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1
Brynn


The newborn sorceress lay plump and blotchy, having fallen asleep at Brynn’s breast. She had kicked and squirmed restlessly inside Brynn’s womb these past months, but now she had filled her lungs with her first squalling breaths and suckled herself to sleep. 
Her birth had been uneventful, almost anticlimactic. This tiny girl had wriggled free in a matter of hours, impatient to greet the world. It was so unlike the birth of Brynn’s child with her first husband. She’d labored for more than a day to bring that little boy into the world. 
Adoration suffused Brynn in a warm glow. She felt her heart was open, love pouring out of her, but even that was tainted by guilt. As much as she had wanted another baby, this one had been born into a bloodline that died young and violently. Brynn’s father, grandfather, sister, and mother had all died in battle, the latter by Brynn’s own hand.
Brynn’s firstborn had been murdered, snatched from his minder’s arms and hurled over the walls of his father’s fortress. She’d been so sure that a son would be safe, that he was guaranteed his father’s inheritance and a future as a great man of Hylden.
Even before that, her son had been unwanted and rejected by his father. As much as Brynn loved her current husband and as wonderful as he was, would he be able to make peace with a daughter? She knew Cenric wanted a son—what man didn’t?—but would he be able to wait a little longer? If only she had been able to give Cenric a son first, then she wouldn’t need to fear his disappointment now.
The fire crackled as Esa, one of Brynn’s wards, added fresh logs and stirred the embers. 
A kind of quiet reverence had overtaken the longhouse. The household boys were still tending their daytime duties and the household girls prepared the evening meal with hushed voices and careful steps. 
Even Gaitha, a tall and lean woman with an air of command, had softened her usual forcefulness and whispered orders to the servants. 
Draped across the foot of the bed, a large dyrehund kept watch. Guin was just over a year old and had already grown larger than any of the other household dogs. Her burnished gold eyes followed Esa and Gaitha with canny awareness, watching with silent focus.
They were the only two who had attended Brynn. The last time she’d given birth, the room was a constant stream of bodies in and out, full of fretting servants and her mother’s small army of retainers.
This time, Brynn had wanted to be left alone as much as possible. The house had been mostly emptied. Esa had fetched her water and whatever else she wanted. Gaitha had crouched beneath the birth stool to catch the baby and hand her to Brynn. 
Her dyrehund had stayed close by through it all. Guin had curled against Brynn’s side between surges, letting Brynn brace against her shoulder through the strongest of them.
Brynn touched the edge of her daughter’s cheek. This baby was alive, whole, and warm. Perfectly formed and strong, if her furious birth cries were any indication.
But even that reminded Brynn of the last time she had touched Osbeorn, his tiny body left cold and broken, crushed against the stones like an egg. 
It sent a dreadful ache through Brynn, grief and fear layered over the burning warmth in her chest. Already, she loved this tiny girl with a ferocity to break her own heart.
Yet she knew that no matter how much power or love she had, mothers were still mortal. She might not be able to protect her daughter at all.
She hadn’t been able to protect her son.
Guin stiffened, head lifting.
Brynn followed the dog’s line of sight to Lena, her other ward.
“The lord has just returned, lady.” Lena bowed, refusing to make eye contact as usual. She was a slight girl with a soft voice who moved with barely a breath of sound, as if she feared even her breathing might offend.
Brynn exhaled carefully, her chest knotted at the news. She’d wanted more time to think, more time to plan how to break it to him. “Does he know?” 
Lena shook her head, not needing to be told. “We haven’t told him, lady, no.” 
At least she would be able to tell him herself. Perhaps that would soften the disappointment.
“Where is Brynn?” came Cenric’s demand, his voice booming through the other side of the door. 
Brynn flinched involuntarily, arms curling tighter around her daughter.
The baby stirred but didn’t wake. 
Heavy footfalls tramped in their direction—Cenric and the men who had ridden out with him yesterday.
Brynn shifted, bracing herself. 
Gaitha cast Brynn a soft smile. “Shall I delay him? I can have Edric keep him out a bit longer.”
“No,” Brynn said, straightening against the pillows at her back. She adjusted the bundled shape in her arms as her heart began to beat faster. “Let him in.”
Her women had mostly cleaned her and the room. Esa had finished re-braiding Brynn’s hair after changing the bedclothes and fetching Brynn a clean shift.
Cenric swept through the door, mantle swirling around him, hair damp from the icy winter rain. “Brynn?” 
Cenric’s dog, Snapper, bounded in after him, tail wagging. Snapper paused at the bloody rags gathered in a bucket, his body going stiff.
Guin let off a low growl in Snapper’s direction as if warning him to behave.
Snapper pinned his ears, dropping his head as he wagged his tail in a canine gesture of peace.
Brynn cast her husband a hesitant smile. “Husband. How are the ewes?”
Cenric’s eyes flew wide. “Damn the ewes, woman!” 
Guin stiffened at his raised voice, fixing him in a hard stare.
“Lord!” Gaitha flicked his arm with the end of a wash rag in her hands. 
Cenric whirled on the tall woman, anger glinting in his expression before he saw her finger pressed to her lips.
“Your wife’s had a long day, and she just got the little one to sleep,” Gaitha chided. 
Cenric ducked his head to Brynn. “I’m sorry.”
Turning her attention to the door, Gaitha shooed back the gaggle of faces, including her own husband, Edric. “Back, the lot of you. Let our lady rest.” Using the rag like a flail, Gaitha pushed the other men out, shutting the door after them.
Cenric’s eyes flickered to the shape in Brynn’s arms, then back up to her. “Are you alright?” His features softened and he came to her side carefully, like he might hurt her by moving too fast. 
At Brynn’s side, Guin didn’t growl again, but her attention remained fixed on Cenric. He was not her favorite person on the best of days, but today she had been extra protective.
“I’m fine.” Brynn forced a smile, doing her best to choke down her apprehension. 
“I missed it?” Cenric sounded almost petulant.
“It happened quick, lord,” Esa said from beside the fire. “The little one came without any fuss at all.”
If he heard Esa, Cenric didn’t respond. “Are you alright, love?” He brushed his knuckles along Brynn’s jaw. 
Brynn didn’t have to force her smile at that. “Yes.” Fuss or no, she was sore and wrung out. Her womb had seized painfully as it contracted after birth, and a raw ache lingered between her thighs. “I’m well.”
The magic that had grown within her body through pregnancy was already healing her. Sorceresses did not have easier births, per se, and they still needed time to recover, but they did heal faster. It was said to be one of the gifts of Eponine to her daughters.
Cenric made to sit on the edge of the bed, then seemed to think better of it. He knelt on the floor next to Brynn. “Then what’s wrong, dearest?” He glanced between Brynn and the tiny shape in her arms. “Are you tired?”
Brynn was tired, but that wasn’t what troubled her. She swallowed. Time to tell him. “It’s a girl, Cenric.”
Cenric frowned, looking to their infant, then back up to Brynn. 
“There will be others,” Brynn promised. “I will bear you more, I swear it.”
“I don’t mind giving you as many of these as you want.” Cenric’s mouth quirked. “But perhaps we discuss it when you’re out of childbed?” 
Brynn wasn’t sure what she had expected, but that wasn’t it.
“What aren’t you telling me?” Cenric indicated the small bundle. “Is she alright?” 
Brynn nodded. “She is.”
Cenric shook his head, seeming genuinely confused. “So, what’s wrong?”
Brynn waited for several breaths. “You’re not disappointed?”
“Of course I’m disappointed,” Cenric shot back, nearly jumping to his feet. “I’ve scarce left your side for weeks and then when you finally convince me to go check on the ewes in the south pastures—”
Guin let off a silent snap of her jaws, not quite a snarl, but not a friendly gesture, either.
Cenric dropped his voice, turning sheepish as he faced Brynn again. “Forgive me, love.” His frustration deflated. He rested a hand on her arm. “I wanted to be with you when…well, that’s not important. I’m glad you’re well.” His gaze flickered down to the baby in Brynn’s arms. “Both of you.”
Brynn hadn’t realized she had clenched her whole body until that moment. “She’s your firstborn.”
Though Brynn had a son years ago with her previous husband, Cenric had no other children. He had no other heirs, either, being the last male in his father’s lineage. While his daughters would inherit his gifts from the goddess Morgi, only sons would be able to pass it on to the generation after them. 
“She is.” Cenric’s mouth twisted, like he fought a smile but couldn’t quite win. “My daughter.” His voice softened as he touched the edge of the swaddling blankets. “I want to hold her. Can you show me how?” His voice shook, little more than a rasp. “I don’t want to hurt her.”
Brynn’s chest squeezed at that. She didn’t want to let go of her baby just yet, but Cenric’s gaze was fixed on their child, eyes like twin moons. Brynn couldn’t think of a good reason to refuse him. “Here,” she said. “Come closer to me.” 
