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Cllapter \ %4

The sun hadn't come up when Pil and Valdemar left the warden's house. Day was only
just asserting i’cself, and the mist covering the ground hadn't quite been burned away yet.
It was a chilly day, and the mist would remain for a while yet. The forest was unknown
terrain to Valdemar and while they moved with reasona]oly good speecl, he was already
feeling the onset of weariness. Going up and down escarpments and clim]oing over fallen
trees was a far cry from his normal routine. He was in good shape from his training, but
this required him to move in ways he wasn't used to. A lesser fur would have couapsed
already, he knew Jcha’c, but it still annoyed him that he wasn't quite able to 12eep up with
his guide.

T}ley would travel the rest of the clay to get to Slien, but t}ley both expec’ced to reach it
before nightfaﬂ. Going via the road was much £aster, but Pil had poin’cecl out that after
what had happenecl at the 12eep, she would like to be able to hide in case something
hostile came along. She couldn't hide in plain sigh’c on the road, but she could with trees
all around her. Valdemar had agreed with her, but 19y now he wasn't sure if he'd been
right in doing sO.

Her concern was understandable and probably even commendable, but she had alreaoly
gone to the Village once, and she hadn't been attacked. In £act, she hadn't seen a single
1iving soul at all. What were the chances that they'cl be attacked if they used the road

I’ZOLU?

Fur’c}lermore, if they arrived at the 1zeep with him Leing comple’cely exhausted, he
wouldn't be able to put up any kind of serious fight if someone hostile came around there.
Franlzly that seemed a lot more hlzely to him. The Viﬂage had valuables to plunder, after
all. Food as well.



"Pil..." he said and stopped moving, putting his paws on his hips and loolzing down.

The vixen stoppecl a few steps further ahead. She turned and looked back at the young
noble. They hadn't moved as far as she would have liked I)y now, mostly because he wasn't
used to traveling through dense woods. Besides, he was malzing as much noise as she
expected of a fuuy armed and armored lznight...

iny he wasn't armed or armored.
"Yes?" she aslzecl, smiling.

Valdemar shook his head. "This isn't worleing. Even I can hear how noisy [ am, and if I
am to venture a guess, we're only traveling about half as fast as we should be. Unless we
want to spend the night under open slzies, I suggest we go via the road. Think about it ...
you went all the way to the keep and back without meeting anyone. The chance we'll run

into someone hos’cile now isn't all that grea’c."

N odding , Pil had to agree with the 1ogic in Valdemar's reasoning. Staying out of doors
at l’lig}lt wasn't exactly her idea of safety given the circumstances, and })esicles, Valdemar
was still not {-ully recovered. But t}ley wouldn't make it to the Viﬂage before night£au if
Jchey didn't picle up the pace, and Valdemar was already moving as fast as he could.

"Well, any enemy within a mile would know where we are anyway, considering how

much you huff and pug," she grinned.

Valdemar was about to protest. Then he chuckled and shrugged. [t wasn't as if Pil was

wrong after all.

"I'm sorry. I'm not used to this kind of t}ling. ['m strong enough, but moving rapidly in
this terrain is a skill I've never needed to 1earn," he said, "Anyway, let's get onto the road.
Let me have one of your knives. If we run into something nasty, I'l be able to defend

myself at least."

Pil nodded and reached to her ]:)el’c, talzing the larger of her two daggers , holding it out
to the noble. "Not quite a l)roaclsworcl, but it'll have to do for now," she said and checked
her quiver. Fifteen good, iron-’cipped arrows ... that would do in case Jchey got attacked.

Valdemar took the dagger and puued it from the scabbard, checlzing the blade's eolge. It
was s}larper than Brother Rijlzaard's tongue and he smiled. "Good ]olacle, ’chis," he said
and stuck it in his belt.



"Thank you. You don't get far as a warden without good ’cools," Pil answered. Strictly
spealzing, she wasn't a warden of course ... but she did the jol) of one.

Valdemar nodded and looked around.
"It's over here,” Pil said and pointed, before changing directions , "The road is that Way."

