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Chapter One
“It’s them. It’s got to be them.”
The words were Skeet’s. He stood atop a grassy hill overlooking the dusty brick road to the west. His eyes were trained on a group of three riders slowly heading in his and Benny’s direction. By Skeet’s guess, the three would follow the road until it curved around the hill and would be below he and Benny within the hour.
“Can’t be them. Too soon,” the ox of a man next to Skeet said.
Skeet glanced up at his tall companion. “Get down, you idiot! You’re so big they’ll see you!”
Benny dropped to one knee next to his friend, but his blonde head still towered over the tall grass around them.
Skeet scowled and dropped to his hands and knees. “You’ll get us killed, you dumb elephant,” he said, crawling backward down the hill toward their two horses.
As if he had forgotten his recent berating, Benny got to his feet again and stared off at the three riders in the distance. “One of them is wearing black, though,” he said. “That’s for sure.”
Skeet yanked out the short sword from its sheath on his left hip and glared up the hill. “Get your ass down here!” he yelled. “They’ll be here soon and we need to be ready.”
Benny took one last glance at the riders, then lumbered his way through the grass to his friend. “I forgot,” he said. “What are the other two supposed to look like.”
Skeet scowled again. “I’ve told you half a dozen times already. There’s a man in black, another man in white robes and a woman dressed like a nobleman.”
“And why do we want to kill them?”
Skeet stamped the ground and spun away from his big comrade. “Ashal’s balls, Benny! If you weren’t so strong with a sword, I swear to the Eastern saints I would gut you myself.”
“But you won’t, will you, Skeet,” Benny said, “ ’cause we’re pals, right?”
Skeet cursed under his breath and kicked the ground again while staring off through a thin layer of trees to the Ursian River rambling not far to the south.
“Right?” Benny said.
Skeet frowned as he glanced over his shoulder at his companion, but the dumb, innocent look in Benny’s eyes had Skeet smiling soon enough. “Yes, you big goon,” he said. “We’re pals.”
Benny grinned, showing his few remaining teeth, and reached for a gigantic axe with two sharp edges strapped on his horse’s back. He hefted the heavy weapon in two hands.
“You ready?” Skeet asked.
Benny held up the axe. “Ready!”
“Good.” Skeet glanced around his big friend to where the road traveled by their side of the hill. “I want you to hide behind some trees on the other side while I conceal our horses.”
Benny’s head nodded up and down.
“Then I’m going to hide in some bushes on this side of the road,” Skeet went on. “When you see me step out to the road, I want you to come out swinging. You understand?”
“Uh huh.” Benny’s head kept bobbing up and down.
“Just take out the one nearest you with your first swing,” Skeet said, “then on your backswing take out another. Hopefully I can finish the third one off, but if I have trouble I want you there to back me up. Understand?”
“Yep.” Benny’s head didn’t look as if it would stop on its own.
“Good. Now git!”
Without questioning, Benny trotted away.
Skeet watched the big man shamble across the road to a spot behind a tree. “This could make us rich men, Benny,” Skeet whispered, snagging their horses by the reins and drawing the animals away.
Within minutes Skeet had the horses tied to a tree and he was in his hiding place behind some bushes on the southern side of the road. He could just see Benny behind the tree on the opposite side, but was sure the riders could not spot either of them.
It seemed to Skeet it took forever for the three riders to appear around a bend in the hill. When the group did show, to Skeet’s surprise there were only two riders, the man in white robes and the woman. Skeet glanced up and down the road, but saw no sign of the third rider other than his horse tied behind the woman’s animal.
“Where is he?” Skeet whispered to himself.
“Where you least expect,” a voice spoke from behind.
Skeet almost turned. Cold steel at his throat kept him from moving.
“Drop the sword,” the voice said.
Skeet did what he was told.
“Now stand up.”
Skeet did that too.
“Turn around.”
Skeet turned. His eyes first spied the point of a sword mere inches from his neck. Then he stared up the long blade to a hand gloved in black. Wearing the glove was a large man cloaked in black, the hood back to reveal a pale face beneath short, dark hair.
“Hello,” the man said.
“Hello.”
“It seems you were looking to set up an ambush,” the man said.
“Actually, I was looking to make some money,” Skeet responded.
The man in black smiled a grin that sent shivers down Skeet’s back and into his legs. For a second the smaller man thought he would lose control of his bladder.
“Call out to your friend,” the man in black said. “Tell him to drop his weapons and to walk into the middle of the road where I can see him plainly.”
Skeet remained silent. The three riders were not likely to turn him and Benny over to local constables, but that was only because they were wanted themselves. Skeet did fear, however, that the three might decide to kill him and Benny. His big partner’s strength and weapons would be all that could save them if that should happen.
Skeet felt the cold of the sword against his throat once more.
“Or I can kill you now,” the man in black said.
Skeet opened his mouth to speak, but Benny interrupted.
The large man had finally seen his friend’s predicament and was none too happy about it. Benny galloped across the brick road with his axe swinging over his head.
“Let him go! Let him go!” the giant of a man yelled as he ran.
The man in black stepped in close behind Skeet and slid the edge of his sword so it was just beneath Skeet’s chin. “Tell him to stop or you’re the first to die.”
“Benny!” Skeet yelled. “Stop it now or they’ll kill me.”
The big blonde man came to a halt in front of his friend, his axe still held high for a killing blow against the man holding the sword.
“You’re smart,” the man in black said behind Skeet. “If you stay that way, you’re likely to see another sunrise.”
“What are you going to do, Kron?” the man in white said from atop his horse. “Kill both of them?”
The man in black looked to his companions. They had stopped their steeds not too distant and appeared to be waiting for their fellow traveler to finish with his current situation. Now that they were nearer, Skeet could tell the man in white and the woman were much younger than he expected, barely in their twenties from the looks of them.
“That would be the safe thing to do,” the man in black, Kron Darkbow, said to the man in white.
“We can’t kill everyone we meet on the road,” the man in white said.
“We can if they’re working for Fortisquo,” Kron said.
Skeet’s eyes flashed to Benny, but his friend was slow to recognize the name that had been mentioned.
“How do we know they work for Fortisquo?” the woman, Adara Corvus, asked.
Kron leaned in so close to Skeet the smaller man could feel the man in black’s breath on his neck. “Do you work for Fortisquo?” Kron asked.
Skeet shook his head. “No,” was all he said.
“Then you’re highway bandits,” Kron said, “and not very good highway bandits. We should kill you just for trying to rob us.”
“We wasn’t tryin’ to rob you,” Benny said.
“Shut up, Benny,” Skeet said.
Kron glared at the big man with the big axe. “No, go ahead, Benny,” he said. “Tell us what you were trying to do.”
“We was tryin’ to kill you to collect the reward,” Benny said.
Kron’s eyes flashed to those of his traveling companions.