Cenric obeyed, hands shaking.
Esa and Lena continued carrying away the debris of the birth and the flotsam of cleaning up mother and child. The birth cord was gathered into an old pot to be burned as a thanks offering to Eponine. 
Snapper had gone quiet, his usual boisterousness mirroring Cenric’s awe. 
Brynn lifted the tiny bundle, showing Cenric where to place his hands. “Be sure to support her back and head.” 
Cenric took their baby into his arms, brows creased in concentration. He cradled her carefully, throat bobbing. “It’s like holding warm dough.” Cenric gave a choking laugh as he adjusted his grip. “Hello, little one,” he said. “I’m your papa. Have you heard my voice?” He let off a choked laugh. “This is Snapper,” Cenric nodded to the dog in question. “To him you’re my puppy.”
Snapper yipped at his name, earning another low growl from Guin.
“That’s your mother’s dog, Guin,” Cenric continued. “She doesn’t care for me, but I think she’ll be fond of you like she is of your mother. Most people are fond of your mother.” Cenric slid an affectionate look to Brynn before returning his attention to the tiny bundle in his arms. “We’ve worked hard to be ready for you these past months. Hopefully you find everything up to your standards.” 
As soon as Cenric learned Brynn was pregnant last summer, he’d gone into a frenzy to have a palisade erected around their longhouse and its outbuildings. He put every able-bodied male within five miles to work. Before autumn, their home was enclosed by a sturdy wall of spiked oak timbers. 
After that, Cenric had spent most of winter carving the cradle that now occupied the space on Brynn’s side of the bed. Meanwhile, Brynn and her women had woven soft blankets of lambswool for it.
“What do you want to call her?” Cenric asked, not taking his eyes off their baby. 
“Estrid?” Brynn suggested. “That was your mother’s name.” According to tradition, the firstborn daughter would be named after her father’s mother. “Or perhaps Cynethryth?” That was the feminine form of Cenric’s name. 
Cenric was quiet for a long moment, so long Brynn thought perhaps he wasn’t going to answer. Then he said, “Aelfwynn.”
Brynn wasn’t sure she had heard right for a moment. “Aelfwynn?” Her voice faltered on the name, heart squeezing. “You would name her after my sister?” 
“It’s a good name,” Cenric said, offering Brynn a smile that was almost shy. “I never knew your sister, but you’re here because of her, and I’m grateful for that.”
Brynn took a shuddering breath. “Are you sure?”
“Do you not like it?” Cenric hesitated. 
“I’m touched, Cenric, but I just…she’s your firstborn.” If it had been a boy, they would have likely named him after Cenric. 
“Was your Aelfwynn brave?” Cenric asked. 
“Very,” Brynn replied, her voice scarce above a whisper.
“Clever?” 
Brynn allowed herself a small smile. “She was.”
“Honorable?”
“To the end.”
“Everything I want my daughter to be.” Cenric gave a curt nod, as if that decided it. “A perfect namesake.” He raised little Aelfwynn up to eye level, so that her tiny forehead was almost touching his. “You’ll be a fierce creature. Won’t you, Aelfwynn?” His lips quirked in another grin. “Little Alfie.”
Love seemed to radiate out of him as he looked down at their daughter, and it was more than Brynn could bear. Relief, gratitude, adoration, and weariness crashed over her and she broke down crying, her aching body unable to contain the tumult of emotions. A sob tore from her as she covered her mouth with her hands.
“Brynn.” Cenric made to reach for her, then seemed to remember he was holding a baby. “Wife, what’s wrong?” He shifted, trying to get closer to her. He turned, seeking Esa across the room.
“Nothing is wrong,” Brynn managed to get out. “I’m just…I’m happy.” 
“Love.” Cenric whispered as he kissed her forehead. 
Alfie squirmed, disturbed by the movement. She fussed, making discontented baby noises.
Cenric held her out awkwardly and Brynn took her back, settling the little one against her breast. 
Cenric looked back to Brynn, then down to Aelfwynn, abruptly solemn. “Thank you, my love.”
“For what?”
Cenric shook his head, throat bobbing. “She’s incredible.” He clasped the side of Brynn’s face, pulling her in for a kiss. “You’re incredible. Every time I think I couldn’t love you more, I’m proven wrong.”
Brynn’s heart felt warm and pliant, almost like she was drunk. Breathing in the smell of her newborn and Cenric’s adoration was a heady brew.
Daughters were a luxury. Not unwelcome, but not necessary. During times of famine, most families chose to feed their sons first.
Brynn had wanted her baby to be wanted. When she had left her first husband and decided to remarry, that was all she had wished for her next little one—that if she ever had another, her baby’s father would want them as much as she did. 
The cold disdain Paega felt for Brynn had bled over to his treatment of their son. It had been too much like her own father’s treatment of her, the unspoken disappointment that had haunted their few brief interactions.
Seeing Cenric so pleased with his daughter…it healed a part of Brynn that had been broken for so long, she had forgotten it could be whole.
“We have a little girl.” Cenric half-laughed, half-choked the words. When their eyes met, his filled with tears. “Isn’t it wonderful?”
“Yes,” Brynn could barely get the words out past her own tears. “Yes, it’s wonderful.” 
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2
Cenric


“Ho!” Edric waved to Theodren and several of the other thanes along the shore. “If there’s anything you want from our lord, today is the day to ask!” Edric conspicuously pointed to Cenric. “Fatherhood has put him in a generous mood.” 
Cenric’s eyes narrowed on the smaller man. “I’m in such a fine mood, I won’t throw you in the river for that.”
Edric threw back an unrepentant grin. “I know.”
Even after a night interrupted by the baby waking every few hours, Cenric was feeling magnanimous. He had a daughter—he smiled every time he thought about it. 
What was losing sleep for a few months in comparison to that? Brynn told him to wait and see if he still felt that way in a fortnight, but Cenric took that as a challenge. Did she think he’d tire of his baby? It wasn’t as if she would be a baby forever.
Cenric had grown up cared for and protected. He’d been raised by his uncle and aunt in Valdar, and they had been good to him.
But Cenric had never truly known his immediate family. He had met them a few times, but his parents had three other children and a shire to manage. They’d sent him away because he was unnecessary.
Brynn had been the first person to make him feel like he was irreplaceable, like he was the only one who could fill this role in her life. Now Alfie was his daughter and nothing would change that. They were a family, knit together by blood and kinship.
Cenric felt connected and grounded in a way he never had before. There was power in the knowledge that the bond between the three of them was unbreakable. Cenric felt like he could chase down a stag or wrestle a boar. 
“Can I have that grey yearling, lord?” Theodren asked, only half-joking. 
The grey yearling in question was a colt from one of Cenric’s favorite mares. 
“No,” Cenric replied good-naturedly. 
“Lord, can I have the first cuts at the next feast?” piped up Oswold.
“We’ll see if you earn it by then,” Cenric responded, his good humor unabated. 
“May I have that empty farm near the hot springs?” asked Daven.
Cenric frowned at the young thane. “You don’t even have a wife.” Running a farm as large as the one near the hot springs would require a couple managing an entire household of servants. 
“Very true,” Daven agreed, chastened. “Lord, may I get married?”
Cenric cast Daven a dour look while the rest of the men burst into laughter. They all seemed to think this was some great joke. 
Usually, this kind of gaiety was saved for after the flowers bloomed, but it seemed the joy of Alfie’s birth was infectious. 
They were in the cold, soggy season between winter and spring. The snow had melted and the river had swollen, but the world was still dark and damp. There was little green and no sight of the sun as yet. 
It was the leanest time of the year, when their autumn stores ran low while the earth had yet to give up its bounty. The sheep would begin giving birth soon, as would the cattle and pigs. Cenric had traveled two days ago to check on his flocks in the southern pastures and make sure all was well ahead of lambing season. 
“Lord!” called a young voice from down the hill.
Cenric turned, half-expecting it to be another jest, but Kalen rushed toward them, breathless. The boy was not given to rushing for no reason.
“What is it?” Cenric pushed forward, his men stepping out of his path. 
“Ships, lord,” Kalen panted, head shaking in confusion. “At least a dozen ships headed this way.”
“A dozen ships?” Cenric looked past Kalen toward the mouth of the river that led toward the sea. “Do they carry banners?”
“No, lord,” Kalen said. 
Cenric glanced to Edric, his reeve and second in command.
The short thane’s expression now hard and serious. One hand rested on the seaxe knife at his hip. “Early in the year for trading,” Edric muttered gravely.
“Early in the year for everything,” Cenric agreed.
People only traveled this time of year if they were desperate or up to no good.
“They’re Valdari ships, lord,” Kalen added. 
“Their prows?” Cenric caught himself reaching to his own hip for a sword that wasn’t there. He had little need to walk about armed this time of year.
“Deer heads, lord. I don’t see any wolf prows.”
