragged over the rough ground.  Her hands were tied together, and although she couldn’t see what was happening, she could hear the sounds of slaughter all around her.
Hot tears sprang up in her eyes.  One eye was swelling shut and burned from her salty tears.  She could hear other people sobbing around her, women and children.  When the raider stopped dragging her and dropped her hands, she struggled to sit up and look around.  She could see other people, women mostly, but a few children, too, all tied like she was.  There were raiders scattering the belongings of the people who had followed her from the fort and the villages she had passed through.  She wondered where Liam was.  Her beloved would have died rather than allow her to be taken as a slave.  Grief for Liam crushed her heart and she, too, began to sob.
It was at least an hour before the sun came up, although Vera had no real concept of the amount of time that passed.  With the light of day came the crushing realization of what was happening.  The raiders ate the food that she and the other refugees had brought with them.  Then they rounded up their prizes like cattle and tied their hands together in long lines.  The raiders talked in jubilant voices as they prepared to take their captives back to Norsik.  Vera used the time to look for Stone’s body.  There were dead women and men, almost all elderly, everywhere she looked.  The Norsik had taken only the healthy women and most of the children.  She saw a few fallen raiders but not many.  The Norsik left all the dead behind, including their own, and began marching the captives north.  
Vera could see that the Norsik had divided themselves into two groups and were going in two different directions.  Only about half of the raiders were returning north with the captives, while the rest continued south, looking for more plunder.  The wagons were filled with the treasures the raiders had been carrying, and since the horses had been scattered or slain, the raiders themselves pulled the wagons.
They moved slowly at first.  The other women with Vera were exhausted and in shock.  Grief lay like a heavy weight around their necks.  They marched all day, returning to the northern road that would take them through Timmons Gate and past Fort Utlig.  A small glimmer of hope remained for Vera.  She knew that if Lorik were still alive there was a chance he would intercept the raiders and win her freedom.  It was a desperate hope, but it was all she had.
Grief for Stone rose up in waves.  One moment she would be okay; the next moment wracking sobs consumed her.  Some of the captives were wounded or hurt.  Vera’s body was sore from being thrown from her horse and her left eye was completely swollen shut, but she was still able to keep up the demanding pace set by her captives.  Some of the other girls weren’t.  After being beaten bloody, anyone who slowed the march north was killed.
Vera tried her best to encourage the women and children around her.  The raiders didn’t seem to mind her talking as long as they kept moving.  When evening finally came, they made camp.  The raiders ate and drank, but the captives were only allowed to drink for a short time from a nearby stream.  They received no food and were forced to sleep and even relieve themselves with their hands still tied together.  The next morning they were taken back to the stream at dawn, and then the march resumed.  Vera’s muscles all hurt, she felt like she had sand in every joint, and her face ached terribly.  But she did her best to keep up.
The raiders abused the weakest captives, but the rest were untouched.  Vera had known rough men who knew nothing of intimacy and she thought she could have survived if the Norsik raiders had abused her, but apparently they were reluctant to damage their healthy captives.  Vera guessed that there were just under a hundred women and children healthy enough to survive a long march.
They were finally given food, which they were forced to eat as they walked.  Her wrists bled from the ropes, but her heart hurt most of all.  When they passed the first smoldering remains of one of the villages, she felt faint.  More plunder that had been left at the village was piled into the wagons, and some of the healthier women were forced to push the wagon.  Fortunately the road wasn’t steep and the wagon rolled along the hard-packed earth easily enough.
Occasionally they passed bodies of people who had been killed along the road, but most of the unfortunate Ortisians had been burned in their settlements.  On the third day they came to the scene of a massacre that gave Vera her first taste of hope in days.  They had been marching all day and it was midafternoon.  Ahead of them they saw flocks of vultures, some on the road and others still circling low in the sky.  Vera wondered at first what had happened, but when they got close to the massacre, the Norsik stopped the march.  The captives were closely guarded, but several of the raiders wandered among the bodies, shooing the carrion birds away.  They spoke in a language that was utterly foreign to Vera, but she could tell by their body language and the tone of their voices that they were angry.
When they finally started marching again, they left the main road and circled around the massacre.  Vera and the others strained to see what had happened, but the raiders cursed them and beat some until the women and children stopped trying to look.  But it was obvious that whatever group had died in the road, the Norsik were concerned about it.  That could only mean that a group of the raiders had been killed, Vera thought.
The women were afraid to talk while they were near the bodies, but later that evening after they had made camp, the rumors started.
“Perhaps it was King Oveer’s soldiers,” someone suggested.
“I think it was a group of raiders,” another woman said.
“If it was Norsik, who would have done it?” asked a third woman.
“They probably killed each other,” said another woman.  “They’re savages after all.”
“It could have been the volunteers at Fort Utlig,” Vera said.
“I thought you said they were sent out to warn the villages,” the first woman said.
“They were, but they may have come back together.  They may be fighting the Norsik,” Vera said.  “There is still hope.”
“How can you hold out hope?” one of the women asked.  “Your man was killed.  My whole village was destroyed.  What hope can we have except for a quick death?”
“Don’t talk that way,” Vera said.  “There is always hope.  We just have to stick together.  We have to stay healthy and look out for each other.”
“Sure, until they sell us and we become slaves,” said the woman.  “You know what they do to slaves, don’t you?”
“No, and neither do you,” Vera argued.  “And fearing the worst won’t help anyone.”
“Who died and left you in charge?” the woman said, but the old phrase brought tears to her eyes.
“I’m not in charge,” Vera said.  “But I’m not giving up, either.  The reason they made us go around those bodies was because they were Norsik, I’m sure about that.  They don’t want us to see that they can be beaten.  They don’t want us to rise up against them.  We have to hang on to hope.  We don’t know what the future holds.  We have to be ready to look out for ourselves.”
“She’s right,” said one of the other women.
“Someone killed a band of raiders,” someone else said, whispering the hopes of all the captives.  “That means there is still someone willing to fight for us.”
“That’s right,” Vera said.  “That’s absolutely right.”
That night Vera dreamed of Hassell Point.  She was back at the Boggy Peat, the tavern for locals where she had worked out of a room in the back.  She offered her customers comfort and companionship, Lorik being chief among them.  She dreamed she was serving Lorik drinks when a stranger arrived in town.  He had blood dripping from his knuckles when he came in.  He drank the strong rice liquor they called saka in the marshlands.  And he beat down two outlaws who tried to bully him, in a way that seemed almost effortless.
Then the dream changed, and he was sitting in her room in the Boggy Peat, his eyes like liquid pools of kindness and affection.  In her mind she knew he was a dangerous man, but he wasn’t an outlaw or a brute.  She heard herself laughing with him and mentally dueling with him.  It was a battle of wits and she was falling in love.  It was happening so fast.  After knowing so many men intimately, after refusing offers of marriage from good prospects in the Marshlands year after year, she was falling hard and fast for this dangerous stranger.  The giddiness was more intoxicating than any drink.
Then the dream changed again.  The dream was suddenly dark.  She could see Liam, the love of her life, her dangerous stranger, covered in blood, lying dead and forgotten.  His eyes were open and his skin, where it wasn’t stained red with blood, was so pale and cold it made her shiver.  She stared into his eyes and the giddiness was replaced with grief.  He was gone, the spark snuffed out much too soon.  It was her biggest fear come true.  Her parents had died when she was young.  Lorik’s parents, too, when she was barely old enough to be on her own.  Everyone she cared for had left her.  Tears, hot and salty, streamed from her eyes and dripped down onto Liam’s face.  He was as cold as his common name, his flesh as hard.  He was Stone now and forevermore.



*	*	*
Stone had come to his senses in the hours just before dawn.  At first he hadn’t remembered what had happened, but then it all came back in a rush.  He stayed perfectly still even though his body was stiff and aching.  His knee hurt more than anything, but his head ached so much he was afraid he would throw up, and the blood all over his body was drying and itching.  He was cold, too, but luckily he wasn’t shivering.
He felt the sun come up, felt the light penetrating his eyelids.  Still he didn’t move.  He breathed as softly as possible, especially when he heard people moving around him.  He was afraid he would be discovered when the Norsik raiders came to see to the bodies of the three men he had killed in his last fight, but they were ignored.  He heard the cries of the women and children and he wondered desperately if Vera was among them, but he couldn’t risk finding out.  He knew his knee was in bad shape.  There was no way he could escape the raiders if he was discovered, and he doubted that he could rescue her even if he hadn’t been.  He was one man and the raiders numbered more than a hundred.
The hours crawled by at an agonizingly slow pace.  He heard the wagon moving, heard the supplies being loaded, heard half the raiding party marching one way and the slave masters carrying the captives away in a different direction.  He waited even when he saw the shadows of the carrion birds flashing over him through his eyelids.  He waited until the birds’ jubilant cries were the only sounds he could hear.  He guessed it was midday when the first bird landed on him, its talons digging into his flesh.  He swatted at the bird and it squawked so loudly that Stone was afraid the raiders would come dashing back to finish him off.  But there was no other sound.  
He opened his eyes and slowly rolled to his side.  Waves of nausea rolled up from his stomach, but eventually the sickness passed.  He propped himself up and checked the wound on his head.  It was sore, but he decided it was not worth being concerned about.  He would need to wash the blood away, but for now the wound had clotted and wouldn’t trouble him with more than a headache.
His knee was another story.  It was swollen and stiff, tender to the touch and completely unable to bear his weight.  He dragged himself to a litter of supplies that had been completely torn apart.  The supplies had been transported in a pack that had thin wooden rods to give it structure.  He tore the wood free of the canvas and ripped the canvas into strips.  Then he placed the rods on either side of his knee.  The rods were light and flexible by themselves, but two of them together made them much more stiff.  He used the canvas strips to tie the rods to his leg.  The added support eased the pain a little and made moving around easier, although he still couldn’t put weight on the leg.
He knew he needed a crutch but he had no idea where he might find one.  Trees were rare on the plains and he was miles from the closest settlement.  He made a mental list of what he needed to survive.  Water, food, a good cloak, and some way to move around.  He began to explore around him.  Most of the refugees had brought their own food rations, and although most of it had been taken by the raiders, they hadn’t been careful: there was a little food lying on the ground in places.  He found a small tow sack and filled it with the remnants of food he found.
There was a stream near the camp, and he went there next.  He washed the blood from his head and threw away his ruined shirt; then he scrubbed his body clean.  He felt better almost immediately.  He drank his fill of the cold water and felt hunger stirring in his stomach.  He nibbled some stale bread as he hobbled and hopped back to the ruins of the camp.
There were bodies lying everywhere, many of them covered by carrion birds.  He could see the carcasses of several horses and went to inspect them first, checking each body he passed along the way.  The bodies were mostly elderly people, both men and women.  Stone wondered briefly about the woman who had saved his life.  He wondered if she had been taken or slain.  He hoped that she had somehow escaped with her life, but he knew that hope was foolish.
He passed by two dead draft horses that he recognized as the animals that had been pulling the wagon.  The Norsik weren’t fond of horses, and because he didn’t see the wagons he guessed that either the slaves or the raiders themselves were pulling the wagon.  The body of the third horse brought tears to his eyes.  It was his mount.  He saw that one of the horse’s forelegs was broken, and he knew that Vera had not escaped the raiders.  His only hope now was that she was alive, even if she was being held captive.  He needed to confirm that she wasn’t one of the bodies lying dead on the field, but at least then he knew what he had to do.  He would travel north, following the raiders, through the Wilderlands, through Norsik, even into the Borian Tribelands if he had to.  He wouldn’t stop and would never give up until he found her.
Unfortunately his good leg was already aching from bearing all his weight.  He needed a horse, but the chances of finding one was were nearly impossible.  He had no money and very little supplies.  Yet somehow he knew he would find a way to get to Vera.
He spent the rest of the day searching the ruined the camp.  The desire to start out north ate at him like an insatiable hunger, but he knew he had to check every body.  There were very few Norsik among the dead.  He recovered his good knife, the one he had thrown at the raider the night before.  He found an old shirt that was wearable, patched and threadbare though it was.  He also found a cloak, and just as the sun was setting he found a broken staff that some elderly man had used as a walking stick and perhaps as a weapon.  He had tried using one of the curved short swords like a cane, but the blade was too short to be useful.  The walking stick, however, was broken at just the right length.  It wasn’t as useful as a crutch, but Stone was able to move around much more quickly with it.
When night fell he was exhausted and cold.  He knew he needed to rest, and although he knew it was foolish, he built a small fire.  Two hours later, he heard horses and a wagon approaching.  He got to his feet and moved away from the fire.  Then he heard a familiar voice.
“Is it possible that someone survived?” said a man.
“Anything is possible,” said a woman.
Tears filled Stone’s eyes.  He hobbled forward and called out.
“Hello,” he said.  “It’s me, Stone.”
“What?” said the man.  He came walking forward into the firelight.  “I can’t believe it.  Look here, Mother, it’s our friend Stone.”
It was the farmer and his family, and they came gathering around Stone and his little fire.  Stone felt a huge sense of relief wash over him.  He had determined to face any obstacle to find Vera, but he had felt so alone near the bodies of so many innocent people.
“You’re hurt,” the farmer’s wife said.
“We were attacked last night,” Stone said.  “I have to go after the raiders.”
“How can we help?” the farmer asked.
“I could use a crutch,” Stone said.  “And better yet, a horse.”
“We can make you a crutch and you can have our spare horse,” the farmer’s wife said.  “It’s the least we can do.  We owe you our lives.”
“Do you need help fighting?” the farmer asked, unable to hide the fear in his voice.
“No,” Stone said.  “It’s better if I go alone.  But your help now means the world to me.”
“We’ll do whatever we can,” the farmer’s wife said.
Her young children and daughters were still in the wagon, but the older sons were leading their horses.  They quickly pulled a long plank from the sideboard of the wagon and began fashioning a crutch.  They were skilled at making things they needed from whatever was at hand, and in less than half an hour they had fashioned Stone a simple crutch.
Stone and the farmer pulled his saddle off the carcass of his fallen horse.  The farmer explained that they had had been moving at night and resting during the day.  They’d had better luck keeping watch that way and figured they would have better luck avoiding being seen as well.
“It’s a miracle that you came along when you did,” Stone told them as they gave him more food and supplies.  “I’m not sure how far I would have gotten without you.”
“We would have passed right by you if it hadn’t been for the fire,” the farmer said.
“Fate is smiling on us,” Stone said.
“You can say that again.”
“You’d better move on.  I’m going to ride for a while myself.”
“You be careful getting on and off that horse,” the farmer’s wife said.
“You sure you don’t need help?” the farmer’s oldest son said.
“I’m sure,” Stone said.  “It’s better if you stay with your family.  They’ll need you if they run into trouble, and it could be difficult finding each other again once you’re separated.”
“You stay safe,” the farmer said as he climbed back up into the wagon with his wife.
“And you as well, my friends.”
“Come and find us when this is all over and things settle down.  You’ll always be welcome in our home.”
“Thank you,” Stone said.  “I won’t forget.”
He watched as they rode away into the darkness.  He felt a surge of hope as he pulled himself up into the saddle.  He looked around for a moment and then he rode north, confident he would find Vera—and a way to save her.


Chapter 32
Lorik and his men returned to Fort Utlig in a cloud of despair.  Every settlement and every farm they saw was destroyed.  Lorik knew his people were being killed and he felt helpless to do anything about it.  Along the route back to the fort they saw more and more groups of Norsik raiders hiding in the Wilderlands.  The raiders had no desire to come out and fight, and at first Lorik wanted to ride into the giant forest and kill all the Norsik they saw, but after riding into the Wilderlands several times, he quickly realized that the Norsik were simply slipping deeper in the woods and hiding.  There was no good way to use the speed and advantage of their horses among the giant redwoods.  Any number of Norsik raiders could be hiding behind the massive trees, waiting to leap out and ambush his men.
So Lorik returned to to the fort.  He rested his men and horses, while he watched the border from the high watchtower.  It was there that he saw the group of captives being herded like cattle up from the south.  At first Lorik thought the massive group was a returning tribe of raiders, but as the group moved closer he could see that the slaves were being dragged along behind their task masters.
“To your horses!” Lorik bellowed.
He raced down the stone steps of the massive tower, not sure what he was going to do but determined to do something.
“What is it?” one of his men yelled.
“Captives,” Lorik answered, lifting his saddle and placing it on the back of his horse.
His hand was much improved.  The swelling had subsided and the pain only flared up when he tightened his grip.  Looking at the back of his hand he could see a small bone sticking out at an odd angle, but there was no way to repair the damage.  He flexed the hand, knowing he would need to use it in the fight ahead.  It was weak and still painful at times, but his adrenaline was overcoming any pain or fatigue he felt. 
The men with Lorik quickly saddled their horses and led them to the gate.
“I’m not opening the gate,” Yorn called down from the wall.  “The Norsik are too close.”
“They have captives, Yorn,” Lorik bellowed.  “We can’t let them take captives into the Wilderlands.”
“There is nothing I can do,” the frightened constable shouted back.  “And neither can you.  You’ll all be killed.”
“At least we’ll die for something,” Lorik said.  “Now open the gate!”
“It’s your funeral, but I’m warning you.  You ride out now, that gate won’t open again, not while there are Norsik in the area.”
“Fine, we are warned.  Open the gate!”
Yorn waved at the two men by the gate.  They lifted the heavy crossbeams and swung open the large wooden gate.  Lorik and his men mounted their horses and rode out of the fort.  The group of Norsik raiders and their captives were less than three hundred yards away.  When the captives saw Lorik and his volunteers they shouted for help.
“Hit them hard and stay between that group and the Wilderlands!” Lorik shouted to his men.
Lorik’s injuries were forgotten.  His battle axe was slung next to his saddle, and he  carried a spear.  He led the charge toward the group, which was now moving as quickly as possible across the open ground.  The captives were struggling and resisting their captors, but there were forty raiders with the group, half of which left the captives and ran toward the charging horsemen.
“Hit and run!” Lorik shouted.  “Don’t let them slow you down.”
The horses thundered across the open plain.  Lorik and his men prepared to hurl their spears and veer away from the raiders when suddenly the Norsik raised horns and blew them.  The sound was loud and jarring.  It startled the horses, causing several to skid to a halt and even start bucking.  Four of Lorik’s men were tossed from their saddles.  The Norsik warriors dropped their horns and rushed in for the kill.
Lorik glanced up and saw that if he stayed with his men, he wouldn’t be able to stop the other group of raiders from reaching the Wilderlands.  It was as if someone were ripping his heart from his chest, but he turned his horse and rode between his fallen men and the raiders.  The savage Norsik warriors streamed past him.  Lorik struck out with his spear, wounding one raider in the shoulder and then another in the neck.  Then Lorik was forced to turn his horse.
His fallen riders were on their feet, but their horses had fled and they had only their spears to fight with.
“Retreat!” he shouted at them.  “Fall back.”
Then he was among the raiders again, his hand searing with pain as he thrust out his spear.  It stabbed another raider in the chest, but this time the spear was pulled from his weakened grasp as the wounded man fell.  Lorik’s horse kicked out, knocking another raider senseless as Lorik pulled out his battle axe.
His face twisted in pain as the weight of the heavy weapon forced him to tighten his grip.  He swung the axe, and the raiders around him fell back to avoid the weapon.  The other two volunteers who were still on their horses dove into the fray, slaying two more raiders as they passed through the group.
The Norsik were adapting to the fighting tactics of Lorik and his men.  They spread out, continuing the pursuit of the fallen men.  One of the volunteers who had been bucked off his horse had hurt his leg and was unable to run.  Two others limped, but the first volunteer was hopping on his good leg and using his spear to help him balance.
The first raider caught up to the volunteer and ducked under the man’s swipe with the spear.  The raider gutted the injured man with a savage thrust of his sword that stabbed into the volunteer’s groin and sawed up to his ribcage.  The volunteer bellowed a horrible death cry, then fell dead at the raider’s feet.
Lorik spun his horse around and tried to maneuver to intercept the raiders chasing his men across the plain, but three raiders jumped out in front of Lorik’s horse.  The first one screamed and waved his arms, but the horse smashed into him kept moving forward.  The second  raised his sword just as Lorik swung his axe down.  The heavy axe batted the sword away easily and severed the raider’s arm above the elbow, but the vibration from the blow hurt Lorik’s hand so much he almost dropped the axe.
The third raider crossed in front of the horse and attacked from Lorik’s weak side.  With his hand hurting so much, Lorik was unable to bring his axe to bear and the raider slashed his sword across the horse’s thick hind leg.
The horse bellowed in pain, its gait immediately slowing and becoming irregular.  Then the horse toppled backward.  Lorik fell out of the saddle but managed to roll clear of the horse’s writhing.  Almost before Lorik was back on his feet the raider attacked with an overhand chop from his short curved sword.  Lorik raised the shaft of his axe and caught the blade before stepping into a kick that caught the raider between the legs and lifted him off his feet.
Lorik didn’t wait to see the result of his blow.  He turned to see another of his volunteers caught from behind and dragged down.  He ran to help, but he was too far away to keep the raiders from hacking the young volunteer to death.  Nearly half of the attacking raiders had now turned back and were running to join the group that was leading the captives toward the Wilderlands.
“Stop them!” Lorik shouted to the two men still on horseback and pointing toward the group of retreating raiders.
Five raiders still chased his men, and Lorik ran to help them.  He was panting hard when he caught up with the first raider and swung his axe at the raider’s back.  The young Norsik warrior anticipated the blow and slid to the ground, under the slashing axe.  Lorik ignored the fallen raider and kept running.
The third injured volunteer had turned now and was attempting to hold back the raiders with his spear.  There were four raiders, and one feinted forward, causing the volunteer to flinch the wrong way while another raider jumped in on the lone fighter’s other side.  The raider slashed his sword across the volunteer’s forearm, causing the man to scream, drop his spear, and stumble backward.  Another raider rushed forward and sliced his sword through the volunteer’s throat while the other three rushed off after the fourth man.
Lorik was an explosive fighter, quick for a man his size and very strong, but he couldn’t run fast enough to save the fourth volunteer.  The man made it back to the fort, but Yorn wouldn’t open the gate.  Rocks rained down on the raiders, but they were so focused on their prey that nothing could stop them.  The volunteer turned and stabbed the closest raider, jabbing his spear into the Norsik warrior’s stomach.  But he couldn’t pull his weapon free of the dying raider’s body fast enough, and the other three raiders tackled him.  On the ground, the volunteer struggled, but soon three swords were stabbing into his body.  Lorik caught up to the three frenzied raiders and buried his axe in the back of one man.  The other two scrambled to their feet as Lorik used his left hand and right foot to pull his weapon free.
They tried to attack Lorik from opposite sides.  Lorik spun to his left, swinging the heavy axe as he did so.  It whistled through the air before hacking through one raider’s arm, nearly severing it at the shoulder.  The raider cried out and fell back as Lorik turned to face the other man.
“Bastard!” Lorik shouted, feinting to his left before attacking from his right.
The raider held his sword up with one hand on the hilt and the other on the end of the blade, hoping to block Lorik’s axe, but the sword shattered and the heavy axe blade caved in the side of the raider’s chest.  Lorik had to wrench the axe back and forth to work it free of the man’s rib cage.  Then he was running again, his side aching with the effort, his hand throbbing miserably.  He held onto his axe with his left hand and circled around the fort, only to see the last remaining volunteer pulled off his horse.  The raiders had halted their mad dash for the Wilderlands and turned on the two horsemen, striking down both horses and their riders, too.  
The reality of Lorik’s loss struck him like lightning.  He had led his men into battle, and he alone had survived.
He started running again, but it was obvious that the gesture was futile: he could never reach the group of raiders before they entered the Wilderlands.  But that didn’t stop him.  He ran on, his grief like an open wound.  The men he had ridden with and fought with were gone now.  Cut down before they really had a chance to live.  And he could see the captives, weeping as their captors tugged and pushed them on.  Most were women, and Lorik strained to see a face he recognized.
His breath was coming in ragged gasps now, the stitch in his side aching like a stab wound.  He pressed his forearm against his side and kept moving.  Tears and sweat mingled on his face, blurring his vision.  He wiped his eyes with the back of his wrist and looked at the captives.
One voice seemed to rise above the others.  He could have sworn that it was calling his name, but he couldn’t be sure—his ears were ringing and his gasps for breath were loud.  He kept moving even as the raiders reached the tree line.  The towering redwoods made the group seem tiny, and Lorik felt helpless.  But still he ran.  He could see the raiders laughing and cheering, as if they had won a great victory.
“I won’t stop,” he said between gasps.  “That forest . . .won’t . . . stop me.”  He mustered his strength, then, and shouted into the trees, “I’m coming!  I’m coming!”
He didn’t know if the captives heard him.  The raiders pulled them into the shadows of the forest and they disappeared.  Lorik slowed his pace.  He knew he wouldn’t be able to catch up to them soon, and when he did reach them, he would need to have a plan to rescue the captives.  He couldn’t fight all the raiders—there were at least thirty of them now, and it was likely that the group would grow in number as lingering Norsik joined the march to take the captives back through the Wilderlands.
Lorik slowed to a walk and focused on catching his breath.  He felt weak, and when he reached the body of one of his fallen volunteers he stopped and cried.  Part of him wanted to go back and bury the bodies properly, but he couldn’t wait to pursue the raiders and their captives.  He knelt beside the fallen man, his body and face mutilated from multiple stabs and slashes by Norsik blades.
“I’m sorry, my friend,” he said.  “I will avenge you.  I will do whatever I have to.  I won’t stop until those captives are free and the savages that killed you are dead.  I swear it.”
Lorik put his hand on the shoulder of the fallen man, then he stood up and wiped the tears and sweat from his face.  Blood from his fallen comrade stained his checks as more tears trickled down in crimson streaks.  Then Lorik started walking again.  He stopped at the edge of the Wilderlands and gazed into the dim interior.  It had seemed like a daunting place the other times he had entered the massive forest.  The giant redwood trees still towered like living mountains, their canopies lost in the gloom far overhead.  But this time, the forest felt more like a tomb, and Lorik was death’s instrument.  This time, the Wilderlands felt like home.