“He doesn’t know what he’s saying,” Skeet began. “We were only—”
The pommel of Kron’s sword thunked against Skeet’s skull, sending the smaller man reeling to the ground.
Benny saw his chance and lifted his axe higher, ready to send Kron Darkbow to his death.
“Sleep,” the man in white said from his horse.
Benny blinked. His huge axe slipped from his hands and crashed into the ground behind him. The big man took one step toward Kron, then he too plummeted. Soft snoring noises were all that told Benny was still among the living.
“You were saying,” Kron said as the toe of his left boot turned Skeet over and held him to the ground.
The little man winced and rubbed at the bleeding wound on the back of his head. “You didn’t have to hit me so hard,” he said.
“You were about to lie,” Kron said. “I can’t tolerate lying.”
Adara interrupted. “Your friend said something about a reward.”
“A pair of riders came through Holderby’s Landing yesterday,” Skeet said. He saw no more reason to lie. Telling the truth might be all that would save his life. “They were spreading word that Belgad the Liar would pay big money to the man who could capture the fellow in white robes and kill the other two.”
“Belgad the Liar is dead,” Kron said.
“I don’t know nothing about that,” Skeet said.
“I didn’t think Fotisquo would send out riders looking for us,” the robed youth said.
“Of course he would, Randall,” Kron said. “Every piece of scum within fifty miles of Bond probably knows about us by now.”
“We know we’re wanted, but what can we do about it?” Adara said, then turned her attention to Skeet and Benny. “And what do we do about these two?”
Kron lifted his sword. “We kill them. We have no choice.”
“We’re not going to kill them,” Randall Tendbones said. “I’m a healer. I don’t kill unless necessary.”
“They’ll tell others what direction we’ve gone,” Kron said.
“Belgad will find out soon enough, if he’s truly alive,” Randall said. “If we’re going to kill everyone who crosses our path, then we’re no better than Belgad or Verkain.”
“We are a split party, then,” Kron said. He turned to Adara. “You make the final vote. Decide.”
The woman eyed Skeet and the unconscious Benny with distaste. If Skeet had had a gold coin to wager, he would have bet the woman would decide to have him and Benny slain.
Skeet was wrong.
“Allow them their lives,” Adara said. “They’ve caused no harm this day, and have actually supplied us with the knowledge we are being hunted.”
Kron frowned and sheathed his sword. “Leave your weapons and take your big friend,” he said to Skeet.
“I can’t carry that big lummox,” Skeet said pointing at Benny. “Do you see the size of him?”
“True enough,” Kron said. “Fetch your horses and I’ll help you load him on one of them.”
Skeet turned to do as he was told.
“And one other thing,” Kron said, halting Skeet in his tracks. “Do anything stupid, and I’ll teach you a lesson you’ll not easily forget.”
Skeet gulped. “Yes, sir.” With that he was gone.
Ten minutes later, Benny was strapped onto his saddle. Skeet sat next to the sleeping brute on his own horse.
“If I see you again, I’m just going to draw my sword and attack,” Kron said. “I’ll figure you’ve sold us out at that point.”
“I’m not going anywhere near Bond,” Skeet said.
“If he lives, Belgad will leave the city eventually,” Kron said. “He’ll come out for us himself.”
“You must have done something pretty bad to have Belgad the Liar on your tails,” Skeet said.
“You don’t know anything of it,” Adara said from her saddle. “It’s best you keep it that way.”
“Go. Now,” Kron ordered.
Without further words, Skeet turned his riding beast away from the three others and led his friend away. Only after he had trotted along for a hundred yards or so did he dare to look back. The three were gone. Skeet guessed he would likely never see them again. He was glad of it.
***
Two days after leaving the city of Bond, the three riders found themselves hungry on a road of worn brick that traveled east on the north shore of the Ursian River. They were not starving, having brought along some rolls and meat strips, but they were nearly out of food and little game wandered near the main road.
The three rode abreast, Randall in the center with Adara to his right and Kron to his left. They had seen little traffic in their travels, but that was not unusual during the hottest months; merchants often preferred the cooler springs and autumns.
At night, bedding down with saddles for pillows and horse blankets, they took turns watching their encampment.
Fortunately, Kron was a skilled woodsman and could make a fire without flint and steel and was adept at telling what foliage and berries they could subsist upon. Randall’s magical skills came in handy on occasion, healing the typical bruises and soreness caused by long periods in the saddle. Adara proved handy with the horses, having spent much time as a young girl riding the animals; Kron tried to teach her his forestry skills, but she would remind him she was with him to learn about the sword and not about plants.
“Speaking of which, when is my first lesson?” Adara asked the man in black while they stood near the river, watching their horses sip from the river that rushed by near their feet.
“Those two road bandits weren’t enough for you?” Kron asked.
“There was no combat,” Adara said. “It was simply an ambush which you turned against them.”
“Let that be your first lesson,” Kron said. “Be ever watchful, and use your opponent’s tactics against them when possible.”
“You promised you would teach me,” Adara said.
Kron was quiet in thought for a moment, then said, “Why do you believe I defeated Fortisquo during my three engagements against him?”
Adara looked surprised. She had to think for a moment about the three combats that had included Kron and her former fencing teacher Fortisquo. “The first fight, the one on the roof, was mostly luck on your part,” Adara said. “You were unfamiliar to us, and you used that and the darkness as weapons. Your exceptional athletic ability also helped.”
Adara paused long enough to see if Kron would say anything, but he only nodded for her to continue.
“The second fight I would not say you won,” Adara said. “You appeared clumsy, or wounded, and Fortisquo would have had you if I had not stepped in.”
Again Kron said nothing.
“The third combat wasn’t much of a fight. I believe I was Fortisquo’s main target, but you disarmed him with your throwing darts before he could stab me,” Adara said.
“You are right in all accounts, including that you saved me during the second fight,” Kron said, “but you are missing one important detail, especially about that second fight. Not considering my injury, why was it that Fortisquo almost kill me that night?”
Adara had to think again. She went over that particular combat situation in her mind several times. She was a trained fighter already, and better than many who wore a sword, but she wasn’t sure what answer Kron wanted her to give.
“Fortisquo surprised you in the doorway of the tavern,” she finally said.
“Yes and no,” Kron said. “He did indeed surprise me, but what was different about that confrontation?”
Adara was getting tired of the questions. She realized Kron was trying to make her think for herself, but did any of this help her become a better sword fighter?
“He was in close proximity to me,” Kron finally said answering his own question.
Adara felt like slapping herself. The answer had been so obvious she had looked over it.
“Keep your enemy at a distance as long as possible, especially if he has a long reach and is possibly more powerful than you,” Kron said. “Hit him with everything you have from a distance, because once he is close with you he will hit you with everything he has. Weaken your foe before he gets to you.”