They changed course an(l Valdemar could alrea(ly £eel hOW the prospect O£ Waﬂzing on a

road was invigorating him.

#A#

It had come far already. Traveling was made so much easier when one had wings, and It
had been fortunate enough that there had been a heavy cloud-cover yes’cerclay. It had
managecl togoa significant clis’cance, but loy now it was bored to tears and wanted
entertainment. Kiuing peasants wasn't going to cut it, and yesterday had been a dismal
failure after the good start with the mounted fur. It had a’ctempted to lay waste to a
Village It had come ]oy, but It had arrived in the middle of Mass, and apparently, the local
priest actua”y had faith. It had been increclilaly annoyed. Not that It couldn't tear an
army of devoutly ]oelieving priests to pieces, but it was uncomfortable doing so, and Tt was
loolzing for][un ... not discomfort. It had left the Viﬂage alone and continued onwards.

By now It was observing the area from just Within a cloud. There were several isola’ced
]:)uildings Wi’chin reach but those were boring. What fun Would it be to rip down a
peasant's hu’c When It could level ca’chedrals?

There were two Viuages near]ay though. Those seemed promising. In the far, far
clistance, It could just make out a 1arge city, but the Villages were much more tempting.
Waﬂzing into a major center of civilization, causing death and destruction left and right
would l)ring a lot of unwanted attention, and It wasn't in the mood for that. But if it
could start with the neighboring Viuages It could have some real fun and lay the

groundworlzs for bigger Jchings to come.
It could see flocks of sheep and ca’c’cle, too. Not 1arge flocks ... but large enough.

It grinned ... an idea springing to mind.

###

Baron Harald was in an abysmal mood as he looked over the side of the ship. He had
]oarely slept since last night and what sleep he had gotten had been in the saddle. He felt a
driving need to go and couapse in the aft of the ship, but the captain said these were



dangerous waters and he wanted everyone alert and awalze, 12eeping an eye out for reefs
and sandbanks. Once that was done and they were safely at sea, Harald could get some
sleep.

The Baron had been in a good mind to tell the captain to mind his manners , but deep
down, he knew the fur was righ’c. If they ran aground or got caugh’c on a reer, he'd rather
be awake and alert. He was a good swimmer, but he didn't £ancy the idea of being half
asleep if something like that happened.

He tried to stay awake }Jy going over what had happenecl last night. He had gone
clirectly from Her Majesty's chambers to the Great Hall, where His Grace and the rider
had awaited him. So had His Grace's almost disembodied displeasure. A mere Baron
summoning the most powerful potentate in the Realm on short notice was highly
irregular, and His Grace had made sure Harald knew this in pains’calzing detail.

Purga’cory had been mentioned.
So had at 1east three of the seven dea(ﬂy sins.

And Harald had listened to all of it, patiently, lenowing that His Grace was well within
his right to be angry. N onetheless, his presence was a]osolutely necessary. When ﬂnaﬂy
Harald had a chance to explain why His Grace had been summonecl, the Bishop had
been quite instantly mollified, and he had immedia’cely taken it upon himself to deal with
the spiri’cual part of the investigation. Remem]oering how Prior Ivar of Antvorskov had
wanted to be informed, Harald had cluti{:uﬂy reques’ced permission to include him in the
whole affair. The Bishop had given this a moment's though’c and allowed it.

Given what the returned rider had said after Harald and the Bishop were done taﬂzing ,
the Baron was glacl he had remembered the Prior's request.

The rider had the most piteous tale to teu, and Harald had been cleeply affected Ly it.
Having gone south-wes’c, the rider had made excellent Speed. He had a good horse and
there had been no interruptions. He had stoppecl larieﬂy in a couple of hamlets he had
passed, to ask if they had seen or heard anything, but while the locals were all shocked to
the core at the death of their King, they had seen no’ching suspicious. The rider had
pretty much come to the conclusion that he wouldn't find anything , but he still
continued onwards, intent on completing the tour he had been assignecl. Just in case.

