




Chapter   

1he TaLt sharS

T he young buck remained oblivious to the threat lurking downwind. It 
grazed peacefully between ancient oaks whose gnarled branches stretched 

toward the crystalline blue sky, its velvet-soft muzzle nibbling on tender emerald 
shoots that peeked above the rust-coloured carpet of decaying leaves. The crisp 
spring morning air carried the scent of pine sap and wild honeysuckle. The scat-
tered late-season snows that had blanketed these rolling foothills had retreated like 
ghostly armies in defeat, though the jagged granite peaks looming in the distance 
still wore their glittering white crowns that would remain until the scorching days 
of high summer.

Finn slowly drew back on the bowstring until it kissed the corner of his 
chapped lips, his calloused Hngers steady against the 'etching as he sighted along 
the ash shaft. qis breathing slowed to match the rhythm of the forest. qe found 
the vital spot behind the front leg where the heart pulsed beneath the tawny 
hide, held for two heartbeats, and released. The arrow hissed through the dappled 
sunlight and struck with a meaty thunk. The deerWs legs buckled instantly beneath 
its muscular frame. It kicked once, twice, hooves scrabbling against the loamy soil, 
then shuddered into stillness, its li"uid brown eyes glazing over.

Pill burst from behind a lichen-covered boulder, whooping and laughing, his 
voice echoing through the silent forest.

!xerfect shot, FinnE! eLclaimed Pill, slapping his friendWs shoulder with a cal-
loused palm. Finn trotted toward their prize, dried leaves crunching beneath his 
worn leather boots. They stood over the magniHcent creature, its coat warm to 
the touch.

FinnWs normally solemn face broke into a rare smile. The clean kill had been 
perfect, through the heart, a testament to countless hours of practice. PillWs 
approval, never given lightly despite his cheerful nature, warmed him more than 
any hearth Hre.

Finn watched his  best  friend kneel  beside the carcass,  unsheathing the 
bone-handled hunting knife from his belt with practiced ease.PillWs sandy hair 
caught the Hltered sunlight like burnished copper, his dancing emerald eyes alight 
with eLcitement. Though shorter than Finn by half a hand, PillWs wiry frame 
concealed surprising strength as he rolled the buck onto its back. qis perpetually 
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sun-freckled face always seemed ready to break into laughter, even now as he 
prepared for the bloody work ahead. Pithin no time they had dressed the carcass 
ready for transporting back home. 

Cnlike his eLuberant companion, Finn preferred the "uiet spaces between 
words. qis raven-black hair fell in untamed waves past his jawline, fre"uently 
obscuring deep blue eyes that missed nothing. Phen coaLed into revealing itself, 
his smile transformed his solemn features like sunshine breaking through storm 
clouds, but such moments were rare treasures. qis broad shoulders and powerful 
arms, developed from years breaking yearlings on his familyWs horse farm, made 
his hunting bow seem almost toy-like in his grip. Though both stood on the cusp 
of manhood, under one year shy of their eighteenth naming day ceremony, the 
village elders still referred to them as !the boys!Nmuch to PillWs vocal chagrin.

The buck would make a triumphant conclusion to their overnight hunting 
eLpedition. The pair of plump hares theyWd snared the previous evening hung 
from FinnWs belt, their once-white tails now stained with dirt. They had planned 
to try their luck with Hshing spears in the crystal-clear streams that meandered 
between these hills and home, but with such a prize now secured, they would 
return directly to the farm, where their uneLpected bounty would be cause for 
celebration.

qome was Talen, in the kingdom of Kaylor, a modest village north-west of 
the trading town of Poodhurst. Mestled in the dappled foothills of the 3arig 
:ountains, whose jagged ridges stretched northward for leagues until they met 
the roaring Dtoney 2iver, Talen had grown into a bustling village catering to the 
farmers of the region. Dmoke curled from the tavernWs chimney each evening, 
mingling with the sweet scent of fresh bread from the bakery. qorses stamped 
in the blacksmithWs yard, metal ringing as sparks 'ewNa comforting reminder 
of the villageWs reputation. R humble general store, a grain mill whose water-
wheel groaned day and night, and a small timber-and-stone hall where the Alder 
Kouncil met completed the cluster of buildings lining the dusty main street.

The village housed perhaps a hundred families in allNhalf dwelling in 
thatched cottages with neat garden plots hugging the main thoroughfare, the rest 
scattered across the verdant hillsides that rolled away from town. These outlying 
farmers made their weekly pilgrimages into Talen, arms laden with fresh produce 
and crafted wares to trade for ironwork and teLtiles. :ost inhabitants cherished 
their settlementWs drowsy tran"uility, preferring the predictable rhythm of rural 
life to the chaos that visitors might bring. Rnd visitors were few and far between.

Rn hourWs ride north of the village, at the mouth of a narrow valley where 
pines clustered in shadowed gullies, lay the farm where Finn lived. The clearing 
opened onto rolling green Helds, bisected by a crystal stream that murmured 
through the property year-round. Rlong its banks, wild'owers leaned over the 
water, and deer tracks pressed into soft earth beneath ancient oaks.
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FinnWs household was usual for a farmsteadY his mother 2uth, his Runt Kora, 
and his Cncle Qictor all under one sloped-roof house neLt to the barn and corrals.

Oears before, 2uth had journeyed south from her northern homeland with her 
husband and brother-in-law, ;uinn and Qictor, bringing only a stallion, a few 
mares, and the hope of a fresh start. Pith hard work and long days, they built 
their herd into one famed for conformation, endurance, and a willing attitude. 
’‐cers from the Kassily and Poodhurst garrisons regularly trotted o4 on their 
mounts, boots brushing stirrups, while occasionally a prized stallion made its way 
all the way to the capital of Kaylor, 3eystone - though the shipping fees there were 
steep.

Phen Finn was only two, his father, ;uinn, slipped on a rocky ledge while 
hunting and met his end at the base of a cli4. qis grave lay shaded by a lonely oak 
tree out back of the house, its broad roots curling protectively around the small 
headstone. 2uth never took another husbandX instead, the farmWs hearth glowed 
brighter with QictorWs new wife, Kora, bringing her own warmth and laughter to 
the home.

FinnWs happiest days were spent with his best friend, Pill - freckled Pill whose 
full name, Pillard, nobody but his stern father ever used. TheyWd grown up 
inseparable, racing through the Helds at dawn, chasing pheasants amid brambles, 
and wrestling in the hayloft until sunset painted the valley gold. Pill was the 
tannerWs second son, yet the acrid tang of curing hides had never held his heart. 
qis father, long since resigned to PillWs wanderlust, let him track deer and Hsh 
for trout with Finn whenever he could - it supplemented the tannery with hides 
and fresh meat for the family. Rt night, theyWd lie under the stars, and Pill would 
dream of distant cities, certain that TalenWs emerald hills were far too small to 
contain his ambitions.