Adara squeezed the pommel of the rapier on her left hip. “How will that help me to stay alive?” she asked. “I already understand about the reach of an opponent, but I only carry a rapier and a main gauche. I don’t carry a bow or a spear or throwing knives and I don’t want to.”
“Then eventually you will be defeated,” Kron said, “which is likely to happen sooner or later anyway as you age and lose your natural ability.”
“That sounds cheery,” Adara said. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t know.”
“I’m telling you to get a ranged weapon!” Kron nearly yelled. “It will keep you alive.”
Adara was stunned by his outburst. She took a step back and glared at the man.
“Be angry with me if you must,” Kron said, “but learn from me. If you were looking for someone to tell you the proper rules of gentlemen’s fencing, you have the wrong teacher. I’m here to tell you how to survive.”
Adara grabbed the reigns of her horse and spun away from Kron, her long dark hair swinging out behind her.
“You could have gone a little easier on her,” Randall said.
Kron looked over his left shoulder to see the healer allowing his steed a drink from the river.
“If I go soft on her, she won’t survive Fortisquo and whatever your father sends against us,” Kron said.
“True enough, but right now I’m more concerned about her surviving you. She’s obviously not used to such treatment,” Randall said. “Look at her. She’s nobility of some sort. You can tell by the way she acts, how she walks. It’s in her straight back and upturned chin.”
“You’re royalty and you don’t act such,” Kron said.
“I’m Kobalan. That’s different.”
“What are we going to do for food?” Adara’s exasperated voice interrupted from the roadway.
Kron reached for his horse’s reigns and marched up the hill toward the woman. “We should reach Holderby’s Landing about nightfall,” he said. “We can purchase food and supplies there, and probably basic weapons.”
“What about medicines?” Randall asked as he and his horse followed Kron.
“Maybe some simple herbs and wrappings,” Kron said.
Adara grasped her saddle and pulled herself onto her horse. As she watched Kron and Randall do the same, she asked, “Are you going to tell us where we’re going after Holderby’s Landing?”
“There’s a lesser road that heads north, eventually to Caballerus, but we’ll bypass it and turn northeast and head toward the Lands,” Kron said.
“You mean the Prisonlands?” Adara asked.
“There might be people there who can help us,”Kron said and spurred his horse into a trot. “If you do not care for our mission, you should not have come along.”
Adara looked to Randall. “He thinks he’s on some kind of mission,” she said. “For whom? Mighty Ashal?”
“I’d say it’s for himself,” Randall said and rode off after Kron.
“Men,” Adara huffed.
***
As the last of the sun’s rays sank beneath the clouds to their west, the three found themselves still on the road. The traffic had picked up some, a merchant’s caravan nearly half a mile long traveling west to Bond passed them at one point, but Kron had been too stubborn to ask anyone how far it was to Holderby’s Landing.
“I thought you said we’d be there by nightfall,” Adara complained from atop her horse as the three continued eastward.
“I said we should be there by nightfall,” Kron said. “The stars are not yet out.”
“That’s only because there are clouds,” Adara said aside to Randall.
Kron paid no attention to her words. He kept his eyes on the road ahead while his ears remained sharp for anything out of the ordinary in the woods to their left. The forest was not thick, so it was unlikely an ambush would come from that direction, and their right was open to the ever-flowing Ursian River. Kron knew Belgad or some of his men would show sooner or later. He wanted to be able to anticipate any attack before they rode into a death trap.
Several times during the two days of travel Kron had pulled the group to the side of the road, into brush or behind trees, to allow travelers to pass. A couple of times he had made them hide when a boat or barge had shown on the river. At night he dug a shallow hole in the ground for their campfires so the glow would not be noticeable from a distance. Kron also hid their tracks around their encampments, using leafy branches to scrap away any signs of their passing. Anyone following them would need a decent tracker to catch their trail, and Kron wanted it to stay that way. He might not be able to place a magical web over them to hide their presence from magical detection, as Randall had done once each day during breakfast, but Kron could make sure any mortal man would have to work at finding them.
Which was why Kron was surprised when an old man with a hood pulled over his head stood some distance ahead of them in the middle of their path.
Kron and Adara immediately pulled their horses to a halt and drew swords.
“Randall!” the hooded figure yelled.
The healer slowed his steed, stared ahead at the person blocking their way, then let out a resounding guffaw.
“Maslin!” the healer yelled kicking his horse’s sides to get it to charge forward.
Adara nearly followed, but Kron put a hand on her arm. “It could be a trap,” he said.
Seconds later, Randall yanked his horse to a stop and jumped off the animal. The young healer and the old wizard embraced as if they had not seen one another in years.
Adara recognized Maslin Markwood from her days living in Belgad’s mansion. “It looks like him,” she said, pointing her sword at the wizard.
“Be cautious,” Kron said, returning his sword to its sheath on his back and riding forward with the woman at his side.
“It’s good to see you,” Randall said as he stepped back from his friend but continued to grip the wizard by the arms.
“And you,” Markwood said, gleaming at the younger man in front of him. “I’ve been waiting, hoping I’d catch you before you made it to the next town.”
“You shouldn’t have done that,” Randall said, letting the man’s arms go. “It could have been dangerous. There’s no telling what kind of ruffians could come along.”
Kron and Adara stopped their horses next to the pair of mages.
“We should move to the side of the road,” Kron said.
Markwood looked up and down the road with a critical eye. “Of course, you are right.”
Adara looked to the sky and saw the night’s first stars breaking through the gray clouds. “Should we make camp?” she asked.
Kron followed her gaze. “We might as well. We can reach Holderby’s Landing in the morning.”
The group broke apart to settle their horses and to put together a simple camp.
Maslin Markwood proved helpful by using magic to create a fire he promised would not be detectable further than ten feet from their camp; Kron tested the wizard’s claim and found it to be true. He lost sight of the flames and the campers once he went beyond the edge of the fire’s glow. Markwood proved even more helpful when he produced several jars of fruit preserves from within his robes and a bag full of soft, yeasty rolls.
“Picked them up at Madam Fiera’s before I left the city,” the old wizard said as he took a seat near the fire and passed the food to the healer.
“How did you get ahead of us?” Kron asked.
“Let an old wizard have a few secrets,” the Markwood said with a grin.
“He likely turned himself into a flying creature,” Randall suggested.
“In fact, I turned myself into a bird,” Markwood said with a chuckle.
“You turned into a bird?” Adara asked.
“It’s not something I make a habit of,” Markwood said, “but it does come in helpful.”
“Could you turn us all into birds, or turn into a giant avian yourself and carry us to Kobalos?” Kron asked.
“He could,” Randall answered as he popped open the glass lids on the jars of preserves, “but it would use a large amount of magical power. It would weaken him.”