Once he reached the coast, he was happy he had done so. He had arrived at a ﬁshing

Village, where he had decided to stay the night. The locals had tended to his horse and
given him food and drink, and he had fallen asleep in good cheer, convinced he'd



complete his tour in time with the speecl he had made. Around the Witching hour, he had

been woken up however, ]oy commotion outside the house.
A lot of commotion.

He had gotten up and gone to look for himself. Two fishing boats had just come in.
That in itself was not unusual, but these were not local fisherfurs. Nor were they casual
visitors. In £act, visits between £ishing hamlets were rare, since the locals would always
protect the secrets of their £is11ing spots £iercely. But these two boats hadn't held
fisherfurs from other hamlets. On board had been females and young children. Cold and
frightenecl, many of them weeping ]oitterly. Others were praying ... praying so feverishly
that no one had been able to snap them out of it.

The rider had been shocked to see the scenes that played out with the sixteen furs.
Fourteen children and females and only two fisherfurs ... one in each ]:)oa’c, to help sail it.
They described boiling seas, destruction, terrible scenes of carnage. Death and

destruction.
At Slien Keep.

The rider had helped these refugees. Getting them food and helping calm the children.
He had listened to what they had to teﬂ, aslzing each and every one of them ... even the
youngest of the children. He had explained who he was , and where he came from and on
what errand. The news of the King's death had struck the refugees like a sledgehammer.
Some of the females started ’caﬂzing about the end of days. The children had wept again.

He had even remembered to investigate the boats and while he admitted he was no
expert on the matter, it did look like the wood had been damaged by high temperatures,
confirming the stories of ]ooiling seas.

After a while, the rider had coﬂapsecl and slept £it£ully until after sunrise. When he got
up, he had asked those refugees who were awake if they had rememebered anything new.
Some of them did and he had realized he needed to wait until they were all awake to get
as much information as he could, but he couldn't Lring himself to wake them. They had
needed their sleep after what Jcliey had gone through, but one I)y one, Jchey woke up and
he had ques’cioned them again. Around mid-day, he was all done. Then he had wasted no
time, gra]o]oing some dried meat on the way out, where he had jumped on his horse and
ridden like the Devil was after him. He had pushecl his horse to the limit to get back to
the castle as fast as possi]ole, but when he got baclz, Baron Harald had been a’ctending
Mass.



Harald had listened to all this. Once the rider was done, he had simply looked at His
Grace. There was no need to say anytljing. They both clearly understood that this was no
coincidence, and that the two events had to be connected. After a 10ng, quiet speﬂ where
no one had said anything , His Grace had instructed Harald that he would deal with the
investigation in Nyborg , since that was clearly a matter involving the servants of the Evil
One. That made it a church-matter. Harald agreed, however reluctant he normaﬂy was to
give aut}lority to the Church. In this case, however, His Grace had far better chances of
success than he did. Besicles, if someone had attacked Slien Keep, it was an attack on the
realm, and that made it a secular matter. One which Harald not only could, but should ,
deal with. The Halk £amily were nominaﬂy in his service, and both the Lord of Slien and
his oldest son referred olirectly to him as their Liege. He himself had 12nighted Valdemar
Halk of Slien, and if the Keep had been destroyed as the rider had explained, then his
lands were under attack and he could not sit iouy ljy. He had to go investigate.

He had irnrnecliately set out. Commancleering twenty armed and mounted furs from
among the castle guarcls, he had made ready to leave. He had no time to go L)y Agersleov
to ga’c}ler his own armed furs. He would need to get to Slien Keep as fast as possi]ole.
That meant sailing. [t was faster than going over 1ancl, and in any case, Funen was an
island. He would need to sail eventuaﬂy. He had told the rider to get some sleep, then get
a fresh horse and then go directly to Antvorskov. A scribe took down a letter for Prior
Ivar, and Harald placecl his baronnial signet-ring in the hot wax, before giving the sealed
letter to the rider and instructing him to place it directly into the paws of the Prior and

no one else, on pain of death.