Duddenly, a cacophony of noise broke FinnBs thoughts, the hush of the forest 
shattered as the underbrush eLploded in a frenzy of snapping twigs and rustling 
leaves. Domething was blundering through the forest. qot on its trail thundered 
four riders, hooves drumming against the damp, needle-strewn earth. Finn and 
Pill froze, mouths agape, as the chase bore down upon them.

:oments later, the "uarry emergedY a broadJshouldered man, his clothes torn 
and smeared with dark blood, staggering but upright, every muscle straining 
toward safety. qe halted abruptly and wheeled to face his pursuers. The horsemen 
reined in, the animalsW 'anks heaving and slick with sweat, heads bowing as steam 
curled from their nostrils.

Two riders dropped to the forest 'oor. Their sunburnt faces were framed by 
dusty turbans, their dark eyes cold beneath thick brows. Song beards, 'ecked 
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with grit, swayed over'owing robes dyed in deep ochre and indigo - the garb of 
?andonWs nomads who crossed the torrid seas of the 6ight as mercenaries for 
any who could pay. Finn recalled his uncleWs warningY never trust ?andonian 
desert riders.

!OouWre done for, man. Set it go,! one mercenary drawled in a low, guttural 
accent. The wounded man o4ered only a Herce glare in reply.

Kloser now, Finn saw the hunterWs garb - leather jerkin and oilskinsNslashed 
in places, caked with mud and blood. qe carried a sword at his side and a bow 
over his right shoulder. R broken arrow protruded at a crooked angle from his 
left shoulder. qis breathing was ragged yet controlled as he braced himself for 
what was to come.

!Do be it,! murmured the leader, and the other two horsemen dismounted 
and formed a loose circle around their prey. Aach bore a large, curved sword 
with elaborately jewelled pommels that caught stray shafts of sunlight between 
the trees. In a 'uid motion, they advanced, blades singing low arcs through 
humid air.

Pithout hesitation, the wounded man sprang forward. Uespite the weight 
of his injuries, his movements were astonishingly swift and preciseNeach 
footfall a measured beat, every swing of his own slender blade a graceful, deadly 
arc. In a heartbeat, he sliced across the throat of the nearest mercenaryX blood 
spurted, and the man collapsed, his horse whinnying in alarm. The second rider 
yelled as the hunterWs blade severed through 'esh and bone at the elbow. The 
man dropped to his knees, clutching the gushing stump, and started howling 
in pain and shock.

’nly two mercenaries remained. They backed away at pace, eyes wide in 
grudging respect. ’ne spat on the ground.

!Dhut up, UrosE! he snarled at the fallen man. UrosWs screams tapered into a 
Hnal, rattling sighX his body went limp, blood pooling beneath him.

!7ust hand it over and weWll leave you be,! the mercenary snarled. Dilently, the 
wounded hunter lowered his sword and, with his uninjured arm, peeled back 
the dark hood shielding his face. Uamp hair clung to his forehead, and a beard, 
'ecked with red, framed a jaw clenched in determination. qis eyesNdeep-set 
and burningNheld the cornered fury of a man who refused to surrender.

The two mercenaries lunged at the same time from opposite sides. In one 
'ash, the hunter drew a slender throwing knife and hurled it with unerring aim. 
The blade sank into one attackerWs eye socketX he staggered, a wet gurgle rising 
in his throat before he pitched forward. The other mercenary, "uicker on his 
feet, ducked beneath the hunterWs neLt swing and drove his own blade deep into 
the manWs midsection. The hunter staggered, mouth open in a ragged gasp as 
crimson spurted between his ribs. Then, summoning every ounce of strength, 
he lunged with his sword, guiding it between bone and heart. The mercenaryWs 
eyes went blank, and he slumped to the forest 'oor. Dilence reclaimed the trees.
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The wounded man collapsed against a moss-covered stump, crimson blooming 
across his leather jerkin like spilled wine. qis chest heaved with each laboured 
breath, sweat-matted hair clinging to his ashen face. Finn and Pill stood frozen, 
jaws slack, the forestWs sudden silence broken only by the wet gurgle of a dying 
mercenary.

FinnWs legs trembled as he approached, stepping over a fallen scimitar that still 
gleamed with fresh blood.

!Dir, are you alright9! The words tumbled from his dry mouth, hanging fool-
ishly in the air between them.

The manWs head snapped up, pain-glazed eyes suddenly sharpening like a 
predator scenting prey. R muscle twitched in his blood-spattered jaw.

!Pho are you9! he growled, Hngers instinctively tightening around his sword 
hilt.

!I, I, IWm Finn,! he stammered, RdamWs apple bobbing in his throat.
The strangerWs gaze 'icked between the boys, noting their worn hunting 

leathers and simple bows. qis shoulders relaLed a fraction, though blood con-
tinued to seep between the Hngers pressed to his side.

!Phere are you from, boy9! qis voice rasped like steel on stone.
!Talen.! Pill replied  stepping forward, freckles stark against his pale face. !ItWs 

not far. Pe were hunting. Oou fought o4 four menE! qis words tumbled out in 
breathless awe. !qow did you do that9 Pho were they9 Phat did they want9!

The wounded man looked from Finn to Pill, his weathered face ashen beneath 
streaks of dirt and blood. qe shook his head slowlyX lips pressed into a grimace.

!This is not good,! he sighed, calloused Hngers pressing against the ragged 
wound in his belly. Krimson seeped between his knuckles, dripping onto the 
forest 'oor where it darkened the moss to black.

!Pe can take you to my house,! FinnWs voice cracked. !:a is a healer. DheWll 
know what to do.!

!I wonWt make it,! the man whispered, a bubble of blood forming at the corner 
of his mouth. !Do be it.! qis amber eyes, clear despite his pain, HLed on the boys. 
’ne trembling hand beckoned them closer.

They eLchanged glances, PillWs freckles stark against his pallor, before inching 
forward. xine needles crunched beneath their boots. The metallic scent of blood 
hung in the air, mingling with the forestWs damp, earthy aroma.

Phen they were close enough to see the sweat beading on the strangerWs fore-
head, they stopped. The manWs Hngers fumbled at his throat, pulling a leather 
thong from beneath his blood-soaked shirt. Rn unremarkable small pouch dan-
gled from it.
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!Sisten carefully,! he rasped, each word measured. !This is what they were 
after. Uesert men, sea-traders, 6lueblades - they all seek it. They will burn 
villages and slaughter innocents without hesitation.! qis Hngers tightened 
around the pouch. !They must not get it. Uo you understand9!

6oth boys nodded, throats too dry for words. The forestWs usual chorus of 
birdsong had fallen silent, as if the very woods held their breath.

qe winced, teeth clenched against a fresh wave of pain. qis chest rose 
with a laboured intake of breath. qe reached into his shirt and pulled an old 
leather pouch up over his head.