The prows of Valdari ships were adorned with snarling wolf heads that were removed when in friendly waters. If these ships had removed their wolf heads, they likely came in peace.
Cenric’s cousin Hróarr and a few Valdari traders sometimes visited their shores, but certainly not this time of year.
“I don’t think they’re here for raiding,” Kalen said, speaking slowly.
The village stirred as word of the approaching ships spread. People shouted, some in curiosity, some in alarm.
Cenric studied Kalen. “Why do you think that?”
“Something is wrong, lord.” Kalen licked his lips, glancing back the way he had come.
“Of course something is wrong, boy,” Theodren snapped.
“There are women and children on the ships.” Kalen looked back to Cenric. “They don’t look well, lord.”
A sneaking suspicion crept up from the back of Cenric’s mind. Just a sense, one without proper words.
Around him, Cenric’s thanes fell silent. He could feel them all focused on him, like hounds awaiting his command.
“Let us see what they want.” Cenric straightened, donning a mask of indifference. He hid his surprise, apprehension, and concern for Brynn. “Kalen, go to the longhouse and inform them what is happening. Order them to seal the gate and do not open it until they hear from us.”
Brynn and their daughter were in the longhouse. Despite her considerable power, Brynn had just given birth. She could probably kill anyone who threatened her and Alfie right now, but Cenric would prefer no one got the chance to threaten them at all. Good thing he’d built that palisade.
Kalen bowed and dashed past Cenric, rushing up the hill.
“Should we fetch our weapons?” Edric cocked his head as the first of the ships came around the riverbend.
The vessels moved slowly, seeming to crawl. Most of them rode too low in the water, loaded to the very limit.  
Despite his unease, Cenric didn’t think he was looking at an invasion. “Let’s see.”
His thanes fell in around him, Edric at his side and the others following. Their feet squished in the muddy road as they tramped down the hill.
The usual chatter and bustling that accompanied the arrival of new ships rose to greet them. Villagers huddled in groups along the riverbank at a safe distance. A few had availed themselves of hay forks and wood axes, but the weapons were held loosely for now.
Cenric reached the bank as men leapt from the first ship, dragging the vessel partially ashore. He didn’t shout for them to stop, just folded his arms across his chest and waited. 
Snapper came streaking from the field beyond the village where he had been playing with the younger dogs. He bounded in among the strangers, tail wagging. Friends! New friends! 
Ash, a large female dyrehund, and several of the younger dogs joined in. Tails thrashing, they gave the strangers a warm welcome.
As Kalen had said, the vessels were laden with women and children. The men didn’t appear to be armed for war, though Cenric spotted a few spears and seax knives among them. All Valdari men could be warriors if it was called for.
Cenric surveyed the people who spilled onto his shore, staggering onto solid ground. Sunken eyes stared out from gaunt faces. Patchy woolen tunics hung off underfed bodies. This was a sorry band of desperate wretches.
“Lord Cenric?” called a male voice in heavily accented Hyldish. “Where is the jarl of Ombra?”
“I am Cenric.” Cenric replied in Valdari, suspecting the speaker wasn’t well-versed in the language of Hylden. “To the Valdari I am jarl, but to my own people, I am alderman. Who do I address?”
As the ships continued to drift down the river, fourteen altogether, the speaker stepped forward, a young man.
At least, Cenric thought he was young. It was hard to tell. His beard was unkempt, though the embroidery of his tunic hinted at better fortunes in the past. The stranger sized Cenric up in the calculating way of a veteran warrior. 
“Jaako,” the stranger said and jerked his head down, like the bow stung his pride. “Son of Haeston.”
Snapper approached the stranger. Friend? When Jaako ignored him, he trotted off in another direction. 
Cenric folded his arms across his chest. “You must have an interesting tale, Jaako, son of Haeston, to be in my lands in the Mud Month.”
A muscle twitched in Jaako’s cheek. “My uncle was Jarl Egill.”
“I see.” Cenric did his best not to give anything away at that. 
Egill had aided in a rebellion against King Ovrek of Valdar last summer. The rebellion had failed, in part due to Cenric and Brynn’s efforts. 
“I sided with Ovrek in that matter,” Cenric said. “I am surprised you are here.”
“It is because of Ovrek that we are here.” Jaako’s chin was up, but everything about him was taunt, as if he was about to snap. All the same, his hands remained at his sides and in plain sight. 
Cenric raised his brows, prompting. “I am listening.”
Edric joined Cenric. Like many of Cenric’s thanes, he spoke Valdari after years spent as a thrall on their farms and longships. 
Jaako shifted and his gaze flickered to the side. “Ovrek harried us through last summer and into the autumn. He burned our crops and scattered our sheep.”
“How did you survive?” Cenric had never known Ovrek to do things in halves. The king would have wanted revenge for the plot against him. Someone had to pay and since Egill and his son Dagrun were both dead, their extended family would have to do. 
Jaako was quiet for just a moment. “Most of us did not.”
Ovrek was known for his explosive rages, but he could be cold and calculating, too. It sounded as if he had destroyed the crops and then allowed the survivors to starve through winter. 
“As soon as the snows melted, Ovrek’s warriors returned. We were given the choice of death or to sail to Ombra.” Something in the way Jaako said it implied that it had, in fact, been a hard choice. 
Cenric almost asked why Ombra, then he glanced past Jaako to the shaking, emaciated figures stumbling off the boats. Ombra was three days’ sail from Valdar, but it was the closest land that was not controlled by Ovrek—not yet, anyway.
It was unlikely these people could have traveled any farther. There was no way they could fight, either. They were throwing themselves on Cenric’s mercy. 
Ovrek was giving Cenric the burden of dealing with his enemies. That realization rankled at the same time it raised suspicion. What exactly was Ovrek’s goal here? Cenric and Brynn had saved the man’s life several times over. Cenric assumed that they were on friendly terms, but perhaps Ovrek was not such a good friend.
Ovrek had brutalized these people and now made it Cenric’s problem. Cenric could turn them away—a death sentence in their current state—or he could let them stay.
Letting them stay had its own problems. The land was fallow at present. Most of the animals that could be hunted were still in the south and the new livestock had not been born yet. The grain they had would be needed for planting and there was simply no way to feed all these people until the world turned green.
Better to turn them away. 
They didn’t have to go back to Ovrek, but they couldn’t stay here. Cenric hadn’t been the one to raze their farms and burn their homes. This wasn’t his fault.
Letting them stay would only make things worse for his own people. There was also Brynn and the baby to consider. Brynn was nursing the little one now and to do that, she needed to eat. Letting these people remain was a threat to his family. 
Cenric opened his mouth to order Jaako and the others back on their boats.
A child screamed.
Jaako’s whole body jerked in that direction, rigid and braced like he was about to fight someone.
A child wept on the riverbank, swatting at her feet. Cenric wasn’t a good judge of children’s ages, but he would guess she was a few years old. A woman that was more bones than flesh knelt in front of the child, trying to console her.
“My feet hurt,” the girl blubbered in Valdari. “My feet hurt, Mama. It’s cold. I’m cold.”
The woman waved discreetly at Jaako, gesturing that they were fine. She must be his wife.
Jaako faced Cenric again, back straight, shoulders square. He carried himself like someone raised to authority. As a jarl’s nephew, he had probably never experienced deprivation like this, much less had to throw himself on a stranger’s mercy. How it must sting to stand here on foreign shores and beg a foreign lord for sanctuary. 
“Your daughter?” Cenric asked, daring a guess.
“Yes.” Jaako shifted as if to put himself between Cenric and the woman and child.
The girl’s mother succeeded in shushing her so her cries had faded to little whimpers, but it didn’t change that Ombra still had no way to feed the child, her parents, or the hundreds of people now stumbling onto the riverbank. And yet… 
Puppy! Snapper’s thoughts practically gasped. Puppy hurt. The dog crouched in front of the weeping girl, whining. 
The child curled her fingers into his coat, probably warming her hands. She frowned, distracted from her cold feet by the dog’s attention.
Poor puppy, Snapper commiserated. Hurt puppy.
In Jaako’s place, Cenric would have killed the foreign alderman blocking his path. As the thought occurred to him, he looked over Jaako and the others with a new edge of suspicion.
He took in the way Jaako’s layered clothes hung on him. The young man was trying to hide it, but he swayed as if standing required effort. The man was too weak to fight Cenric, even if Ovrek’s men had allowed him to bring weapons and armor in that overloaded ship.
Cenric spotted several young men of fighting age doing their best to stand tall, but there was no hiding the sunken eyes, protruding elbows, and jutting collarbones on all of them. Jaako and his people couldn’t fight. He was reduced to begging. 
Cenric, help puppy? Snapper asked plaintively. 
A conscience was a damned inconvenience. 
Cenric cleared his throat. “It’s the Mud Month,” he said. “We have no food to spare.”
Jaako’s chest deflated with a kind of grim acceptance, like he was used to disappointment these days.