Then he and his retinue had set out overland. Nyborg was a har]oor—ci’cy and there were
plen’cy of boats ’chere, but rigding one would take time and then they had to sail around
the island of Funen, which would take longer than sending a rider off in advance to get
boats rigged somewhere else. He had ended up talzing fifteen of the twenty armed furs
along for the crossing, sencling the rest back with all but six of the horses. There just
wasn't room for more of the beasts on the two 1ong, but old-fashioned tracling ships they
had £ound passage on.

By now, Harald reaﬂy just wanted to sleep.

He pro]oably wouldn't be able to for a while yet, though. He had no choice but to stay
awake until they were clear of the reefs and sandbanks, after all.

Not for the first time, he imagined what he would do to the fur responsible for all this

once he got his paws on him.



There Wouldn't be a neeol for an executioner ... or a torturer.
Just a gravecligger.

#H#H#

Valdemar felt better Waﬂzing along the road. Of course he would have preferrecl to ride ,
but at least this was sta]ole, even surface to walk on. The road was of good c_[uality. It
wasn't like the old Army—road running down the 1eng’ch of Jutlancl, which had been
maintained for centuries , but it had been used for generations. If enough furs used it, a
pa’ch would appear. That pa’ch would even’cuauy Wiolen, and if carts started going the same

way, their wheels would eventuaﬂy cut out a road.

"WG’H Le there SOOIl," he said and loolze(l arounol. He lenew every I'OC12 and every l:)laole O£

grass O£ tl'llS area. They were only a £GW miles away now.

Pil nodded. "We Will. [ came ’chis way Wi’ch you on the way home. I remember stopping
for a breather over there," she said and pointecl to two 1arge rocks , 1eaning against one

anot}ler.

"What? At the drunken trolls?" Valdemar chuckled. "I ’chought that was bad luck."
Smiling , Pil shook her head. "That's what the fisherfurs say. To me it's just a

convenient place to hide."

Valdemar nodded. The local 1egend spolze of two trolls Who, ages ago, had plundered the
farm of a peasant. They had run off with his mead and, once they had made good their
escape, they had sat down to drink their ill gotten gains. The peasant, however, had been
so furious that he had called upon the Lord to punis}l the wicked thieves who had stolen
his entire year's supply of brew and God had answered the peasant's prayer }Jy turning the
two trolls , sleeping seated against one another, into those 1arge rocks. The peasant had
caug}l’c up, gra]o]oecl the rest of his mead and gone home.

The way Valdemar saw it, that was typical of the way many Danes believed. In ear’chly
’chings. A God who would protect a peasan’c's produce was more use to them than a God
who wanted His faithful to reconquer some £ar-away cityina distan’c, strange land.

That kind of thing was for nobles, not peasants ... and so the peasants found their ways
to remind themselves that they too should pray to pay proper respect to the Almighty.
Fis}lerfurs, tradesfurs, peasants, nobles ... all saw God clifferently, and yet the Church all

tried to make them see God in the same way.



Priests had to be extraorolinarily stupid or extraordinarily patient, Valdemar thought.

Perhaps being both helpe(l. Old Brother Rijlzaarcl hadn't been s’cupid ’chough. Just
stubborn. May]oe that trait was useful as well.

"What will you do once you spealz to your Liege Lord, Valdemar?" Pil aslzed, without
turning around, "I mean ... we'll get there, but what are you going to say to him, and
what will you do if he listens? Or even ... if he doesn't listen?"

"My name is good enough," Valdemar said, s}lrugging. "Tf the Baron won't listen, others
will. T still have my good name, and amongst nobility, that counts for somet}ling. But I
don't think he will turn me away. He has a reputation to maintain, and he is known as a
good, just fur. He'll help me gain my revenge, because in doing S0, he will have bound my
services even closer to the Agger-family. [ will owe his £ami1y a debt that I will never be
able to repay, and he knows it. It's a small investment for him."

N odding , pil piclzed up a pebble and rolled it over and over in her paw before throwing

it as far as s}le coulcl. "A 1eeep is no smaﬂ investment ..."