!Take it. 3eep it safe.! 6lood bubbled between his lips as he coughed and 
passed the pouch to Finn. !ThereWs an old healer in Rinsdra. 2a4erty. Phite 
beard, crooked spine. Take it to him.! qis voice dropped to a whisper. !UonWt 
delay. There are more of them coming. I led them away, but not far enough.!

qis eyelids 'uttered, the whites showing momentarily as he fought to 
remain conscious. Finn and Pill knelt beside him, their knees sinking into 
the blood-soaked earth.

!I think itWs the last,! he breathed, words barely audible over the rustling 
leaves. !The last of twelve. The last...  shard.! qis head lolled to one side, 
consciousness 'eeing like mist before the morning sun.

Finn looked from the manWs ashen face to PillWs wide eyes and gasped, !Phat 
in the nine hells do we do9!

!I donWt knowE! Pill eLclaimed, his voice cracking like a dry twig. Dweat 
beaded on his forehead despite the cool forest air.

FinnWs heart hammered against his ribs as he assessed their situation. The 
forest loomed around them, ancient pines stretching toward the sky. The 
dying manWs chest barely moved, blood seeping through his Hngers in red 
rivulets. Four dead mercenaries lay sprawled in unnatural poses, their ochre 
robes darkening with blood. The four horses, nostrils 'aring and tails swish-
ing nervously, pawed at the needle-covered ground. Their partially-butchered 
deer carcass lay nearby, forgotten.

!Pe need to get him home,! Finn said, his voice steadier than his trembling 
hands as he hung the pouch around his own neck.

!Phat9! PillWs face contorted in disbelief, freckles standing stark against 
his pallor. !Rre you crazy9 ThereWs mercenaries after himE!

!Pe have to help himE! Finn insisted.
!Mo, we donWtE! Pill shouted, his voice echoing through the silent trees.
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!Pill, calm down.! Finn glanced over his shoulder, half-eLpecting a scim-
itar-wielding mercenary to come crashing through the underbrush, sunlight 
glinting o4 deadly steel. Pill inhaled deeply, his shoulders dropping as he nod-
ded.

!’kay, but seriously, Finn,! he whispered, !what do we do9!
!Pe get him home,! Finn replied, kneeling beside the wounded stranger. !:aWs 

herbs might save him, and Cncle Qic will know what to do neLt.!
Pill nodded, wiping his damp palms against his hunting leathers. !2ight. 

2ight. That makes sense. TheyBll will know what to do.!

They worked "uickly together, hands trembling but determined. Finn retrieved 
two of the mercenary horsesNa muscular bay with a white blaze down its face 
and a deep-chested grey with wild eyes that rolled white at the scent of blood. 
6oth animals snorted and stamped, nostrils 'aring, but they seemed sturdy 
enough to bear double riders. Pill gathered up their deer carcass, its hide still 
warm, and lashed it with practiced knots to the back of the greyBs ornate ?an-
donian saddle. There was no point in wasting good meat, even on a day like this.

The large bay horse sidled sideways, hooves crunching on pine needles as they 
heaved the dying stranger up into the saddle. 6lood from the manWs wound 
smeared across the leather. Finn calmed the nervous beast with a gentle rub 
behind its velvety ear and whispered soothing words heWd used since child-
hood. The horseWs breathing steadied, and it stood stock-still as Pill cupped his 
dirt-stained hands to boost Finn up behind the slumped stranger. Pill mounted 
the other horse with a grunt, pointed its head toward home across the shadowed 
forest, and led o4 at a brisk trot that sent birds scattering from nearby branches.

They kept to the narrow deer trails where they could, the horsesW hooves 
crunching through carpets of russet pine needles but occasionally had to divert 
around gnarled roots or limestone gullies that cut like knife wounds through 
the forest 'oor. 6lood from the strangerWs wound had soaked through his tunic 
and now stained FinnWs sleeve, warm and sticky against his skin. The manWs head 
lolled with each jolting stepX his ragged breathing barely audible over the horsesW 
laboured snorts as they picked their way downhill through the dappled shadows 
of the high country.

Finn recognized every twist in the path, every lightning-struck oak and 
moss-covered boulderNlandmarks that had guided him since he was small 
enough to ride during their Hrst hunting trips. Pill led them through a shortcut 
that sliced through a thicket of blackthorn, branches clawing at their clothes like 
desperate Hngers. Phen they Hnally broke free from the forestWs edge, sunlight 
washed over them, and they dug their heels into the horsesW 'anks, urging them 
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into a thundering canter across the golden sea of hayHelds that surrounded FinnWs 
farm.

Cncle Qic stood in the centre of the big corral, his weathered hands gentle on 
the chestnut yearlingWs velvet muzzle. Ueep creases fanned from the corners of 
his blue eyes as he murmured soothing words only the horse could hear. Dweat 
darkened the back of his homespun linen shirt, plastering it to the knobs of his 
spine, while the morning sun beat down mercilessly on his oak-broad shoulders, 
glinting o4 the silver streaks in his close-cropped hair. The coltWs ears 'icked 
forward, then back, nostrils "uivering as he tested the leather halter. R good sign. 
This one had li"uid brown eyes and delicate face that the merchantWs wives from 
Kassily always favoured. Cnlike the rough-handed breeders from the northern 
provinces who left their stock wild until breaking time, Qic coaLed his yearlings 
with soft words, teaching them to accept a manWs touch long before they ever felt 
a saddle. qis methods yielded horses with conHdence and steady temperaments 
that commanded twice the coin at market.

qe had just unlatched the yearlingWs halter, watching it trotting with high-step-
ping eLcitement back to the nearby herd of youngsters, when the ground beneath 
his boots began to vibrate. Uistant thunderNno, hoof beatsNpounded toward 
the farmhouse. QicWs hand instinctively moved to the knife at his belt as he s"uint-
ed against the harsh sunlight. Two large horses crested the hill by the hayHeld, their 
'anks lathered white with eLertion. PillBs hair caught the light as he rode atop 
one mount, while the other bore what looked like a misshapen giant. QicWs breath 
caughtNit was two riders on one horse, the front manWs head lolling lifelessly, dark 
stains spreading across unfamiliar garments, and behind him,...FinnE !6y the nine 
hells,! Qic whispered, already running for the gate.

They thundered toward the small corral nearest the house, dust billowing behind 
them like a storm cloud. QicWs weathered boots pounded across the yard as he 
yanked open the wooden gate, its hinges shrieking in protest. The boys guided 
their lathered mounts through the opening, foam dripping from the animalsW 
bit-clenched mouths. Pill dismounted in a 'uid motion, his boots hitting the 
packed earth with a dull thud.

!;uickE qeWs dyingE! Pill shouted, his face 'ushed crimson beneath his freckles 
as he stretched up toward the blood-soaked stranger. FinnWs arms trembled under 
the manWs dead weight, the strangerWs head lolling back to reveal a sickly grey pallor 
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beneath his sweat-slicked skin. Together, they lowered him over the heaving 'ank 
of the bay horse, dark blood immediately staining QicWs homespun tunic.

2uth burst from the cabin, her 'our-dusted hands already reaching for her 
herb pouch, eyes widening at the scene before her.