“But you and I will talk tomorrow.” Cenric nodded toward the bedraggled collection of Valdari stumbling off the ships. “Several of our storehouses are empty. You can stay there as long as you don’t have any fires inside. I won’t risk them burning down.” He hesitated before adding, “There’s little in the sea or the forests right now, but there’s salmon swimming up this river. You can keep whatever you catch.”
Even with the best of luck, these Valdari wouldn’t be able to catch enough of the great fish for everyone, but it was all Cenric had to offer. 
Jaako swayed and for just a moment, Cenric thought the other man might topple over, but he recovered himself. Jaako jerked a bow, rigid like the motion pained him. “Thank you, lord.”
Cenric inclined his head. Looking to several bystanders, Cenric clipped orders in Hyldish. “Put them up in the empty storehouses. They will be staying the night.” Even as Cenric tried to make it clear this was only for one night, he had a feeling it would not be so simple.
As Jaako turned to relay the news to his own people, Edric sidled up to Cenric. “You’re letting them stay?”
Cenric winced. He shouldn’t. It was unwise. He also knew that Ovrek would have expected him to do the sensible thing and turn these people away. 
“There are more of them than there are people in the village,” Edric pointed out. “We can’t even begin to support this many.”
Cenric had been thinking much the same thing. Whether he sent them back to sea or into the countryside, this many people could not stay in the main village forever. “You’re right,” Cenric agreed. “Let’s just deal with tonight and we can sort out the details in the morning.”
Cenric! Snapper bounded after him. Help puppy?
I’m going to try, Cenric sent back. To himself, he silently added, because I’m a fool.
Edric muttered something under his breath.
“What was that?”
“I said, fatherhood has made you soft.” Edric repeated himself with painful enunciation. 
Cenric bristled but couldn’t argue when he had been thinking much the same thing. “Just see to it that these people get out of the way.”
He needed time to think and speak to Brynn. Perhaps she would know what to do now that Cenric had burdened them with several hundred extra mouths. 
Unfortunately, Jaako had caught Cenric in a generous mood. 
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3
Brynn


“What do you mean the gates have been barred?” Brynn straightened from where she was nursing Alfie by the fireplace. 
Esa glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t know, lady. Kalen said it was Lord Cenric’s orders.”
Brynn fought the urge to squeeze Alfie tighter. “Are we under attack?”
By Brynn’s feet, Guin lounged on the rug, appearing to not have a care in the world. Thorn had lumbered in at some point. At first, Guin growled at him, but that did not impress the old dyrehund.
Thorn settled himself on Brynn’s other side and had been there since. For all her growling, Guin didn’t make any further effort to dislodge him. 
“No, lady.” Esa kneaded her hands. “At least, I don’t think so. There are twenty ships that have appeared, and Lord Cenric wishes to be cautious.”
Brynn’s brows drew together at that. “Twenty ships?” One ship at this time of year would be notable, but twenty? 
“Kalen says they are Valdari ships.” Esa dropped her voice, like she was sharing a secret. 
Crouched in front of the fire, Lena flinched. The former thrall was quiet most days, obedient, disliking to draw attention to herself. She continued shifting the logs, adding another to the flames. Brynn tried drawing Lena out over these past months, but it seemed the girl had retreated so far inside herself that she didn’t know the way back out again.  
Brynn noted the flinch but chose not to call attention to it. Lena did her work well, though their attempts to teach her to use her magic had been frustrating to everyone. Lena struggled with spells and not being able to do what Brynn asked had made her increasingly anxious, making it worse. 
“Is it anyone we know?” Brynn asked, watching Lena carefully.
“I’m not sure, lady.” 
Brynn digested that. Twenty ships in the Mud Month? The impulse to head down to the village and find Cenric was strong, but she pushed it down. If Kalen had time to come and seal the palisade before the ships had come ashore, then they’d been approaching slowly.
Twenty Valdari ships were unusual and the unusual rarely brought good news. But if the ships had come in broad daylight while moving slowly, they were likely here in peace. 
“Their prows?” 
“Deer heads,” Esa reported.
“Peace, then.” Brynn relaxed a little at the confirmation. “Was there anything else?”
Esa shook her head. “No, lady.”
“We wait, then.” Brynn exhaled. Of course, this would happen right after she had given birth. “Watch the gate with Kalen. Report back to me if you hear anything.”
Esa nodded, hastily scurrying from the room.
That left Lena with Brynn. The former thrall kept her back turned and her head down, watching the fire. 
“Sit with me, Lena,” Brynn beckoned.
“I must watch the fire, lady,” Lena replied, dark hair falling like a veil over her face.
“You can watch it from beside me.” 
Lena’s shoulders stiffened, but she came to sit beside Brynn, hands knotted in her lap. The girl had told Brynn she didn’t know how old she was, but Brynn would guess somewhere around thirteen. Her monthly courses had recently begun, so that seemed likely, though being underfed as a thrall might have delayed their start.
Lena was always on edge, like she was forever braced for a blow. She answered any question Brynn asked of her but never volunteered information about her life as the property of Tullia, daughter of Ovrek. 
You are no longer a thrall, Brynn had told her again and again. You are my ward. Despite Brynn trying to explain it, Lena did not seem to understand. 
Alfie shifted in Brynn’s arms, tiny hands fumbling at Brynn’s breast. She was proving to be a ravenous little thing, never shy about expressing her hunger, either.
Brynn traced the plump curve of Alfie’s cheek. A haze of adoration had overtaken Brynn from the moment she’d first felt Alfie move inside her. She loved this little one with all her heart and Cenric loving Alfie only made Brynn love him more. She was so filled with love that she thought she might burst and yet the feeling kept growing. 
Brynn would have preferred to stay in this haze, but the world was not so accommodating. They were still in Mud Month and now they had unexplained visitors to address.
Cradling Alfie, Brynn hummed a lullaby, waiting. Either Esa, Cenric, or someone else would come and deliver the bad news—for it was sure to be bad news—soon enough. As much as it nagged at the back of her mind, she tried to savor these peaceful moments with Alfie just a little longer.
“I know that song,” Lena murmured.
Brynn looked up. Lena rarely spoke without being spoken to.
The girl’s face was trained on the fire, head down.
“You do?” Brynn did her best to keep her tone mild, never knowing what might frighten the girl.
Lena ducked her head, as if suddenly embarrassed she had spoken. “My mother used to sing it to me.”
It was an old Istovari lullaby, likely one Lena’s mother had heard from her mother before being taken by the Valdari. “Do you know the words?”
Lena’s head burrowed further between her shoulders. “I don’t remember them.” Lena seemed to be physically folding over, as if this conversation hurt her.
Personal discussions always put her on edge. Last summer, when Brynn had first met Lena and asked her about her mother, she’d said that her mother was dead and then began to shake, seeming on the verge of panic. 
Brynn allowed the topic to drop. 
The two of them sat in uncomfortable silence until Lena asked permission to check the fire once again. Brynn allowed it and once Lena was done, she remained seated by the fireplace. 
Guin yawned, pushing up onto her haunches. She nosed Lena’s side, barely touching the girl.
Lena petted Guin’s head and the dog’s tail thumped on the floor, yellow eyes on the former thrall. Lena had been frightened of the other dogs in the beginning, giving all of them a wide berth, but Guin had been a puppy when they met. 
Perhaps Brynn should redefine progress when it came to Lena. It seemed her dog was having more luck than she was.
The moments dragged on. Brynn shifted Alfie to her other breast. Alfie made happy baby sounds of contentment, tiny eyes closed.
Brynn let her own eyes slide close, feeling the world with her power. She could sense the living things all around her, the ka that infused Alfie, the whisps of it that drifted off Lena, and the glowing sources of it in all living things. She drew it to herself, letting it soak into her still-healing body.
Ka first alerted Brynn to the approach of eight figures toward the longhouse. She felt them enter, then sensed the shape of Snapper scampering ahead of them.
The dog burst into the room, tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. He did a cursory inspection, stopping to wag his tail at Lena and lick Brynn’s hand before loping back out.
Thorn let off an annoyed huff, then settled back down.
Voices rose from the other room. Brynn caught only snatches of conversation, the word Valdari, and Cenric’s voice asking for her. If Alfie hadn’t been across her lap, Brynn would have stood to meet her husband. 
Cenric followed moments later. He glanced around the room before his gaze fell on her and Alfie. A softness came over him then, a gentleness that was reserved only for them. He nodded to Lena. “A moment.”
Lena leapt up and scurried out. She avoided Cenric and the other men in the longhouse. Brynn had her suspicions about why, but she wasn’t going to go prying into parts of Lena’s past she wasn’t ready to share.
The door shut after Lena and Cenric exhaled. 
“That bad?” Brynn couldn’t quite bring herself to smile. 
They had a baby who was barely a day old. There were worse times to receive bad news, but Brynn was hard pressed to think of them right now. 