"He won't help me rebuild the leeep. I will have to find a way to do that myself, but
somehow I don't doubt I can do that once I get even with whoever did this in the first
place. If nothing clse, the King will help rebuild it. Having a 12eep at Slien is a goocl idea.
[t means a defensible fortification against pirates in a critical area, as well as a defensible

fortification against invasion from the sou’ch."

"That's all well and good ’chough, but what do you intend to do to gain revenge(.2 None
of us know what's happened."

"l figure that out ... somehow. Perhaps Baron Harald has some idea. He's a very
intenigent fur."

Pil smiled. "In’ceﬂigent, honorable and just. He sounds like a model noble."

Chucleling, Valdemar s}lruggecl. "He's my Liege Lorcl, Pil ... Tam duty—l)ound to try to
emulate his deeds. But yes, [ think he is a remarkable noble. He's stuM)orn, he's proud
and he's got a temper, but ﬁanlzly [ see those as virtues in a noblefur and a warrior."

No matter how she turned it, Pil couldn't find a way to disagree with that. Weﬂ,
perhaps with the pride, but ]:)eing stubborn and having a temper cer’cainly helped a
warrior, and they were probaloly useful for nobles in general. As 1ong as that temper didn't
flare when innocents could get hurt. Temperance was a skill she hopecl this Baron Harald
that Valdemar so clearly aclmirecl, had also acquired.



"If there's no food in the Viﬂage ... if someone already carried it off ... T'll go shoot us
Something edible. Since you're the Lord of Slien now, | doubt you'd ol)ject to tha’c,” she
said and looked over her shoulder.

Valdemar shook his head and smiled. "No, that would be good. But let's see if there

isn't something there we can eat, already."

None of them spolze for a while after tha’c, but it was clear they would reach the Viﬂage
before nightfaﬂ.

#H#H#

Harald could see the inlet. He wasn't tired anymore, having managed to catch some
Sleep at las’c, and he was ready for whatever would come. The Cap’cain was already getting
the ship ready to go into the inlets. The horses were awake and clearly not happy with
still not ]oeing on dry land. No doubt the poor creatures would be terribly sick once they
got back ashore. It wasn't that the crossing had been bad. Not at aﬂ, but most furs who
weren't used to the sea had that prolalem when getting back ashore, and that went double

for animals.

"How 1ong do you think it will be before we get reinforcemen’cs, Milord?" one of the
castle guarcls asked him.

Harald recognized the fur. He wasn't the oldest fur there, but he was the one with the
best attitude. These were all goocl troops, as they had to be to serve at the royal castle at
N yl)org , but the one spealzing to him had 1eaclership po’cential. The others listened to
him. Harald had made a point of noticing tha’c, and getting the fur's name. He was called
Ravn and he had been a blacksmith before his smithy burnt down. He was a power{ul
1ynx with small scars up his arms as most blacksmiths had. Small furless pa’cches , life-
1ong reminders of the heat of a furnace and the splinters beaten off a piece of red hot
steel, when hammered by an expert.

Ravn ... the name was fi’cting for someone like this par’cicular lynX, Harald thought.
Ravens had been considered harlaingers of death since pre-ChriS’cian times, and the fur
next to him had that air to him, so hard to deﬂne, of someone ex’cremely capal)le with a

SWO I‘Cl .

"No idea," Harald answered, hones’cly. "I don't even know what we will find there. But I
won't let these boats sail off without us if there are superior enemy forces in sight.
Otherwise, | expect that Prior Ivar will reach us as soon as he is possibly able. Maybe in
two days time, if the wind is with both my messenger and him."



Ravn nodded. "Well and good, Milord,” he said and leaned againts the railing. He
looked into the water but staye(l quiet.

Harald was wise enough to know something was on the commoner's mind, and that he
was waiting to be asked by his social superior. Again the Baron told himself that had
Ravn not already been in service to the crown, he would have hired the lynx on the spot,
himself. A]oility and smarts in the same fur was a good combination.

"Well and goocl ... but ...7" he asked.