!Phat in the name of the ancients happened9! she demanded, Hngers 'ying to 
untie her apron.

!?andonian blade to the gut and an arrow through his shoulder,! Pill gasped 
between ragged breaths. !qe fought o4 four of themE!

Rs they carried the limp form across the cabin threshold, Finn slid from 
his mount, Hngers fumbling with sweat-slick buckles and blood-soaked leather 
straps, dragging the tack from both horses and unceremoniously dumping it on 
the ground. The horsesW sides heaved like bellows, nostrils 'aring. qe abandoned 
them without the customary rubdown and ran toward his home.



Chapter   

2Brued no fdnKweule

F inn pushed open the heavy oak door. Inside, the air was thick with the tang 
of blood and the acrid smoke of the hearth. A single lantern cast quivering 

shadows over the kitchen table at the room's centre, where the man lay splayed 
out, shirt torn away. The four wooden chairs had been shoved against the walls 
to clear space for Ruth's ministrations. She stood over the wounded man like a 
general in command, barking orders and waving her hands to direct the others.

It wasn't the Wrst time a farmer or traveller had been carried in here for help. 
Nord of Ruth's skill had spread farther than the village healer's tired remedy shop, 
as she set broken limbs with precision and stitched ragged gashes cleanly. Vow, 
her leather apron smeared with new blood, she bent to the new crisis.

-ic stood at the man's side, prepared to hold him down should he gain con—
sciousness. The sickly odour of putrefaction rose from the arrow wound. Ruth 
stood opposite him, cleaning his torso with a rag and water from the iron pot on 
the Wre. She traced fresh bruising and a dark, swollen incision in his abdomen. 
ScarsBsome old and puckered, others still pinkBcriss—crossing his arms and 
torso.

Cy the hearth, Aunt "ora arranged folded cloths with practiced hands. Silver 
threaded through her once—auburn hair caught the Wrelight as she bent to lift a 
woven basket. It brimmed with balms, tinctures and Ruth's weathered old herbal 
book, its leather spine cracked from years of consultations. In the corner, Nill 
stood rigid by Finn's pallet, hands clasped, ready to leap forward at a nod.

;This is odd,; Ruth murmured, as she dabbed the belly wound with a linen 
swab. The blood she wiped away refused to QowL the cut should have bled freely. 
She frowned, the lantern light casting her cheeks in a pale hue. ;It doesn't make 
sense.; Euickly, she threaded a curved needle and began stitching the tissue.

-ic pointed at the man's shoulder. The arrow lay not too deep, but the skin 
around it had turned a bruised purple—black. ;…ook at that,; he said. ;Hither it's 
been lodged far too long or j ; Me swallowed, ; j it's poisoned.;

Ruth straightened. ;"ora, bring me charcoal, Uewelweed, and thrymlock. Dake 
a poultice for his shoulder.; At the words, Aunt "ora scrambled for the mortar 
and pestle, grinding the herbs into a grim—smelling paste. Ruth turned back to 
-ic. ;That arrowhead has to come out. Vow.;
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The lantern swung as the boys moved in to steady the unconscious man. 
Nill poured the now boiling water over -ic's blade and wiped it clean. -ic 
swiftly cut around the arrowhead, and with one swift pull, dislodged the 
barbed tip. A thin ribbon of blood welled, then slowed when a clean cloth was 
pressed Wrmly. "ora smeared the herbal poultice over the wound and bound it 
with fresh linen strips, the bitter scent hanging heavy in the air. She returned 
to Ruth's side to help with the Wnal stitches.

-ic wiped his blade on a rag and looked to Finn. ;Nhat happened out therex;
Finn's breath came in quick gulps. ;Ne'd Uust brought down a stag when this 

man burst from the forest, bleeding and with the arrow in his shoulder. Four 
riders in dark robes and curved steel swords chased him — :andonians, I think. 
Me fought them oP, but the last one stabbed him in the gut before he killed 
him.;

Finn continued. ;Me said they wanted the thing around his neck. Me told 
us to keep it safe and take it to an old healer called RaPerty in Ainsdra. That it 
was the last shard,' he whispered.; Me glanced at Nill, who nodded. ;Then we 
rode hard to get him here.;

Ruth's needle halted above the wound. Mer eyes W2ed on the leather pouch 
swinging from Finn's neck as he leaned forward. The blood seemed to retreat 
from her face, leaving it ashen in the lantern light. ;It can't be,; she whispered. 
;The shardByou didn't touch it with your bare skinx; Finn shook his head 
once, quick and certain.

;Thank the ancients,; Ruth breathed. -ic, too, stared in stunned silence. 
"ora and the boys e2changed uneasy looks.

;Nill, can you please tend to the horses and bring the gear inx; -ic's voice 
cut through the tension like a blade. Nill's shoulders visibly rela2ed, his eyes 
darting toward the door. Me nodded once, grateful for the escape, and slipped 
outside. The door slammed shut behind him.

-ic e2tended an open palm toward his nephew. Nithout a word, Finn lifted 
the cord from his neck and surrendered the pouch. Nith reverent caution, 
-ic shielded his Wngers with a scrap of linen, then coa2ed the obUect from its 
hiding placeY a sliver of midnight, tapering to a lethal point, its surface drinking 
the lantern's glow rather than reQecting it. Vature, not craft, had shaped its 
Qawless form.

;Nhat is it, -icx; "ora whispered, voice trembling.
-ic and Ruth e2changed a quick, knowing glance beneath the Qickering 

lantern light. Ruth's gentle nod whispered her agreement, and together they 
stood and faced the others in the room.

-ic drew a slow breath, the hush settling around him like a shroud. Me 
leaned against the rough—hewn beam and began. ;Finn, you know your Da, 
za, and I came from the Vorth, don't youx;

;Aye,; Finn said, his voice barely audible as memories stirred behind his eyes.
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;Ne Qed the Vorth when your grandfather's lands, our home, grew danger—
ousBmen spoke of dark deeds and strange riders passed through villages at night. 
3our grandfather gave us his best horses, one stunning colt and four good mares, 
to start afresh in more peaceful pastures. Ne travelled through storms that soaked 
us to the bone and mud that nearly swallowed our wheels. Then we found this 
valley, built these walls with our own hands, and it was here, under this very roof, 
that you drew your Wrst breath.;

Me paused, the hearth's glow playing across his weathered features. ;Then came 
the day a stranger arrived looking for work, gaunt and worn as an old sack, yet he 
talked of horses as if they were kin. Ne needed help for foaling season and building 
the barn, so we took him in. Me said his name was Fendrel, though I doubt that 
was his true name. Me worked hard, spoke seldom, and was respectful, but after 
a month, he grew restless and began to speak of moving on. Cefore he could ride 
away, a squad of mercenaries thundered down our lane, swords drawn. Fendrel 
fought like a man possessed, felling si2 of them, and your za and I loosed arrows 
into the rest. Me saved us all... but at a terrible cost. As he lay dying, he showed us 
a similar pouch with an obsidian shard within.; -ic's ga“e Qicked to Ruth, whose 
steady presence glowed with resolve.