Cenric took the wooden seat beside Brynn in front of the fire. He ran a hand over his face. This must be especially bad.
“Are we at war?” Brynn spoke the word carefully, bracing herself. “Esa said there were twenty ships.”
“Twenty? No. I counted fourteen. But I almost wish we were at war,” Cenric muttered. “At least then, I’d know what to do.”
Brynn’s brow furrowed at that. Worse than war?
“Ovrek has sent us a few hundred new mouths to feed. I would guess around three hundred, but I haven’t gotten an exact count.”
Brynn had not expected that. “Last summer, he mentioned people to work your empty farms.”
“He did,” Cenric grunted. “We never agreed on a number or a time, though.”
Brynn remained quiet, waiting for the rest of the news.
“I can’t send them back.” Cenric seemed to curse out the words. “They’re what remains of Egill’s kin.”
“Egill?” Brynn thought she must have heard wrong. “He was the jarl who sided with Tullia in her attempt to overthrow Ovrek?”
“The same,” Cenric confirmed. He folded his arms, glaring at the fire. “They’re led by a fellow who claims to be Egill’s nephew. Jaako, son of Haeston. He says Ovrek burned their crops and took most of their herds, leaving them to starve over winter. As soon as the snows melted, Ovrek and his men drove them off the land, ordering them to face the sword or sail here.”
“They came here?” Brynn thought that odd.
“I honestly don’t think they could have made it much farther,” Cenric admitted. “These people are walking bones, Brynn.”
Brynn held her tongue, letting him continue. 
“I know I should have turned them away,” he said. 
“Are you sure this isn’t some sort of trap?” Brynn asked. 
“Unlikely,” Cenric said. “If I was going to set a trap, I wouldn’t do it with a band of women, crying children, and men who can barely keep on their feet.”
“Children?” Brynn’s arms instinctively tightened around her own child, making Alfie squirm.
Cenric nodded. “Jaako says these are all who survived winter.”
“Where are they now?”
“I’m having them camp in the empty storehouses. I have thanes watching them. Jaako and I are supposed to speak tomorrow.”  Cenric adjusted his mantle. “I’m going to tell him he has to leave.”
“Why?”
“We can’t feed them,” Cenric said. “Our winter stores are almost gone.”
That was true enough.
“The salmon are in the river, but little else to fish this time of year. Even if there was, we’d have to make more nets.” 
Brynn grimaced. Last autumn, they had discussed planting or trading for hemp to make rope and more fishing nets, but those unrealized plans would be of no help now.
“Everything on our farms has yet to sprout, ripen, or be born. Everything in the sea and forests hasn’t yet returned for spring.” Cenric shook his head as if arguing with himself. “I was going to turn them away,” he said, almost as if he was apologizing.
“Why didn’t you?”
Cenric let off a defeated exhale as his gaze fell to their daughter. “Jaako caught me in a good mood.”
Brynn watched the flames in front of them, thinking. Three hundred people were too many for this village to support right now. They would need to plough and plant much larger fields soon if these people were going to stay. “Do you know how many left Ombra after your father died?”
There had been great uncertainty in the time after Cenric’s father, the last alderman of Ombra, had died, but before Cenric had returned. That unrest had invited relentless Valdari raids, which had made the situation worse. In that time, many people had fled south, into the lands newly emptied by the war for kingship.
“According to my aunt, it was at least a thousand.”
Brynn remembered that in the war, Ombra had been able to raise three thousand thanes to aid the cause of her uncle. Nearly half those men, including Cenric’s father and brothers, had never returned. This village could not support three hundred new people at the moment, but Ombra as a shire could. 
“What are you thinking?” Cenric leaned forward. 
“There are many considerations,” Brynn said, speaking deliberately. “Firstly, would they pay tribute to Ovrek?”
Cenric shook his head. “I doubt it. I gathered they were being sent into exile.”
Brynn nodded. “In that case, we must consider that Ovrek is using us to rid him of undesirables. That is not a good position for us if he ever decides to invade.”
“It isn’t,” Cenric agreed.
“Would they swear allegiance to Aelgar?” Brynn considered it for a moment then decided that they likely wouldn’t. “Would they at least swear allegiance to you and abide by the laws of Ombra?”
Cenric cast her a wan smile. “I can ask Jaako.”
“Is he married?”
“I think so. Brought his woman and child.”
“That is good.” Brynn noticed that men with families tended to be more willing to compromise. “Shall I go to see them tomorrow?”
“I don’t think so,” Cenric replied. “No.”
“You want my help. Is that not why you came straight here?”
Cenric’s mouth twitched into a smile. “I am dependent on your wisdom, it is true.” His face turned serious. “But I don’t like asking this of you right now.”
“Last time, I continued running the shire from my childbed.”
“Only because your first husband was a useless shit stain.”
“Cenric!”
He shrugged. “Nothing you ever say about him convinces me otherwise.”
“Unfortunately, he is also an alderman, and you need to practice speaking of him with respect in case you ever sit beside him at the Witan.” 
Cenric made a dismissive gesture. “I may fantasize of stomping his skull flat, but I can keep it to myself.”
Brynn narrowed her eyes at Cenric.
He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “Even if we move the Valdari onto the empty farms, we need to find a way to feed these people until planting season.”
Planting would begin in a month. It was both the briefest of time and the longest of time.
Brynn considered that. It was one thing for their own household to perhaps eat minimally for the next few weeks, but to care for so many would require everyone in the village and perhaps beyond to do the same. 
Could they ask that of their people? Many of them were barely making ends meet as it was. 
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I don’t know how to do this. But if they swear allegiance to my uncle, or even just to you, this could be a good thing. We have more land than we can work and it will be generations before the empty farms are inhabited, unless we find people to put in them.”
The trick would be keeping the Valdari newcomers from overtaking the shire and pushing them out. They were desperate now, but in a few years when they had their strength back and if more Valdari joined them…
A hundred considerations flickered into Brynn’s head. How to explain this to her uncle? What might he think of this?
Did these people speak Hyldish? That might create its own set of problems. Many in Ombra spoke Valdari and Brynn was learning, but it was slow going.
There was also the matter Cenric had mentioned several times. These people had already starved through winter, and they might not survive for another month.
Not to mention these people had been loyal to Jarl Egill. Egill had joined Tullia’s plot to burn Ovrek alive in his hall with dozens of people, including Brynn and Cenric, locked inside.
They might all be complicit in that plot. They probably helped polish armor and sharpen weapons that had been sent to Istra for that fateful clash.
Then again, had Egill shared his plans with any of them? It seemed the plot had caught Ovrek by surprise, so Egill must have kept it a well-guarded secret.
The world was a web of kin ties and blood bonds. Would Jaako seek vengeance for his kinsmen’s deaths? That would likely be sought against Ovrek, but who was to say he would not seek to vent his rage against Cenric and Brynn? One could never predict how a person might try to mete out their retribution.
Brynn had not even met these people yet and she was already thinking of a thousand ways that helping them might be the worst thing they could do. “We will have to inform my uncle, no matter what we do.”
Aelgar had spies in Ombra. Gaitha was one of them. She received a stipend of silver every few months in exchange for feeding Aelgar’s servants information. She gave Edric a third, and he passed it on to Cenric. This had been their arrangement since Aelgar’s people had approached her last spring.
They had learned through Gaitha that Aelgar was especially interested in news of Brynn. She would like to think it was because her uncle was concerned for her, but she was not so naïve.
Brynn and Aelgar were the last of a once-great bloodline. They would forever be threats to one another and the same would be true of their children. 
Little Alfie nestled against Brynn’s breast, half asleep, and innocent to how her birth complicated things. When she was grown, she would be the most sought-after bride in Hylden. As much as Brynn had wanted children with Cenric, as much as her marriage to him had been intended to remove her descendants from contenders to kingship, it was not enough.
Brynn’s thoughts wandered back to the displaced Valdari. Right now, they were a problem, but they didn’t have to stay that way.
Cenric and Brynn meant to protect their little family, but they would need help to do it. More than bodies for a shieldwall, they needed wealth and prosperity to have options. Crops, sheep, and cattle needed people to help maintain them. This might be an excellent thing, if they could keep these people alive for a few weeks until the last of the world thawed. 
And if they could earn the allegiance of these people after.
“What are you thinking, love?” Cenric asked.
“I am thinking this might be a blessing for us,” Brynn admitted. “If we can make it work.”
“That is a large if,” Cenric confessed. He exhaled, leaning back against his seat. “But this is a relief.”
“A relief?”
Cenric shrugged. “I thought you’d be upset. I’ve put a burden on our food stores.”
“I think fate did that,” Brynn replied. “It’s up to us to make the most of it.”
Cenric scratched at his beard, watching the flames for several long moments. “I suppose I will be taking Jaako hunting tomorrow.”
“Hunting?”