Markwood nodded as he took a roll from Randall. “The magic would eventually wear off, after a day or two, so I would have to cast the spell every few days,” he said. “In layman’s terms, we’re talking a vast amount of my personal power would be sapped. While I could turn into a giant bird, I would be quite useless once I did it. I would be too weak.”
“Then what use is magic if it tires you?” Adara asked as she sat on a stone near the old wizard and accepted a roll from Randall.
Kron interrupted. “We can have the classroom discussion another time. Right now we need to find out what professor Markwood knows,” Kron turned to look at the old wizard. “I don’t suppose you’ve showed up merely for our company.”
Markwood swallowed a piece of roll and nodded. “You are correct,” he said as he gave Kron a dark look. “I’m taking it you are Kron Darkbow, the fellow who has been unnerving Belgad the Liar of late?”
Kron nodded in return with a dark look of his own. “I take it, then, Belgad is still among the living?”
“He is indeed,” the wizard said. “He managed to escape your flames.”
Kron was silent.
“Much has transpired over the last couple of days,” Markwood went on. “First, I wanted to let you know Sergeant Gris is safe. He came to me at the university and I made him stay there until I left earlier today.”
“Why did you do that?” Adara asked.
“The good sergeant wanted to return to his barracks, but I would have none of that,” Markwood said. “Belgad was looking for him and I knew Gris would be safest with me. It was only for two nights and I made sure he was comfortable. Of course I placed a few protective wards around him.”
“Did he leave your office once you came after us?” Randall asked, taking a seat near Kron.
“He told me he was going to return to his barracks,” Markwood said. “I knew Belgad had left Bond by that time, so I figured the sergeant would be relatively safe. He still has my wards protecting him for a few days, but I believe Belgad has lost interest in him.”
“Why do you know so much about Belgad?” Kron asked.
Markwood gave a wry smile from between his gray mustache and long beard. “As I told you, I’m a wizard,” he said. “I’ll keep my own secrets.”
Kron at in silence.
“Belgad is on his way,” Markwood continued. “He’s brought with him Fortisquo and a handful of soldiers. He also has a new wizard, a woman named Karitha Jarnac.”
“Jarnac?” Adara asked.
“I thought you would recognize the name,” Markwood said. “My understanding is she’s the sister to an old friend of yours.”
“What is she doing with Belgad?” Adara asked.
“The man wanted a wizard for tracking you,” Markwood said to the group. “Fortisquo suggested Karitha, and she accepted once she heard Adara was involved.”
“You know this wizard?” Kron asked Adara.
Adara stared at the camp fire as if seeing something or someone she did not wish to see. “Maybe once or twice years ago,” the woman said. “It was soon after I came to Bond. I was close to her brother.”
“She wants to see you dead,” Markwood said.
Adara turned to the wizard. “It wasn’t my fault.”
“What wasn’t your fault?” Randall asked.
Adara looked around the group as if wondering how much she could trust them.
“Jarnac killed himself a few years ago,” Markwood said.
“Did you have something to do with this man’s death?” Kron asked Adara.
“No!” the woman blurted
“Then why do you act guilty?” Kron said.
Adara visibly shook. She wrapped her arms around herself to gain control, but her shoulders continued to shake.
“It was after Adara had moved on to Fortisquo,” Markwood said.
Adara gasped as a tear rolled down her cheek.
Randall leaned nearer Adara and wrapped an arm around her. “Who was this Jarnac?” he asked.
“I’ve heard of him,” Kron answered. “He was a famous rapier duelist.”
Randall turned to Markwood. “Do you know anything about Karitha? I don’t recognize her from the university.”
“She didn’t study in the West,” Markwood said. “She and her brother were Truscan. She probably studied under a master in Trode or Provenzano.”
“How does Belgad know we are heading east?” Kron interjected.
“You were spotted leaving the city,” the old wizard said. “Belgad had agents in the crowds watching for you.”
“That’s the last time I underestimate that man,” Kron said appearing angry with himself.
Without saying a word, Adara moved away from the others, took a blanket from a pile of gear near and lay down on the ground, covering herself.
“Perhaps tomorrow night we can sleep in beds,” Randall mused.
“Maybe, but we shouldn’t linger in Holderby’s Landing,” Kron said, “and I don’t like the idea of staying at a roadside inn. The less we are seen, the better.”
Randall yawned. “It has been a tiring two days,” he said finding a blanket for himself and curling up near the fire.
Kron grinned. “I suppose I’m taking first watch.”
Markwood returned the grin, but it was not a happy one. “Very well, then,” he said stretching out on the ground with his feet toward the fire and his head leaning against a saddle. “Wake me if you need me to take a watch.”
Kron nodded at the old man, then watched him close his eyes.
An owl hooted in the distance, but Kron did not move, knowing the bird meant no trouble.
***
Markwood ended up not sharing watch duty. Randall had too much respect for the wizard to wake him.
The young healer had the last watch, so he was up before the others and had a breakfast of rolls and jarred fruits laid out.
“We’re going to need more food,” Randall said to Kron as he helped the man tie his saddle on his horse.
“And weapons,” Kron said. “I need a proper sword, and a bow if I can find one.
Kron glanced at the healer. “Can you use a weapon?”
“I’ve some training, but I’m no expert,” Randall said cinching the belt beneath the horse’s stomach.
“We should get you a weapon,” Kron said.
“Why?” Randall asked.
Kron smirked. “For appearances,” he said. “Despite its legality in West Ursia, magic isn’t popular in the countryside. It’s not likely you would be lynched, but it’s better if we draw less attention. A weapon or two will make you look less like a mage.”
Markwood nodded as he stood from his resting space. “Darkbow is right.”
Adara stood off to one side, readying her own animal for that day’s riding. She had said nothing to the others and most of them did not wish to intrude upon her thoughts.
Kron, however, did not mind intruding.
“You need to keep up your lessons” he said. “It will keep your mind from brooding too much.”
Adara appeared uninterested, but she turned away from her horse and entered a defensive stance, her left foot slightly ahead of her right.
“Good posture and positioning,” Kron said. “You’re standing lightly on the balls of your feet. I see you’ve had good training.”
The woman gave a slight nod without saying anything.
“This morning we’re going to work on the knife,” Kron said pulling a dagger from his belt.
“I know how to fight with a dagger,” she said.
“You know how to use a main gauche for defense,” Kron said. “You need to know how to use a smaller blade for offense and defense for when you won’t have your rapier available.”
“First, I don’t plan on ever being without my rapier,” Adara said. “Second, I’ve had training with a knife.”
“You once struck me in the back of the leg with a thrown knife,” Kron said, “so tell me, when is it a good time to throw a knife at your opponent?”
Adara hesitated. It was obviously a question for which she did not have a good answer. “Whenever the opportunity to harm your enemy presents itself,” she said as if not liking the sound of her own words.