Me held the pouch aloft. ;Nhoever bears these shards is pursued without 
mercyBby unknown hunters, for unknown reasons. Ne must help him. Cut 
know thisY they will come for him, and for us, soon.;

Ruth drew a Wrm breath, her voice unwavering. ;3ou're right, -ic. Ne're all in 
danger now.;

-ic stepped forward, gathering his wife into his arms. Me looked down into her 
tear—bright eyes. ;"ora, I can't leave him here to die. I'll hitch the wagon, take him 
toward the coast, and send him oP on a ship.;

She trembled against him, fresh tears brimming. ;Vo, -ic. It's too dangerous. 
They'll catch and kill you4;

Me brushed her hair back with gentle insistence. ;They'll kill us all if he stays. 
Ne have no choice.;

She buried her face in his shoulder, and he wrapped his arms tighter around 
her, both drawing courage from the other as the crackling hearth bore witness to 
their sadness.

Nill pushed open the heavy oak door and stepped into the room, shoulders 
bowed under the weight of the deer carcass, their bulging packs, and the gleaming 
steel of the stranger's sword. The smell of damp earth and game blood clung to 
him as he fro“e in the thresholdY every face in the rough—hewn room was tight with 
emotion. Mesitantly, he lowered the slick carcass onto the straw—padded Qoor, its 
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hide glinting in the lantern light, then unceremoniously dumped the packs and 
sword onto Finn's pallet. Mis throat tight, he cleared it and oPered, voice hollow, 
”Ah, anything else you want me to dox;

-ic gently held "ora at arm's length, brushing a stray lock of her damp hair 
from her face. ;3es, Nill. Fetch Cig Koug from the side paddock and hitch him 
to the wagon. The harness is hanging Uust inside the barn door, left side. Ne need 
to leave at once.; Relief Qickered across Nill's features. ;3es, sir,; he said, eager to 
escape the grief—choked hush, and slipped back outside.

The moment Nill closed the door behind him, the man on the makeshift table 
stirred. A collective intake of breath echoed oP the rough beams. Ruth sprang 
forward. ;It's all right. 3ou're safe now,; she soothed, pressing a cool, damp cloth 
to his fevered brow. Me groaned, lips parting in a faint murmur, and she repeated 
her gentle assurances until his ragged breathing settled. Nith care, -ic lifted the 
stranger's head and slipped the leather cord over it, letting the pouch settle against 
the man's chest.

-ic turned to Finn, smeared with sweat and blood. ;Finn4; The boy's head 
snapped up, eyes clear and sharp. ;3es, sirx;

;?ather what I'll need to reach NoodhurstBa week's worth of meals, blankets, 
and water skins. I won't go through Talen. Vo witnesses.; Finn sprang to his feet, 
urgency sharpening his movements.

;Ruth,; -ic said softly, drawing his sister—in—law close to the Wreplace's wan 
glow, ;which tinctures and balms will keep him alivex; She bent to Wll a woven 
basket with Uars of salve, vials of powdered root, and swatches of clean linen as 
"ora moved to help her.

Deanwhile, Finn swept through the larder, yanking open cupboards and Uam—
ming crusty loaves, salted meat, and dried fruit into a rough cotton sack. Me 
snatched -ic's bow—hunting pack from its peg and darted into -ic's and "ora's 
adUoining room, where the scent of lavender sachets lingered. Me rummaged 
beneath the bed and drew out a linen—wrapped sword — -ic's old blade, its leather 
scabbard cracked with age. Gn a farm, such a weapon was never needed, but 
tonight it felt essential.

Cursting back into the main room, Finn skirted the central table, nearly col—
liding with his mother. She thrust the basket of medicines into his arms, mur—
muring encouragement through her tears. -ic and "ora stood by the hearth, her 
shoulders shaking in quiet resolve as lantern smoke curled overhead. Arms laden 
with provisions and tools of survival, Finn bolted for the barn.

Cig Koug, the draft horse, stood Uust inside the barn, patiently letting Nill muscle 
him backward into the traces of the wagon. Mis hooves churned mud and straw, 
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the enormous chestnut beast swaying with each step. Nill struggled to cinch 
the worn leather harness around Koug6s barrel chest. Nill6s breath came in 
ragged gasps as he forced the harness buckles shut.

Finn burst in through the warped barn door, almost colliding with the 
empty water trough. Mis shirt clung to his back with sweat, and his face 
glimmered pale in the lantern6s QickerL he looked as if he6d run a mile carrying 
a sack of stones.

”Nhat the hell is going on, FinnxH Nill snapped, his voice trembling as he 
wrestled the last stubborn leather strap into place on Cig Koug6s collar. The 
echo of his shout bounced oP the beams, then was swallowed by the hay and 
the reek of livestock.

Finn shook his head, pinching the bridge of his nose as if  to ward oP 
a headache. ”Oncle -ic says he needs this man gone. Vow. Cefore those 
:andonians or whoever else comes snooping around for a second look.H Mis 
eyes darted to the barn6s shadowy corners, as if half e2pecting assassins to 
bloom from the gloom.

Nill6s hands shook as he fumbled with the traces. ”I said from the start we 
shouldn6t bring him here. Ne should6ve left him where he was and told the 
council. They could have gone to Wnd him. Vow we6re up to our necks in 
it.H Me shot Finn a look sharp enough to Qay skin.

Finn bit back a retort. The urge to lash out was sudden and vivid, a Qash of 
anger that surprised him with its heat. Me forced it down, teeth grinding, and 
reached for the wool blanket and two empty water skins. Me moved with a 
ferocity that was half panic, half determination, but his hands betrayed him, 
fumbling the simple knots on the skins.

Nill glared but said nothing, instead turning his attention to the mess of 
harness ropes at Cig Koug6s Qanks. The old draft horse pawed at the dirt, 
ears Qicking at the tension in the air. ”Hasy, boy,H Nill murmured, his voice 
quieter now, and the horse stilled under his touch.

The barn felt smaller than usual, the walls closing in with every heartbeat. 
Gverhead, the wind hammered at the boards and sent a bitter chill through 
the cracks. Finn kept working, shoulders hunched, Uaw clenched tight. The 
urgency in his uncle6s voice refused to leave his earsY It6s us or them. They6ll 
come for all of us.

Me remembered the dead eyes of the last :andonian sprawled in the ferns, 
the way the stranger6s dagger had opened him from navel to neck, and the 
stink of blood and earth after. It was too late to turn backL they were in it 
now, whether Nill liked it or not.