Chapter 33
Stone had ridden hard for days.  He didn’t push the horse too fast.  His leg ached so badly at times that it was all he could think about.  He walked occasionally, but never for very long, so he let his horse conserve energy and walk rather than trot or canter.  He couldn’t stand the jolting anyway.  His leg should have hung down easily, bent at the knee, the foot supported in the stirrup.  But with his knee injured and the splint keeping it from bending, he was forced to let it stick out straight, and he was constantly adjusting the way he sat in the saddle to relieve the pain.
He rode straight through the first night and late into the second day, but never caught sight of the party of raiders.  He slept the second night and started again early the next day.  On the sixth day, just before sunset, he came to Fort Utlig and found Yulver’s ship docked at the long wooden quay.  His men were standing near freshly dug graves.  He rode straight to the ship captain and didn’t dismount.
“What happened?” he asked.
“The Norsik had captives,” Yulver said.  “Lorik fought them, but they were slaughtered.”
“Lorik’s dead?” Stone said, his breath catching in his throat so that he almost couldn’t ask.
“No, the damn fool followed the raiders on foot into the Wilderlands alone.  All his men were killed and so was his horse.”
“I’ll find him,” Stone said, turning his horse and starting to move past the captain.
Yulver caught Stone’s bridle.
“That horse is about to drop from exhaustion and you don’t look like you’re in any kind of shape to help anyone.”
“Vera was in that group of captives,” Stone said evenly.  “I’ll go after her if I have to drag myself on my hands and knees.”
“What about supplies?”
“I have some.”
“You think you’re going to rescue Vera from an entire tribe of Norsik raiders all by yourself?”
“No,” Stone said.  “I think I’m going to catch up with Lorik, and together we’re going to rescue those captives.”
“You’ve both lost your mind,” the sea captain said.  “You need supplies.  It’ll be dark soon and Lorik said it’s as dark as a cave in that forest at night.”
“I’ll figure it out,” Stone said.
“No, wait, damn it!” Yulver insisted.  “Lorik doesn’t have any rations.  He’ll need food and water and you’ll both need torches, and maybe more weapons.  Just let me see that you’re outfitted before you ride off.  Let your horse rest a few minutes, please, that’s all I’m asking for.”
“Fine,” Stone said.  “I’ll get supplies at the fort.  Then I’m going.”
“That’s all I’m asking,” Yulver said.
Stone rode through the open gate and found Constable Yorn with a smug look on his face just inside.
“I told him,” he said with a sneer.  “I told Lorik he and his men would all be killed.”
“Why didn’t you help him?” Stone said, slowly dismounting from the horse.
It was a difficult process since he couldn’t put weight on his injured leg, but he managed it.  He pulled the crutch from where he kept it slung beside the saddle and hobbled over to a water trough to let his horse drink.
“My priority is to hold the fort,” Yorn said with a tone of superiority.
“And the fort was under attack?” Stone asked.
“Well, no.”
“Then you should have helped him.  You should have done everything in your power to save those captives.”
“That’s not my priority,” Yorn said, standing a little too close and speaking a little too loudly.
Stone grabbed the constable so suddenly that the older man didn’t have time to react before Stone slammed him into the wall of the stable and held a knife to his throat.
“You’re a damn coward, Yorn!” he shouted in the man’s face.  “You know it and we all know it.  Go hide in your hole and don’t ever speak to me again, or this blade will taste your blood.  Do you understand that?”
Yorn, wide-eyed and trembling, nodded.
“Good, make that your priority, you pompous old fool.”
Stone slung the man to the dirt and turned to one of the other volunteers nearby.
“I need food, two canteens of water, and torches.”
The volunteer hurried off, as did Yorn.
“You didn’t have to humiliate him in front of his men,” Yulver said quietly from just inside the gate.
“He’s lucky I didn’t kill him,” Stone said.  “And his men already know he’s a coward.  Now Yorn knows that I know it.”
“You lost one of your knives?”
“Unfortunately,” Stone said.  “When this is over I’ll have to get a new set made.”
“Take a sword with you.  And you should take Lorik’s bow and quiver, too.  I’ll get them for you.”
Half an hour later Stone was mounted again.  He had new supplies, including two blankets, a spare cloak, torches, and enough food to last two men a week.  He also had a longsword and Lorik’s bow and arrows.
“You tell Lorik to be careful,” Yulver said.  “I have plans to take him home for drinks at Chancy’s Inn.”
“I will,” Stone said, shaking the old seaman’s rough hand.
“And bring Vera home.”
“I will,” Stone said.  “You can count on that.”
Then he rode through the gate and made his way across the dark plain toward the Wilderlands.  The night sky was alive with stars, but the forest was as dark as a tomb.  Everything in Stone told him to wait, that the giant woods were no place for a man, but he rode in anyway.  Soon it was so dark he couldn’t see anything at all.  His horse refused to keep moving and Stone was forced to dismount.
It took him the better part of an hour to light a fire in the total darkness and get one of the torches lit.  When he finally did he could see his horse’s eyes, opened wide in terror.
“There is nothing for you to fear in this forest,” Stone told the horse as he patted its neck.  “There is nothing in here scarier than me.”
He used his torch to light the way, hobbling on his crutch and letting the horse follow along behind him.  He didn’t even need to hold onto the horse’s reins: the big animal followed the light, refusing to be left alone in the darkness.
After an hour, the torch began to sputter, and fatigue once again got the best of Stone.  He tied the horse’s reins to his wrist, wrapped his cloak around him, and sat back against the giant roots of one of the massive redwood trees.  Then as the torchlight shrank down, he slept.
Morning was nothing more than a dim, ghostly light that made the forest look more like a  shadowy nightmare than reality.  The bark of the massive redwood hung down like hairy skin peeling off the trunks of the giant trees.  The ground was bare earth with a scattering of evergreen needles and the occasional bush with wide serrated leaves.
Everything in the forest was damp, and Stone noticed that his horse’s hooves made hardly any noise at all.  There were no tracks to follow, no way to know for sure which way to go, so Stone followed his instincts and got moving.  He ate a little bread as he rode.  His leg seemed slightly better.  The swelling had gone down in the night and he had to tighten the straps of his splint.
The day passed in total silence, with Stone straining to hear any sound of Lorik or the raiders with their party of captives.  He guessed that there were close to a hundred women and children taken as slaves.  He knew that many people should make enough sound that he would probably hear them before he saw them, but he heard nothing.
Late in the afternoon a mist began to rise up from the forest floor.  It was ghostly and made visibility even worse.  Stone stopped and gathered tinder so that he would be ready to light his torch when night fell again.
He was discouraged that he hadn’t caught up to Lorik yet.  His friend was on foot and he had hoped to make up the distance between them, but now he couldn’t help but wonder if he was even going in the right direction.  Who knew if the Norsik traveled straight through the forest?  And if he was being honest, he didn’t know if he was still traveling north or not.  He felt like he was, but winding among the trees as he was, he couldn’t be certain.
The redwoods were so massive he felt like a child crawling around the legs of adults, their bodies lost in the gloom overhead.  Night fell and the forest shifted from gloomy to hopelessly black so quickly that Stone could scarcely believe it.
He had ridden all day, so he dismounted, kindled a fire, and ate his supper.  Then he lit a torch and continued moving on foot.  There were beds of thick moss on the ground now, and while he hadn’t seen or heard any animals in the Wilderlands, occasionally a moth would flutter around his torch.
He walked for an hour, testing his leg occasionally to see if it would bear weight.  He could put a little more weight on it than before, and when his torch started to die he spent some time massaging the area around the the injured knee.
For six days he journeyed in the Wilderlands.  After the fourth day he accepted that he was lost.  He had no more torches and half of his food rations were gone.  There was very little foliage for his horse to eat and the poor animal was growing weak and slow.
Fear and isolation began to play tricks on Stone’s mind.  He thought he heard whispers high above him.  At other times he felt like he was being watched, but no matter where he looked he couldn’t see anyone or anything.  Only his adamant will to find and free Vera kept him going.  His leg grew progressively better, although he doubted that it would ever have the flexibility it once had.  The pain was replaced by stiffness and the crutch became less necessary, even though he was walking more and more to keep from putting too much strain on the horse.
It was late on the sixth day when Stone stopped and decided to make his camp for the night.  He had come to a patch of the flat-leafed bushes and was letting his horse eat its fill.  The horse had been reluctant to eat the plants when it had first entered the Wilderlands, but hunger had overcome its caution and it was eating heartily, although the plants didn’t offer enough sustenance to really meet the animal’s needs.
Stone was resting in a crook of one of the massive trees’ roots, sipping the last of his tepid water in one of the canteens.  He was thankful for Yulver’s insistence that he get the supplies.  Stone had seen no water in the Wilderlands, no streams or springs, despite the fact that the ground always seemed damp and every afternoon the mists rose up to give the forest its haunted reputation.
Stone was dozing when a shadowy form began to move through the forest toward him.  It was the shape of a man, but bigger and taller.  It was surrounded by mist, and Stone strained to see the shaggy countenance but before he could, darkness fell over the Wilderlands and Stone, half in fear, half in frustration, screamed.


Chapter 34
Lorik walked for what felt like hours.  His grief and his wounds made each step painful.  The afternoon mists rose around the massive redwood trees, and Lorik, resting his axe on his broad shoulder, felt the eyes of the forest on him again, stronger than ever.  He moved carefully between the massive tree trunks and over the gnarly roots that could have easily hidden a group of raiders waiting to ambush him.  Lorik looked over his shoulder and turned his head constantly back and forth, always wary and searching for the eyes he felt watching his every move.
When darkness fell, as suddenly as candle being snuffed out, Lorik tried to keep moving.  He expected to see lights from the large party of Norsik raiders and their slaves, but the forest was pitch-black.  Finally, he gave up and lay down on the cold, wet earth.  He shivered through the night, hardly sleeping more than a few moments at a time.  His hand ached through the night and in his mind’s eye he saw vividly the bodies of his fallen men.
When dawn came at last he moved on again, walking through the day, pushing his pace as much as possible, even though his mouth felt like cotton and his tongue was thick and swollen inside his mouth.  Hunger burned his stomach and fatigue hung on him like the hairy strips of bark that hung from the trees.
As the afternoon wore on, he thought he heard the flutter of wings, but looking up he saw nothing but massive tree trunks.  The mist rose and his head began to swim with hunger.  He knew he needed to find water, but all the times he had been in the Wilderlands he had never seen even a small trickle or spring.
Knowing that night was once again approaching, Lorik thought that perhaps he could use his dagger and axehead to make a spark.  He remembered making a torch with the tree bark and he lifted his axe to cut some hairy bark from the tree, but before the blade touched wood, he felt a sting in the back of his shoulder.  He dropped the axe and reached over his shoulder, feeling a little feathery spine sticking out of his skin.
He pulled the little dart out of his shoulder as two more hit his lower back.  He shouted and swung around, raising his axe in the air, but his vision began to blur and the axe felt extraordinarily heavy.  He staggered around, still not seeing anyone or anything that might be attacking him.
Then another dart struck, this time in his stomach, and he reached down to brush it away, but found that he couldn’t hold his axe any longer.  Then his knees buckled and he crashed onto his side.  His axe fell beside him and the world went dark.
Lorik woke slowly.  He felt rested, as if he were rousing from a good night’s sleep.  He started to move and felt his body swaying.  Then he remembered that he was in the Wilderlands and had been attacked by something.  He remembered the stinging darts and he opened his eyes.  He could see bright sunlight, filtering through green boughs.  He was warm, and as he struggled onto one elbow he realized he was alone.
He turned his attention to the bed he was resting on and found that it was made from soft, hairy twine.  It was a hammock of sorts, made, he guessed, from the hairy bark of the massive redwood trees.  Then he noticed that his hammock was stretched out over nothing but air.  Below him he saw the great tree trunks stretching down into darkness far below.  He couldn’t see the forest floor and a wave of dizziness made him clutch the edges of the hammock he was resting on.  His right hand ached terribly when he squeezed the thin twine, but he refused to let go.
Then he heard a muffled laughter and a light, sing-song voice speaking in a foreign tongue.  He didn’t understand the language, but he recognized a rebuke when he heard it.
“Hello?” he said, his voice a bit shaky.  “Is someone there?”
“We are always here,” said a high-pitched, playful voice.
“Who are you?” Lorik asked.  “Where are you?”
“We are here,” said the voice.
It was coming from behind Lorik’s head.  He turned carefully, craning his neck to see where the top of his hammock was connected.  An arm’s length from the top of the hammock was a hole in the tree.  He could see at least a dozen small faces watching him intently.
“How did I get up here?” Lorik asked.  “I’m not crazy about heights.”
More giggles and more harsh words in the sing-song language.
“We put you there, tree cutter.  Until you explain why you’ve come into the forest to cut down the ancient trees.”
“I didn’t,” Lorik said.  “I’m not here to cut trees.”
“Your kind is always cutting,” said the voice.
Lorik strained to see which of the tiny faces was talking and finally saw a sweet-looking little boy—the creature looked like a child to Lorik, at least.  All of the faces were the size of a toddler’s, their skin just as smooth, their faces just as innocent.
“You chop down the forest and burn, burn, burn.  We have seen you searching through the forest.  We have seen you kindle fire.  These are crimes in the Wilderlands.  Crimes you must answer for.”
“I didn’t mean to commit any crimes.  I was here scouting and fighting the Norsik.”
“Ah, yes, that is another trait of your kind, always warring.”
“The Norsik took women and children.  I was trying to stop them.”
“By cutting down trees?”
“I didn’t cut down any trees,” Lorik said.
“We saw you.  You raised your axe to cut the tree.”
“I was just cutting some bark to make a torch to see by.”
There was a collective intake of breath by the small, childlike creatures.
“So you admit your crimes,” the leader of the little people said.
Then he began to talk, and his voice seemed to dance or sing, the words coming fast and unintelligible, but pleasant to listen to just the same.  Finally, after a long silence, the voice spoke so that Lorik could understand again.
“You are guilty,” said the voice.  “You have only two options, death or the Kingtree, it is your choice.”
“My choice?” Lorik said.  “Please, this is just a mistake.  I didn’t mean to hurt the trees or scare anyone with fire.  I just need to find the Norsik raiders who took my friends.  Please, help me find them and I will leave the Wilderlands, I promise.”
“You have confessed your crimes freely, tall one.  There are only two options left.  Our laws are as old as this forest and just as immoveable.  Your sentence is death or the Kingtree.  Which do you choose?”
“What is the Kingtree?” Lorik asked.
“It is the tallest and oldest of the ancient trees.  Long ago our ancestors hid the swords of Acromin in its lofty boughs.  If you wish to prove your innocence, you can attempt to climb the Kingtree and retrieve the swords.”
“My hand is broken,” Lorik said.  “I want to climb the tree and prove my innocence, but I’m not sure that I can.”
“Then we will mix the sleeping nectar.  It is a painless death and swift.”
“No,” Lorik said.  “I choose the Kingtree.  Please, let me climb the Kingtree.”
The voices erupted in what sounded to Lorik like a celebration.  And then, although he couldn’t see anyone or anything moving him, the hammock moved closer to the tree and tiny hands pulled him inside.  He was amazed to find not just a room, but a village, all made of wood within what appeared to be the limbs of the tree.  There was no bark here, and the buildings were stained different colors, some with intricate artwork.  There were arching windows and doors, broad walkways spiraling up, and swinging bridges made from the same hairy fibers as his hammock.
“What is this place?” Lorik said in wonder.
“This is Erkadine,” said a small female.  Her hair was long and braided with threads of silver.  Her clothes were made from a combination of what appeared to be hemp and leaves.
“Erkadine?”
“It is our village.  I am Shayah.”
“I’m Lorik,” he said, still staring around him in wonder.
“Take him to the Perkote to prepare him for the Kingtree,” said the little boy who had passed sentence on Lorik.
“Wait, please,” Lorik said.  “Who are you people?  I mean, what are you?  Are you children?”
The group of toddlers giggled and the boy spoke again.
“We are the Drery Dru, guardians of the forrest.  I believe in your language we are known as Druids.”
“You mean forest elves?” Lorik said.
“If you say so,” the boy said.  “And no, we are not children.  We have been the guardians here since the trees were saplings.  Don’t judge our age by our appearance, tall one, we have been here much longer than you have been alive, and we will continue to be here once you are gone.”
“I meant no disrespect,” Lorik said.  “I’ve heard of you in stories, well, legends really, but I didn’t realize the legends were true.”
“I assure you, the Drery Dru are real.  We once ruled forests as vast as your Five Kingdoms, but that was before the time of man in this world.  Now, we are all that is left.  This tiny, ancient forest from another time that your kind calls the Wilderlands.”
“I am honored to meet you,” Lorik said.
“Hennick, I am known as Hennick.”
Lorik stuck out his hand to shake the elf’s tiny hand, but the elf merely frowned and bowed.
“Don’t think that you can escape your fate, tall one.  Man is a devious race, and why the Maker chose to give man his power is a mystery.  We will not be tricked or fooled into letting you go.”
“I understand,” Lorik said.  “And though my honor may not be what you would call valuable, I give you my word that on my honor, I will not try to trick or deceive you.  I did not mean to give offense when I cut your trees.  I did not mean to threaten your forest with fire.  I am truly sorry.  The Wilderlands are a strange place to me, but I want only to rescue my people from the Norsik.  I will do whatever it takes to do that.”
“Fine,” Hennick said.  “Take him to the Perkote and prepare him.  You have one hour.”
“Come, Lorik,” said Shayah.  “This way to the Perkote.  We shall see that you are ready to attempt to climb the Kingtree.”
They led Lorik down a long, winding staircase.  The stairs were narrow for Lorik and he took them three at a time, but he made it safely down to the lowest level of the tree village.  The Perkote was a bowl-shaped indention in the trunk of the tree.  Although bark covered most of the tree village, internally the trunk stopped at the Perkote.  The bowl was filled with dark water and the lighting was dim.  Elves floated or swam in the Perkote, some merely soaking along the edges.
“Disrobe, tall one,” said one of the elves.  “You must bathe and prepare yourself for the climb.”
Lorik felt silly, but he did as he was told.  A group of elves whisked his clothing away and Lorik lowered himself into the water.  The pool was deep and he had no trouble submerging himself in the warm, pine-scented water.  He scrubbed his body and hair, then he climbed out.  More elves brought a light-colored, sleeveless, short robe and kilt.
“It is tradition for a climber to wear the Anglone,” Shayah said.  “It is made from the tree spinners high in the canopy.”
She helped him arrange the garment and clip it into place.  She also gave him a comb and mirror.  They were both tiny, but Lorik was able to see himself and comb the tangles out of his hair and beard, which he had not shaved since the Norsik had invaded Ortis en masse.
Then food was brought, berries and tender root vegetables.  There was a sweet syrup to dip the food in and light refreshing cider in small cups.  Lorik’s hunger and thirst returned with a vengeance and he ate ravenously.
“You look better,” Shayah said as he ate.
“I haven’t eaten in a few days.”
She smiled and served him more food.  When the meal was over Lorik stood up.  He was completely satisfied, but not bloated or overly full.
“Now you are ready,” Shayah said.
“Don’t I need my boots?”
“Nay,” Shayah said.  “Your feet will grip the Kingtree better without them.  Come!”
She led him back up the tree village.  Horns blew and soon a large crowd of the forest elves were following Lorik and Shayah.  They reached a long, thick branch with a large opening.  There Hennick was waiting.
“I will take you to the Kingtree,” he said.
“Good luck, tall one,” the elves called out.
“I will pray for you, Lorik,” said Shayah.
“Thank you,” Lorik said.
He was suddenly very nervous.  He followed Hennick out onto the branch.  It was a thick limb, but it swayed under his weight just the same.  None of the other elves followed.
“Your village is magnificent,” Lorik said to Hennick.
“Erkadine is but one village.  Every tree in the forest is home to many Drery Dru.  Now, perhaps you understand why your crimes grieve us so.”
“Every tree?” Lorik asked.  “What about outside the Wilderlands?”
“The young trees of your Five Kingdoms have no guardians, though in some places the Dryads born of dark magic rule.”
“Dryads?” Lorik asked.
“They are part tree, part Drery Dru.  A wizard created them centuries ago, but their minds are stunted and their nature is selfish.  Not unlike men.”
“Not all men are that way,” Lorik said.  “Some are good, noble even.”
“Is that why your kings and warriors lay waste to the land around them?  Because they are noble?”
“No,” Lorik said.  “I admit, many people called nobles are not noble, but they can be.”
“Your kind has always been full of hope and dreams.  Perhaps you are noble, Lorik.  Perhaps you will be the first to climb the Kingtree, but I have my doubts.”
“Tell me about the Kingtree,” Lorik said.
“It is the heart of the forest,” Hennick said.  “It towers over the other trees, but its heart is gnarled, grieving over the loss of its Drery Dru and the pain it sees over the wide earth.  Acromin was once a great and noble king of your kind.  He was the last friend of the Drery Dru, but he was killed.  Murdered by one of his ignoble nobles, and the king of the Drery Dru, along with his entire village, was killed with him.  The descendants of Acromin brought his weapons here, to be guarded by the Drery Dru.  The swords hold great power, but only the true protector of the Wilderlands can possess them.  If you are truly innocent, if your heart is noble and your honor is strong, perhaps you can climb the Kingtree and restore the friendship between man and Drery Dru.”
“And if I can’t?” Lorik asked.
“Then you will die,” Hennick.  “There is no other way.”