Ravn s}lruggecl. "What will we do once the hospitaﬂers get there? They'” want to take
charge. They don't take orders from anyone and t}ley are impossi]ole to work with."

Harald chuckled and nodded in agreement. "But they are ou’cs’canding warriors, I'm sure

you Would agree."

"I know I wouldn't Willingly cross blades with one of Jchern, and I'm a damned good
warrior myself,” the lynx said and spat into the water. "But Jchey are still a bunch of
obnoxious , self-centred pricles and let me tell you, Milord, [ want to catch the King's
assassin as much as any fur on this ship!"

The words had been spoleen with cleep sincerity, and Harald found himself raising an
eye]orow and 1ooleing at the 1ynX with a new sense of appreciation. He noclcled, slowly, and
ges’cured for Ravn to continue. The boat was mid-turn and the inlet was almost righ’c in
front of them. Harald would pay attention to that in a moment, but for the time being

he Wan’ced to 12now Wha’c made Ravn so angry.

The lynx shrugged again and loolzed into Jche water once more for a long moment. "He

was my King, Milord."

"He wasn't a very goocl King, though. He was just a child. His mother made most

clecisions, you know that."

"He would have become a great King! And even if he ha(ln"c, he was still my Lord and
Master."

Harald made the decision there and then to ask the Queen to transfer Ravn to his
service once they got back to Ny]aorg. A fur that loyal was worth his Weight in gold,
especially if he could fight. He looked back to the inlet. It led to a wide fjord, and near
the bottom of this would be the Viﬂage and the leeep. Or what was left of them anyway.
They were still too far out for him to see anything that far away, but Harald was sure he
wouldn't like what he saw once they landed.



"You are a good fur, Ravn. You will do good service to the Realm ... I have no dou]:)t,"
he said.

"Thank you, Milord. T won't let you down,” Ravn answered, without ’calzing his eyes off
the water.

###

Seeing the remains of the leeep had nearly knocked Valdemar out. The Viﬂage looked ...
and was in fact ... deser’ced, but at least it was still standing. His home, however, had
been returned to rubble. It wasn't even a ruin. Ruins were recogniza]ale as what they had
been before but this looked like a quarry gone Lacl, and Valdemar had again found
himself struggling to 1zeep tears at laay. He had walked amongst the heaps of rock and
here and there he had found some’ching laying on the ground that he recogniZed.

A silver go]olet. A tool, used in the 1zeep's smithy. A ring.

[t was absolute clevastation, and he had found it very, very difficult to look down the
hole where the central keep had stood. He had done so ... and dearly regrettecl it. It
looked as if the insides of the hole had been paintecl with blood. Like the rocks that had
fallen down had been dipped in a gigantic vat of gore and left to dry on their own. In the

bottom of the hole, it looked like a big pool of blood had coalesced. He didn't see a single

fur down there. Everyone was gone. Everything he had known was destroyed. His family
had been killed.

He would have been killed, had he not been waﬂowing in self pity at the inn, getting

drunk beyoncl recognition.

Now he was sitting in the inn. Pil was checleing pot over the fire. They had found it in
the 1arder, where the Inn—lzeeper had used it to soak bread in ale. It made for a solid when
]:)oiled, but to say it was tasty meant Lrealzing at least one of the ten commandments.
Some kind of porridge was the main course for almost all furs though, and at least this

one wasn't made from boiled fish.

"Tt wasn't the pirates," Valdemar said at last. He hadn't spolzen since the visit to the
12eep , and Pil had started 1oolzing quite worried.

She was Visiloly relieved that he spolee, but she did cant her head to one side. "Why is
that?" she asked.



"They would have looted the place before destroying it. Metal is in short supply for
Jchem, yet Jchey left Maclzsmithing tools behind. And a silver goblet ...and a gold ring.
And that was just what I found while ... while ..."

"While trying to cope with what you saw. You're righ’c, of course," Pil answered and
poured some of the ale-porridge into a wooden bowl. She grabbed a horn-spoon from her
belt and wiped it on her cloak to make sure it was clean, before putting it down on the

table before the young noble. "Here ... eat this. You need £ooc1," she said.