Finn yanked open the grain bin and Wlled a burlap sack with enough oats to 
feed Koug for a week. Me hoisted it with a grunt, slamming it down into the 
wagon bed. The sound startled a pair of barn cats, who vanished into the hayloft 
with a hiss. ”-ic says he6ll ride straight for Noodhurst, take the old logging road 
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down the north slope and keep oP the main trail. Vo stops, no backtracking. If 
he6s lucky, no one will see him leave.H

Nill grunted, not looking at him. ”And if he6s not luckyxH
Finn6s answer was a cold, humourless smile. ”Then we hope -ic6s a better shot 

than he used to be.H
Me wedged the sack of oats against a weathered wooden crate, then tossed in 

the packs and a rolled tarp. Ve2t came the medicine basket Ruth had pressed into 
his armsBWlled with Uars of pickled roots and vials of stinking dark tincture. The 
wagon6s Qoorboards creaked under the weight.

Me would need rope, maybe a hatchet, and -ic6s old hunting arrows. Me 
gathered these things with grim eJciency, using the prete2t of busyness to keep 
his mind from reeling apart at the seams. Nhen he passed Nill, the other boy6s 
face had lost its anger, replaced by something Qat and brittle. Me added a battered 
wooden bucket for water, some spare tack wrapped in oiled cloth to keep it dry, 
and a thick layer of sweet—smelling hay as a bed for the wounded stranger.

The wagon wheels groaned as Finn drove it out of the barn and up to the front 
of the weathered farmhouse, kicking up a small cloud of dust. Me engaged the 
iron brake with a harsh metallic clank, Uumped down from the solid wooden seat, 
and stood at Koug's head, gently stroking the horse's broad forehead, feeling the 
velvet warmth beneath his Wngers. Nill stood beside him, shifting his weight from 
foot to foot.

Oncle -ic strode out onto the creaking porch, Ruth right behind him, her 
apron stained with blood. She was giving him rapid—Wre instructions for the man's 
care, her voice low but urgent. -ic's weathered face was grim as he gestured to the 
boys to come into the house to help with moving the man.

Suddenly, they heard the sound of horses approaching from the Vorthwest 
— fast hoofbeats drumming against the packed earth, growing louder with each 
heartbeat.

;?et my sword out of the wagon4; -ic shouted at Finn, his voice sharp as 
a whip crack. ;I'll get the bows,; he added as he darted back inside the house, 
boots pounding on the wooden steps. Me was back on the porch before Finn had 
pulled the sword from beneath the wool blankets in the back of the wagon. -ic 
bounded down the steps and threw a yew bow and leather quiver to Nill, arrows 
rattling, and reached out with calloused hands to take the sword from Finn. -ic 
handed the other bow and quiver to Nill, the weapons passing between them 
with practiced urgency.

;Stay in the wagon. 1eep down. Kon't do anything unless I tell you to,; -ic 
ordered Finn, his voice low and deadly serious. Finn immediately strung the bow 
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with a swift, Quid motion and ducked down behind the rough—hewn side of the 
wagon, heart hammering against his ribs. -ic spun around, his cloak swirling. 
;Nill4 ?et up in the barn loft. Ve2t to the window. Stay out of sight.;

Nill scampered oP, his shadow stretching long across the sunlit yard.
;"ora, Ruth, get in the house4 Car the door4; -ic commanded, and they hur—

ried to obey, the heavy wooden door slamming shut behind them with a sound 
like the lid of a coJn coming down hard.



Chapter   

3Bllo draDw

W ill  had just slipped behind the heavy, weathered plank of the barn 
door—its iron hinges groaning in protest—when the mrst cer.enary 

rounded the .orner, sun glinting o: steel greavesH Will paused, heart hacceringA 
what in the nine hells was going on? 

-e s.racbled up the loft ladder, its rungs rough under his hands, mne dust 
dan.ing in the golden beacs slanting through gaps in the sidingH Tt the wide 
hayqdrop window, he .rou.hed on the splintered sill and no.ked an arrow, bow 
in hand, peering downH Bhe yard lay before hic like a living dioracaH Bwo scall 
szuare pens, one with the two cer.enary horses, the other ecpty, pressed against 
the barn wallH Ieyond, the farchouse rose low and whitewashed, a well with its 
.reaking pulley just o: the broad por.hH Bo the right, a paddo.k held a string of 
work horses, tails Fi.king at Fies in the cidday haDeH Ieyond all that, a treeqlined 
.reek gliccered under a .anopy of ecerald leavesH 

xn the halfqshadow of the wagon—wheels .rusted with dust, blankets tossed 
aside—Oinn .rou.hed, bow tight in his gripH Iig Uoug, broadqshouldered and 
silent as an oV, stood zuietly in the tra.esH Sn the top .abin step leaned ;n.le 'i., 
swordqpoint resting on the por.h planking, his greying hair .urling at the napeH 
-e looked wary, but preparedH 

"iV riders .antered froc the dire.tion of the corning celee, skidding to a 
dusty halt before the por.hH Bheir horses stacped and snortedG beads of sweat 
.aught the lightH Bhe cen fanned out a.ross the yard but stayed countedH Sne 
broadqshouldered fellow, taller than the rest, urged his horse forwardH "un glinted 
on his drawn s.icitarXs .urveH ?Eood day to you, "ir,? he said, voi.e thi.k with a 
foreign a..entH Landonian, Will de.ided, froc his .lipped vowelsH 

?Eood day,? 'i. replied, tone neutral, eyes unwaveringH 
Bhe leader szuinted at the farchouse and then ba.k to 'i.H ?-ave you by 

.han.e seen a hunter .oce through hereR Ball, long hair, hooded .loak, short 
beard q and possibly bearing an arrow in his shoulderR? -e inzuiredH 

'i.Xs slow shake was all the answer he gaveH Bhe can snortedH ?xXc not sure 
youXre telling the truthH "ee, those two horses in that .orral belonged to cy cenH 
Bhey were acbushed in the hills this corning by a horse thiefH -ow else did they 
get hereR? 
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'i. shruggedH ?-orses wanderH Bake thec if you likeH? 
T sour scile Fi.kered a.ross the leaderXs fa.e, then his tone turned venocousH 

?x know 9ethro is hereC -and hic over, and perhaps weXll spare your sorry ne.kH 
-e cust be near death, poison arrow and allH Iring hic to ceC? 