“No,” Kron said holding his dagger before him so Adara could see its angles. “You only throw a weapon if you are armed with at least two other weapons and your opponent also has multiples weapons. A thrown dagger is not a very good weapon. It is a weapon that rarely kills. If the only weapon you have is the knife and you throw it, then you are without a weapon. If you have two daggers and throw one of them, then you’ve given your opponent an extra weapon while taking a weapon away from yourself. However, if you have three or more daggers, you could throw one then; after all, you only have two hands.”
“Is this all you’re going to do? Lecture me?” Adara asked with a hint of anger. “When do we cross swords?”
“When I feel you are ready,” Kron said slipping his dagger back into its sheath and turning away.
She stared after him with slits for eyes.
After the horses were readied and breakfast eaten, Randall offered Markwood a ride on his mount.
“No, thank you,” the old wizard said. “I won’t be going with you.”
“Why not?” Randall said. “You’ve come this far, I thought you would be staying.”
“I’ve considered it,” Markwood said, “but then I realized I can do much for you in Bond. I can be your eyes and ears and keep a watch on Belgad’s gang, and upon your father and his minions. It’ll be easier for me to do that at the university, with the proper tools. I’m sure I could be of service to you on the road, but you’ll travel faster without an old man hanging on. And I can get to you quickly if I need to.”
Kron said nothing, seemingly satisfied with the matter, and climbed into his saddle, as did Adara.
“Are you sure you won’t stay, even for a day?” Randall pleaded with the old mage.
Markwood hugged the young man, then stepped back from him. “I’m too old to be going off into the wilds, but I will be there when you need me,” he said smiling. “I will be watching from a distance.”
Randall stared at the ground, looking glum.
“Don’t fret,” Markwood said with a chuckle. “I will be fine, and I have faith the three of you shall overcome any obstacles in your path, though I do believe traveling to Kobalos is quite insane.”
Randall gave the old wizard a lopsided smile.
“But it is time you faced up to your father,” Markwood added, reaching inside his robes and withdrawing a small leather sack which he tossed to Kron.
“That should help you on your way,” the wizard said to the man in black.
Kron untied the lacings at the top of the sack and stared inside to see silver and gold coins. He saluted the wizard with two fingers.
With nothing else to say, Randall climbed onto his horse with sadness written on his face.
“Good traveling to you,” Markwood said to the healer. “Now, if you don’t mind, I would like to speak with Master Darkbow in private for a few moments.”
Randall glanced at Kron, who only motioned for the young man to ride on.
Once Randall trotted off to join Adara ahead of them, Kron turned to the wizard but remained silent.
“I wanted you alone to give you a warning,” Markwood said with a frown.
“I know the dangers before us,” Kron said.
“No, you misunderstand” the old wizard said, “I’m warning you about me. If that boy comes to a wicked end, I will be down on you for it. While I feel it is time he dealt with his heritage, it was you who put him up to this nonsense of traveling to Kobalos to confront his father.”
“I only showed him the truth,” Kron said. “If he keeps running, sooner or later he will be caught.”
“Regardless, I am holding you responsible for his well being,” Markwood said. “I don’t know you other than the rumors I hear, but I know a man who seeks out trouble when I see him. You, sir, are a seeker of trouble. Do not let it fall upon poor Randall’s head. He has had a hard enough life without the further burden of having to clean up any messes you create.”
Kron chuckled. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m trying to help.”
“I have noticed,” Markwood said, “but that doesn’t mean I trust you. I don’t think you’ll turn the boy over to Verkain, but I’m not convinced you will keep him out of harm’s way. Just know you will have me to answer to if anything should happen to him.”
“I understand,” Kron said.
“Also, while I don’t trust you, I acknowledge your experience and leadership,” Markwood went on. “Randall is a babe in the woods, and Adara has been pampered far too long. They don’t realize the extent of the danger before them. I’m guessing you do.”
Kron nodded silently.
“Belgad has filed charges against you with magistrates in Bond,” the wizard said. “The rightful authorities now have a warrant for your arrest.”
“On what charges?” Kron asked.
“For everything,” Markwood answered. “For the burning of his ships, the destruction of the Asylum, even for murdering Percifidus.”
“Most of those charges wouldn’t stand,” Kron said. “The Asylum was an accident, and Percifidus was engaged in a crime when I killed him. I would think Gris could file some charges of his own.”
“He will once things have settled a bit in Bond,” Markwood said. “I’m helping him as much as I can. But, for the time being, every magistrate and militia group between here and the borders will be keeping an eye our for you. Never forget Belgad is a knight; he has a great bit of pull when he wants it.”
“I must say I’m surprised the man came after us personally.”
“He came after you personally,” Markwood said. “Randall and Adara are secondary prizes at best. You wounded his pride.”
“I challenged him,” Kron said. “My guess would be no one has dared that in years.”
The old wizard stared around the man in black and his horse to spot Randall and Adara waiting. “You should go,” Markwood said. “Just remember to keep a good watch.”
Kron nodded to the wizard again.
“May Ashal be with you,” Markwood said.
“And with you,” Kron said and spun his animal away.
Chapter Two
Holderby’s Landing was little more than three structures of timbered walls and thatched roofs. The largest of the buildings was an inn, tavern and goods store all under one roof. The smallest building was next to the river and a wooden wharf that had a barge large enough to hold several horses. The other structure stood apart, slightly to the east of the village, and smoke brewed from its chimney. There were few villagers visible. A rough-looking older man was busy tying the barge to the dock while a young man in a simple brown tunic wiped down several horses tied to a hitching post in front of the inn; a teen girl swept away dust from in front of the dwelling while a small boy covered in mud ran down to the river.
Adara, Randall and Kron had not been riding a half hour after leaving Markwood before they arrived at the village, tying their steeds alongside others in front of the inn.
“It’s so small,” Adara said as she moved toward the front door of the tavern.
“It will provide what we need,” Kron said pulling a silver tankard from his saddlebags.
Adara noticed the silver mug. “I’ve seen that before,” she said. “What are you going to do with it?”
Kron paused at the inn’s door and turned to face the woman. “I’m going to trade it,” he said. “We have a long journey ahead and need to watch our resources.”
“Are you sure it’s safe to sell that thing this close to the city?” Randall asked, reading the word “Belgad” etched onto the side of the mug.
“The value will likely be higher here than it would farther away where Belgad’s reach is not felt,” Kron said. “Plus, I’ve been through here several times and the owner of this establishment buys and sells unusual goods.”
Kron pushed open the door. Smoke rolled out through the opening to reveal darkness. The man in black stepped through without hesitation and the others followed.
A half hour later, they exited the building, each of them carrying a bundle of goods. On Kron’s back slung a sword longer and heavier than the one he had taken from one of Belgad’s guards in Bond; clutched in his hands was a leather quiver loaded with arrows, a short bow and a burlap sack full of food goods. Adara also carried a rough-looking bag full of food as did Randall, who also sported a dagger and short sword on his belt.