"What about you?"
"Oh, I'l have some a£terwards, once you've eaten your fl1.

Valdemar shoolz his head. "N onsense. There's plen’cy for the both of us. Find another
spoon and a bowl and sit down with me. It isn't much of a meal but ... at least it's hot.

And T'd..."

Pil looked at him for a moment, then nodded. "I unders’cand,” she said and went to look
for somet}ling to eat with.

N odding grate{-uuy, Valdemar started eating. At least the porriclge wasn't too bad. The
inn—leeeper 12ept a great Lig cauldron for this kind of t}ling , but he tossed in practica”y all
the leftovers from the inn, and the remains of what was left in the ale—mugs at the end of
the nigh’c. It was a foul concoction, but the smaller pot had clearly been meant for
himself and his £ami1y. He had used fresh ale and bread that hadn't gone mouldy yet. It
wasn't a meal fit for a nol)le, but righ’c now he didn't care. All he wanted was a full beuy
and the company of someone frien(ﬂy and sympa’che’cic.

Pil smiled and placed a bowl on the table but didn't sit down. "You wait here, and 1'l go

get us some cool water from the well."

Valdemar nodded again and continued eating, slowly. He'd proba]oly be on his second
bowl ]oy the time Pil came back but that was alright. He was very hungry, and he had a
lot of ’chings to think about. Such as where Jchey would find a horse. He hadn't seen any
coming in. At least no live ones. He'd seen two dead ones just outside the Viuage

perimeter. They had just couapsed in the field where they had stood.

How would he ever get all the dead furs buried? He didn't even have a priest arouncl,
and without the proper rites, the souls of all these Viuagers would come back to haunt
him, he was sure of that.



Pil came Lolting back inside, a Wide-eyed and terrified look on her face. "Ships!" she
wheezed. "Ships in the inlet! Two of them. The old kind ... long boats!"

Valdemar was on his feet and ’chrough the door before the bowl of porridge had hit the

floor. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps pirates reaﬂy were responsible and now Jchey were
coming back to claim their loot? Not if he had anything to say about it!"

He growled and narrowed his eyes to look out over the water. He had the sun at his
back. They wouldn't be able to spot him as easily as he could see them in the sharp, late-
afternoon 1ight. He stood perfectly still to try and gauge the strengt}l of his enemies. Two
ships, like Pil had said. We”, not reaﬂy s}lips as such. Long boats of the ancient type,
used mos’cly for coastal ’crading these days. Pirates did use that kind of vessel a lot. It had
a shallow draft and could hide in damned near any inlet and behind every roclzy
outcropping. But some’ching wasn't righ’c. He could see odd movement on these boats.

Then it dawned on him. "Horses," he said, nodding. "Those aren't pirate Vessels, they
rarely have horses. And even if they do , t}ley don't ]oring them for raicling. They take up
space on the S}lip and for what use?"

Pil looked relieved. "Who then?" she asked.
"I don't know. But I do know that Jchey won't react 12in(ﬂy to seeing you."
"Wha ... whu ... but ...?"

"Pil, you're wearing leggings and you're armed for God's sake!"

The vixen swallowed and nodded. "T'll go hide Jchen," she said and made to run O££, but
Valdemar s’coppecl her.

"No, I pro]oa]oly need you here. Here's what we'll do..." he said and started explaining.

Pil wasn't sure it would Worlz, but she realized there were few alternatives. Unless she
wanted to stay in hiding for poten’ciaﬂy quite a 1ong time, t}ley had to try. For a brief
moment she ’chought of scouring the houses until she found a dress she could put on, but
that wouldn't work. She couldn't move in a dress. If they did need to ﬂght, she'd be totally
useless , and until the furs on the ships were actuaﬂy on 1and, there was no way of being
absolutely certain that they were £riencuy. Stiu, Valdemar's suggestion was rislzy, and she

ran off to one of the larger houses with a certain amount of apprehension.