Chapter 35
Lorik was led across an intricate set of walkways made of tree branches, and as he followed Hennick he forced himself not to look down into the murky depths below.  They passed other trees and in each he saw hundreds of little faces all watching him with the same expression of delighted innocence.  It was strange to think he was walking to what amounted to an execution.  He had no idea what the Kingtree was or how difficult climbing the tree would be, but since the alternative was death, he really had no choice.
He tried to focus his thoughts on Vera, but his friend Stone kept rising up in his mind like a ghost.  Lorik assumed his friend was dead simply because he knew Stone would never rest while Vera was taken captive.  It was possible that Stone had run into trouble or been delayed and didn’t know that Vera had been captured, but that seemed like wishful thinking to Lorik.  His friend would have died for Vera, and chances were, he did die defending her.  Now it was up to Lorik to save her, but most likely he would die climbing the Kingtree and Vera would be forgotten.
Tears sprang unbidden to Lorik’s eyes.  They ran down his cheeks and he refused to wipe them away.  They were the only tears that would fall for Vera, and so he let them fall.
It took over an hour to reach the Kingtree.  Lorik had no idea where he was and yet when he saw the massive Kingtree he couldn’t believe he had never seen it before.  The redwood trees of Wilderlands were huge, easily towering over three hundred feet tall, but the Kingtree was not only much taller, its trunk was five or six times the size of its neighbors.
“This is the Kingtree,” Hennick said.  “It is the heart of the forest.”
They went inside the tree through an arched opening like the one Lorik had seen in the other trees, but instead of a village, the interior was a mass of rootlike vines.  Lorik had the distinct impression that what he was seeing wasn’t overgrowth or lack of maintenance, it was decay.  The Kingtree was slowly dying.
“What is wrong with it?” Lorik said compassionately.
“The Kingtree has no Drery Dru,” Hennick said.  “The life of the Kingtree is in the Drery Dru, so it has decayed for centuries.  When the Kingtree dies, the last of the Drery Dru will fall with it.”
“But you have other trees,” Lorik said.
“Our kind is tied to the Kingtree,” Hennick said.  “Every great forest had one.  Some died naturally, others were burned or cut down.  In every instance, when the Kingtree died, the Drery Dru and the grand forest died with it.  We are the last, and in time, we will pass out of memory as well.”
“I’m sorry,” Lorik said.  “What can I do to help you?”
Hennick laughed.  “You are tricky, tall one,” Hennick said.  “You cannot escape the verdict for your actions that easily.  Nor will your tears weaken my resolve.  You must climb the Kingtree, or die trying.”
“I’m not trying to get out of anything,” Lorik said sadly.  “I did not know about the Drery Dru, nor about your forests.  And these tears are not for me,” he said, wiping his cheeks.  “I weep for my friends.  If I die, they will be lost.”
“Then don’t die,” Hennick said.
Lorik thought he detected a note of hope in the forest elf’s voice.
“You don’t want me to die?”
“No, I wish death on no creature,” Hennick said.  “My people are guardians of life.  We prune only to encourage growth.  If you reach the swords of Acromin, you will have our support in your quest.”
“Thank you,” Lorik said, reaching out his hand.
Hennick didn’t shake hands with Lorik, instead he bowed.
“We will be watching, tall one.  Good luck.  May the Life Giver bless your quest.”
Then Hennick left the Kingtree.  Lorik looked around but saw none of the angelic-looking forest elves.  He wondered briefly how they would watch him, but it was a mystery for another time.
He looked up again, examining the huge knot of rooty vines that grew from the center of the tree.  There were also climbing vines that ran up the tree’s inner wall.  It didn’t look too difficult, he thought.  He flexed his right hand, and the pain felt like a sharp stab wound each time he closed his fist.  That would make things more difficult.
He walked slowly around the inside of the tree.  No spot looked more favorable than another.  He tested the strength of the vines that hung down and they all seemed easily able to support his weight.
“Okay then,” he said to no one in particular.
He took hold of the knot of roots and started climbing.  It was easy to find handholds and footholds.  The roots were sturdy and occasionally there were small holes, like windows in the thick outer bark, where light from the sun shined in.  The air became colder the higher he climbed and eventually the roots and vines became smaller.  Whenever Lorik felt tired he would stop and rest.  His thirst had returned, but he ignored it.  Sweat beaded on his forehead and rolled down his back despite the cold.  His muscles were getting tired and his right hand ached.
The space between the inner knot of root-like vines and the outer walls of thick bark grew as Lorik climbed.  Eventually he began to see bright blue sky ahead.  The sight was so encouraging that Lorik increased his pace.  Occasionally one foot would slip or his broken hand would lose its grip, but despite the fact that his heart felt like it would pound out of his chest with each frightening slip, he was never in any real danger of falling.  He had been afraid that he would have to climb a branchless tree or that the tree would be smooth and round with no way to hold on, but the interlocking roots or vines, whichever they actually were, made the arduous task possible.
But after several hours of climbing, the outer walls of bark became rotten and brittle.  There were gaping holes at first, then huge missing sections.  Finally, the outer bark ceased and Lorik climbed higher on the knot-like trunk, rising into the first direct sunlight he’d been in since entering the Wilderlands.  He stopped his ascent to rest and to take in the magnificent beauty of the world around him.  He wished that Vera and Stone could see what he was seeing.  He was hundreds of feet above the surrounding redwoods.  As far as Lorik could see in every direction was an ocean of evergreen boughs.  Above him, the knotty trunk narrowed but continued ever higher.
Lorik’s muscles were trembling from the long, difficult climb, and he took his time.  He held on with his left hand and shook the muscles in his right arm.  Then he hooked his arm through a vine and shook his left.  His broken hand was sore and aching, but thus far his grip had held.
He was hungry now, and his mouth felt as dry as ever, but he continued climbing.  There was no way to simply give up other than to let go and fall to his death.  He focused on simply finding the next handhold, the next crevice his foot could slip into.  More time passed and Lorik felt like his whole life he had been climbing the Kingtree.  The sun seemed like it wasn’t moving, and now, exposed to the wind, he was colder than ever.  His hands ached with cold and his feet were becoming numb.
The thin clothing Shayah had given him did little to hold in his body heat and his sweat seemed to run in icy trickles.  Still, there was nothing he could do.  He kept climbing, and eventually the tree narrowed until it was only about twice as thick as Lorik himself.  It was still climbable, but it swayed and rocked in the freezing wind.  It also felt spongy—not completely soft, but less sturdy—and he feared his weight would be too great for the vines and roots he was clinging to.
When the sun finally began to set, the temperature dropped rapidly.  His worry turned to full-blown fear as twilight came on.  Finding good handholds and footholds was becoming harder, and without being able to see, his progress would slow to a crawl.  His hands and feet were growing more and more numb, and the realization that soon he wouldn’t be able to continue filled Lorik with a crushing sense of disappointment.  He had come so far and the thought of it all being for nothing was almost too much to bear.  He held onto the tree, watching the last orange rays of sunlight fade from the sky.  Then the stars appeared, brighter and seemingly closer than he had ever seen them.  There were more of them, too, a vast magnitude of bright pinpoints of light.  It felt as if they were watching him.
He remembered, then, that Hennick had said the Drery Dru would be watching him.  And he thought of how many people far below were waiting for him, hoping to see him, desperate for his strength and his compassion in their hour of need.  His thoughts about death slowly receded as he thought about the hundreds, possibly thousands of people far below him who were dying or who would die if he failed.
His jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed with determination.  Then he continued climbing.  The pain in his hand was forgotten, his aching muscles ignored.  His mind was completely focused on each step he took.  The temptation to hurry was strong, but he fought it back, checking each handhold and foothold to make sure it was strong enough to bear his weight.
Ice crystals formed in his beard, but he kept climbing.  His skin felt cold and windburned, but still he kept climbing.  His fingernails and toenails were torn and bloody, but still he climbed higher.  Sleep pulled at his eyes and the wind pushed his body, trying to blow him off the Kingtree, but Lorik held tight and forced himself to keep moving.
Hours passed.  The moon rose and set.  And still Lorik climbed.  Then, without warning, he reached a cleft in the massive Kingtree.  Tired and cold, he climbed into the small opening.  The tree continued up, but in the darkness Lorik couldn’t tell how high it went.  Inside the cleft, Lorik was protected from the worst of the wind and he was able to curl up, keeping a strong grip on the Kingtree, and sleep.  It wasn’t a deep, refreshing rest, but he dozed, letting his trembling muscles relax for the first time in many hours.
When the sun rose Lorik opened his eyes and watched the sky turn from purple to pink to red as the sun appeared.  It was, Lorik thought, the most beautiful sight he had ever seen.  He was tired, hungry, and incredibly thirsty, but he couldn’t do anything about that now.  His lips were dry and cracked, his hands and feet were sore, and his muscles still ached, but he knew he had to continue the climb.
Now that he could see in the clear morning sunlight, he inspected his perch.  It was small, and the tree continued up so high that the top was lost from his sight.  Where he sat was an opening, and he could see that inside the knotty mass of roots and vines he had been climbing, the interior was hollow.  Above him, the tree narrowed significantly; in fact, Lorik doubted that the tree above him would support his weight.  He wasn’t sure what to do; he only knew he couldn’t stay where he was.
The wind was especially cold and had changed directions with the sunrise, so that now it blew against him, chilling his aching limbs.  He was shifting around, hoping for a better view of the tree above him, when light reflected from somewhere within the tree.  Lorik stopped and leaned inside the tree.  It was much darker inside the gnarled mass, but light found its way through the tiny spaces between the roots and vines.  He couldn’t see clearly, but there was something there, below him and inside the tree trunk.  The wind blew harder, rocking the Kingtree, and once again Lorik saw a glint of light.  He looked up again, seeing the towering crown of the tree swaying in the wind, and made a decision.  He decided to go inside the tree.  Whatever was glinting in the scarce sunlight was manmade, or at least not organic, he decided.
He slowly shifted his weight again, this time letting his legs dangle into the dark opening of the tree trunk.  He found footholds and shifted his body weight again.  This time he was hanging out into open space, rather than clinging to the face of the giant tree.  There were still vines and roots that provided plenty of handholds and footholds, but he was forced to support his own weight, and he knew that he wouldn’t be able to keep up the descent this way for long.  Still, inside the tree the wind was much less severe and the temperature was warmer, too.  He moved slowly, taking his time and checking each grip to make sure he had a solid hold.  His broken hand ached terribly, but he was forced to use it and he simply had to ignore the pain.
He climbed down for what seemed like an hour and finally got close enough to see what had been reflecting the light.  He saw two swords, mounted on a small pedestal inside the tree.  Lorik’s heart began to race.  He still had a long way to climb, but he moved more quickly, anxious to get to the swords.  As he got closer he could see that there was a floor below him, and hope swelled in his chest.  Tears stung his eyes as he descended, and after what seemed like eternity he set his feet on level ground and let go of the Kingtree.
The space he was in wasn’t much bigger than he was; there was barely room to stand beside the pedestal that the swords were mounted on.  They were hanging blades down, their pommels pointing up toward the top of the Kingtree.  Lorik could hardly believe his eyes.  He had done it!  He had found the swords of Acromin!  The swords were similar, but not identical.  They both had long, straight blades that curved upwards just before the tip, which was needle-sharp.  The long edge was smooth and sharp, while the shorter, back edge was serrated.  The blades were exactly the same length and but the pommels were completely different.  The first was the normal length of a two-handed sword, with silver and gold threads woven into what appeared to be redwood bark hair that covered the pommel.  The hand guard was silver, with tiny tree designs engraved in the precious metal.  The other sword had a much longer handle, easily three times as long as the first with none of the ornate carvings that the other sword had.
Lorik was hesitant to touch the swords; they were so incredible and he was so relieved that just breathing was a challenge.  His heart was racing as he reached out and took hold of the first sword.  He lifted it from the wooden stand and carefully turned it so that the blade was up.  He examined every inch of the sword, taking in its amazing beauty and craftsmanship.  The space inside the Kingtree was too narrow for him to swing the sword and really test its balance but he could tell the sword was perfectly made.  It had weight, but wasn’t heavy, and it gave him a sense of strength as he gripped it.
The second sword was too long to turn upright in the narrow space.  And as he lifted the second sword his mind turned to the problem of getting both weapons safely back down.  He was tempted to stay inside the tree and rest.  There wasn’t much room, but at least he wouldn’t have to worry about falling while he was in the tree.
Then suddenly there was a crack.  The popping sound was so loud Lorik was afraid that lightning had struck the tree.  And then, while he was still holding both swords, the floor collapsed beneath his feet.  He dropped through the narrow opening, clutching both swords flat against his body, as fear ripped at his heart like a flower caught in a violent storm.  He bounced against the insides of the Kingtree, the tough roots and vines peeling away his skin where he bumped against the roots, then after a long moment of terror the tree widened and there were vines crisscrossing the interior of the tree.  Lorik was flipped and tumbled down through the massive tree.
He felt his body being destroyed as he fell and he realized he was dying.  With each vine he hit more bones snapped.  The pain was overwhelming, but his adrenaline, jumpstarted by the terror of the fall, kept him conscious despite the pain and panic.  His head thumped against the thick roots, his arms and legs broke in multiple places.  His ribs snapped like twigs and his back cracked over and over.  Throughout it all, his only thought was to hold onto the swords, to protect the swords with his body.  Death had come and it was not holding back, and Lorik could do nothing but accept the inevitable, protecting the perfect swords out of sheer instinct.
The fall seemed to last a lifetime.  He saw Hassell Point again in his mind.  He saw his parents, healthy and happy together.  He saw Chancy and Yulver drinking together, saw Stone and Vera sitting close the way lovers do.  He saw the horses and wagons he had worked with for so long, and relived the turbulent sea voyage up the coast and through the Sailor’s Graveyard in an instant.  Finally he saw the sweet, caring faces of the Drery Dru, thousands and thousands of faces, watching him fall with looks of compassion.
The impact at the Kingtree’s Perkote, where the tree’s canopy began hundreds of feet above the ground, was slowed by the thickening vines Lorik tumbled through.  Lorik’s body ripped through some of the vines, bounced and twirled off others.  Then he hit the solid wood of the massive tree trunk below him.  He felt everything in his body suddenly dying bit by bit.
“He’s alive,” Shayah said, as she bent over him.
“Not for long,” said Hennick, their faces bright and cheerful despite the awful news Lorik knew was true.
“He has the swords,” Shayah said.
“Yes, he protected them all the way down,” Hennick said.
“He gave his life for them,” Shayah said.  “What incredible valor.”
“He gave his life to protect the swords,” Hennick said in a loud voice.  “Now we shall save him.”
Lorik heard a thunderous cheering, then everything simply faded away.