“Old Reevus has never let me down,” Kron said storing his new goods on his horse and strapping the bow in a leather scabbard on the animal’s side.
“Come through here often?” Randall asked as he put away his own goods.
“I did as a child,” Kron said.
Adara was busy storing her new possessions in leather saddlebags on the back of her steed when Kron approached. “I didn’t see you picking up a ranged weapon,” he said to her.
Adara rummaged through her saddlebags. “I chose a new weapon,” she said. “Something different.”
Kron looked skeptical.
The woman flashed a broad grin and removed an item that appeared to be made of leather straps from the saddle bag. Hanging from her fingers was a long strip of leather that tapered to a narrow end.
“A whip?” Randall asked.
Kron said nothing, only stared at the weapon in Adara’s hands.
“It’s not heavy, it fits well coiled on my belt, and most important, it has a reach of more than ten feet,” the woman said with her grin growing wider.
“It is not what I had in mind,” Kron said.
“It’s the best you’re going to get,” Adara said. “I’m not lugging around some awkward bow and I’m not loading myself down with a bunch of throwing weapons. If I’m not fast and agile, I’m useless in a fight.”
Kron stared at the whip in her hands, then shook his head and climbed into his saddle. “It will have to do.”
“Thank you,” Adara said wrapping the whip into a loop and tying it on her right hip in front of her main gauche.
Randall put a hand on his saddle horn when he noticed movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned to see four men in chain shirts waving swords over their heads and riding toward them at full speed.
“Oh hell,” the healer said.
“Halt!” one of the men hollered.
“Ride!” Kron yelled.
Adara and Randall wasted no time pulling themselves into their saddles, but it would be too late. They knew the four men would wade into them before they could escape.
Kron stood in his stirrups and lobbed a small gray ball over Randall’s head in the direction of the horsemen, striking one of the men in the chest. Black smoke sprang forth, spraying the area and blinding the four riders. One of the men fell to the ground while the others tried to keep control of their animals.
“Now!” Kron yelled spinning his steed away from the others and spurring it to action.
Seeing they had a momentary respite, Randall and Adara charged after their companion.
The three continued riding fast until their horses were nearly spent. Seeing no pursuit, they steered their steeds to the side of the road.
Adara climbed out of her saddle to allow her ride to rest. “How did they catch up with us so fast?” she asked.
Kron stood in his stirrups again to look behind them. Seeing no sign of the four men, he said, “They rode all night.”
“Or they used magic,” Randall added.
“Where was Belgad?” Adara asked. “Could his new wizard have gotten them here so fast?”
“I’m glad you asked,” a voice said from the woods.
A section of the forest’s trees shimmered like waves of heat, but quickly dissipated to reveal a woman with long, scarlet hair and brightly-painted lips. Wrapped around here was a long, purple gown with stars and moons of silver woven into it. Her fingers, outstretched toward the three, waved with jewel-encrusted rings on the digits.
“Karitha?” Adara asked.
A beam of gold light shot forth from the wizard’s fingers.
Adara dropped to the ground as Randall jumped behind his horse.
The wizard’s ray erupted over their heads in a glittering explosion that seemed harmless while Kron dove toward the red-haired woman.
“Not today,” the wizard woman said and waved a hand in front of Darkbow’s face.
Kron, suddenly blind, came to a halt.
Sounds of quickening hoof beats neared and Randall dared a look toward the noise. “Oh hell.”
The four men on horseback had cleared Kron’s smoke and were barreling down upon the three.
“Randall, get on your horse!” Adara yelled. She was thankful to see the healer did what he was told without asking questions. “Ride as fast as you can!”
Randall’s steed took off if an arrow had struck it’s rump.
Kron stood still. For the first time in his life, he was thankful for the many hours his uncle Kuthius had trained him to fight without his sight. It was true he could not see, but his sense of hearing was attuned to his surroundings, telling him everything that was happening. The sound of heavy hooves striking the brick road said the four horsemen were nearing, but not within attack range. Harsh breathing and creaking leather told Kron that Adara was climbing onto her saddle. A rustling of silky cloth told him the female wizard was still in front of him but just out of range of his grasp.
Kron yanked a dagger from his belt and slung the weapon out, in front of himself. He heard a yelp and the fumblings of the wizard as she tried to back further away into the surrounding foliage.
“Kron! Take my hand!” Adara yelled from behind him.
Kron spun and reached out blindly. He felt Adara’s fingers lock around his wrist and tug. He jumped forward hoping she was pulling him onto a horse and was quickly proven right.
Adara grabbed the reigns of Kron’s animal and screamed at her own riding beast. Both horses sprang forward, carrying Kron and Adara away as fast as their tired legs could move.
Belgad’s men did not give up the chase, their horse’s hooves shaking the ground and stirring up dust.
“What happened to you?” Adara asked Kron.
“She blinded me.”
“Tricky witch,” Adara said.
Kron turned his head so he could better hear how close were the four horsemen. “They’re right behind us,” he said.
“What do you want me to do about it?” Adara asked.
“Keep riding straight,” Kron said groping for his own horse flying along next to them.
“What in the name of Ashal are you doing?” Adara yelled.
Kron acted before she could stop him. He brought up one booted foot onto the rump of Adara’s horse and shoved off, launching himself through air onto the back of his own beast. He landed across the saddle and managed to grab the bags on the animal’s rump to steady himself.
“Have you gone crazy?” Adara yelled at Kron’s rear.
Kron ignored Adara’s yellings as he pulled him self to a sitting position. He reached behind himself to ransack through his saddle bags.
“What are you doing?” Adara yelled, watching Kron while keeping an eye on their nearing enemies.
“Keep straight!” Kron yelled, his gloved hands working in his saddle bags.
Adara focused forward and tried her best to keep the two horses running along the center of the road that continued to unfold before them. Watching the back of Randall’s steed, she suddenly spied a bend in the road ahead.
“We’re running out of space!” Adara yelled over the din of hoof beats right behind them.
“Got them!” Kron pulled a handful of small items from his bags and scattered them.
The objects flying through the air looked like children’s jacks.
Belgad’s four riders tried to pull up their horses, but they were going too fast. Kron’s caltrops tumbled along the ground until the four horses clomped on them. Three of the animals suddenly jerked back, sending their riders smashing to the ground. One horse avoided the spikes altogether, but the rider reigned in the beast.
Kron smiled as he heard the screams of the horsemen drift further away. “Like I said, distance.”
The female sword fighter slowed their horses slightly to allow them to breath, but kept pushing the animals on behind Randall.
“You’re full of surprises,” she said.
“Always keep your foes guessing,” Kron said. “Let the unknown work for you.”
***
It was an hour before Kron allowed them to stop, and then he had Adara lead them a hundred yards off the main road and below trees with heavy shadows.