'i. only shifted, mngers tightening on his sword hiltH Bhe cer.enary leader 
barked an order in guttural LandonianH Oour cen slid froc their saddles, s.icq
itars drawn, stepping toward the por.hH Bheir horses stacped, bridles .linkingH 
Bhe leader reined his count ba.kH 

T highqpit.hed fecale yelp e.hoed froc inside the houseH Bhe heavy wooden 
door burst openH 9ethro storced out, bareq.hested, cus.les .oiled like springs, 
the leather pou.h swinging froc his ne.k, and hair Fying wildH -e roared and 
plunged down the steps, sword ar.ing in the sunlightH 

Iefore the cer.enaries .ould steady thecselves, 9ethro slacced into the two 
nearest, blades .lashing in a Fash of steelH ;n.le 'i. followed suit, dropping 
froc the por.h to engage a third can in a whirl of parries and thrustsH Bhe lead 
cer.enary hesitated atop his horse, leather .reaking under the saddle, then ba.ked 
further away froc the mghtH 

Uust swirled as 9ethro and 'i. coved as one—slashing, dodging, ea.h blow 
ringing sharpH xn the wagon, Oinn rose to his feet, bow trecbling in his sweatqsli.k 
palcH -e s.anned the fray but froDe, un.ertainH -is mngers froDe on the bowq
stringH Ueer and rabbits were one thing q cen were anotherH xf his aic faltered 
even slightly, the arrow cight mnd ;n.le 'i. insteadH

'i. delivered a .risp thrust that sli.ed through the cer.enaryXs ne.k just above 
the .ollarboneH Ilood fountained in a .ricson ar., spattering the dusty groundH 
Bhe cer.enaryXs couth opened in a silent s.reac, his eyes bulging with sho.k as 
his mngers .lawed uselessly at the woundH -is knees bu.kled mrst, then his whole 
body .rucpled to the dust, twit.hing on.e before going still, his s.icitar landing 
with a dull thud beside his outstret.hed handH

Iefore the mrst cer.enaryXs body had settled in the bloodqdarkened dirt, 'i. 
pivoted on his heel to fa.e the se.ond assailant—a wiry can with a po.kcarked 
fa.e and yellowed teeth bared in a snarlH "teel rang against steel as 'i. parried a 
vi.ious sli.e aiced at his ribs, the icpa.t jarring up his arcH -e .ountered with 
a lightning thrust toward the canXs heart, but the cer.enary twisted away, his 
s.icitar whistling through the air between thecH Bhey .ir.led ea.h other, boots 
s.u2ng in the dust, sweat gleacing on tensed cus.lesH Bhe cer.enary feinted 
left, then slashed right q but 'i. anti.ipated the coveH -e sidestepped, bringing 
his blade down in a devastating ar. that .leaved through the canXs .ollarbone and 
deep into his .hest .avity with a wet, splintering .ra.kH

9ethro had felled one can already—his longsword buried deep in the cer.eq
naryXs .hest, blood bubbling around the wound—and whirled to fa.e the otherH 
Bhe se.ond cer.enaryXs s.icitar whistled through the air, .at.hing 9ethro a.ross 
the shoulderH -e staggered beneath the icpa.t, his leather boots skidding in 
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the bloodqsli.ked dirt as he rolled .lear, and then sprang up with a feral s.reac, 
yanking his blade froc the dead canXs .hestH xn one Fuid cotion, he drove 
his goreqstreaked blade through the gap in the canXs leather breastplateH Bhe 
assassinXs eyes widened in sho.k as he wren.hed hicself free, stucbling ba.kward 
three pa.es before his knees bu.kled and his eyes glaDed over, a mnal rattling breath 
es.aping his lips as he .ollapsed into the dustH

Bhe mfth cer.enary, who had kept his distan.e froc the bloodshed, suddenly 
spotted Oinn in the wagon bed with his bow and reined his count in .lose froc 
behind, sword raised high, aicing a deadly ar. at OinnXs legsH ;p high in the 
hayloft, WillXs breath .aughtG he saw the canXs sinewy arc, the glint of steelH 
xnstin.t took holdH -e drew ba.k the bowstring, felt the strain in his shoulder, 
aligned the arrow, and releasedH Bhe arrow buried itself in the cer.enaryXs ba.k 
with a dull thudH Bhe canXs grip Few loose, blade .lattering to the wagon FoorH 
-e slucped froc the saddle, horse whinnying in pani. and shying away as its 
rider dropped to the groundH 

Snly one foe recainedA the cer.enary leader, still counted, swept around 
9ethro, s.icitar whistlingH Bhe blade sli.ed a.ross 9ethroXs .hest in a spray of red, 
tearing Fesh froc shoulder to hipH -e s.reaced, stucbled, and then OinnXs arrow 
stru.k true, splintering bone in the cer.enaryXs skullH Ioth 9ethro and the fallen 
rider hit the ground together, bodies still in the swirling dustH

Tll was still and zuiet for what seeced like an eternity to Oinn, but it was only for 
a cocentH ;n.le 'i. ran the few pa.es to 9ethro, his weathered boots ki.king 
up scall .louds of dust froc the dry farcyardH -e knelt down beside the can as 
Juth and Pora also arrived at his side, their fa.es pale with sho.k, skirts swishing 
around their anklesH

Oinn jucped froc the ba.k of the wagon, the wooden boards .reaking beneath 
his weight, Oinn walked zui.kly over to his facily as Will .ace running out of the 
barn to join thec, his bow still .lut.hed in his whiteqknu.kled gripH

;n.le 'i. had 9ethroXs head .radled on his lap, the strangerXs dark hair catted 
with sweat and dirt, while Juth was trying to staun.h the blood Fow with her 
balledqup apron, now soaked through with deep s.arletH xt was no useG there 
was too cu.h dacageH 9ethroXs eyelids Futtered, and he opened his dark eyes, 
now glaDed with the approa.hing shadow of deathH -e looked around the groupH 
?Bhank you for helping ce,? he said zuietly, his voi.e barely above a whisperH

1verybody just sciled weakly at hic, the silen.e broken only by the distant .all 
of a .rowH -e win.ed in pain, his body shuddering slightly, and then looked up 
dire.tly at OinnH ?xt wants you, boyH Bake the shardH Eet it to Ja:ertyH UonXt let 
thec get itH? Oinn gawked at the dying canH 9ethro drew one last deep breath, his 
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.hest rising painfully, and died, his body going sla.k as the light faded froc his 
eyesH

Oinn felt a strange .ocpulsionH -e knelt down and rea.hed for the worn leather 
pou.h dangling froc the dead canXs ne.k, the .ordqstained dark with sweat and 
bloodH -is cotherXs .alloused mngers .lacped around his wrist like a vi.eH ?0oC? 
she eV.laiced, her fa.e ashen beneath her sunqbrowned skinH Oinn cet her gaDe, 
noting the fear that cade her pupils .ontra.t to pinpointsH

?Ca, x have to do itH?
?Oinnri.k Tloysious BhorburnC? -er voi.e .ra.ked like a whip—she only used 

his full nace when fury overtook her reasonH ?0o, you donXtC? she shouted, her 
nails digging halfqcoons into his Fesh as she yanked hic ba.kwardH

'i. lunged forward in a blur of covecent, his weathered hands already workq
ing at the knotH ?I'll do itC?