Chapter 36
Light.  It was the first thing Lorik understood.  Light was not just shining on him, it was shining in him.  He opened his eyes and saw tiny forest elves clothed all in white.  The light seemed to be coming from them.
Then he felt the pain.  His body was completely ruined.  He could feel bones splintered into his flesh, organs ripped apart, his skin peeled from his body.  He had no idea how he was still alive.  The intensity of the pain soon grew overwhelming and he passed out again.
When he woke up again things were different.  He felt strange.  He didn’t open his eyes but he could feel every part of his body, and they were changing.  His muscles, every fiber of them, were growing.  Blood ran through his veins in an intoxicating dance.  His heart beat so strongly he couldn’t believe it.  He could feel it pumping the blood through his body, like a drum beating the cadence of the dance.  His bones felt like iron and his mind was light, his thoughts fast and nimble, like a deer dashing through the woods.
Time passed—Lorik wasn’t sure how long—while he lingered in this strange state of self-awareness.  The most overwhelming thing he felt or recognized was the lack of pain.  He didn’t move a muscle; there was no need to.  Everything inside him was alive and moving.  He reveled in what he could feel and understand: it was like seeing a sunrise for the first time.  Then he slept, a deep, healing, dreamless sleep.
When he woke up he was in a small room in a hammock much like the one he had awakened in before.  He looked around and saw the strong grain of the wood on the walls, and a small, arched window that let in a gentle sunlight.
Lorik realized his body didn’t hurt.  He raised his arms and looked at his hands.  There was no sign of any damage, not even his broken right hand with the bone that had been out of place before.  He made a fist and there was no pain, only strength.  He sat up, expecting to find bandages, but he found only simple garments much like Shayah had given him before his climb up the Kingtree.
He stood up and stretched, and his body felt strong.  He looked down and saw what looked like someone else’s body.  He had always been a muscular man with a barrel chest and big shoulders and arms, but now his body looked like a statue chiseled out of marble.  Every muscle stood out, and there was not an inch of fat on him.  He couldn’t help but smile.  He wanted to run and jump, to feel the power of his body in action, but the room he was in was much too small for that.
He stepped to the small doorway and had to stoop low to duck out.  He was back in Erkadine, he realized, and Hennick was waiting for him.
“You’re awake.  That is good,” Hennick said.  “How do you feel?”
“I feel amazing, but how is that possible?  I should be dead.”
“You should be, but you aren’t.  Our magic is strong, and though we do not use it often, you were found worthy.”
“I can’t thank you enough,” Lorik said.  “I found the swords!” he exclaimed, remembering that he had completed the task Hennick had set for him.
“You did indeed.  They wait for you with Shayah.  The Drery Dru have waited a long time for the Protector to come.  I admit, I did not think it could be you.  Watching mankind destroy for centuries has left me cynical, I’m afraid, but your actions have proven me wrong and I could not be more glad of it.”
“I’m not sure what to say,” Lorik replied.
“Before you go I want to share with you a prophecy from my people.”
Lorik knelt down beside the small elf.
“The Protector, it is said, will come during the dark hour.  It is said he will face many dangers.  It is not certain whether you will live or die,” Hennick said sadly.  “Some believe that in protecting our people and yours, you will have to make the ultimate sacrifice.  We cannot know if that is true, because only you can choose your fate.  Your choices now will make that sacrifice necessary in the future, or perhaps not.  I can only say, follow your heart, great one.  It is that part of you, that deep inner strength that has brought you this far, that quality of character, that will see you through.”
“I understand,” Lorik said, not really understanding, but feeling richly blessed to receive such praise from the chief of the Drery Dru.
“I think in time you will understand,” said Hennick.  “For now we must say goodbye, but perhaps you will return.  If you do, the Kingtree is yours.”
“Mine?”
“Yes.”
“But I thought that the Kingtree was linked to your people.”
“And so it is,” Hennick said with a smile.  “But now so are you.  You carry the light of the Drery Dru.  You are the Protector.”
Lorik felt something in his heart and mind click into place.  He wasn’t sure what it was, and he certainly didn’t understand everything Hennick had said, but he knew something was right for the first time in his life.
Hennick led Lorik out onto a wide tree limb.  Above him were the interlocking branches of the giant redwood trees.  The branches were covered with Drery Dru.  The tiny tree elves clapped and cheered when they saw him.  It was a cacophony of sound that died only when Shayah approached from another tree, carrying the sword with the shorter handle.  Behind her came another elf with the other sword.  And behind them both came more elves, some with Lorik’s boots, others with an intricate belt and sheaths.
“Lorik the Protector,” Shayah said.  “Here are the swords of Acromin, which are now the swords of Lorik.  With them come the blessing of the Drery Dru.  May they bring you good fortune and a swift return.”
“Thank you,” Lorik said, taking the weapons as the onlookers cheered again.
“Here is a belt, woven by our most skilled craftsman,” Shayah said.
She helped him strap it on.  One belt went around his waist, and another over his shoulder.  The three straps came together in one buckle that was worked into the shape of the broad leaves from the forest floor.  He snapped the belt together and slid the short-handled sword into the sheath at his waist, while the longer-handled sword slid into the sheath on his back.
“We mended your boots and clothes as well.”
“I didn’t know they needed mending,” Lorik said.
“They have been altered to fit your new shape, great one,” Shayah said with a ghost of a smile.
Lorik found it difficult to read the body language of the Drery Dru, since their chubby little faces were always smiling and innocent.  Their looks of childlike wonder rarely changed.
“And now, you must go,” Hennick said from behind Lorik.  “But know that the Drery Dru will aways welcome you.  The Kingtree is yours, and perhaps one day you may plant the seeds of a new forest.”
Cheers erupted again as Lorik accepted his belongings.  He smiled and waved, and then a simple rope was lowered beside him.  It had a loop at the end and a knot at shoulder level.
“We will lower you down,” Hennick said.
“Thank you,” Lorik told him.  Then he turned to Shayah, “Thank you,” he said.  Then much louder, looking up at the forest elves, “Thank you, thank you all.”
They continued cheering, even as Lorik put one foot in the loop of the rope and took hold with his free hand just above the knot.  The rope descended slowly at first, then sped up.  The trip down took less than a minute, and when Lorik’s feet were on the ground, the rope sped back up into the trees.  He disrobed, taking off the soft garments the forest elves had dressed him with and replacing them with his old clothes.  They had been cleaned and altered, and they fit him perfectly.  He pulled on his boots and strapped his swords back in place with the Drery Dru belt and sheaths.  Then he set off through the forest.
He had no idea how he knew where to go, but the forest was no longer dark and foreboding to him.  In fact, it seemed as open and inviting as the plains.  He had grown up in the swamps of the Marshlands, knowing how to traverse the dangerous landscape and learning how to recognize the hidden dangers.  Now, suddenly, the Wilderlands seemed as familiar as the Marshlands ever had, but instead of dangers he saw the wonders he had somehow missed before.
There were hidden springs beneath the leafy boughs of the wide-leafed bushes.  There were animals, too, birds with muted colors and magnificent stags with enormous antlers.  The mists rose up soon after Lorik finished dressing.  They swirled and moved, showing him where to go among the trees.  It seemed to be drawing him forward, beckoning him toward something in need.
Lorik began to run and had to throw back his head and laugh.  His muscles felt free and strong.  He ran so fast that the massive trees became a blur.  He jumped from the tops of the massive roots that stuck up out of the ground, bounding from tree to tree, running when his feet touched the ground, and leaping high into the air.  He felt as though he could run for hours and hours, but he soon heard a familiar sound.  It was the snort of a horse.  Lorik slowed, following the mist and saw a desperate-looking figure ahead.  He was slumped down against the roots of one of the massive redwoods.
Lorik moved more slowly, straining to see who was there.  His first thought was of the Norsik, but then the horse dispelled that notion.  He wondered who else would be here in the Wilderlands, and a glimmer of hope sprang up inside him.
He walked forward and saw the man’s face peer up at him.
“Lorik?” the man said.
“Hello, Stone.”
“Oh gods,” Stone said, scrambling to his feet.  “What has happened to you?”
“You won’t believe me when I tell you.”
“You’re so big,” he said in awe.  “How did you get taller?”
“It’s a long story,” Lorik said.  “Come on, I’ll tell you on the way.”
“Do you know where we are?” Stone said.  “I’ve lost my sense of direction.”
“Yes, I know my way.  But we have a long journey still, so let’s make the most of it.”
They traveled fast.  Lorik ran as Stone tried to keep pace on horseback.  When darkness fell, Lorik discovered that he could still see the mist.  It was even more ghostly than before, a soft, white wisp in the darkness urging him forward.  Lorik took Stone’s reins and led the horse while his friend rested.
The next day, they ran again.  Lorik felt like he could run, not jog or trot, but run at full speed all day.  The poor farm horse simply couldn’t keep up.  Lorik had to slow his pace and take frequent breaks to let the horse rest.  At one point along the way Lorik told Stone the entire story.  His friend was in awe and after that Stone couldn’t keep from looking up into the canopy high overhead, although he never saw anything.
Lorik found small springs of fresh water that allowed them to refill their canteens and water the horse.  Over the course of three days, they moved through the Wilderlands unmolested.  Lorik’s strength seemed only to increase.  He slept at night, but he didn’t feel he needed to, even after running all day and leading Stone’s horse half the night.
Eventually they came to the northern edge of the forest.  They could see lights in the distance.  It was early evening and the Norsik were celebrating their great victory.  Lorik found that his eyesight had improved as well as his strength and stamina.
“I can see the captives,” Lorik said.  “They haven’t been here long, perhaps a day at most.”
“Can you see Vera?”
“No, I can’t make out their faces, not from this far away.”
The land north of the Wilderlands was arid and rocky.  There were tall plateaus and dry riverbeds.  Very little vegetation grew, and water was difficult to find.  Lorik and Stone hid their horse just inside the tree line of the Wilderlands and waited until dark to move closer.
Once night fell, they moved across the dry, dusty plain.  The moon and stars were out, so seeing the obstacles across the landscape wasn’t difficult.  Lorik and Stone climbed a small, craggy hill and watched the Norsik camp.  The majority of the occupants of the camp were women.  They were fierce-looking people, with long hair and big hoops through their ear lobes.  They also wore many colored rings around their necks and carried thick knives in their belts.  The men in the camp were mostly those who had returned from raiding in Ortis, although some were elderly and obviously too infirm to make the journey, much less fight.
“We could have traveled for days and not found that camp,” Stone said.  “How the hell did you know right where to go?”
“The mists led me,” Lorik said.
“The mists?  What are you saying?  The fog in the forest told you where to go?”
“It showed me,” Lorik said.
“How?” Stone asked.  “Man, if you didn’t look like some kind of giant out of a bedtime story I’d say you’d lost your mind.”
“It is strange, I admit,” Lorik agreed, “but it’s true.  Now we have to figure out how to get the captives out of the camp.”
“It looks like they’re celebrating down there,” Stone said.  “Maybe we can wait and just sneak them out.”
“That’s actually a really good plan,” Lorik said.  “We’ll have to take out their sentries, though.”
They watched, noting where the sentries were located around the camp.  It was obvious that the Norsik felt safe.  They had posted only a few sentries on the forest side of their camp.  There were more than twice that many to the north.
“Why so few on this side and so many on far side?” Stone asked.
“They’re obviously concerned about someone on that far side,” Lorik agreed.  “Shuklan slavers or Borian warriors maybe.  Or maybe just other Norsik tribes.  I doubt that whatever led them to band together would keep them from fighting among themselves.”
“Well, I don’t really care,” Stone said.  “I just want to get Vera and get back home.  Can you see her now?”
“Yes, I can see her,” Lorik said.  “She looks strong.”
Vera and a few other women were bound hand and foot.  Her hope of rescue had slowly died in the Wilderlands.  If the raiders had moved straight north she would have believed that Lorik could find her, but almost immediately the Norsik raiders had begun to alter their course.  She was even more discouraged that the soft soil left no tracks.  Only a very talented woodsman with an intimate knowledge of the Wilderlands would be able to track them.  Days passed without any signs of help, and Vera had determined to escape on her own.  Most of the captives had been numb with fear and grief.  They’d sat staring into space, lost inside their minds, hiding from the harsh reality that they faced.  But Vera took advantage of the darkness in the forest.  At night she’d chewed at the ropes that held her.  It had been a long, difficult task, but when she’d finally broken free, she’d untied the bonds that held the few like-minded women around her.  The next day they’d pretended their bonds were intact and followed the other captives until the mists rose up.  Then, just before dark, they had made their escape.
They had run as fast as they could, ducking around trees and staying low so that the mists covered them.  Then night had fallen, and the women were lost in the darkness.  They had hunkered down for the night and hoped that when the sun came the raiders would push on without them.  Unfortunately, the raiders had spread out in every direction and hunted the women down.  They had been beaten once they were found, and each one of them had been tied with a rope around her neck and forced to follow behind a warrior.  If the women didn’t keep pace, they were dragged along the ground until they managed to get back on their feet.  The men assigned to the women who had attempted escape showed no mercy.  They tied the women’s feet together every evening and didn’t allow them to speak.
The harsh treatment had only hardened Vera’s resolve.  She had nothing left to live for but her freedom, and she was determined to win it back or die trying.  That night she and her companions were tied to large stakes in the ground, her arms pinned back behind her so tightly she was afraid her shoulders would pop out of their sockets.  Sleep was out of the question.  She squirmed constantly, trying to find a way to relieve the pressure on her shoulders.
The Norsik celebrated late into the night.  The forty raiders who had led the women back to the Wilderlands had been joined by nearly a hundred warriors who had returned to the Wilderlands with loot, and a few that had stayed behind to guard their womenfolk.  Now there were nearly two hundred warriors in the camp, most of them drinking and carousing late into the night.
Stone slept while Lorik kept watch from the hill they had had settled on.  It was only an hour before dawn when Lorik decided it was time to make their move.  He roused Stone and they moved quickly down the hill.  The moon had set and so only the stars gave light.  Stone’s knee was improved, but he couldn’t run or spin the way he was used to when fighting.  Still, he was able to sneak up on the tired sentry in the dark and slide his knife between the raider’s ribs without being seen or heard.
Lorik was less subtle.  He moved through the darkness quickly, like a racing shadow, and he used his new sword for the first time, decapitating the first sentry he met before the man could shout an alarm.  The sword cut through the air with a quiet whisper, as if it were slicing the wind.  Lorik smiled and kept running.  The third sentry was a good distance away, but they didn’t want to take the chance that he might hear the captives moving, so Lorik took him out and then caught up with Stone sneaking through the camp.  
They made their way to Vera.  She was facing away from them, and without a word Lorik sliced the ropes that held her while Stone hobbled around the post.
“By the gods,” Vera said, her whisper seeming overly loud in the darkness.  “You’re alive.”
She and Stone fell into an embrace, tears streaming down their faces and making their frenzied kisses salty.
“I came as soon as I could,” he whispered once they stopped kissing.  “I got lost in the Wilderlands.”
“I’m not surprised,” Vera said.  “I lost hope once the raiders started leading us back and forth in every direction.  I can’t believe you’re alive.”
“I probably wouldn’t be if it weren’t for Lorik.  He led us out of the forest.”
“Lorik’s here?” Vera asked, looking around.
She could see the hulking figure cutting the other women loose, but she didn’t recognize Lorik.  He had grown nearly a foot, and his shoulders were broader and his waist slimmer.
“Where is he?” she asked.
“There,” Stone said, pointing to his friend.
“No,” Vera said.  “That’s not Lorik.”
“It is now,” Stone said.  “Trust me, it’s a long story and I’ll tell you all about it, but we’ve got to get you out of here.”
Vera and the other women helped get the rest of the captives cut free and moving.  The Norsik’ celebrations late into the night kept them from waking by the time Lorik and Stone had the captives all moving.  They had just passed the dead sentries when the sun appeared.  The women were in no shape to run, nor was Stone, but they hurried as best they could.  They had to get back into the forest before they were seen, but it was an impossible task.  The arid ground was kicked into a cloud of dust by the footsteps of so many people, and even though the sentries were on the far side of the camp, they saw the dust rising and called out an alarm.
“What are we going to do?” Vera asked.
“You keep the women and children moving,” Lorik said.  “Get them into the forest.  I’ll hold back the Norsik.”
“How?” she asked.
“Don’t worry about that,” Lorik said, drawing his sword, “just keep moving.”
“I’ll help him,” Stone said.
“No,” Lorik said gently.  “You won’t be able to keep up.  Stay with Vera and help her.  I’ll find you in the forest.  You can count on that.”
Stone and Vera looked at Lorik for a long moment, neither of them sure what to say.  They were afraid to lose him and afraid of getting caught by the Norsik.
“Go,” he told them.  “Hurry!”
They left and Lorik drew one of his new swords.  It was the first time he had really looked at them since being high in the Kingtree.  The end of the pommel had a strange shape, and after looking at it a moment, he pulled the other sword from the sheath on his back.  Its pommel had a strange but different shape.  Then it hit him: the pommels fit together.  He held the swords together, pommel to pommel.  The longer handle fit neatly inside the shorter, and with a short turn the swords locked together to become one deadly weapon with a blade at either end.
Lorik smiled and then looked up.  Nearly a hundred of the Norsik warriors were hurrying out of their tents and shelters to see what was happening.  Lorik ran to meet them.


Chapter 37
It crossed Lorik’s mind as he ran that perhaps this was what Hennick had meant about laying his life down to protect his people.  Lorik didn’t mind in that instant.  He wasn’t worried about dying, or about anything else—his body felt too good, too strong, to worry.  The Norsik raiders had spotted him and were hurrying to meet him in battle.  Most of the raiders preferred an easy fight and enjoyed overwhelming defenseless settlements.  They had no sense of honor or fairness when it came to fighting.  They were used to fighting and killing and stealing what they wanted.  So when they saw Lorik all alone, even as big as he was, they assumed they could quickly overwhelm him and then catch the fleeing captives.  It was the kind of fight they preferred, or so they thought.
Lorik reached the first raider and stabbed him with his longsword, using the curved point to rip the blade through his stomach before the raider was close enough to bring his own weapon to bear.  The next three opponents converged on Lorik all at once.  With a slash that spun his body around Lorik took out two of the raiders, his blade cutting across their chests and sending them crashing to the ground.  Then, using the momentum of his spin, he brought the rear blade around and impaled the third raider.  The man stood frozen, his own short, curved sword fell from his hand just before Lorik jerked his blade free.
Then there was a crowd around Lorik, and he spun in a circle of death, twirling the sword around his body and slashing anyone who came near him.  Six raiders died before the crowd started to fall back.  Lorik finished his spin with a leap that allowed him to decapitate another raider, sending the unfortunate man’s head flying into the crowd.
“Come on!” Lorik shouted.  “Fight me, you dogs!”
The Norsik at the edges of the crowd started to back away, some deciding to avoid Lorik altogether and pursue the captives.  Lorik saw them streaming around him and decided to act.  He feinted forward, causing the raiders in front of him to stumble backward into the raiders behind them, then Lorik turned and ran.
The crowd assumed that Lorik was running away from them.  They cheered and followed, but Lorik was so fast he quickly outdistanced the crowd and caught up to the raiders who had run around him.  He cut down eight men from behind, then the others changed direction, trying to get away from Lorik and his flashing sword.
Lorik then angled the other direction and caught up with the raiders who had circled him on the other side.  The Norsik were unprepared to be attacked while they ran.  They tried to stop and fight but Lorik simply flashed past them, his sword so sharp it severed flesh and bone alike.
Finally the raiders came to a stop.  They stood staring in disbelief.  Only a single man stood between them and their escaping captives, but he was so fast, and so deadly, they were afraid to fight him.
Then, from the back of the crowd came three warriors.  They were painted with flaking blue war paint.  The sides of their heads were shaved and instead of the Norsik’s usual short swords they carried spiked balls on long chains.  Lorik smiled.  He recalled what Stone had told him of the battle when Vera and the others had been captured.
“You three keen on dying young, eh?” he asked.
The raiders didn’t understand a word he said, but they recognized that he was taunting them and immediately they spread out, twirling their weapons.  Lorik unhooked his swords and held one in each hand, waiting patiently for the attack he knew was coming.  It wasn’t hard to guess the strategy.  Lorik knew the man in front of him would feint while the two on the sides rushed in for the kill.  Lorik felt so strong he thought he could kill the whole horde of raiders, but he knew what he needed to do was give the captives time to get to the Wilderlands.  Lorik had no doubt that once they reached the Wilderlands he could lead them to safety, but the women and children were in shock, some injured and all of them moving slowly.
Lorik spread his arms wide, inviting the man in front of him to attack, but also keeping his blades at the ready for an attack from either side.  The other raiders were beginning to shout and cheer on the three warriors.  Lorik tried to look bored.
The raider in front of Lorik feinted forward, just as Lorik had guessed.  Instead of reacting to the feint, Lorik moved to his right, ducking under the ball that the man to his right had swung at Lorik’s head and ripping open his stomach with a quick slash of his sword.  Then Lorik spun around, moving toward the first raider from the side.  The raider dodged back to his right and was hit by the other raider’s mace.  The spiked ball crashed into the raider’s shoulder, smashing bones and slicing the muscle and skin to ribbons.  The raider cried out, dropping his weapon and falling onto his knees.  Lorik dashed forward and took advantage of the second raider’s surprise at the accident.  He slashed his sword across the raider’s chest in a diagonal line from shoulder to hip.  The man fell backward without a sound.
Then Lorik turned around and faced the crowd, standing behind the first raider, who was now on his knees, bellowing in pain and holding his shoulder.
“Here’s what’s coming to each and every one of you bastards,” Lorik said.
He raised his sword and in one mighty sweeping blow, cut off the raider’s head at the neck.  The head flew straight up, the body toppled forward, and as the head fell back down to earth Lorik punted it straight into the crowd.  It hit one raider in the face with enough force to pulverize his nose and then flew up and into the mass of Norsik warriors as fear of Lorik’s ferocity turned their hearts to water.
The Norsik had seen enough.  They turned as one and ran back toward their camp.  Lorik had to stop himself from running after them.  He wanted to cut them all down—the battle lust was so strong on him—but he remembered what Hennick had told him.  His choices would make the difference between living and dying to protect those he loved.
He turned and trotted after the captives.  He caught up to Stone and Vera, running hand in hand, just before they reached the Wilderlands.
“You’re alive,” Stone said with a smile.  “That’s nice.”
“Good to see you made it, too, gimpy,” Lorik teased.
“Hey, that’s a war wound you’re poking fun at.”
“Some things never change,” Vera said in exasperation.  “What’s the plan now?” 
“We go home,” Stone said.
“We can’t go through the forest without supplies,” Vera said.  “At least the Norsik fed us.”
“Hey, it was his plan,” Stone said, pointing at Lorik.
“It is my plan and I will feed you all.  But don’t think that the Norsik are going to give up that easily.  They’ll gather their courage and come after us.  And a group this big won’t be easy to hide.”
“They did a pretty good job of it,” Stone said.  “We didn’t catch them in the forest.”
“No, but they know it better than we do,” Lorik said.  “They’ve spent time there and we haven’t.  We can’t count on being able to outwit them here, or scare them off for long.”
“So what do we do?” Vera asked.
“Right now we rest.  Make sure everyone is healthy enough to keep moving.  I want to see what the Norsik do now.”
Stone stood watch while Lorik found water for the captives.  There were so many of them that he had to uncover several springs to provide enough water for all of them.  Vera followed him.
“How do you know so much about the Wilderlands suddenly?” she asked.  “You said it was a terrifying place, and I can’t say that I disagree.”
“I made some new friends,” Lorik said.
“What does that mean?”
“Have you ever heard of the Drery Dru?” Lorik asked.
“What?  You mean druids?  Forest elves?”
“Yeah, they’re the ones.  They call themselves the Drery Dru.”
“Did one of those raiders hit you in the head... Hard?” she asked.
“No, I’m telling you the truth.  I’ll explain it all when there’s more time.”
“You better believe you will,” she said.  “Forest elves?  Really?”
“Really,” Lorik said, smiling sincerely.
“Here they come!” Stone shouted.
Lorik hurried back to the edge of the forest.  What he saw surprised him.  The Norsik warriors were returning, only this time they were in small groups and they were spread out.
“They’ll come into the forest at different places,” Stone said.  “You may be unstoppable, but you can’t be everywhere at once.”
“That’s true,” Lorik said.  He wasn’t sure what his next move should be.  In the open, he could move from group to group and cut them down, but in the forest he wasn’t even sure he would see all the separate groups.  And if the Norsik couldn’t recapture their prisoners, they probably wouldn’t be opposed to killing them.
“I’m going out there again,” Lorik said.  “I’ll attack the group on the far left.  I need you to get on your horse and attack the group on the far right.  Push them back toward the center.”
“And don’t get killed,” Vera said.  “Whatever you do, don’t die.  Either of you.”
“You heard the lady,” Lorik said.
“You be careful, Lorik,” Stone said.
“I will.  Can you ride?”
“I can do more than that,” Stone said.
It took him a moment to get on the horse; his leg was hurting but he tried not to let it show.  Then he rode out.  Lorik smiled, kissed Vera on the cheek, and started running.
Stone let the horse pick its own way across the rocky ground while he unpacked Lorik’s bow and arrows.  The Norsik raiders were still far enough away that they were out of bow range, but soon he could start peppering them with arrows.  He checked his sword and got as comfortable as possible on the saddle.
“All right, girl,” he said, patting the horse’s neck.  “This will be just like tending crops.  You run straight and I’ll mow down the weeds.”
The horse neighed as if it understood and Stone started out of the tree line.  He rode for nearly five minutes before he drew his first arrow.  He had no real experience aiming so he just raised the bow and let the arrow fly in the general direction of the Norsik raiders.  The first arrow fell woefully short, so he nocked another arrow and aimed higher.  The second arrow fell close to the group Stone was aiming for.  The raiders shuffled over, closer to the group on their right, and slowed their pace.
“All right, not bad,” Stone said out loud.
He nocked arrow after arrow, shooting and shooting until he had only one arrow left.  Only two arrows had hit the raiders, and neither were kill shots, but he had slowed the progress of the raiders on his side of the line.  He couldn’t see what Lorik was doing, but he could see dust rising in the air on the far side of the line of raiders.
Stone kicked the horse into a gallop, ignoring the pain in his knee as he used his legs to grip the animal.  He raised his bow when he was close to the raiders.  They had bunched together, waiting for his charge, their short swords held out in hopes of fending off the horse and rider.  Stone shot his arrow, which punched through the shoulder of one raider and into the neck of another.  Then Stone dropped the bow and drew his sword.  It was as long as his arm, and as he veered close to the raiders he swung the weapon in a low, level slash.  His blade clashed against one sword, then sliced through three arms.  The wounds weren’t grievous, and probably wouldn’t prove life-threatening, but three more raiders were out of the fight.
Stone circled slowly, staying far enough away from the raiders to be out of danger while keeping his horse moving at speed.  He came in for another pass, and this time the raiders fell back rather than face him.  The next group in the line did the same.  They didn’t retreat, but they refused to engage with Stone.  He grimaced, knowing his horse wouldn’t be able to keep up this pace much longer.  So he turned the horse to face the raiders and let it stop.  He was a hundred paces from their line, and four groups of raiders stood waiting for his next attack.  It didn’t come.  Stone just sat there, watching and waiting, knowing that Lorik was coming and hoping the raiders didn’t call his bluff.
Lorik sprinted through the trees.  He felt stronger than ever before, but among the trees of the Wilderlands, he felt truly invincible.  He circled out onto the open field when he had gone as far as the last group of raiders.  Then he ran out over the rocky ground, locking his swords together again.  The raiders saw him coming; some stood their ground, others fell back.  Lorik didn’t stop.  He ran headlong into the group.  He hit the first raider with his shoulder, slamming into the man so fast the raider didn’t have a chance to attack before he was knocked into the men behind him.  The sudden space gave Lorik the room he needed to attack.  He quickly thrust his sword up into the face of a raider to his right.  The tip cut skin and smashed bone.  Lorik then struck out to his right, plunging the opposite sword tip into the abdomen of another raider.  The curved tip sliced into the man’s stomach, hooked on his entrails, and pulled them out.
The sight of so much carnage so fast sent almost all the remaining warriors in the first group retreating.  Lorik spun around, twirling his sword and bending low to hamstring one raider and disembowel another.  Lorik didn’t stick around to inspect his handiwork.  He sprinted toward the next group of Norsik, who had been watching his attack with growing fear.  Lorik angled in front of them and caught only one warrior before the others drew back.  His sword point caught that man in the groin, but the warrior leaned forward over Lorik’s sword, extending his arm and hacking at Lorik’s face.  Lorik swayed backward, but the tip of the dying warrior’s blade nicked Lorik’s chin.
Blood dripped down, but it didn’t slow Lorik.  With a shove of his sword he knocked the man aside and jumped forward.  Three men struck out at Lorik, all aiming high.  Lorik dropped to the ground and slashed his sword across their knees and thighs.  They fell back, screaming and dragging themselves away from the confrontation.
Lorik rolled to his feet and dashed toward the next group, but the Norsik there had lost all interest in fighting Lorik.  They retreated and left the fourth group unprepared for Lorik’s attack.  He smashed into them, separating his swords and hacking downward with one and then the other as he took each step.  He rained strong overhead blows with the swords in quick succession.  The blades hacked down into shoulders or upturned arms, as the small, round shields the Norsik carried were no match for the combination of Lorik’s razor-sharp swords and his overwhelming strength.  The group scattered in panic and Lorik took stock of his situation.  There were three more groups nearing the tree line, and Lorik saw Stone sitting on his horse facing several groups that had stopped moving.
Lorik decided to try a new tactic.  He had planned to try and stay between the raiders and the Wilderlands, but now he thought he might mow through them more quickly by attacking them from behind.  He ran forward, toward the rear of the leading groups.  The first group never saw him coming.  He attacked without mercy, targeting the hamstrings of the raiders who were trotting forward.  The fighters at the head of the group heard the men behind them bellowing in pain, but just as they turned to see what had happened, Lorik smashed into them.  He tucked the long-handled sword under his left arm and used it like a lance, while his right arm and sword were a whirlwind of mayhem.
Limbs were severed and warriors impaled, then Lorik was moving on to the next group.  He hadn’t wounded every warrior in the last group, but he had done enough damage to force the group to pull back.  He attacked the next group in the same way, only this time they stopped and turned to face him.  He batted away one sword and then lashed out.  His sword cleaved into the neck of one raider, then his boot shattered the knee of another.  Lorik then spun in a tight circle, his sword blades reaching out farther than the short weapons of his foes.  He cut several men, but they stayed in the fight, and Lorik realized that he would have to do more than scare this group into retreating.  
He drew in the sword that was in his left hand.  When the warriors on that side of him lunged at the apparent opening in his defenses, he spun back, causing the warriors on his right to rush forward.  It seemed like Lorik was backpedaling, but his opponents were now off-balance and sandwiched together.  He attacked with such ferocity that the raiders began tripping all over each other.  Lorik hacked and cut, swinging his swords so fast the raiders felt like they were fighting against several men.
One managed to fall forward and strike out at Lorik’s thigh.  Lorik dodged back, just as he kicked the raider in the face.  It might have given the other raiders an opening to attack, but their companion on the ground blocked their path.  Lorik then stepped on the fallen warrior’s back and jumped high in the air, spinning and swinging his sword.  Only one raider was caught by Lorik’s spinning swords, but the move scared the rest, and they fled the battle.
Lorik shouted in victory and then dashed to the next group.