“You’re very lucky,” Randall said as he knelt over Kron sitting on a tree stump.
“He’s blind. What’s lucky about that?” Adara said as she made sure their horses were tied to a tree.
“It was a spell she cast and not some kind of poison,” Randall said using his fingers to pry back Kron’s eyelids to stare at the cloudy orbs. “I can heal the blindness with a few minutes preparation, or it might wear off on its own.”
“Heal me now,” Kron said.
Randall moved away from the man wearing black. “I thought you’d say that,” he said, opening saddle bags. “I just need some dandelion stems, then I’ll have you as good as before.”
Adara picked up twigs and dry grass from the ground and began building a pyramid of kindling for a fire. “Are we going to be here long?” she asked.
“What say you, healer?” Kron asked.
Randall removed several small glass vials from within his saddle bags and stared into them. “I can have your eyesight back in a quarter of an hour,” he said, “but you’re likely to have some blurriness for a couple of hours. I’d suggest an early lunch to let your eyes recover.”
“Two hours, then,” Kron said.
Adara took two small pieces of flint from inside a belt pocket and began to strike them together against the dry grass in her pyramid of tinder. In less than a minute she had a small fire going.
Kron listened to the crackling grass. “You learn quickly.”
“I’ve been watching you,” she said in return. “I might as well pick up a few other skills while we’re on the road, though I was never much for camping. Bad room service and a stiff mattress are about as close to living outdoors as I usually suffer.”
Kron allowed a sly grin as Randall dumped several bottles of herbs into it a wood bowl.
“It was close back there,” Adara said.
“Yes, it was. They must have ridden through the night to catch up with us that fast,” Kron said, “and Karitha is conniving, though she’s inexperienced at combat.”
“What makes you say that?” Randall asked pouring water from a goatskin into the bowl.
“She allowed herself to be too close to us,” Kron said.
“Distance,” Adara said.
“Yes, distance. You’re learning all the time,” Kron said.
“What was that golden from her fingers?” Adara asked Randall.
The healer used a finger to stir the herbs in the water, then shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “Probably some kind of magical lightning.”
“That seems like powerful magic,” Adara said.
“Not the most powerful,” Randall said still stirring.
“What is the most powerful?” Adara asked.
“Low magic,” Randall said sitting next to Kron and holding out the bowl in front of the blind man. “Here, Kron, sip this.”
One of Kron’s hands fumbled in the air for a moment before finding the bowl, then he raised it to his lips.
“What’s low magic?” Adara asked.
“There are basically two types of magic,” Randall explained watching Kron’s eyes. “Almost all wizards use what’s called high magic, which doesn’t mean it’s only for good purposes, as most people believe. High magic can do whatever a wizard wants, within the limits of their imagination and strength of will.”
“Then why do wizards chants words while casting spells, or wiggle their fingers in the air?” Adara asked.
“Those are focusing tools,” Randall said. “It helps a mage to remember how to cast a spell by having words or movements memorized.”
“What’s different about low magic?” Adara asked.
“High magic uses a wizard’s own inner strength, what some call the soul, to cast spells. It’s why I get tired after healing,” Randall said. “Low magic is very rare, and it uses the souls of others, sometimes even killing people if it’s a particularly powerful spell.”
“Like what happened at the Asylum,” Kron interjected.
Randall frowned with a hurt look.
Adara had heard the Asylum and cemetery story from Kron and Randall during their first day of travel, and she could tell it bothered both men. Randall seemed to feel guilty over those who had died through the use of his magic ring at the Asylum. Kron was like a stone emotionally, but he seemed upset about the death of that boy, Wyck, when the war demons had appeared in Bond.
“What I would like to know is where Belgad and Fortisquo were,” Adara said. “The old wizard said they were coming for us.”
“They were probably outside Holderby’s Landing,” Kron said before taking another sip of Randall’s medicine.
“Why didn’t they attack?” Adara said.
Randall took the bowl from Kron’s hands, turned it up to drain the last of its contents and returned it to his saddle bags.
“Testing us,” Kron said. “Maybe to see how we would react. It wasn’t a well thought out attack on their part. It would have made more sense to ambush us on the road.”
“You think Belgad is that subtle?” Randall said taking a seat on the ground next to Kron.
“Fortisquo is,” Adara said.
Kron nodded in agreement.
Randall stared into Kron’s eyes. “You should start seeing some light in the next minute or so,” he said. “After that, you’ll gradually gain back your sight. It’ll be blurry at first, but that will pass.”
“Thank you,” Kron said.
Adara retrieved a sack full of sandwiches from Holderby’s Landing and passed each man something to eat. “Where do we go from here?” she asked.
“We’ll leave the road,” Kron said. “I was going to take the main road to Caballerus, then follow a track northeast to the Lands, but now I’m thinking we’ll stick to the woods for a couple of days. Then it should be safe to use the road again. We’ll head straight east for a while.”
“What’s the next town?” Randall asked.
“Pinsonfork is four or five days away by the road,” Kron said. “We should be there in a week.”
“A week?” from Adara.
“There are a few villages between here and there,” Kron said, “but we should avoid them for a while.”
“How can we be sure we’ve gotten rid of Belgad?” Randall asked.
“We can’t,” Kron said blinking.
Chapter Three
The days in the woods were nearly more than Adara could stand. The meals tended to be dried goods provided by the store from Holderby’s Landing, though Kron did try to expand their diet by adding wild berries and the occasional rabbit or squirrel. The weather was dry, but the nights chilly, and saddle blankets did not cut the cold and smelled of horse. None of this sat well with Adara. She missed silk sheets, feathered pillows and meals that had not been crawling only minutes before being turned over a fire.
“I wish Belgad and Fortisquo had showed themselves at the village,” she said after breakfast the third morning since fleeing Holderby’s Landing.
“Why?” Randall asked as the three of them mounted their horses and began slowly making their way through the woods.
“Then we could have killed them,” Adara said, “and we wouldn’t have to hide among the damn trees.”
“Belgad isn’t the only one after us,” Kron added.
“Yes, all of Kobalos, apparently,” Adara vented. “Verkain and his war demons are just waiting to tear us apart.”
Kron moved his riding animal into the lead position. “I’ve been meaning to ask you, Randall, about these war demons.”
“What of them?” the healer said.
“What are they?” Kron asked.
“They’re demons.”
“From hell?” Adara asked.
“Yes, hell, where the Book of Ashal tells us evil souls are sent,” Randall said. “My father summons them when he has need of their services.”
“What kind of services?” from Kron.
“Assassinations and the like,” the healer said. “Whatever he wants them to do. They are massively destructive and nearly impossible to destroy.”
“Nearly?” Kron asked.
“Powerful magics might be able to harm them, or at least slow them down,” Randall explained, leading his horse around a wide tree. “You might be able to beat one down if you had a magical weapon.”