“It’s a good way to get to know a man,” Cenric said. “It’s also the only way I know to find extra meat this time of year.” 
All the expendable animals had been slaughtered in the autumn and those that were still alive would be needed for milking, wool, ploughing, or breeding. At the same time, the deer and wild fowl were still in the south.
“What is there to hunt?” 
“We’ll have to go to Hammer Cove.”
Hammer Cove was a sheltered inlet less than a day away. It was surrounded by thick marshes that made it almost inaccessible by land, but the narrow inlet was guarded by rocks on either side. Crushing waves could knock ships into the stones, breaking them apart like the blows of a hammer—which was where it got the name. 
“That’s dangerous,” Brynn protested.
“That’s why there will be meat there,” Cenric answered wryly. 
Brynn grimaced. 
“We’ve had calm seas these past days,” Cenric said. “And if the weather turns foul tomorrow, we won’t go.”
“I don’t like it,” Brynn said.
“Neither do I, but nor can I think of another way. Most of those people aren’t going to last a month. Some of the little ones might not last a week.” The crease between Cenric’s brows deepened. “Jaako better be grateful.”
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Cenric


When morning came and the sea god Llyr had not tossed a whale onto their beach, Cenric put his plan in motion. Morgi had not sent him any warnings, so he hoped he was making the right decision. 
There were other, less risky options, but none of them were certain. Cenric would have foraging parties enter the forest and others set traps for salmon, but they needed something that could be acquired quickly and in a large quantity. Cenric had no other ideas.
Brynn held fast to him as they parted, whispering a prayer of protection into his chest. Cenric kissed her and then bent to kiss Alfie’s squinting forehead. 
Cenric headed down to the village with Kalen and a band of thanes, just enough to row the ships. Snapper bounded along at his side, happy and carefree as always.
They found Jaako by a fire—lit outside the storehouse. The Valdari had boiled what looked to be seaweed with chunks of what might be salmon and were consuming it as a broth. 
Jaako crouched with several other huddled figures by the cookfire but straightened and came to meet Cenric. The young man looked no better than he had yesterday. Dark rings bruised half-moons under his sunken eyes.
Asking how he had slept, how his day went, or any of the other usual niceties seemed cruel. “Well-met,” Cenric said instead, leaning a hooked fishing spear against his shoulder. 
Friend! Snapper yipped, tail wagging. He trotted over to several children by the fire. Friends?
Snapper, be gentle, Cenric warned. Don’t frighten the pups.
Snapper be good, the dog sent back. Snapper friend! The dyrehund dropped onto his belly, creep-crawling toward a little girl huddled beside her mother—the same one from yesterday. Friends?
The child leaned toward Snapper, reaching out to pat behind his ears.
Good pets! Snapper crowed. Friend!
“Well-met, lord.” Jaako’s head twitched in what might have been intended as a bow, but his jaw was taut, his hands fisted at his sides. He was a warrior of a great family who had been reduced to begging and he must hate the world for doing this to him. “I am prepared to speak.”
“Excellent.” Cenric wouldn’t want pity in this situation, so he offered none. “Gather your best hunters and come meet us at the ships.”
Hunt? Snapper balked, ears straightening at that familiar word. He leapt up, attention immediately locked on Cenric. We hunt?
Soon, Cenric promised in the privacy of their minds. Be patient. 
Jaako blinked. “My best hunters, lord?”
“Only five or six besides yourself. We need to keep room in the ships for our prey.” Cenric could see Jaako thinking through his objections, trying to decide how this might be a trap.
Jaako eyed the group of hunters at Cenric’s back. 
Kalen flanked Cenric. Edric was to stay and look after the house and estate in Cenric’s absence. Five thanes trailed after them, the others having gone down to prepare the three ships they would be taking to Hammer Cove. 
Cenric could have taken just his people on this hunt, but Jaako and the others did not want charity. Giving them charity would only create resentment among both Cenric’s people and Jaako’s. Cenric would help them, but they needed to do something for themselves. 
“I thought we were going to talk,” Jaako said.
“We are,” Cenric promised. “I prefer to have something to do while I talk.”
Jaako looked over his shoulder to the throng of shivering people at his back. 
“Your people will be fine,” Cenric promised.
Both Cenric and Jaako knew if Cenric had wanted these people dead, he wouldn’t need to draw Jaako away to do it. Even the grown men were in no condition to fight. Cenric didn’t expect Jaako and his hunters to be much use, either, but again, the gesture was symbolic.
Jaako nodded, the muscles in his jaw standing out more for his leanness. “As you say, lord. I will gather them.”
Cenric waved Jaako off. “We will wait for you with the ships.” He didn’t want Jaako to feel he was being taken prisoner. “Bring any spears or clubs you have.”
Jaako frowned but nodded once again. He disappeared back into the storehouse, calling several names.
Jaako was a leader, whatever else he might be. He might be a useful sort, assuming he didn’t decide Cenric was his enemy. 
Snapper, let’s go, Cenric ordered silently.
Hunt! Snapper’s thoughts cried, tail wagging. Hunt, hunt, hunt!
Their ships had been stored in drydocks for the winter and the thanes had to push them into the water. They checked the hulls, the sails, and the body of the ships for signs of damage. One of them needed a patch for its sail, but all three were sea-worthy. 
Jaako joined them before long with several youths and a middle-aged man. He introduced them and Cenric ordered them to be distributed among the three ships. 
Jaako himself was to sail with Cenric in the Wolf Star. Cenric’s ship was a fine vessel and from Jaako’s slow appraisal of the ship, he noticed. They set off a little before noon, gliding out over the water. 
Once they left the inlet and made it to the sea, they raised the sails and let the wind carry them northward. Daven steered the ship with its rudder as the Wolf Star led the other two vessels along the coast.
Cenric stood near the prow and Jaako across from him, the rangy Valdari tense as the sail that snapped overhead. Snapper settled by Cenric’s feet, ears up and face bright in excitement. “I fought for Ovrek,” Cenric said, looking to Jaako. “I stopped your uncle from killing him and fought against Tullia in the battle.” They’d discussed this yesterday, but Cenric wanted to be clear.
“I know.” Jaako gritted out the words as if bracing himself for something painful.
Cenric studied the fishing spear in his own hand. “Are you planning to seek vengeance for your kinsmen?”
Jaako was quiet for a moment. A moment that went on for an uncomfortable length of time. “If I did, it would be against Ovrek. Not you.”
Cenric supposed that was fair enough. “I have no interest in being Ovrek’s enemy.”
“I wouldn’t recommend it, no,” was Jaako’s sardonic reply. “From personal experience.”
Yes, Cenric could imagine as much. “I am sworn to King Aelgar,” he said. “And anyone who dwells in my land must be sworn to me.”
“That is the way of things,” Jaako answered. He talked like a nobleman—parrying and blocking with his words, not agreeing, but not quite arguing, either. Brynn would like him. 
Cenric wouldn’t humiliate Jaako by asking if his people wanted to stay. Both men knew the Valdari had no better options. The farther south they went, the more hostile the Hyldish would become. And even if they could survive a journey across the eastern sea, the Kelethi Empire would be no kinder to impoverished outcasts.
“It is something to consider,” Cenric said vaguely.
“If a man were to swear to you,” Jaako emphasized the if, “what would he be swearing to?” Jaako and his people were on the brink of starvation, but he was still negotiating. He might be desperate, but he was wise enough not to grasp help blindly.
“I can always use thanes,” Cenric said. “Men to hold the farmsteads and fight when I call upon them. But they are also required to work the land. There are no thralls in Hylden, by order of the king, so they must either find hirelings or do the work themselves.”
Jaako went very quiet. He must either be pleasantly surprised by the offer or offended. 
Cenric waited, watching Jaako from the corner of his eye. The Valdari went very still. Was the man going to try attacking him?
Finally, Jaako spoke. “I can fight,” he said, the words coming out measured, deliberate. “But I am better at farming.”
An odd admission, especially for a jarl’s nephew. Regardless, best not to make promises just now.
“Will you be returning to Valdar?” Cenric asked.
“There’s nothing to return to,” Jaako said. In a lower tone, he added, “Ovrek made sure of that.”
Yes, the king of Valdar had a way of dealing with his enemies. Cenric thought again that he would very much prefer not to end up as one.
They made good time and came in sight of the cove before midday. The cove was easy to miss, a narrow passage in the rocks.
They circled the Wolf Star around, pulling up on the beach a few hundred paces north of the cove’s entrance. Though the cove’s entrance was wide enough to allow a ship through, the crashing waves would drive vessels up against the rocks unless their approach was timed perfectly.
While the need was great, Cenric preferred not to risk his life without cause. They ran their ships up onto the beach, the youths leaping ashore and lashing the ships to nearby rocks to use as anchors. The tide was going out and once it did, the passage would be less treacherous, but it would also make it more difficult to get the ships back into the water.
Snapper was the first to jump onto the sand, running up and down the beach, tail whipping. 