Chapter 38
Lorik knew he should be tired, but even though he was breathing heavily, he felt invigorated instead of tired.  He barreled into the next group, cutting down two of the raiders from behind before the rest turned to face him.  They were shouting to each other, trying to coordinate their attack, but Lorik was too fast, too ferocious.
He had hooked his swords together again and slid from one side to the other, jabbing one warrior in the face, then slashing another’s thigh on the opposite side.  He flipped his sword from low to high, catching another warrior in the throat, before leaping up and spinning a full circle in the air and landing with a vicious swipe that opened the chest of a raider.  The Norsik warriors, now hesitant to engage Lorik, edged away. 
“Come on, then!” he taunted.  “Fight me!”
The Norsik broke and ran.  The line of small groups was broken and the other groups retreated as well, all the way down to where Stone sat on his horse.  Stone watched the Norsik turn and trot back toward their camp, then turned his horse and rode to Lorik, who stood wiping the blood and gore off his swords.  There were wounded and dead men lying across the dusty field, many moaning or crying out in agony as they slowly succumbed to their wounds.
“I guess their taste for fighting wasn’t as great as they thought,” Stone said.
“They don’t like a fair fight,” Lorik agreed.
“I wouldn’t say facing you is a fair fight,” Stone added.  “You’re like a hero from some story.  What’s next, dragons?”
“Maybe,” Lorik said.  “They say there are dragons in the north.”
“And you say there are forest elves in the Wilderlands.”
“There are!” Lorik insisted.  “What is so hard to believe about that?”
“Hey, don’t get so upset, I wasn’t saying you were wrong.  I’m just saying I’ve never seen one.”
“And you won’t, with that attitude,” Lorik teased.
They hurried back into the forest.  Vera had been watching the battle with bated breath, not sure which of the men to keep her eye on.  Now that she saw both of them coming safely back into the forest, she felt tremendous relief.
She gathered the healthiest of the women together and introduced Stone and Lorik.  They were polite to Stone, but they gazed at Lorik with undisguised desire.  Vera was appalled at first, because she still saw Lorik as her old friend.  Of course they had shared a bed rather frequently over the years, but they were friends, first and foremost.  Her heart belonged solely to her Liam now.  Still, looking closely at Lorik, she could understand their desire.  His body was glistening with sweat which made his exposed skin shimmer even in the dim lighting of the forest.  His chest was broad, his shoulders and arms bigger than any man’s she could remember.
She had seen other men with large muscles, some so big they seemed almost grotesque.  But Lorik’s body, as large as it suddenly was, seemed to be the perfect ideal of the male physique.  She smiled, happy for her friend, not because the other women seemed drawn to him, but because he seemed so perfectly suited for the role he found himself in.  He had traveled through the Wilderlands and rescued a large group of captives from the Norsik.  She thought he would be pleased with that accomplishment, and perhaps even ready to settle into a quieter life.
“We should get moving,” Lorik said.  “We have a long way to go.”
“But we still don’t have rations,” Vera said.  “What will we eat?  Where will we find water?”
“I can find what we need,” Lorik said.  “For now, we just need to put distance between us and the Norsik.”
“I’d say they’re beaten,” Stone said, climbing down off his horse.
“They’ll come after us,” Lorik said.  “They won’t forget it was just the two of us who stole their captives.”
“Well, mainly me,” Stone said in mock seriousness.  “I mean, you helped, of course, but I did all the heavy lifting.”
Lorik and Vera laughed as they moved through the crowd of women and children.  The women watched Lorik with awe, while the children, though scared and tired, reached out to touch him.  He smiled down at them and patted their heads.  Then they were moving through the forest.  As time passed and they got further from the Norsik camp, the captives seemed to overcome the shock of their ordeal.
Stone walked, insisting that the weaker women and children take turns riding the horse.  Lorik carried two of the smallest children on his shoulders, telling them about the wondrous forest elves high in the trees above.  Vera listened, holding her own questions about his adventure with the Drery Dru for another time.  Instead she whispered to Stone, who was struggling along beside her.  His knee, although better, was not quite ready for a full day’s walk.
“Your leg is getting worse, isn’t it?” she asked him.
“It’s fine,” he lied.
“Why do men always feel like they can’t be honest?  Do you really think Lorik met forest elves and climbed a giant tree?”
“It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?  I mean, I look at him and see the physical changes, and I see the swords, but my mind simply won’t accept that there are elves up in the trees.”
“Mine either,” Vera said.  “I don’t know that I could believe it even if I saw them with my own eyes.”
“Still, he is able to do things that shouldn’t be possible.  No one his age grows, but he’s easily a head taller than before.”
“And he didn’t even seem tired after fighting all those raiders,” Vera said.
“I know,” Stone agreed.  “When we were traveling here from deep in the forest, he would run all day.  I mean, he was setting such a relentless pace that we would have to stop and rest the horse.  Who can do that?”
“There are stories of the great heroes of the past,” Vera said.
“Yes, exactly, stories, which are naturally given to exaggeration and spectacle.  No one ever believed those stories were true.”
“But what if they were?” Vera asked.  “We’ve heard tales of dragons and wizards in Yelsia.  The Torr are wizards.”
“So people say, but it’s not like they’re going around casting spells in broad daylight.  It’s all so hard to believe.”
“Hard and wonderful,” Vera said.  “I don’t know what I believe anymore, but I know I want to believe.  I want to believe that magic exists and all that goes with it.  I want the world to be a magical, mysterious place, full of wonder and hope.  Not the grim, hopeless waste it has seemed to be lately.  When I thought you were dead...”  She couldn’t finish.  Tears rolled down her checks.
“I’m so sorry,” Stone said.  “I came as fast as I could, but—”
“No, it’s not that,” she said.  “I knew you would come for me if you could, but I thought you were dead.  I thought they’d killed you.”
“They gave it a good shot,” he said.  “I’m lucky they didn’t check the bodies for survivors.”
“They’re animals,” she said angrily.  “They only care about what they can take.”
“Well, it’s over now,” Stone said.
“But Lorik said they’ll come for us again,” she contested.
“Perhaps, but if they do we’ll stop them again.”
“The raids won’t stop.”
“So we’ll go south—maybe even back to Hassell Point.”
“No, I don’t want to go back.”
“Then we’ll go to Osla or Falxis or somewhere you feel safe.  I’m not taking any chances with you again.”
She smiled, and they leaned on each other for a short while.
As the afternoon wore on, the mists rose.  Lorik kept the group moving until he found a place where they could huddle together for the night with water nearby.  Everyone was hungry and there was no food.  Lorik saw the occasional deer, but with his bow and arrows gone he had no way to hunt.  Plus, he didn’t want to start a fire in the forest again.  He knew how to build a fire that was safe, but fire was the one thing the Drery Dru feared most.
It was impossible to tell how much light was left in the day, so once Lorik had everyone settling in for the night, he walked a short distance away and called up into the trees.
“Hennick!” he called.  “Can you hear me?”
“Perhaps not Hennick, but I can hear you, Great One,” came a playful voice from behind him.
Lorik turned to see a brown-haired elf clinging to the side of the giant tree as effortlessly as Lorik stood on the ground.
“I’m Udell.  How can I be of service?”
“I need food,” Lorik said.  “Enough to feed a lot of people.  I’m leading a group of captives back through the Wilderlands.”
“Yes, we’ve been watching,” Udell said.  “I can see about food, but know that the painted warriors pursue you.”
“I expected as much.  I will deal with them tonight.”
The elf looked excited to hear that Lorik meant to confront the Norsik raiders again.
“We will bring food down to your people,” Udell said.
“Thank you,” Lorik said, bowing slightly.
The elf returned the bow, then scampered up the tree like a squirrel.  Lorik watched him go until the Drery Dru disappeared in the darkness high above.  Then he went back to the group of women and children.  They looked tired, but more alive than when he had first found them.  He needed to keep them from discovering that the Norsik were pursuing them.  He needed them to eat, sleep, and regain their strength.
Lorik was still watching the women and children when a large wooden basket was lowered from one of the trees.  It was filled with fruit and the simple root vegetables that he remembered the forest elves feeding him.  The women and children, including Vera and Stone, were amazed.  They looked up, trying to see the elves, but the Drery Dru were well hidden in the high trees.
“You won’t see them,” Lorik said.  “The Drery Dru are bashful people in most cases.  You can only see them if they want you to.”
“Are they invisible?” asked one young girl, her voice full of awe as she stared up into the canopy.
“No, they aren’t invisible, just good hiders.  They always win at hide-and-seek.”
“Really?” she asked, with rapture on her face.
Lorik laughed and nodded.  The women and children ate their fill, and there was enough left for everyone to fill their pockets for the journey the next day.  Then night fell and darkness enclosed the camp.  Everyone lay down together, the women and children huddling together for warmth.  It wasn’t a perfect situation, but at least their bellies were full and they were safe for the night.
Lorik felt better about leaving the group knowing the Drery Dru were watching them.  He checked his swords and then followed the mist through the forest.  He ran at a light pace and kept it up for the hour it took to reach the Norsik camp.  He found nearly a hundred warriors.  Most were sleeping, but there were sentries staring blindly in the dark.
Lorik wasn’t sure what to do.  He had fought and killed the Norsik mercilessly over the past several weeks.  He knew that they had no qualms about killing indiscriminately: in a Norsik raid, no one was safe.  And the Norsik were entering the Kingdom of Ortis with bad intentions, so surely killing them to save his own people was justified.  Still, when he thought about slaughtering the group of raiders, something made him hesitate.  He thought again of Hennick’s warning.  His choices would mean the difference between life and death in his quest to protect his people.
He decided he could accomplish just as much with a little theatrical surprise for the sleeping Norsik as he could by killing them.  He hoped he was making the right choice.  It could be that by allowing the Norsik to live, he was sealing his fate, but indiscriminate killing seemed wrong, and he decided to trust his heart.
He sheathed his sword and drew his dagger.  He could see the sentries but they couldn’t see him, so hitting them on the back of the head with the handle of his dagger and knocking them senseless wasn’t difficult.  Then he stripped the sentries naked and used their clothes to tie the raiders up.  He left them at their posts, each one tied like a pig ready for roasting.  Then he took their swords and walked into the center of their camp.  He had to move quietly, stepping over the sleeping forms of many of the raiders.  Then, at the center of the camp, he arranged the sentries’ swords, stabbing them into the ground in a circle.  With the last sword, he sketched a crude drawing of a human skull.  Then he left the group.
He waited nearby through the night, wanting to see if his ploy worked.  At sunrise, the raiders woke and discovered his handiwork.  The sentries had no memory of what had happened to them.  Lorik couldn’t understand the arguments being made around the camp, but he could tell the raiders were spooked, so he set out, running through the forest to get back to his own camp.
He found it abandoned but it didn’t take him long to catch up with Stone, Vera, and the captives.  They were heading in the right direction, and Lorik hurried over to Stone.
“Where have you been?” Stone said.
“Just leaving a message for our friends.  Besides, I knew you could get this group moving without me.”
“I did that,” Vera said.  “Liam was too tired,” she teased.
“I’ve been through a lot, okay?” he said in mock defensiveness.  “And I’m injured.  Have a little mercy, would you?”
“I think he’s milking it,” Lorik said.
“I keep trying to get him to ride his horse,” Vera said.
“Other people need it more,” Stone argued.
“Perhaps, but I don’t want you too stiff to help if I need it,” Lorik said.  “It wouldn’t hurt you to take a turn or two today.  We still have about five days’ travel through the forest.”
“Speaking of helping, why didn’t you take me with you this morning?”
“I didn’t go this morning,” Lorik said.  “I went last night.  And you aren’t much help in the darkness.”
“What did you do?”
“I tried to scare the raiders off.”
“Did it work?” Vera asked.
“It scared them, but whether they turned back I don’t know.”
“You should have killed them,” she said bitterly.
“Did they hurt you?” Lorik asked.
“They hurt all of us,” Vera said.  “But they didn’t abuse me if that’s what you’re asking.  They did that with the weaker women and children.  I guess we were too valuable to rape or beat too severely, but they are animals.  You could kill every last one of them and I wouldn’t lose a minute’s sleep.”
“Well,” Lorik said, “you may be right.  I made a choice not to kill them.  I hope that choice doesn’t come back to haunt me.”