“Are you sure they’re from hell?” Adara asked, as if not believing what she had heard.
“My father performs a ritual, which usually kills three or four slaves, and a war demon appears in smoke and flame,” Randall said. “He told me he summoned them from hell, and I have no reason to disbelieve him. From what I studied at university, it’s entirely possible.”
Adara shivered as she rode along next to Randall. Her East Ursian upbringing had instilled in her a fear of hell and the beings that supposedly dwelled there. Like all young East Ursian girls from noble families, she had spent time in a private school under the control of the church, which controlled nearly everything in the East. The Book of Ashal told that humans who did not live up to the almighty god’s plan for their life were sent to hell where they would be tortured by demons and devils for all eternity. Adara was not an overly religious person, but the Eastern Church’s teachings had made an impression.
“Why do the demons have to do Verkain’s bidding?” Adara asked after a few minutes of quiet.
“They don’t have to,” Randall explained. “He gives them slaves. They kill the slaves, then the slaves’ souls belong to them.”
“Are you serious?” Adara asked. It sounded like madness to her.
“I don’t understand everything about it. I haven’t spent a lot of time studying low magics,” Randall said, “but yes, apparently that is what happens. I’ve seen the ceremonies performed. My father casts his ritual, the demon appears and slaughters a few slaves. What happens beyond that, I don’t know, but my father used to threaten me with the same fate.”
“Oh, Ashal,” Adara said. “What a family to be born into.”
***
As they made their slow way through the woods, Kron allowed Randall and Adara’s conversation to fade into the background. He thought they were probably safe from Belgad while they stayed in the brush, but he wanted to keep his senses alert to a possible ambush. While he tuned his ears to the sounds of the forest, particularly distant bird calls and snappings of undergrowth, his mind turned to their pursuers.
Lord Verkain’s war demons seemed a distant threat. If they knew Randall’s location, they already would have attacked. It also seemed unlikely any agents of Verkain could guess what direction they were traveling. The lord of Kobalos would not expect his only surviving son to be traveling toward him.
On the other hand, Belgad was definitely on their trail. The last couple of days Kron had been going over and over the short fight and flight at Holderby’s Landing. He was curious as to why Belgad and Fortisquo had not shown themselves. The only thing Kron could come up with was that they were present, but were in the background hiding, perhaps with the aid of their wizard. Why would they be present and not take part in the attack? Because they wanted to watch and learn. Belgad and Fortisquo were not fools, but Kron did not think Belgad was overly crafty. Fortisquo, on the other hand, was devilish enough to set up such a scenario. The rapier master was familiar with Adara in combat situations, and he had seen Kron in action, but he had no clue as to how Randall would react in a dire situation. Kron guessed Fortisquo had been disappointed. Not to take all the credit for their escape at Holderby’s Landing, but Kron was aware Adara and Randall had done little more than flee the situation. He did not hold that against them; in fact, he was glad of it because it proved their quick summation of the situation. They had been better off fleeing than trying to help because they likely would have only gotten in his way. It was true Adara had pulled him from the wizard, Karitha, but Kron realized she could have gotten herself injured or killed. He did not know if he had harmed Karitha with his thrown dagger, but she had yelled out as if in pain. Kron was so sure of his survival skills that even without his sight, he was positive he could have gotten away from of Belgad’s men and the wizard. If nothing else, he would have tossed another smoke grenado and darted into the woods.
“Do you think they’ll try another ambush?” Kron heard Randall ask, drawing his attention back to the conversation.
“Probably in Pinsonfork,” Adara said as they rode. “They can guess we’ve gone to the woods, but they won’t know where we are. They’ll wait for us in Pinsonfork.”
Kron’s mind drifted away from the conversation again, but he focused on the idea of an ambush. Kron knew Belgad was a northerner, a Dartague barbarian warlord long ago, which meant the man might have some woods skills. If so, he would still have a hard time finding Kron, Adara and Randall. Kron made sure to wipe away signs of their camping, and Randall continued to place a protective spell on them at least once a day.
Kron began to wonder if it was a good idea to continue to Pinsonfork. He had planned on turning them north soon after Holderby’s Landing, and the main northern road set out from Pinsonfork, but they could always cross open land to reach the road, or they could pass up the road altogether and stick to a forest path. That would slow their movement, making it months instead of weeks before they would near the Prisonlands, but it also meant safety. Kron didn’t believe Belgad or any of his men were good enough trackers to find them in the West Ursian forests, and he had to trust Randall’s spells to be strong enough to block any magical viewers.
On the other hand, if the party went ahead to Pinsonfork, they might have the chance of dealing with Belgad once and for all. Kron liked that idea, but he realized it brought grave danger for Randall and Adara.
Kron pictured in his mind the town of Pinsonfork he had traveled through several months earlier and he imagined various layouts for an ambush against Belgad. Scenarios darted through Kron’s mind, one after another, but all ended with his group’s defeat. For one thing, Belgad and gang would arrive in the town before Kron, so a proper ambush was out of the question.
Kron realized if they went on to Pinsonfork, he would have to face Belgad on his own. The idea made him grin. He would love to take down the man who had ordered his parents killed, but he understood he could not win this fight alone.
To take down Belgad, kron would have to bide his time. Going to Pinsonfork was not a good idea. Kron could see that. He would have to be patient. He would have to wait. The time would eventually be right, then he would slide a knife through Belgad’s ribs and watch the man die suffocating as blood filled his lungs.
***
The day was drawing close to ending when Adara broached the subject of their travel arrangements again.
“It’s been three days. You said we’d only be in the woods for two,” the woman said to Kron as they prepared camp. “I might not be a woodsman, but I can follow the sun when there’s an opening in the trees. We’ve not been heading due east for several hours.”
“We’re not going to Pinsonfork,” Kron said flatly, then returned to building a fire.
Adara turned to look at Randall as if she had been struck with a weapon. “Can you believe your ears?”
Kron stood and faced the woman. “You can either complain, as you have done most of this trip, or you can help build camp,” he said.
Adara Corvus was taken aback. No one spoke to her that way, especially not a man. Yes, she had complained, but their travels had been dirty and often boring, and Kron spoke so little she was forced to have every conversation with Randall, who was nice and royalty but he was not as worldly as Adara. Kron was her teacher. He was supposed to be the one talking to her. Damn it, he was the one who was supposed to be bedding her! It had always been that way and it had worked for Adara. Moving from man to man, learning from each of them, had taught her skills with the sword. Kron offered tutoring, when it was convenient, but he had made no move toward Adara sexually. It dawned on her that was what infuriated her most.
“You ... you ...” she started, but could not finish the words.
“We’re all frustrated,” Randall said stepping between the two. “We’re having to watch over our shoulders all the time. We’re tired and we’re hungry, and another night sleeping on the ground and eating dry stuff or what we can kill doesn’t appeal to anyone.”
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