Cenric leapt ashore, fishing spear in one hand. Kalen followed, carrying a bundle of nets. 
Jaako stumbled down, swaying just a little. Cenric pretended not to notice.
“This way!” Cenric called. “Don’t forget the ropes.”
“We have them, lord,” Daven shouted back.
“Good. Then let’s be going.” Cenric appraised the sloping hill before them, steep and barren.
“What are we hunting here?” Jaako’s skepticism was raw, sharp.
“You’ll see.” Cenric looked over the gaggle of his thanes and the Valdari newcomers. “Move quickly. I want to be back before dark.”
Snapper trotted up to the edge of the hill, then back down. He paced in a short circle, whining. Slip, he complained. Slip, Cenric.
“Go on,” Cenric said out loud to the dog. “You can do it.”
Snapper attempted again, only to slide back down. Hunt! he protested. He was afraid Cenric would leave him behind.
“Come here.” Cenric crouched down. They hadn’t done this in some time, but Snapper was not so large as Thorn or Guin.
Snapper bounded over to Cenric, face lighting up in recognition. He leapt to perch on Cenric’s shoulder like an overgrown bird, braced by one arm.
Be still, Cenric ordered. No wiggling.
Then hunt? 
Then hunt, Cenric promised.
Hunt! Snapper went still, eyes focused ahead.
Using his spear as a walking stick, Cenric began the climb upwards. 
A few of the men stayed to watch the ships and the rest began the long trek up the hillside. The way was steep and rocks slid under their feet. 
Jaako and his men stumbled more than the others, but still Cenric pretended not to see. 
Halfway up, Cenric wondered if this had been a mistake. The hill was steep enough that a fall would take any unfortunate tumbling straight down.
Nonetheless, everyone reached the top alive, if out of breath. 
Snapper leapt off Cenric’s shoulder as soon as they reached even footing, pacing ahead with his nose to the ground for prey.
Cenric led the way onwards without stopping, hoping it wasn’t too late in the year for what they hunted.
The drop was almost invisible until they were right upon it. Cenric stopped at the edge, looking down on Hammer Cove.
Hammer Cove was a protected haven shielded by rocks on all sides with an expanse of sandy beaches before them. There were no trees, only a few stalks of intrepid marsh grass. It was inhabited by nothing but sea birds for most of the year, until winter.
From the first freeze to the first melt, this cove was alive with the howls and shrieks of the largest seal colony in the north. Hundreds of dark, speckled bodies covered the beach. Females with pale pups scattered the sand, interspersed by rocks and patches of marsh grass.
Snapper paused at the edge of the cliff, tail wagging. Snapper hunt! Good hunt!
Jaako came to stand beside Cenric, leaning on his own fishing spear. “What is this?”
“Meat,” Cenric answered, mentally thanking Morgi that the cove was still inhabited, though they were in the tail end of the breeding season.
Jaako looked over the expanse of seals, eyes glinting with hunger. 
“You have caused a problem for me, Jaako,” Cenric said.
Jaako’s gaze snapped back to Cenric, edged with suspicion. “Lord?”
“I have hundreds of extra mouths to feed, so something has to die.” Cenric took a rope from Kalen and held it out to the other man. 
Jaako hesitated for just a moment before taking it.
“And you’re going to help with the killing.” Cenric gestured to his people. “We’ll tie the ropes up here and use them to steady ourselves on the climb down. Kalen, Daven. See that group, there? We’ll use the nets to keep them from escaping into the water. Jaako, you and your men will circle around to finish them off.” 
Jaako’s expression went hard. “We can do that.”
“Good.” Cenric grinned. “It’s a steep climb down, so make sure you tie the ropes tight.”
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Snapper helped herd the seals, though he narrowly missed being bitten more than once. Hunt! he yipped. Snapper hunt!
The animals screamed and howled and fought, but they were no match for spears. A few of the adults fought back, hissing and flashing their teeth in an effort to protect the pups, but it was no use. The males had long since left the cove with the end of mating season, so the hunters lined the beach with the corpses of dark speckled females and their pale pups, stained dark with blood.
They gathered the bodies in nets, then had the men who waited above drag the carcasses up. 
The catch was not as plentiful as it might have been earlier in the winter, but they still filled two whole nets with meat. That was more than they’d had before.
Climbing out of the cove was somehow harder than scaling the hill and climbing down. By the time Cenric’s feet were once again on solid ground, his shoulders ached and his back strained. 
But they weren’t done yet. Next came the effort of carrying the seals back to the ships.
The men carried the laden nets four or six to a net, lugging the limp carcasses back toward the hill and the ships below. Dead weight was always heavier. 
At the edge of the steep incline, they stopped and lowered the nets with ropes as they had done to get them out of the cove in the first place. It was laborious, exhausting work.
Even with all the pains they took, the nets were dragged and scraped against the rocks on the way down. Dirt and blood caked the limp carcasses by the time they reached the bottom. The hides might not be much good once all was said and done, but the meat, fat, and organs of the seals would all be used. 
Finally, the nets with the bodies hit the sand. The thanes who had stayed with the boats rushed forward to begin loading.
One by one, the hunters began the descent back down the hill.
Snapper yipped happily, bounding ahead.
“Snapper!” Cenric dove forward, fearing the dog would slip and fall.
Snapper turned back, balanced easily on the slope of the hill, tail wagging.
“You scoundrel,” Cenric cursed.
The hill was not too steep for him. He must have just wanted to be carried. The extra soreness in Cenric’s left shoulder would seem to be for nothing.
Snapper woofed before trotting carefully down, watching his steps, but still leading the way back to the beach.
The other men trailed down in the dog’s wake. Soon it was just Cenric and Jaako left at the peak.
“After you.” Cenric jerked his chin toward the boats.
Jaako’s cheek ticked, doubtless wary of having a stranger with a spear at his back. Nonetheless, he carefully ventured toward the edge. He stumbled and Cenric caught his arm.
“Careful,” Cenric said wryly. “It’s a long way down.”
Jaako pulled his arm free. “What is the point of this?” 
“Would you rather have gone down face-first?”
Jaako shook his head, gesturing down to the nets filled with seals below. “Why all this effort?” 
“It’s a way to feed your people,” Cenric said. “At least for a few more weeks.”
Jaako’s gaze narrowed with suspicion. “Do you mean it?” 
“Are you calling me a liar, Jaako?” Cenric asked the question lightly, but Jaako seemed to catch the warning.
Jaako cleared his throat, looking away. “Why are you doing this?”
Because your daughter’s feet were cold, Cenric thought to himself. Because I’m a sentimental fool. 
Jaako pressed him. “Why not turn us out or chase us off your lands?” That must have been the reception Jaako had expected. The thread of hope that had brought him to Ombra’s harbors had been thin indeed. “Why are you helping us?”
There was no explanation that would make sense to Jaako. There wasn’t even one that made full sense to Cenric. “Just don’t make me regret it.”
Jaako shook his head. “I don’t know what to make of you, alderman.”
Down on the beach, Snapper had reached the sand. He trotted back and forth, watching as the men loaded the seal carcasses into the ships.
“Let’s be heading home,” Cenric said. “I want to see my wife.” 
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5
Brynn


The days of Mud Month passed slowly and quickly at the same time. Like Cenric, Gaitha refused to let Brynn resume her usual work. Esa was sent to heal ailments in the village and it was weeks before Brynn returned to overseeing the household. 
From what she’d heard, the Valdari newcomers kept to themselves and caused no trouble. Like everyone else, they were waiting out the slog of early spring.
Beside the hearth, Brynn oversaw spinning thread and weaving. Cenric had declared his intention to build her a separate weaving house like the great estates on Valdar, but for now, she and the household did their weaving and spinning beside the central fire of the longhouse.
Lena worked with her head down, her skillful fingers flying over the spindle and whorl. Whatever else she might be or not be, she was a good spinner. Several of the other house girls joined her while the youngest girls worked to gather the thread into skeins that would be used for weaving.
Alfie nestled against Brynn’s chest, finally asleep. Brynn’s son had been a gentle soul from birth, content and easily appeased. Alfie was not. She was greedy for milk, for Brynn’s caresses, for her nappies to be tied just so. Mere weeks in the world and already she made demands from it.
It might be too early to know what her personality might be, but Brynn couldn’t help but think of her daughter as a wild thing already.
Guin lay at Brynn’s feet, gnawing a knuckle bone from last winter’s stores. Her teeth scraped loudly, crunching and clacking.
Thorn rested beside the central hearth, head between his front paws, his one eye closed.
Gaitha marched this way and that, flour smudging her face and hair beginning to escape its kerchief. Even in early spring, there was work to be done in the household and Brynn suspected that Cenric, Gaitha, and Esa conspired to keep her from doing it herself.
Guin’s gnawing stopped. The young dyrehund lifted her head toward the door and a moment later, Thorn followed suit.