Chapter 39
The next four days passed smoothly.  There was no trouble as the group traveled through the Wilderlands, and each night the Drery Dru lowered baskets of food down for Lorik and the returning captives.
The Norsik raiders had fought over what to do and eventually decided to continue pursuing their lost captives.  But they were much more cautious than before, moving slowly through the giant forest, and Lorik’s group outdistanced them a little more each day.  Vera and Stone were concerned about the raiders, but Lorik assured them they would be out of the Wilderlands by nightfall on the fifth day.  With the women and children safely within the walls of Fort Utlig, the raiders would have no chance of defeating them.
Lorik was careful not to wear the captives down, setting a brisk pace but allowing for frequent stops to rest along the way.  Stone’s leg was another concern, however.  The wily fighter needed rest, but he refused to ride the horse, insisting instead on walking every day.  His knee swelled again, growing stiffer.  He was forced to splint the leg again, tying the straps tightly around his leg to support his injured knee.  Vera worried constantly, but there was nothing she could do.  Even with medicines, all she would have been able to do was ease his pain.  He needed to stay off his leg for several days, but that remedy simply wasn’t an option.
Late on the fifth day of their journey Lorik sensed something amiss.  He left Vera and Stone to lead the group and sprinted ahead to discover what was wrong.  He knew there was trouble before he reached the edge of the Wilderlands.  He could smell the trouble.  It was fire and smoke.
At first he feared that the Norsik had set the Wilderlands on fire, but as he made his way carefully toward the tree line, he could see that the black, rolling smoke was coming from the plains.  He knew then that Fort Utlig was gone.  The fort had been defended by barely a dozen men, and as Lorik came out into the open under the giant redwood trees, his heart sank.  The wide open plain around Fort Utlig was now filled with Norsik warriors.  The wooden palisade and inner buildings of the fort were burned to the ground, and only the round, stone watchtower still stood.  Around the crenellated top of the tower Lorik could see human heads mounted.  He knew instantly that one of the heads had once been Constable Yorn’s.  The miserly old constable had been difficult to deal with, but Lorik found that he still regretted the man’s passing.
He stepped back into the shadows of the forest and pondered.  What could he possibly do?  The captives were on their way to the fort, but if they were spotted by the massive horde of Norsik warriors they would be recaptured.  Lorik looked across the field.  There were thousands of Norsik raiders, all camped in small clumps that spread as far as Lorik could see.
He looked out to the east and saw Yulver’s ship still at the mouth of the bay.  His friend didn’t have the resources to sail home, and now he was cut off from the land by the Norsik raiders camped along the harbor.  He wondered if it might be possible to sneak out and somehow swim to Yulver’s ship.  Perhaps they could find a place to make land and sneak the captives onto the ship.  But Lorik knew that plan was hopeless.  Yulver’s ship, even empty of cargo, couldn’t come close to carrying the almost one hundred women and children he had rescued.  Not to mention that once he got them on board they would face the same dilemma that Yulver faced: where to land safely.
Lorik turned back and sprinted the way he had come.  He had to stop Stone and the others   before they came too close to the edge of the Wilderlands and were seen.  He ran hard and caught up with the group less than a mile from the edge of the forest.
“What’s wrong?” Vera asked immediately.
“Let’s make camp here,” Lorik said.
Vera frowned but she didn’t argue.  She got busy helping everyone settle down.  It wasn’t difficult to convince the group to stop and rest.  Lorik located water, and they all found places to sit and rest their tired legs.
“All right,” Vera said when she rejoined Lorik and Stone.  “Tell me what’s wrong.”
“The Norsik have taken Fort Utlig,” he said.  “They have established a strong base where the fort was.  There are several thousand of them.”
“By the gods,” Vera said.  “We can’t fight that many!”
“No, we can’t,” Lorik said.
“So what do we do now?” Stone asked.  “Is there any way to go around them?”
“I guess that’s possible, but we’ll have to go for miles to the west, and there’s no guarantee we’ll find a place to go.”
“What about the gulf?” Vera asked.  “Is Yulver still there?  Could he get us someplace safe?”
“He’s there, but the harbor is surrounded.  I don’t think he has a safe place to land his ship on either side of the gulf.”
“You said there were thousands of raiders,” Vera said.  “There weren’t that many when we fled, were there?”
“Not that I saw,” Lorik replied.  “Why?”
“If there are thousands now, then chances are they’re congregating here.”
“Meaning what?” Stone asked.
“Meaning we have a better shot of going around them,” Vera explained.
“And then what?” Stone said.  “They’ll just pursue us and catch us.  That is, if we don’t starve to death first.  They’re like a plague, eating everything and destroying what they can’t consume.  There are no villages or farms to get food from.  We’ll starve within days even if we don’t get massacred first.”
“There has to be something we can do,” Lorik said.  “We can hide in the forest.”
“Not for long,” Vera said.  “The raiders you fought are still behind us.”
“What about the Drery Dru?” Stone asked.  “Can’t they help us?”
“I don’t know,” said Lorik.  “They aren’t warriors.”
“They captured you.”
“They’re tiny,” Lorik said.  “Smaller than most of the children we have with us.  Besides, I doubt they would leave the forest.”
“What if we lured the raiders into the forest?” Vera asked.  “Could they fight the Norsik then?”
“I’m sure they could if they had to, but they wouldn’t like it.  I don’t think they are fighters.”
“Well, we’ve got to come up with a plan of some kind.  How long do you think we have until the raiders who are following us catch up?”
“Tomorrow at some point,” Lorik said.
They looked at each other.  Lorik felt sick to his stomach.  He knew he had to do something, but he couldn’t imagine what it would be.  The idea of asking the Drery Dru to fight with them seemed wrong somehow.  But there was no other way to defeat the Norsik raiders.
“I’ll speak to the Drery Dru,” Lorik said at last.
“It’s our only hope,” Vera said.
“What’s the worst that they can do?” Stone said.
“All right.  I’ll be back,” Lorik said.
He walked a short distance away and called out to the forest elves.  There was no answer.  Lorik thought that perhaps he was too close to the edge of the open land, so he hiked a mile deeper into the Wilderlands and called again.  There was still no answer.  Fear began to worm its way into his mind.  He felt abandoned and defeated.  He knew he hadn’t imagined the forest elves, but he couldn’t keep his mind from imagining the worst.  They had abandoned him because he had made the wrong choices.  He didn’t mean to make bad choices and he didn’t see how he could have made different choices, but the fear ate away at his confidence.  Finally he decided that his only course of action would be to fight the Norsik.
He returned to Vera and Stone.
“They aren’t responding,” Lorik said.
“What?”
“They aren’t answering my calls.”
“Are you sure you did it right?” Vera asked.
“It isn’t a magic formula,” Lorik said.  “I call, they answer.  It’s that easy, only they aren’t answering now.”
“So what are we going to do?” Stone said.
“You and Vera have to take the others west,” Lorik said.  “I’m staying here to distract the Norsik.”
“What?” Vera asked.  “How are you going to distract the Norsik?”
“He’s going to fight them,” Stone said.  “You’ll be killed.”
“I don’t know,” Lorik said.  “I’ve fought them outnumbered before.”
“Yes, you did, but that was a couple hundred.  This is at least ten times that number,” Stone said.  “It would be better if you came with us.  We don’t even know if the forest elves will feed us without you.”
“Are you both insane?” Vera said.  “This is your plan?  Have you forgotten that there isn’t any way to survive because the villages and farms were destroyed?  Not to mention the raiding party that is following us.  If you stay here we’ll be murdered.”
“And if we flee we’ll be murdered,” Lorik said.  “At least if I fight, it gives you a chance.”
Vera looked at Stone but he wouldn’t meet her gaze.  They both knew there was no good option.  They also knew that what Lorik was proposing was suicide.
It was almost dark and Lorik had two tasks to complete when the sun went down.  He was going back to kill the raiders who were following them, then he had to find a way to fight the raiders spread out around the remains of Fort Utlig.  He sat alone, waiting for the gloom to overtake the Wilderlands.  This close to the forest’s edge the mists were thin.  Lorik knew that he could find his way; he could see in the forest’s black nights.  It was like seeing on a night when the moon was almost full.  He could see the shapes, distinguish certain features of the landscape, even recognize a person.  With the mist, he could even make out small details, like the weapon a sentry was or wasn’t holding.
He thought about what Hennick had told him.  The chief of the Erkadine tree village had told him a prophecy.  It was hard for Lorik to recall all of it clearly, but he did remember that he would be in danger and that the choices he made would be the difference between life or death.  Lorik had never really been afraid of dying.  And the truth was, dying for others had a certain nobility to it.  He doubted he would be remembered in the songs of great heroes, especially since he doubted if anyone from the group he had rescued would actually survive.  But, if he was going to die, at least it would be in the service of others. 
Night came.  Lorik jogged through the forest.  He wasn’t in a hurry to kill, though he knew that killing the Norsik raiders was the only chance Vera and Stone would have.  He couldn’t leave the raiders alive to run down Stone and Vera from behind.  And if he killed the raiders he could take their supplies back to Stone and Vera.  They would at least have a little food to share as they looked for a safe haven.
Lorik felt some regret for not simply killing the raiders the first night.  Still, it wasn’t something he was relishing, and as he ran he racked his brain for an alternative.  He considered hiding Vera, Stone, and all the women and children he had saved in one of trees high above the heads of the Norsik who would have no way to scale the massive trees.  The Drery Dru had given him the Kingtree, but it wasn’t in any kind of shape to shelter almost a hundred people.  They would be a great burden to the Drery Dru, and it would only take one small mistake to incur the wrath of the forest elves.  The two cultures were much too different and the risks outweighed the rewards.  The last thing Lorik wanted to do was risk the last great forest in an attempt to save a few people.
Lorik came upon the Norsik camp.  They had sentries standing around the perimeter of the camp, shoulder to shoulder, all with their weapons at the ready.  Lorik stood watching the Norsik for a long time, trying to make sure he was making the right decision.  He had thought he would be able to kill the raiders in their sleep, but that would be impossible this time.  They wouldn’t be able to see him, but with their tight guard formation, they would know he was there.  He could just imagine the screaming and running.  He hoped that perhaps he could simply scare them and let them fall upon each other.
“What are you planning, Great One?” came a familiar voice.
Lorik turned and saw Shayah hanging on the trunk of a nearby tree.  She seemed to glow slightly in the darkness.  She tilted her head and regarded him with curiosity.
“What?” Lorik asked quietly.
“Why did you come back here?” Shayah asked.  “You had a chance to deal with these raiders before.  Why have you returned?”
“There are more raiders outside the forest,” Lorik said.  “There is nowhere for us to go.”
“So you are going back to the other side of the forest?” she asked.
“No,” Lorik said.  “I’m going to fight the Norsik who have invaded my homeland, but I can’t leave these raiders to hunt down the women and children we rescued.”
Shayah nodded.  “A leader’s decisions are never easy.  Putting the needs of your kind ahead of the needs of others is a great decision, but as with most great decisions, it comes with a burden.  You have the strength of Drery Dru magic in you, Great One, but the burden you are about to take on cannot be born by muscle or bone.  It is a burden of the soul and should not be taken on when there are other possibilities.”
“I agree with you, but I see no other possibilities,” Lorik said.
“We have come to help,” Shayah said.
And with that, hundreds of Drery Dru appeared.  They clung to the sides of the huge redwood trees, each elf glowing softly and and giving the mists around the Norsik camp a ghostly light.
“You will fight with me?” Lorik asked, surprised but also relieved.
“No, Great One,” said Hennick, moving down beside Shayah.  “We do not fight.  It is not in our nature.  We are protectors.  We will protect your kind.”
“I don’t understand,” Lorik said.
“We cannot assist in the task before you.  War is man’s aspiration.  It is both the greatness and the bane of your kind.  We will fight to protect the life of the forest, and in this case, the lives of those you have left in our care, but we may not join you in open battle.”
“I see,” Lorik said.  He turned to Hennick.  “Can you tell me the prophecy again?  The one about the Protector.”
Hennick smiled, and a look of sheer joy came over him.  It lit up his merry little face and made him glow even more brightly than before.
Hennick started reciting the prophecy, and soon he was joined by the other Drery Dru, until the forest was full of the jovial little voices.
 
The Protector is coming,
a light in the dark hour,
to face many dangers, 
that we may live or die.
 
The Protector is coming,
with a sacrifice to make,
his choice is our future,
that we may live or die.
 
The Protector is coming,
with a heart that is true,
his quality will be revealed,
that we may live or die.
 
Lorik smiled.  He wanted to express how much their faith in him meant, but he couldn’t find the words.  He smiled and nodded.  Then the mists began to move, ushering him back toward his friends.  Lorik ran again, this time with purpose in each step.  He was the Protector.  He had to stop the Norsik to protect his people, to protect the forest, to protect the future of Ortis.
He ran past Stone and Vera.  They were asleep in each other’s arms.  He knew they would be safe as long as they were together.  He ran out of the forest and onto the edge of the plain.  It was a dark night, and he could not see in the darkness outside the forest, but there were stars in the sky and the Norsik had lit large fires made from the wood found in the fort.  It struck Lorik at that moment what would happen if he didn’t act.  The raiders would begin cutting down the massive redwood trees to build their own fortress and to use as fuel for fires.  They would spread through the countryside pillaging and destroying every settlement they found.  They would steal, kill, rape, plunder, and enslave thousands.
He began quietly, drawing only one sword and carrying it casually at his side.  The bright fires made the dark areas seem even more dark.  Lorik entered the nearest ring of light.  Eight raiders lounged around it, drinking wine they had plundered and telling stories of their conquests.  They looked up in surprise at Lorik but he didn’t hesitate.  He raised his sword and drove it down into the chest of the nearest man.  The others shouted in surprise and scrambled to their feet.  Lorik swung his sword in a great upward swipe that opened the second man’s belly.  Then, in one continuous motion he chopped back down.  The third raider tried to ward off the blow with upraised hands.  The sword severed both arms and wedged into the man’s head.  Lorik wrenched the blade free and kicked the corpse into the fire.
The other five men ran shouting into the camp.  Lorik slipped back into the shadows.  Raiders ran to see who had attacked, but Lorik wasn’t there.  He was already at another campsite.  This time the fire was small, and three men stood looking out into the darkness, their night vision ruined after spending hours staring into the fire.  Lorik approached them from behind, drawing his other sword, and thrust the blades into the backs of two of the men at the same time.  They screamed, and the sound chilled the blood of all who heard it accept for Lorik, who yanked his swords free and with another mighty slash decapitated the third man.  Lorik snatched up the head and slipped back into the shadows.  The edges of the massive camp became a riot of activity.  No one saw Lorik stalking away in the darkness.
Beyond the fringes of the forest, the camps grew closer together and so did the circles of light.  Lorik waited patiently as a large group of half-drunk raiders moved into the camp he had just come from.  They were inspecting the bodies when Lorik hurled the head into their midst.  The raiders shouted and dashed backward.  Lorik ran around and attacked the group from the far side.  He hooked his swords together and spun through the crowd like a killer whirlwind.  His blade shown brightly in the firelight and blood spattered in all directions.  Men were screaming their death cries and more raiders were hurrying to see what the commotion was about.  Lorik fought hard, wounding and killing nearly two dozen men before slipping away again.
There were shouts and the sounds of panic where the bodies were found.  Torches were lit and weapons drawn.  Sentries were sent out into the darkness to search for whoever was killing the raiders.  Lorik took them down, one at a time.  Striking hard and fast, killing the scouts and then hurling their torches back toward the camp and away from the Wilderland’s massive trees.
Stone and Vera heard the shouting, but they could see nothing in the dense dark of the forest.  They held each other closer, listening to the sounds of a battle they could not stop.  They both knew that Lorik had attacked the raiders and they both believed that he would die.  Neither spoke.  They lay on the soft earth, trembling, when suddenly lights from high in the canopy began to drift down toward them.  They sat up, staring at the lights.
“What’s going on?” one of the freed captives asked.
“We don’t know,” Vera said.  “Just stay calm.  I’m sure everything will be okay.”
Soon all the women and children were awake.  The lights looked like glowing snowflakes, drifting slowly down from high above.  Then finally, as the lights got closer, the group of escaped captives could make out the lights.
“It’s children,” someone said.
“No,” Stone said.  “They’re forest elves.”
“It can’t be,” said another woman.
“Forest elves aren’t real,” said a third.
“Yes they are, Mommy,” said a little voice.  “Lorik told us all about them.  They guard the trees.”
“Hello,” said Stone, standing up.
“Greetings,” said the nearest elf.  She was a dark-haired girl, thin and beautiful.  She clung to the side of the massive tree Stone and Vera had been sleeping under.
“Do not be frightened,” said another.
“The Protector sent us,” said the first.  “My name is Elissia.  I will watch over you this night.”
“Who is the Protector?” Vera asked, sure she knew the answer already.
“He is your friend.  The Great One called Lorik.”
“And you are the Drery Dru?” Vera said.
“We are.”
The camp was excited and it was difficult to go back to sleep.  There were the distant sounds of shouting and struggle.  But as the group lay back down, staring up at their glowing guardians, their eyes grew heavy, and eventually they were all sound asleep.



Chapter 40
Lorik knew that it would take weeks to kill the thousands of men in the Norsik camp if he  only killed a few every hour, but he didn’t want to risk too much in the darkness.  After taking out the scouts with their torches, the raiders on the fringe of the camp pulled back.  Lorik moved like a shadow in the darkness.  The raiders strained to see him, but he was invisible in the darkness.
The night wore on and Lorik looked for places where there were no guards or raiders watching for him.  He made his way into one small camp where the occupants were passed out from too much ale.  He slit their throats and then threw their bodies on the fire.  Smoke billowed up and the smell was terrible.  It attracted more raiders.  Lorik knew if he could keep the raiders on edge through the night they would be exhausted, and that would give him a slight edge in the battle he knew was coming at sunup.  He needed only a few hours of sleep a night since the Drery Dru used their magic to heal him, and skipping a night’s rest hardly affected him.
He wandered around between the forest and the camp.  Sometimes he ran to give himself some distance from the latest mayhem he had caused.  At other times he sat down and waited patiently for someone to notice his handiwork.
His mind was working out the details of a plan.  He knew that if he engaged the Norsik on open ground, they would surround him and eventually overwhelm him.  He needed a place where he could fight only a small number of Norsik at a time.  He was confident he could fight all day without rest, but he would need something to drink.
A few hours before dawn he made his move.  He ran through the darkness toward the harbor and, hiding his swords, walked boldly into the camp.  He had been working steadily through the night much further away and there was hardly anyone around the harbor.  The fires there had burned down to glowing coals.  He walked through the shadows, unnoticed and ignored.
At the stone tower he found guards.  The Norsik had no king, but whatever tribe had taken up residence in the tower was sure to be led by a powerful warlord.  There were two guards outside the door.  They were alert and ready, challenging Lorik as he approached.
“Nirek!  Hans aloff zucom.”
“And a fine evening to you as well,” Lorik said, drawing his sword.
One of the guards lunged forward but Lorik stepped aside and let his own blade drag across the guard’s stomach.  Lorik expected the man to fall to his knees and die, but as his sword struck he recognized the feel of chain mail.  The raider had stolen someone’s armor and was wearing it under his thick tunic.
Lorik spun quickly and struck again, this time bringing his sword down hard on the guard’s shoulder.  The sword crunched into the steel rings.  The armor kept the sword’s razor edge from slicing into the man’s shoulder, but the physical blow broke the guard’s arm and sent him sprawling on the ground.
Lorik turned to face the other guard just as the raider’s sword came whistling at Lorik’s head.  He ducked just in time, stabbing his own blade into the guard’s inner thigh.  The man screamed and Lorik punched him hard in the jaw.  The guard’s head whipped around and he fell over completely unconscious, his life’s blood pumping out of the wound in his leg with every heartbeat.
Lorik then approached the door, only to find it locked.  He sheathed both his swords and after circling around to the rear of the tower, began scaling the wall.  The tower was made of rounded rocks, and although the rocks were smooth and difficult to grip, scaling the tower wasn’t impossible.  He was halfway to the top before the climb became truly difficult.  Below him a several raiders were milling about, trying to discover what had happened.  Lorik heard a commotion inside the tower, but he ignored it.  He could have climbed into one of the windows, but he didn’t want to be trapped inside.  He wanted to be on the rooftop, where he had open space to fight.
Lorik knew the guards on top of the tower were looking down on the far side.  It would only take one of them coming over and looking straight down to end his fight, but there were no fires near the tower and he was shrouded in darkness.  When he was just below the crenellated crown of the building he paused and listened.  He could hear voices on the roof, but they seemed far enough away.  His fingernails were broken and bleeding, but he wasn’t tired.  His climb was nothing like scaling the Kingtree, and the prize at the top was completely different as well.
Lorik climbed over the wall and quietly moved across the surface.  The trapdoor that led up from below was open, and the three men on guard duty were busy looking down the far side of the wall.  Lorik hooked his swords together then moved slowly across the roof of the building.  He was just behind the three men when one of them stood up and saw him approaching.
The man was just about to shout for help when Lorik slashed the guard’s throat with his sword.  The other two guards pulled back from the edge of the wall, but Lorik was already spinning to the attack.  He twirled his sword over his head, slashing one guard in the face, the blade cutting into his jaw, knocking out teeth, and severing the man’s tongue.  The guard fell to his knees, blood filling his lungs, choking off the Norsik warrior’s cries for help.  Lorik’s final strike was aimed at the third guard’s neck, but the guard threw up his arm instinctively to ward off the blow.  The sword severed the man’s hand and gashed into his shoulder.  The guard let out a piercing scream and Lorik kicked the man in the chest to wrench his sword free.  The guard toppled backward over the wall and fell with a thud on top of another raider who had just looked up to see who had screamed.
Shouts for help and the call to arms spread across the encampment.  Lorik threw the trapdoor shut that led to the top of the tower from below and dragged the bodies of the guards he killed over to the door.  He stacked the bodies on top of the door and looked around.  It was hard to make out what he was seeing in the darkness, but after a few moments of searching he found a sack of rations and what he hoped was a water skin.  Lorik tipped the skin up and poured some of the liquid into his mouth.  It was water—warm and stale and tasting like old leather, but it was wet.  Lorik drank as much as he could stand, then waited for the Norsik raiders to make their way to the top of the tower.
The sun was just rising and Lorik could make out several hundred men below him, milling around the tower.  None had tried to come up and see what might possibly be happening on top of the watchtower.  They knew that at least one guard was dead, and the other two had not come down.  The chieftain who had occupied the tower had fled in fright.  He was a powerful man and a fierce warrior, but the night attack had set all their nerves on edge.  The superstitious Norsik raiders were waiting until daylight to inspect the roof of the watchtower.
As the sun rose, light filtered in through the high canopy and illuminated the clearing where Stone and Vera slept with the other liberated captives.  They shared a breakfast of fruit and water, then the word came in that the raiders were on the move.
“Will they find us?” Stone asked.
“It is likely,” Elissia said.
“What should we do?”
“Just stay still.  We will guard you,” she said, pulling a small pointed javelin the size of a crossbow bolt from a quiver-like pouch on her back.  She also pulled out a longer stick with a bowl-like impression on the end.  She put the butt of the javelin into the depression of the longer stick and held both close together in one hand.
“What is that?” Vera asked Stone.
“I think it’s an atlatl,” he said.  “They use it to throw their javelins.  Watch.”
They had to wait a long time.  The Norsik raiders had been spooked by the glowing mist and chanting voices near their camp the night before.  They made their way slowly forward once the sun came up.  An hour later, they neared the camp of their former captives, and the Drery Dru moved forward.  They were still high up in the trees, but their keen eyesight allowed them to see the raiders moving forward around the roots of the massive trees.  When the elves saw the Norsik warriors draw their short, curved swords and begin spreading out to attack, the Drery Dru let their javelins fly.  
The projectiles were small in size to a human, but for the small-statured forest elves, they were the perfect size.  They held their atlatls over their shoulders and and flung them forward, flicking their wrists and sending the little javelins hurtling down with great force.  Half of the raiders died of wounds from the javelins.  Another quarter of their number were wounded and unable to fight.  Most of the others fell back, but a few pressed on.  Vera watched again as Elissia and some of the others used their atlatls to hurl their javelins.  The Drery Dru were deadly accurate with their projectiles, and the attacking raiders were killed before they closed the distance to the camp.
Lorik lounged in the warm morning sunlight.  He heard the crowds on the ground below, and knew they would be coming for him soon.  But they took their time, slowly exploring each of the five levels of the watch tower.  Lorik then took down the heads that hung on the tower’s walls.  The flesh on the faces was split from putrefaction and exposure.  Birds had pecked at the flesh until the faces were almost unrecognizable, but Lorik laid them gently on the roof of the tower, away from the area he was choosing to fight in.  He stood with his back to the sun, not too close to the edge of the tower and waited.  Finally, an hour after sunrise and about the same time that the raiders were creeping near Stone and Vera’s camp, Lorik saw the trapdoor begin to shift.
Lorik took another drink from the water skin and then tossed it aside.  The weight of the bodies on the door made it impossible for one man to open it.  In the end it took three, all pushing at the same time and heaving the door up high enough that the bodies of the slain guards slid down.  The door fell back with a thud and a head appeared, looking around the rooftop until it finally saw Lorik.
He smiled and waved the raider forward.
“It’s about bloody time,” he said.  “Let’s get started.”
The raider didn’t understand what he was saying, but he stared, frozen in terror for a moment, before dropping back down.  Lorik heard the raider jabbering, and then two more heads appeared, glared at him, then disappeared.  Finally a raider came up the staircase, his back to Lorik.  The man moved slowly, as if he wasn’t afraid of being attacked from behind as he came up the stairs and onto the roof.  Lorik made no move to attack; he stood waiting, his swords hooked together and held across his thighs.
The brave Norsik warrior stood by the door staring at Lorik but speaking to the other raiders on the staircase.  Slowly they came up onto the roof until there were nearly a dozen of them.  Their side of the rooftop was crowded and Lorik smiled.  Then he raised his sword and twirled it over his head.
“Come and get me,” he said, still grinning.
The big Norsik who was first up the stairs was also the first to die.  He rushed forward and Lorik thrust the end of his sword into the man’s throat.  The raider’s momentum slammed him into the sword so hard his head was almost severed from his body; only the man’s backbone remained intact.  Lorik jerked his sword so that the raider fell sideways and the other raiders would have to go over or around the body to get to Lorik.
“Come on!” he shouted.  “You’re a bunch of cowards!”
The group on the rooftop flinched backward, then they found their courage and moved forward together.  Lorik slashed at one man, who fell back into the raider behind him, getting a nasty cut in his back, near his spine, for his trouble.  Another raider edged around the wall and Lorik swung his word in a horizontal strike that the raider easily caught on his own sword, but the powerful blow sent him reeling backwards, where he tripped on the wall’s crenellated edge and fell headfirst to the ground.
There were shouts and cries for blood from below, but on the rooftop the raiders were slow to attack.  Lorik gutted one man and stabbed another in the shoulder.  One raider jumped forward with his sword in front of him.  Lorik sidestepped the clumsy attack and severed the raider’s arm.  The screams and cries for help whipped the crowd below into a frenzy.  More and more raiders from the huge encampment were gathering around the tower and crowding their way in.  Lorik moved forward and sent the next raider falling backwards, his chest sliced open from an overhead slash.  The raider fell through the trapdoor and landed on the warriors below who were struggling to get up the stairs.
Lorik looked like a warrior from another time, his giant form gilded by the sunlight behind him, his muscles rolling beneath his skin as he hacked and slashed his opponents.  One by one they died on the rooftop until there was no place to climb up onto the roof without stepping on bodies.  Lorik used every lull in the action to clear his side of the roof.  He tossed bodies over the edge, whether the raider was alive or dead.  The crowd below learned to stand back several feet from the edge of the tower wall, where bodies were starting to pile up.
More raiders climbed up, but without a way to get their balance on top of the bodies of their fallen companions, they tripped and fell, often within striking distance of Lorik’s flashing swords.  At one point he unhooked his swords and sheathed the long-handled sword.  He chopped and slashed with his sword, filling the rooftop with blood until the flagstones were slippery and wet.  Still he fought.  Sweat poured from his brow, even in the cold autumn wind.  An hour passed with a hundred men dead on the rooftop.  Then another hour, and the raiders were having trouble getting on the roof at all.  The trapdoor was surrounded by bodies and there were more bodies piling up on the stairwell.
Finally, someone found ropes and tried climbing up the wall, but Lorik cut the ropes and tossed bodies on top of the climbers.  The flow of raiders coming up to face him slowed, and then it stopped altogether.  Lorik had lost count of the death toll.  There were bodies everywhere and he was covered in blood.
He took another long drink from the water skin and waited to see what would happen next.  To his surprise there was a crash that shook the tower.  Lorik hurried to the side and looked down to find that the Norsik raiders had recovered one of the long logs that had been part of the fort’s palisade and were using it like a battering ram.  Lorik realized he hadn’t thought about what he would do if they knocked the tower down.  It seemed like an unassailable spot from which he could fight the Norsik raiders all day, but it wasn’t quiet noon and they were already trying to knock the tower down.
Lorik picked up a body and hurled it down on top of the men trying to ram the tower.  The ploy worked: the body hit two of the foremost raiders and knocked them down.  The log slammed into the ground and the raiders were forced to back up and try again.  But there were plenty of men to carry the log ram and Lorik had to time his throws carefully to stop the rammers.  The other Norsik raiders were clearing the bodies from the base of the tower and Lorik took a moment to close the trapdoor and pile three bodies on top of it.  After an hour of throwing bodies, even Lorik’s arms were aching with the exertion, and he was almost out of bodies to drop on the raiders below.
The sun was high overhead and birds were beginning to circle in the sky.  Lorik saw the shadow of a great flock of carrion birds every once in a while, but the Norsik, with hundreds of men waiting to take their turn on the battering ram, were relentless in their attack.  
When Lorik tossed the last of the bodies, except for the three on the trap door, he knew he had to make a decision.  The next blow from the ram shook the building and Lorik saw dust from between the massive stone blocks waft up in front of him.  Only one option remained: he had to go down and fight the raiders on the ground before they knocked the tower down around him.
He slid the bodies off the trapdoor and flung it open, only to find more bodies stacked from the stairs to the ceiling blocking his path.  He grabbed one and pulled it up, then another.  He was determined to break through the barrier of the Norsik fallen warriors when another blow from the battering ram shook the tower.  This time a hole appeared in the wall where the ram had broken through.
Lorik kept pulling bodies out of his way and found another layer of bodies beyond the first.  His mind raced as another blow rocked the tower.  He wasn’t going to get out this way.  He grabbed one of the bodies and tossed it down onto the battering ram.  That bought him about a minute.  He checked the ropes that were still attached to the crenellations, but they were all severed or broken.  He could try climbing down to one of the windows, he thought, but he didn’t think he could hold on well enough the way the tower was shaking from the battering ram.  And there might be warriors just inside those windows waiting to hack him to pieces.  He had been transformed by the magic of Drery Dru, but he wasn’t invincible.  He tried desperately to think of a way out of the situation he was in, but there was no escape.  Perhaps once the building fell, he could leap free and clear of the rubble.  He wasn’t sure if his body could withstand a fall that far, but he would have to try, and he would have to time his jump perfectly to land clear of the rubble.
Another blow from the battering ram caved in a whole section of the tower, and the structure began to lean.  Lorik thought about what Hennick had told him.  His decision to fight from the top of the watchtower had effectively sealed his fate.  He knew he wouldn’t live, but what bothered him was that he wasn’t sacrificing himself to save anyone.  There were still hundreds, perhaps thousands of raiders who would eagerly attack the settlements of Lorik’s countrymen again and again.  And now Lorik wouldn’t be there to stop them.
Another blow from the ram rocked the tower and it swayed a little more, the slippery, bloody rooftop tilting toward the harbor.  Lorik sheathed his swords and ran to the lowest edge of the roof, climbing out onto the crenellation and trying to brace himself the best he could.
Another blow did the deed.  The tower rocked, then it creaked and groaned.  The stones that were held in place by the thick timber beams began to grate on one another.  The raiders were cheering and Lorik was glad to see they were moving back from the tower.  If he survived the fall, he might have just enough time to get on his feet and draw his weapons before the raiders fell on him.
The timbers cracked and the stones inside the tower shattered.  The sound was like lighting strikes.  Then the tower shifted again.  Lorik readjusted his feet on the wall, and then the tower toppled.  It seemed to happen in slow motion.  The tower teetered, then fell.  Lorik’s plan might have worked if the tower had fallen like a tree in one long swoop, but instead the tower cracked in half and the top portion flipped so that Lorik was falling down and the tower was  falling toward him.  He jumped anyway, more out of instinct than hope.  He knew, even as he jumped, that the rubble would crush him.  The last thought that slipped through his mind was of Vera and Stone, lying together, arms around each other.  He was happy they had each other.
Then something hit Lorik’s shoulders.  His head snapped back and he saw a flash of green before everything went black.