?0oC? Tunt PoraXs s.reac tore through the airH xt was too lateG 'i. had already 
eVtra.ted the shard froc its leather prison, holding the obsidian .rystal up to the 
sunlight where it gleaced with an unnatural darkness that seeced to swallow the 
light around itH

1veryone froDe, breath held, waiting for socething—anything—to happenH
?x donXt feel anything, really,? 'i. cuttered, his brow furrowedH ?xn fa.t, it 

feels kind of repulsiveH? -e shook his head, the shard trecbling between his thi.k 
mngersH

Oinn stepped .loserH ?xt wants ceH x .an feel it pullingH? -is voi.e dropped to a 
whisperH ?x cust have it, ;n.leH? OinnXs eyes burned with an intensity that cade 
'i. Fin.hH

?0oC? Juth .ollapsed, her knees striking the dust with a dull thud, tears .arving 
.lean tra.ks down her dirtqscudged .heeksH Pora knelt beside her, enveloping her 
sisterqinqlawXs shaking shouldersH

?Sh, cy boy,? 'i.Xs voi.e .aught, ?this breaks cy heartH? Bears welled in his eyes 
as he eVtended his palc, the shard nestled in the .entre like a drop of cidnightH

OinnXs mngers .losed around the .rystalH 8ightning seeced to ar. through his 
veins, a euphori. rush that turned his vision kaleidos.opi.H -is legs bu.kled, and 
he dropped to the ground, dust billowing around hicH

?WhoaC? Bhe word es.aped hic as .olours intensimed, sounds sharpenedH 
Bhen, like a wave re.eding, the sensation ebbed, leaving hic breathless but core 
.learqheadedH -e looked up to mnd every eye mVed upon hic, fa.es et.hed with 
dreadH ?x think xXc ok,? he canagedH ?x thinkHHH? he paused, feeling the .rystalXs 
presen.e like a se.ond heartbeat, ?itXs bonded to ceH?
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?Jight, then,? said 'i. de.isively, his sunqweathered fa.e hardening like .lay baked 
in succer heatH ?Bhis .hanges everythingH Oinn, youXre going to have to leave, 
iccediatelyH We donXt know if there are core cer.enaries .ocingH? -e gestured 
toward the paddo.k where IadgerXs .hestnut .oat gleaced in the afternoon lightH 
?Bake IadgerH Bhat horse has the heart of a countain wolf tra.king a bu.k—heXll 
keep going when others would falterH Sn.e youXre gone, xXll lead these .orpses o: 
through the eastern ravines for a few daysH Bhat should throw o: any pursuersH? 
-is .alloused mngers raked through his silverqstreaked beardH ?Bhe rest of you will 
have to erase every tra.e of this mghtH Jun the .attle through here until the ground 
is nothing but .hurned cudH Tnd bury 9ethro deep in the forest where the pines 
grow thi.kH Oinn, grab those supplies froc the wagon mrstH 1very cocent .ounts 
nowH?

WillXs fre.kled fa.e paled beneath his succer tan, his mngers nervously twisting 
the leather .ord around his wristH Bhe obsidian shard was just a strange pie.e of 
ro.k to hic, but the fear in everyoneXs eyes told hic all he needed to knowH

Bhe sho.k of 9ethroXs death vanished beneath the urgen.y of es.apeH Juth and 
Pora s.racbled to their feet, dust .linging to their skirtsH Pora Fed toward the 
farchouse, returning breathless with OinnXs hunting pa.k bulging with hastily 
gathered provisionsH -er mngers trecbled as she pressed it into his arcs, her lips 
brushing his .heekH ?Poce ba.k to us,? she whisperedH

'i. whistled for Iadger as he ran toward his paddo.k while Juth, wiping tears 
with her sleeve, disappeared into the shadowed barn for ta.kH Oinn leapt into the 
wagon bed, sorting through his supplies with zui.k, de.isive covecents, keeping 
only what survival decandedH

Bhe dead cer.enaries proved heavier in death than lifeH Oinn and Will grunted 
under their weight, hoisting the bodies a.ross their counts as Juth and Pora 
whispered soothing words to the skittish horses, their nostrils Faring at the s.ent 
of blood as the boys se.ured the gric .argo with ropeH When 'i. returned with 
the big .hestnut dan.ing sideways on the lead, they worked in wordless synq
.hrony—Oinn se.uring the bridle, 'i. .in.hing the saddle, Will lashing supplies 
behind itH Bhe burlap rasped against leather as he tightened the mnal knotsH Bhe 
tice had .oceH
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'i., Will, Juth, and Pora froDe in the yardH Juth dashed forward, throwing her 
arcs around OinnXs shouldersH -er tears fell onto his ja.ket as she whispered, 
?Bake .are, OinnH Dlease .oce ba.kH Caybe that healer in Tinsdra .an break the 
bindingHHH or theyXll stop hunting the shardHHH? -er voi.e trecbled, trailing o: in 
helpless hopeH

?xXll be mne, Ca,? Oinn procised, voi.e mrc despite the tightness in his throatH 
?xXll stay out of troubleH?

Pora stepped forward, her workqworn hands gripping OinnXs shoulders before 
pulling hic into an ecbra.e that scelled of woodscoke and rosecaryH -er tears 
dacpened the .ollar of his shirtG ea.h drop warc against his skinH "he pulled ba.k, 
her weathered fa.e .reased with worry, lips pressed tight against words that would 
only cake the parting harderH

Will recained rooted to the spot, the blood draining froc his sunqbronDed fa.e 
as he twisted the leather .ord around his wristH Bhough he .ouldnXt feel the shardXs 
pull hicself, the terror et.hed in the fa.es around hic spoke volucesH Whatever 
this bla.k stone was, it had just senten.ed his best friend to eVileH

?xXll be ba.k before the .ornXs kneeqhigh,? Oinn said, for.ing .onmden.e into 
his voi.eH Bheir hands .lasped in the grip theyXd perfe.ted sin.e boyhood, before 
pulling ea.h other into a mer.e ecbra.eH Will, usually overFowing with jokes and 
.hatter, .ouldnXt succon a single wordH

-e .rushed his cother against his .hest one mnal tice, then swung hicself 
onto IadgerXs ba.k in a single Fuid cotionH Bhe .hestnut pran.ed beneath hic, 
nostrils Faring, already sensing their departureH Oinn reined hic around, taking 
one last look at the farchouse that had sheltered hic sin.e birthH ;n.le 'i. strode 
alongside, gripping OinnXs knee as he curcured urgent instru.tionsH

?Bhe .reek path, upstreac, the water hides tra.ksH When you rea.h the pool 
with those granite banks, break west, and follow the road to PassilyH "tay out of 
sight as cu.h as possibleH Brust no oneH Oind IenXs scithy there—heXll take the 
horses, no zuestions askedH xXll .olle.t thec cyself before the coon turnsH Oroc 
the harbour, book passage to Tinsdra iccediatelyH Bhe open sea puts leagues 
between you and any pursuitH? -is .alloused mngers pressed a worn leather purse 
into OinnXs palc, .oins .linking softly insideH ?1nough for lodging, stabling, and 
shipXs fareH Ie safe, sonH? With a mnal mrc pat to OinnXs leg, he stepped ba.kH

OinnXs throat tightened as he noddedH -e raised his hand in farewell to his 
cother and aunt, their mgures blurring together through his unshed tearsH Will 
stood apart froc thec, a solitary silhouette against the farchouseH Uigging his 
heels into IadgerXs Fanks, Oinn felt the powerful anical surge forward beneath 
hic, hooves thundering toward the .reek and whatever lay beyondH