Valdemar cursed his rotten luck. He only had the 1ong clagger with him. He could have
looked for a sword in the rubble of the 1zeep, but the chance of finding one hadn't been



great, and Lesides, he had been so distraught he hadn't even though’c about it. Righ’c now,
he would have liked a sword though. A good, s’curdy mace would have sufficed. Even an

axe would've been useful.
The prow of the first ship touched the beach and Valdemar began Waﬂzing towards it.
#HH#H#

Harald saw the single fur approaching. He was pretty sure he'd seen a second one run
towards one of the ]ouildings but he couldn't know for certain. What mattered was that a
single fur was no threat. When the shape got closer, he nodded to his troops and gestured
for them to be at ease.

He recognized Valdemar Halk easily enough. That dark fur stood out a mile.
"Gree’cings, young Valdemar!" he called out, "Or is it Lord Halk of Slien now?"

Valdemar stoppecl brieﬂy, then clearly recognizecl the spealeer. Harald could see the
relief on the young 12nig}1’c's face even at a distance.

"Milord, I cannot ]oegin to describe how pleasecl [ am that you are here!" Valdemar
answered and 12ne1t, "And 1 suppose [ am Lord of Slien now, but as you can see, it seems
to be a title without trappings."

"T still see a Viﬂage and goocl lands. Those are trappings wor’chy of a 12nig11t of the
Realm, Lord Haﬂz, but I am disturbed that the reports of the 12eep are true. What
happened and how in God's name did you survive that kind of devastation?"

Valdemar approached, shalzing his head sa(ﬂy. Harald noted that the fur in front of him

looked more mature than the young, rather reckless pup he had 12nighted a few years
before but that was pro]aaloly to be expectecl, considering what had happened here.

"I wish I 12new," Valdemar said and sighecl as he stood before his Liege Lorcl, "Tt
happenecl while I was not at the 1eeep, but in the Village. [ was knocked out ]oy a strange
]olas’c, but my new squire saved my life and took me to a warden's cottage where |
recovered these past few olays. Mﬂord, I must humljly ask you to assist me with weapons,

armor and a horse so I can seck revenge on whoever did this. My family has been wipecl
out. I'm the last living member of the Halk family. It falls on me ..."

Harald nodded and waved a hand reassuringly at Valdemar. "Of course, of course. You
will have what you neecl, t}lough I don't have the funds to help you rebuild your 12eep.



But if you should want it, there is a place at my own keep fora strong fur like yourself.
And your squire of course.”

Valdemar looked immensely relieved at this meagre promise, Harald noted. The young
noble reaﬂy must have lost everything to show that much relief over a simple promise of

arms and armaor.

"The King might help rebuild the 12eep. [t serves two functions after all. Both against
pirates and against the Emperor to the south," Valdemar said and smiled wearily.

Harald sig}lecl cleeply. So Valdemar didn't know about the King's death yet. All t}lings
considered that wasn't surprising, with everything that had happenecl at Slien. Stiﬂ, he

would have pre£erred to not heap bad news upon misery.

"His Majesty is dead, Lord Halk. Slain ]oy an assassin most foul and devious. I am
charged Ly Her Majesty, the King's most gracious mother, to find this assassin and do
what must be done,” he said, loolzing s’craigh’c at Valdemar's face to gauge his reaction.

Tl’le news made Valclemar run hOJC ancl C'Old. He felt hlee someone hacl punchecl 1’111’1’1 in

"

the face, wearing a mailed gauntlet. "Dead...?" he w}lispered, "God preserve us all

"God preserve us all indeed. The King's death appears to have been caused ]oy
unnatural sorceries a Harald elaborated and looked at the 1zeep.

Fora moment, it looked like Valdemar wasn't sure what to make of the whole
situation. Then he slowly pointed towards the ruined lzeep. "If it is sorcery you are
loolzing for, Milord ... you should come with me."

Harald nodded. He gesturecl for Ravn to get everyone indoors and to take care of the
horses , before turning to follow Valdemar towards the lzeep.

Perhaps he would fina”y get some answers.