Chapter 41
Lorik was only unconscious for a minute.  When he came to he was flying over the Norsik camp toward the massive redwood trees of the Wilderlands.  He thought for a moment that he was dead, and then he saw the huge, green talons gripping his shoulders, and fear made him go stiff as he looked up.  All he could see were huge legs covered in green scales.  There was a whoosh whoosh whoosh, and then they were slowly descending.
The talons released Lorik when he was only a few feet from the ground.  He dropped and rolled, coming up on his feet and drawing his sword, which he nearly dropped when he saw the great green dragon up close for the first time.  The beast was huge, with wicked-looking horns on its head and a long, spiked tail.  Then the great leathery wings folded back, and to Lorik’s surprise he saw a man on the dragon’s back.
The rider was barely more than a boy, and he reminded Lorik of the volunteers who had ridden with him and died under his command.  The young man slid off the dragon’s back and limped toward Lorik.
“Hell of a fight,” the man said.  “I hope we saved the right person.”
“Who are you?” Lorik asked.
“I’m Zollin, Wizard of Yelsia.  And this is Ferno,” he said, waving to the dragon, who roared so loudly that Lorik instinctively covered his ears.
“And you are?” Zollin asked.
“I’m Lorik.”
“You from Ortis, Lorik?”
“I’m from Hassell Point in the south.  On the coast, past the Marshlands.  I just volunteered to help guard the border when the king’s troops went south.”
“So those are Norsik you were fighting?” Zollin asked.
The raiders were staring at the dragon in awe, to afraid too continue the attack and too mesmerized to flee.
“Yes, they’ve invaded and taken a lot of captives.  My friends and I rescued a group of nearly a hundred women and children.”
“They’ve got five times that many in chains on the far side of their camp,” Zollin said.
“I’ve got to save them,” Lorik said.
“By yourself?”
“If I have to.”
“Well...” Zollin said, smiling, “don’t make me ask twice.”
“Would you help us?” Lorik said, still not quite believing what he was seeing.
“I think we could,” Zollin said.  “Go ahead, show ’em what you’re made of, Ferno.”
The dragon roared again and jumped high in the air.  Then the great green beast’s mighty wings flapped hard and propelled the dragon into the air.  Lorik watched in awe as the dragon dove and bellowed flame.  It took only one pass to scatter the Norsik.  Most fled toward the Wilderlands and those that came too close to Zollin and Lorik were batted aside by invisible waves of magic.
“Are you doing that?” Lorik asked.
“Yes,” Zollin said, focusing on the fleeing raiders.
It took less than five minutes to clear the plain of raiders.  They abandoned everything, all they had pillaged and all the slaves they had captured.  Lorik looked at Zollin.
“I can’t thank you enough,” he said.
“I have news, and most of it isn’t good,” Zollin said.  “Why don’t you rest here while I go see about freeing those captives.”
“All right,” Lorik said.
He had tears in his eyes as he watched Zollin rise suddenly up into the air and fly across the field toward the captives, whom Lorik could barely make out in the distance.  He fell to his knees watching the green dragon follow the wizard.  He didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry.  And then he heard Stone behind him.
“What the hell happened?” Stone said.
“You won’t believe me,” Lorik said.
“You did it,” Vera said in shocked disbelief.  “You defeated a whole army by yourself.”
“No,” Lorik said.  “Not by myself.  You see that blob in the distance?”
“Not really,” Stone said.
“Well, you’re going to see it real soon.  And when you do, just try and stay calm.  It’s on our side.”
“Lorik, what are you talking about?” Vera asked.
“I don’t think I can explain it,” Lorik said.  “You’ll just have to wait and see.”
They didn’t have to wait long.  Less than five minutes later Zollin and Ferno returned.  As the dragon approached Stone grabbed Lorik’s arm.
“Is that... is that a—”
“A dragon, yes,” Lorik said.
“I can’ believe it,” Vera said in awe.  “It’s beautiful.”
“Is that what we heard roaring?” Stone asked.
“Probably,” Lorik said.  “It was so loud it shook the ground.”
“Did it knock down the watchtower, too?” Stone asked.
“No, the Norsik did that.  I was on top of it, and they would have killed me if the wizard and the dragon hadn’t saved me.”
“Did you say ‘wizard’?” Vera asked.
“Yes, here he comes.”
They watched as Ferno landed.  He growled and then curled himself up.  The women and children behind Lorik were fearful at first, but slowly they came out of the trees to get a better look.
Zollin walked slowly, favoring one leg as he moved over to where Lorik waited with Vera and Stone.
“Zollin, meet Vera and Stone, my very best friends,” Lorik said.
“It’s nice to meet you both.  I wish I were here under more pleasant circumstances.”
“You’re a wizard, huh?” Stone said, his voice cynical.
“Liam!” Vera said.
Zollin just smiled and raised his hand.  Stone rose slowly into the air and began thrashing and shouting.
“Hey!” he roared.  “Let me down!  Put me down!”
The children watching from the trees laughed as Zollin lowered Stone gently to the ground.  Stone hobbled to keep his balance on his injured leg.  Then Zollin’s face grimaced and he stared at Stone’s leg.  Stone felt a warm feeling in his leg, as if someone were pouring hot water over his knee.  He grabbed onto Lorik’s shoulder, expecting the pain to intensify, but instead it dulled and after a moment it disappeared all together.  After another moment, Zollin took a deep breath, as if he were coming up out the water.
“Believe me now?” Zollin said with a smile.
“I never doubted you,” Stone said, trying to smooth his clothes, but his heart was racing.  “What did you do to my knee?”
“Try it out?” Zollin said.
Stone put his weight on the leg, but instead of pain it felt strong.  He bent the knee, then lowered his body down into a squat and straightened back up.
“It’s fine,” he said.  “I can’t believe it.  You did something to my knee.”
Zollin just smiled.
“We are very pleased to meet you,” Vera said.  “And it is a great honor to see your dragon, no matter what the circumstances.”
“Oh, that’s Ferno, but he isn’t mine.  I’m more of his pet project.  It’s a long story, but one for another time.  Right now, I need to tell you what has happened in Osla.”
“Osla?” Lorik said.  “How does that concern us?”
“Well, for one, your king and most of his army were destroyed there.  I’m afraid King Oveer came under the power of a very evil witch.  She led your king away and forced him to bring along all his troops, which is why your border was left unprotected, I suspect.”
“Why?” Vera asked.  “What is going on?”
“When King Belphan and King Zorlan attacked Yelsia, Osla was left undefended,” Zollin explained.  “Your King Oveer was supposed to lead his army north, join with the Basklan army and attack Yelsia from the east.  Along the way he fell under the witch’s spell.  I went south to confront the Master of the Torr and we were both attacked by the witch.  She has delved into some very dark magic, and I’m afraid she’s unleashed a terrible horde of monsters on the Five Kingdoms.  I’m looking for people to fight this evil and help those who need it.  The Yelsian army and what’s left of the army from Falxis are going to make a stand at the Walheta mountain range.  I’m going to convince King Ricard to bring his troops south and hopefully stand with you here along the border.”
“What about the people in the southern part of the kingdom?” Lorik asked.
“I’m afraid many of them are already lost,” Zollin said.  “The creatures the witch unleashed are capturing people and carrying them back to Osla, where she is building an army.”
“And you think that army will come here?” Vera said.
“I fear so,” Zollin said.  “I can’t be sure of who or what exactly is coming this way, but I am certain the witch intends to rule all of the Five Kingdoms.  I’ve got to stop her, but I can’t do it alone.  Can you help?”
“What can we do?” Lorik said.  “You saved us today.  The whole of northern Ortis owes you a debt we cannot repay.”
“No,” Zollin said.  “I think you could handle the Norsik.  I’m hoping that with a little help you can fight whatever the witch sends against you.  But you don’t owe me anything.  I would stay and help you, but I have to move on.  I have to warn King Ricard, then I’m going to the Northern Highlands to find more help.”
“I’m not sure what we can do, but we will spread the word,” Lorik said.  “If King Ricard will join us, we’ll make a stand here at the Wilderlands.”
“That’s good enough for me,” Zollin said.  “If I get a chance I’ll come back this way.”
“We would like that,” Lorik said.
“Very much,” Vera added.
“Consider it done,” Zollin said.
He walked over to the shining green dragon and rose up in the air in one smooth, effortless motion, then descended gracefully onto its back.
“Man, that is unbelievable,” Stone said.
“You aren’t kidding,” Lorik agreed.
They watched as the dragon jumped up and flew into the air.  The children behind them squealed in delight.
“Well?” Stone said.  “What now?”
“We have to see to the needs of those other captives,” Lorik said.
“And find a place to set up some shelter,” Vera said.  “We all need some rest.”
“That’s for sure,” Lorik said.  “And then we need to get word out about what Zollin warned us of.”
“Monsters?  A witch and her army?  Do you really think anyone will believe us?” Stone asked.
“I doubt it, but I’m not betting against a wizard and his dragon,” Lorik said.
“Nor will I,” Stone agreed.
Lorik spent the rest of the day helping the huge group of captives accept that they were safe.  They had no supplies or shelter other than what the Norsik had left behind.  Vera oversaw the gathering and redistribution of the supplies.  As night fell they looked out over the makeshift city they had fashioned for the refugees.
“You think there’s any chance the Norsik will come back?” Vera asked.
“Not soon,” Lorik said, “but eventually, yes.  They left behind a lot of treasure.  I’m going into the forest tonight.  The Drery Dru should be able to tell me what the Norsik are doing.”
“You have to go so soon?” Vera said.  “You need rest as much as anyone.”
“There’s no sense arguing with her,” Stone said.  He was sitting on some plush cushions, and a fire crackled nearby.
“I won’t argue,” Lorik said smiling.  “You know I have to go, but I will get some rest first.  I just don’t need as much as I used to.”
“It’s so good to have you with us, Lorik,” Vera said.  “I don’t want to see you run off to rescue someone else.”
“I promise I’ll be back before sunrise,” Lorik said.  “And whatever I do, I won’t do it without you.  I’ve learned we work better together.”
Vera and Stone both smiled.  Then Lorik turned and hurried off into the darkness.  One huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders only to be replaced by something even worse.  He had to find out whatever he could, and he had a feeling the Drery Dru knew more than anyone else.


Epilogue
Lorik was back in Erkadine.  The Drery Dru were hurrying about, already preparing for what lay ahead.
“You saw the wizard?” Hennick said.  “You saw his power?”
“Yes,” Lorik said.  “He could do things I have never seen.  He tossed the Norsik raiders around with just a thought.  It was amazing.”
“The magic of the Five Kingdoms has been jealously hoarded for centuries,” the forest elf said.  “Now, this young wizard is waking up the magical world, but to see a wizard on the back of a dragon is disturbing.”
“You don’t like dragons?” Lorik asked.
It was an innocent question, even if it was thoughtless.  The long lives and vast wisdom of the forest elves made Lorik’s simple way of thinking seem elementary.
“Fire-breathing creatures aren’t typically welcome in any forest,” Hennick said, smiling gently.
“I didn’t think of it that way,” Lorik said, a little embarrassed.  “It was a magnificent beast, though.  Did you see it?”
“Yes,” Hennick said.  “It was a young dragon, but strong.”
“So, what do you think about the army the wizard talked about?  Is something like that possible?”
“It is,” Hennick said sadly.  “Power is always prone to corruption, and unfortunately, it sounds as if dark magic has been unleashed on the land.  That is why you are the Protector.”
“What do you know about what is to come?”
“Nothing, really,” the small elf said.  “War is the playground of man.”
“But what type of monsters are we talking about?  Is this something we can fight?”
“Of course,” Hennick said.  “Evil in whatever form it manifests must aways be opposed by good.  And good almost always manifests itself in a few brave souls.  You have a good heart, Lorik.  Trust yourself, and do whatever you must to save your people.”
“What about the Drery Dru?  Shouldn’t I be protecting you as well?  I mean, everything I have I owe to you.”
“No, the Drery Dru only enhanced what was already present in your heart, Great One.  Our fates are tied together.  By saving your kind, you will save ours.  But do not trouble yourself with the future of the Drery Dru.  We have had our time, and if the Maker decides our time has passed, we will be thankful for what we have experienced and the people we have loved.  Those are the only things we can take into the great adventure beyond this life anyway.”
“Then I must go south,” Lorik said.  “I have to warn people of what is coming.”
“Go with our blessing,” Hennick said.  “And when you return, the Kingtree will be ready.”
“Ready for what?” Lorik asked.
“For you, of course.”
Lorik looked around at the quiet industry of the forest elves.  He smiled and felt reassured.  He knew his place in the world now.  He stood poised between the ancient and the recent, between the good of the Five Kingdoms and the dark power that was looming up in the south like black thunderclouds.  He bowed to Hennick and then stepped back out into the quiet forest.  It was dark, but far below him he could see the mists moving among the massive trunks of the ancient redwood trees.
He took hold of the rope and put his weight on the loop.  He was lowered slowly back down to the ground and then he watched as the rope disappeared back up into the darkness.  It was bittersweet to be leaving the Wilderlands, but he knew he would be back soon.  And he wasn’t going to be alone.  His friends waited for him, and new experiences, too.  It wasn’t a future that many people would look forward to, but it was exactly the kind of life Lorik had always longed for.
He smiled as he jogged back through the forest.  He returned to the camp just as the sky began to lighten in the east.
“You made it,” Vera said, stepping out of a small tent she was sharing with Stone.
“I told you I would,” Lorik said.
“What’s next?” Vera asked.
“We put someone in charge of helping these people, and then we go south.”
“More people to save?” Vera asked.
“Always,” Lorik said smiling.
“I’m sorry I doubted you, Lorik,” she said, placing her hand on his arm.  “You’ve always watched over me and the people you love.  I don’t think you have a savior complex.  I think you are just a hero.”
Lorik smiled.
“I’m just a man.  I’m only as good as the people I love and the values I stand up for.  But maybe that’s enough.”
“So, you want Stone to ride south with you?”
“No, I want you and Stone to ride south with me.  From here on out, we’re doing everything together.”
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Prologue
 
“I sense a blossom opening,” said the wizard.
He wasn’t talking about a flower.
“We have felt it,” said another wizard. This man was younger, although still well along in years.
“The power is rare,” declared the first wizard, whose face was hidden beneath the dark hood of his robe.
“Yes, much like your own.”
“We must begin our search,” said the first wizard, who was obviously the master. 
“The child was probably only just born,” said the younger wizard.
“Yes, but it would be best to find this child before he discovers his power. We need to train him in his early years to ensure he will never betray us.”
“It could be a girl,” said the second wizard.
“Yes, and if so we must destroy her.”
The second wizard bowed his head. Wars had been fought over women, kingdoms brought to utter ruin. A woman with power could destroy the Torr, and so if this new source of magic was found in a girl, she would be killed.
The first wizard noticed his companion’s hesitation and said, “Do not forget your own loyalty, Branock. The Torr must not be divided over senseless moral concerns.”
“Yes, Master.”
“In time we will rule the Five Kingdoms of Emporia and our power will be unstoppable.”
“You are right, of course,” said Branock.
“Now, begin your search. This new one must be found and dealt with, or we may have to wait another lifetime to secure our hold on Emporia.”
Branock bowed and left the room. The elder wizard moved to the window and looked out over the city far below. He could see the King’s palace and the garrison that represented the kingdom’s power. Osla was the largest and most influential of the Five Kingdoms. The wizard looking down from the Torr stronghold could have reached out and destroyed the garrison. He controlled such power and could have caused the roof to cave in or the walls to topple, but such a feat would turn the populace against him. He had spent years convincing the people that the wizards of the Torr served to protect the Five Kingdoms. In reality, he had merely consolidated his power and destroyed any wizard who would oppose him. And he knew that the people scurrying about their lives like ants in the dust below needed their illusions of power, so if he destroyed their army they would have no security and the other kingdoms would turn against him. He could defeat them; he was confident of that. His power, along with the power of the other three wizards of the Torr, could destroy the combined might of the Five Kingdoms, but he had no wish to rule over a land of anarchy. When he took his place as High King of Emporia, he wanted peace and stability. And now, when they were so close, the only thing that stood on the horizon between him and his destiny was the strange bloom of power.
Wizards could sense the magic in other people. If the source was close enough, they could isolate the location of that power, feel it approach or move away. When the members of the Torr were together, their power combined and allowed them to sense magic at great distances. This new spark of magic was rare in its brightness. The wizards couldn’t locate the bloom of power, but they could feel it, as if the clouds had parted, and although they couldn’t see the sun, the light would shine through. At first that warmth and brightness was pleasant, even exciting, but the master wizard knew that before long, as with bright sunlight, that feeling would turn to discomfort and eventually to pain. The master knew that if this powerful person, whoever it was, continued to grow in strength, he or she could eventually challenge the power of the Torr. He would not let that happen. On the other hand, if this new bloom of magic, this flower in a field of grass, could be added to the Torr, then the master would have his executioner, a wizard loyal only to him with the power to keep the other wizards in line and perhaps even allow the Torr to extend their power.
The master wizard turned from the window and sat down at the desk which occupied the center of the room. The walls were lined with thick books on everything from anatomy to astronomy. There were treasures from each of the Five Kingdoms and from across the oceans. Some of the books were so old that only the master’s magic held them together. They represented his vast power, and as he looked at them, he saw his dream, his destiny: to line up the people of the Five Kingdoms around him like the books, all in their proper place, all serving him, the Master of the Torr. 


Chapter 1
 
Zollin sat on the post that was to be the corner support for the new inn that was being built in Tranaugh Shire. He wasn’t very good at carpentry, and being so high up in the air made him dizzy. The inn was to be a two-story building, one of the biggest in town. Quinn, Zollin’s father, rarely asked Zollin for help, but a two-story building needed multiple hands, and so Zollin sat atop the post, waiting for his father’s apprentice, Mansel, to hand up the connecting beam.
“Here you go,” said Mansel as he hefted a stout oak log that had been cut and shaped into a square beam.
“I just hold it?” Zollin asked.
“That’s right, son,” came his father’s gruff voice, and Zollin thought he detected a note of frustration in it. Zollin had been his father’s apprentice for five years, but he just wasn’t skilled with his hands. Nor was he strong enough to lift the heavy beams, which would have made the job pass more quickly. Instead, he would steady the beam while Mansel lifted the far end up to his father.
“It’s going to be heavy, but whatever you do, don’t drop it,” his father instructed. “If it splits, it’ll have to be milled again, and we can’t afford to waste good timber.”
Zollin nodded. He hated the pressure of being put in such a position. He had stopped wondering why he had to work with his father. Every man in the village had to earn a living. Most sons learned their father’s trade, and at sixteen years old Zollin should have been able to work on his own, but as hard as he tried, Zollin just wasn’t a good carpenter. Mansel was two years older than Zollin, and he had been Quinn’s apprentice for three years. He was the youngest of a large family, and although his father was a master tanner, Mansel’s four older brothers were already working in the tannery, and so his father had found another profession for him.
“I’ve got it,” Zollin said as he gripped the rough timber beam.
“Brace yourself,” his father said.
Zollin wrapped his legs around the post he was sitting on and strained to hold the beam as Mansel lifted it.
“Uuhhhggg,” Zollin grunted, straining to hold the unruly beam.
“Steady, Zollin!” his father barked.
Zollin felt a stab of resentment but ignored it. He was determined not to drop the beam. 
Mansel was helping to hold the beam steady and Quinn, with a rope around the beam, was pulling it up. Once the beam was high enough, Quinn stepped on a long iron spike he had hammered into the post he was sitting on opposite Zollin. He set the beam on the post and looked at his son.
This was the moment Zollin had been dreading. He would have to stand on his own spike and place his end of the beam on the post. Then, once the log was in place, he would need to swing around and sit on the beam so that he could secure it by nailing it to the post with two of the long iron spikes. It was a difficult maneuver for Zollin, who preferred to keep both feet on the ground. But the beam’s weight helped to steady him, and he managed to set the big oak timber on the post without much fuss. He then sat on the beam and threw his leg over, turning as he did so that he faced away from his father, who was already hammering at his own spike with steady blows that vibrated through the beam and up Zollin’s rigid spine.
Now that he was in place, all he needed to do was to nail in the spikes. He looked for his hammer and nail bag. It was hanging from the spike near his foot. He should have retrieved it before situating himself on the beam, but it was too late now. As he leaned down for it he could see Mansel smirking up at him. And after a joint-stretching second he knew why—the bag was too low to pull off the spike. He would have to turn back around and get on the spike again to get it. He was so angry he wanted to scream. It wasn’t his fault he wasn’t any good at carpentry. He assumed he was more like his mother than his father, although he had never known her. She had died while giving birth and Zollin didn’t even know what she looked like. 
He reached one more time, straining with all his might. The strap was so close, but he couldn’t get his finger under it. In his mind he could see his finger wiggling beneath the strap, but the bag was too heavy and only tore at his fingernail. Come on, he thought to himself as he willed the bag to move. And suddenly it did.
The strap lifted about a finger’s breadth off the spike. For an instant Zollin didn’t move. He just sat there staring at the nail bag. Then, something heavy pulled at his mind, and the strap started to quiver. The movement propelled Zollin into action and he slipped his fingers under the strap as the bag’s weight pulled his arm. And then, with a gentle sway, he felt himself starting to fall. His heart leapt in his chest as his left arm wrapped around the roughly hewn beam to steady himself. He lifted the bag and waited a moment to let his heart settle back into a normal rhythm. He still hadn’t moved when his father shouted at him.
“Zollin, get those spikes nailed down! We haven’t got all day.”
“Yes sir!” Zollin called back over his shoulder. He was glad that his father couldn’t see his face, and he deliberately avoided looking at Mansel. He wiped the sweat that had suddenly sprung out on his forehead and began nailing the spike through the wood. Yet even as his arm and shoulder moved, even as he felt the wood shake as if in pain from the spike smashing through its flesh, all he could think about was how he had moved the nail bag. It was magic, there was no doubt, and in that moment something connected within him, something strong that was at the core of his being, as if it had always been there and now suddenly it had come into alignment. And the magic began to flow out.
The rest of the day progressed more easily, and they had just finished the heavy framing as the sun began to set. The inn was on the edge of town, just down the hard-packed street from a stable where several of the more wealthy citizens kept horses. Zollin’s home, the house his father had built for his mother, was just outside of town. Quinn was giving Mansel instructions for the morning as Zollin started for home. He usually had a fire going by the time his father arrived. Quinn was on the town council and habitually stopped at several houses at the end of the day to visit with friends and people who wanted to talk. Zollin made his way up the small hill that their house was built on and checked the wood pile. It was getting low, and his father would want him to cut more wood soon. He gathered enough for a cooking fire and headed inside.
The house had a low ceiling and was hot inside. There were big windows that were shuttered with thick pine planks set on leather hinges. Zollin pushed them open to let the rapidly cooling evening air in. The fireplace was getting thick with ash and Zollin knew his father would want him to clean that, too. He hated the little chores his father gave him, even though he knew they were necessary. He felt resentment rising up in his chest like a river overflowing its banks during flood season.
Blast the stupid ash, he thought vehemently to himself. And suddenly, the ash burst into flame. The heat and light rose up so quickly before him that Zollin fell back onto the sturdy wooden table his father had built in the middle of the small kitchen. The flames flashed and crackled and then just as suddenly as they had appeared, they winked out.
Zollin looked at the fireplace, but it was too dark to see anything, especially after his eyes had been dazzled by the light of the fire. He lit a candle and looked into the hearth. It was empty, and not even a trace of ash remained. Zollin was so surprised by what had happened that he took no notice of his heart racing and the stifling sense of fatigue that settled in on him like a heavy quilt around his shoulders.
How did I do that? he thought to himself. There was no doubt that he had caused the flames to burn up the ash, just as he had somehow summoned the nail bag to rise up off the spike. He decided to try an experiment. He placed the candle on the counter and then placed an apple beside it. He reached his hand out toward the apple but nothing happened. He concentrated, visualizing the apple moving into his hand. Suddenly there was a rush of something hot inside his body like wind on a summer day, and the apple leapt into his hand. This time he felt the sag of spent energy, felt the heaviness of his arms and the rapid beating of his heart. He was suddenly very thirsty and sat on a stool to eat the apple. It was cool and sweet, and he sucked the juice from the meat as he chomped into the fruit.
After a few minutes he began to feel better. He made supper and wondered if he should risk telling his father. Quinn was a good man. He was kind and a very hard worker. Zollin had never seen his father shirk a task, and he had scolded his son for such behavior often. Still, Zollin didn’t feel that this was something his father would approve of. He decided to keep his newfound ability a secret.


Chapter 2
 
The construction of the new inn kept Quinn and his apprentices busy all week, and it wasn’t until week’s end that Zollin really had a chance to be alone. He slipped off into the woods to a place with a large, mossy boulder where he had often played as a child and began to experiment. All week in the back of his mind he had wondered more about the fireplace and the ash that caught fire. Moving things was very helpful, but if he could conjure fire, could he conjure other things?
It was early summer and the ground was clear of leaves, but there were plenty of dry twigs, and after arranging some for a small fire, Zollin pictured the twigs ablaze in his mind. Nothing happened, so he focused harder. “Blast the twigs!” he said out loud, mimicking what he had said about the ash. The twigs flew apart, burning so bright and hot that they were nearly consumed before they touched the ground, where they crumbled into cinders. Zollin watched in surprise and sudden fatigue as the little bits of glowing red ash slowly faded.
After a bit of rest, he gathered another pile of dry wood together. He imagined a small tongue of flame and thin wisp of smoke rising from the pile. “Burn!” he ordered the wood, and saw a yellow flame spring to life. The dry wood and straw caught immediately, and smoke began to rise. After a moment, the small pile of wood was a brightly glowing fire. Zollin smiled and sat back. He was tired, but creating the small, controlled fire was not nearly as exhausting as blasting the wood apart. He had packed fruit, dried meat, and bread into his satchel, enough for several meals. He had felt better after eating that first night, and so he took some of the bread and tore a piece off and stuffed it into his mouth. The bread was dry, and soon he was thirsty. He stood and walked down toward a stream that ran through the woods nearby. He cupped his hands together, scooped up some of the cold, clear water. Then a thought occurred to him: he pictured a small wooden cup in his hand and said, “Cup!”
Nothing happened. He tried several more times in different ways, and although he could not conjure a cup from thin air, he could feel a swirl of heat inside his chest as he tried. After a while he decided to move objects again, and spent the rest of the afternoon making leaves dance in the air before him. He could not sustain the magic long, only for a few minutes at a time before exhaustion overcame him. It reminded him of hammering. At first driving iron into wood with a hammer seemed like fun, but soon the swinging of the heavy tool and the jarring impact over and over became exhausting.
Over the next several weeks, he learned to move small objects and control fire proficiently. He practiced as often as he could be alone, and although he was still skinny and not as strong as Mansel, he felt the magic growing within him. Each day the small tricks he performed took less and less toll on him physically.
It was midsummer when he discovered the willow tree in a clearing near the little stream where he had rested that first day. He had been walking through the woods and decided to follow the stream in hopes of finding a fish to see if he could lift it from the water. But as he grew closer to the tree, he sensed something, like the way a large bonfire will glow into the night sky to be seen from far away. Zollin moved forward, curious as to what could make him feel this way. 
The willow was large, and its branches full of leaves were hanging down, concealing the trunk of the tree. Zollin realized that anything could be hiding under the hanging limbs. Still, he didn’t feel a sense of dread or reservation, so he reached out to pull back the slender boughs. As soon as his hand touched the first leaf he felt a thrill. He jerked his hand back, surprised, but realized the feeling that had shot through his arm had connected with the swirling sense of magic inside him. He touched the leaf again and felt the tingle as the magics once again connected. This tree, Zollin thought, like me, is full of magic. He pulled the tree limbs to one side and went under the canopy toward the trunk of the tree. He placed his hands on the tree and felt a hum of power that made him giddy. There were rocks on the bare ground inside the canopy of the willow tree. Zollin hadn’t been able to lift rocks very well with his magic—the heavier the object, the harder it was to move. At first he hadn’t been able to lift rocks at all. Then, as his power grew, he could move them slightly. He had continued to practice lifting them and could now lift a rock the size of his fist and move the stone with some speed, but not for long, and the effort exhausted him quickly.
He looked at one of the stones that lay at his feet now. It was the size of a small melon. He projected a mental image of the stone rising into the air and said, “Rise!” The stone shot up, as did several others, some even half buried, and broke free from the soil to hover in the air. Zollin was amazed and laughed with delight. Soon he had the stones dancing and swirling around him. He could feel the power in his chest swirling, too, and he wasn’t tired. The magic flowed into him from the tree, giving him strength. He moved the stones for a long time and finally arranged them neatly on the ground in a ring around the trunk of the willow. He sat down on one of the stones to eat but found he wasn’t really tired or hungry.
For the next several weeks, he visited the willow often. His power grew steadily, and he discovered that, after a storm had shaken several limbs from the tree, magic still resonated in the downed boughs. He stripped these thin limbs of leaves and twigs and wove them into a belt that he wrapped around his waist under his shirt. He reveled in the power that the limbs imbued in him. He could now sense traces of magic in all kinds of things. In plants there was often magic that felt strong but small at the same time. It was different than the raw power he felt within himself—it was concentrated and not as broad. There was power in certain minerals and stones, he realized. He learned that most people had no magic, but a few had some—faint traces that seemed like echoes. 
Zollin was so fascinated by his new studies that he had completely forgotten about the harvest festival that was fast approaching. His best friend Todrek reminded him one afternoon as he complained that Zollin never spent time in town anymore.
“You’re becoming a hermit, out in the woods all the time,” his friend teased.
Zollin took the ribbing with good humor, but he also felt the resentment in his friend’s words. They had been friends a long time even though Todrek was three years older than Zollin. They had been in essentials school together, where they learned to read and write. Neither was athletic, unlike most of the other boys who spent their free time wrestling and competing in mock battles. Todrek was almost the opposite of Zollin. He was short and thick with muscle and fat that blended together. His father was a butcher, so his family never went without meat. Todrek was strong, too—he spent most of his time pulling the thick hides from the animals they butchered and moving the heavy carcasses for his father, whose back was bad. His hands, too, were strong, and his forearms powerful, but he carried his strength lightly, and having killed more docile animals than he cared to remember, he had no desire to play at war.
And so Zollin, thin as a whip, and Todrek, thick as a boar, were close friends. They often spent their free time debating the qualities of food or games, although most recently their talk had seemed to center around girls. Todrek was beginning to catch the eye of several young ladies. His size was impressive, as was the quality of life a village butcher could provide. Zollin, on the other hand, was almost invisible, not only to the young ladies of Tranaugh Shire, but to the adults as well. His father was well known and liked, so Zollin was known simply as Quinn’s son. If he carried no message from his father, he was ignored.
“I’ve got something to show you,” Zollin told his friend. “Can you get away for a while?”
“Get away where, out into the lonely woods?” Todrek asked. “Why can’t you just show me whatever it is here?”
“I just can’t, okay?”
“It’s really hot,” Todrek complained. “Do we have to go far?”
“No, now come on.”
Zollin dragged his friend into the forest, and when he was confident that they were far enough away from town, he stopped.
“What is it?” Todrek asked. “Have you met a forest imp who’s beguiled you and wants to make you into a tree?”
“No,” Zollin said with a smile, and then he took a leaf from the forest floor and held it in his palm. Todrek was just about to complain again when the leaf rose from his friend’s hand.
“Blast,” Zollin said softly, and the leaf burned away in a flash. The ash fell back into Zollin’s hand and blew away on the breeze.
“How… I mean… What did you just do?” Todrek stammered.
“Magic,” Zollin said. He was amused by his friend, who looked bewildered.
“You mean like a trick,” Todrek said. He looked relieved, as if he had just realized that Zollin was playing a game or showing him an illusion.
“No, I mean like real magic. I can feel it, inside me, in those plants,” he said, pointing at some small weeds growing near the roots of a tree. “I’ve been learning to use it all summer. I even found a willow tree that’s full of magical power. I’ve got some of the branches and they increase my abilities.”
“Increase your abilities?” Todrek asked incredulously. “What are you saying, that you’re some kind of sorcerer or something?”
“No, of course not,” Zollin said, aghast.
“Are you crazy?” Todrek’s voice was rising, his eyes wide in his round face. “Zollin, sorcerers are evil. You really want to be some crazy old man in a tower casting spells and summoning demons?”
“Of course not,” Zollin said, a little shocked by his friend’s reaction.
“Well, that’s where you’re headed.”
“It is not.”
“That power that you’re talking about, it’s going to twist you into someone I don’t know, someone I don’t want to know. Perhaps it already has.”
“Don’t be crazy,” Zollin pleaded. He was shocked by his friend’s reaction, and while he didn’t mind being alone, he had thought that of all the people who would understand, Todrek would.
“I’m not being crazy, you are. You’re spending all your time out here by yourself experimenting with who knows what. How many rabbits and birds have you sacrificed to your demi-god for more power?”
“Todrek, you know me better than that. I’m not sacrificing animals.”
“Then where did this power come from?” Todrek challenged.
“I don’t know.”
“Oh, it just sort of happened? You’ve just sort of learned to make things levitate and burn up on command?”
“No, it wasn’t like that. See I was helping my dad –”
Todrek cut him off.
“Does Quinn know about this?”
“No,” Zollin said, raising his voice for the first time.
“Why not? Don’t you want your daddy to be proud of you?”
Zollin wanted to double over. Todrek’s words had been like a punch in his stomach. His big friend had been the only person Zollin had ever confided in. He had told the butcher’s son how he hated carpentry and how much he feared his father’s rejection. He had even cried once in front of him, shortly after Quinn had taken on Mansel as an apprentice. Zollin had felt betrayed, replaced, especially when he saw the camaraderie that his father had with his new student.
“I thought you were my friend,” Zollin said.
“Yeah, well, I thought you were a person, not a freak. I’ve got a life now, Zollin. Dad’s giving me more responsibility in the shop. We’ve even talked about negotiating for Brianna’s hand in marriage. If this is who you are, I can’t be your friend.”
Zollin was so shocked by all the revelations he had just heard that he stood mute while Todrek walked away. Part of him wanted to lift his friend into the air and spin him around or shake some sense into him. He felt the magic surging within him, and there was no question that he could do it, but it felt wrong. He didn’t want to be the kind of person who used his power to hurt others. 
It was also hard to believe that his friend was considering marriage to Brianna. She was by far the most beautiful girl in the village, but she knew it, and Zollin couldn’t imagine that she would make a good wife. He had never known his mother, and his father had lost all interest in women after she died giving birth to Zollin. He couldn’t really imagine having a girl in the house with them. His best friend, his only friend, really, was walking away, and it felt to Zollin like the world was coming to an end.
He went home after that. He took off his willow belt and tried to push out all of the magic that swirled within him. He couldn’t, of course, but it felt good to try. He would have given it all up at that moment if he could have. All the wonder and excitement was gone, replaced by a nagging feeling that Todrek was right. Was the magic changing him? Would he end up an evil, twisted shell of a man, always grasping for more and more power? He had never considered that possibility before. In fact, he had never given magic much thought. His father was not a speculative man, not about philosophy or religion, and certainly not about such mysterious topics as magic. He fixed his mind on the solid things he could touch or build with, and there was never room in his mind for anything that wasn’t rational. 
And yet Zollin knew magic, not much about it, but he had experienced it, channeled it, used it even to help him with the more practical things his father had him doing. He hadn’t used flint and steel to start a fire in over a month. He could conjure a flame by merely thinking about it with the willow belt on. And it had seemed like he was finally coming to know himself. Going to school and trying to make friends with the other kids from the village and even apprenticing with his father felt somehow like he was only imitating someone else’s life, not living his own. Magic was who he was, not something he did. And, he thought to himself, if I am good, then the magic in me must be good. Even so, he didn’t want to leave the village, and if other people felt the way Todrek did about magic, if they jumped to the conclusion that all magic was evil, he would have to be careful. 
An icy chill of fear ran up his spine as he wondered if his friend would tell people what he had seen. What if Todrek turned the town against him?
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