Voices rose from the yard outside the longhouse. Someone shouted and several others tried to shush the speaker.
Brynn could sense several figures outside, but from this distance and through the walls of the house, it was hard to know more. 
The door opened, revealing Gannon, one of the household boys. He bowed awkwardly, glancing to Brynn. “Forgive me, Lady Brynn, but there’s a man at the gates. Says he has a message.”
“Did he bother to say who from?” Gaitha demanded. “Would seem to be an important detail, yes?” 
Gannon swallowed. “The king, lady.”
Brynn’s veins spiked with cold at that. “If the thanes at the gate see fit, they can show him in.”
Gannon bowed, backing out into the cold once again. 
Guin rose up onto her haunches, sitting at alert. Thorn did the same, head cocked toward the door.
Brynn did her best to appear calm even as her thoughts whirred. Why would the king send a messenger in Mud Month? She had sent a message south of Alfie’s birth just a few days after. Brynn had hoped that news of a girl would ease her uncle’s mind. Judging by how long the message would have taken to arrive this time of year, her uncle must have sent his response almost immediately.
Surely, the birth of a grand-niece was not sufficient grounds to send a messenger with such haste. 
The door opened, revealing one of the younger, unmarried thanes with a damp cloak, herding in a waterlogged young man. The thane gestured the young man inside before shutting the door after him.
The youth jumped at the loud thump, glancing over his shoulder. He peered up at the rafters of the longhouse, eyes wide as if he had stumbled into a fever dream.
Thorn let off a rumbling growl, as he did with most strangers.
“Thorn,” Brynn beckoned the old dyrehund to her side. 
The patriarch padded over to Brynn, sniffing at Alfie briefly before returning his attention to the messenger.
Guin remained sitting, her attention fixed on the boy like she wanted to gnaw his bones next.
The youth cleared his throat, eyeing the large dogs like he feared they might attack. If he angered them, they might. 
“You bring a message?” Gaitha was not one to be patient, particularly with unexpected strangers.
The messenger fumbled to remove his cap, clutching it in both hands like it might protect him from this fierce, freckled woman. “From my lord King Aelgar.” 
The weight of dread in Brynn’s belly sank deeper. It was odd timing. “You may approach,” Brynn bid him.
“You are Lady Brynn?” the messenger’s brow puckered in confusion as his gaze fell to her.
“I am.” Brynn had the impression she was not what the youth had expected, in an unadorned wool dress with a baby in her arms, surrounded by women at work. Not to mention the two unusually large dyrehunds at her feet, watching the boy as if they wanted to eat him.
Nonetheless, the boy recovered quickly. “I am Comyn,” said the messenger, bowing to Brynn. He went all the way to his knees, greeting her as was appropriate for a king’s daughter. “I come from King Aelgar bearing a message.”
“We’ve heard that three times now,” Gaitha muttered.
Brynn ignored Gaitha but did not immediately respond to the boy. “Can you offer his surety?”
Comyn presented a ring, which Esa took, handing it to Brynn. Brynn inspected the ring—gold and impressed with her uncle's initials. It was not the sort of thing likely to be impersonated—it would be an incredibly expensive forgery if it was.
“Well-met,” Brynn said, handing the ring back to Esa who handed it to Comyn. “I fear my husband is at work in the fields, but if you wait until this evening, he should be joining us in the next few hours.”
“Forgive me,” Comyn said, “but the message is for you, lady. Not your lord.”
“Me?” Brynn managed to hide her reaction to that, but it did startle her. She married Cenric a year and a half ago and in that time, her uncle had not once sent her a message directly. He sent letters to Cenric that included instructions to pass along greetings and questions after her health, the usual niceties. 
Brynn and Aelgar shared a singular connection—they were the last two scions of a once-great dynasty. There was an unspoken understanding that if Brynn had been born a man, Aelgar would be kneeling to her instead of the other way around. If she were to have her own son, she might still be his greatest rival. At the same time, Brynn had fought and bled to give Aelgar the kingship. Her sister had given her life.
A web of duty, resentment, and stunted affection tangled between them. Brynn did not fully trust or understand her uncle, but she had the impression it was the same for him. 
Comyn looked about the longhouse, shifting awkwardly. 
Brynn straightened. “Surely, you have seen a house before, Comyn?”
The young man ducked his head as if abashed. “Of course, lady. It’s just that…” He glanced right and left as if looking for someone, then settled on her once again, seemingly underwhelmed.
Brynn had met many boys like Comyn in her time in the central kingdom. They grew up with an inflated sense of the importance of the people they served, and their own importance by extension. 
Comyn had probably leapt at the opportunity to carry a message to the king’s niece, not realizing how far she had fled from her inheritance.
Brynn was hardly living in squalor. This was a great house by northern standards and a grand estate by Valdari standards. Nonetheless, it was a far cry from the splendor of Ungamot or the stone fortresses of Glasney and Orland.
“Do you wish to deliver your message?” Brynn did her best not to sound impatient.
“Oh, yes.” Comyn cleared his throat. “Your uncle the king sends his greetings.” 
Brynn offered a tight smile. “He sent a boy out in the wilds of Mud Month for his greetings?”
“No, yes, I mean—” Comyn cleared his throat again. “The king sends this.” Comyn extended a folded roll of vellum. 
Esa stepped into his path, one hand outstretched.
Comyn shrank back a little from her, probably in the face of a glare.
Esa took the scroll and carried it the last few steps to Brynn. Like Gaitha, she had become increasingly protective.
Brynn took the tube, cracking the wax seal at one end, sealed against the rain and mud. She took her time, unrolling it carefully.
No doubt, Comyn would report every detail of her reaction.  
Brynn tilted it into the firelight as her gaze slid over the careful script inside. The words were penned in the neat, slanted letters of a scribe, though her uncle had signed his name at the end. 
Greetings and good health to my most favored kinswoman, Brynn of the Istovari, daughter of my dearest brother, and kindred of my heart.
Brynn resisted a frown at that. Most favored? Then again, perhaps neither of them had enough relatives for there to be any true competition. 
I was overjoyed by the news of your daughter’s safe arrival this past winter.
Alfie had been born at the tail end of winter, early spring, but Brynn supposed that was close enough.
It is the most heartfelt wish of myself and my lady wife that you both remain in good health and good spirits. Word of Ombra’s growing prosperity has reached us and we are most pleased by your efforts.
Brynn paused, re-reading that last sentence. Her uncle seemed to be giving her credit for Ombra’s prosperity this past year? She had done a great deal, but most of it had been alongside Cenric. Her husband listened to her advice, but he worked as hard as she did. Writing to her instead of her husband was conspicuous enough but praising her without crediting Cenric was close to alarming.
Ombra’s prosperity has far surpassed what I expected, what even your neighbors to the south expected. Alderman Leofstan has long been the second most northern shire, but he may have to grow accustomed to being the least wealthy. Accept the accompanying chalice from my servants as a token of my affection.
The letter went on to explain how Aelgar had commissioned the chalice from a silver worker in Ungamot. It was decorated with moonstones and topaz, meant for presenting offerings to Eponine, Brynn’s patron goddess. There was also a silver bowl engraved with psalms for Lumë—Brynn suspected the latter might be from her aunt. At the very end, Aelgar repeated his congratulations and his joy that his brother’s legacy continued—he said legacy, not bloodline, which was probably a deliberate choice.  At the very end, the letter was signed.
Aelgar, son of Aelmar, King of the Hyldish 
Brynn ran her thumb over her uncle’s name and title, written in a different script than the rest. This letter would have been dictated and then her uncle would have signed it at the end.   
Nothing about the letter sat well with her mind, but she could not quite place it. There was no overt chastisement or rebuke in it. At first glance, the words seemed nothing more than a doting uncle delighted by the birth of his grand-niece.
Aelgar was not criticizing the presence of the Valdari. He hadn’t even mentioned them, though he had to have known about them by the time he sent the message.
What are you trying to tell me, uncle? Brynn chewed her lip, thinking.
She lowered the letter. “Thank you, Comyn. You must be tired from the long journey.”
The boy cleared his throat, chest puffing out once again. “Nothing too difficult, lady.”
“Did you come by horse?”
“Yes, lady. My guards and I. They have the king’s gifts for you, if you would have me fetch them.”
Guards? Brynn tried not to grimace at the thought of feeding yet more extra mouths. “The house boys will show you where to stable your horses. You may present the king’s gifts to me tonight at supper.”
“Supper, lady?” Comyn seemed taken aback.
Brynn gestured to the women still at work spinning and winding thread. “Unless you would like to join us?”
Comyn allowed himself to be dismissed with a few more sputters and backing away with a bow.
Thorn made a huffing sound the moment the boy was out of sight. He paced back and forth several times before settling once again.
Guin flopped over with little aplomb, teeth scraping at the bone beside the hearth as if nothing had happened.
Brynn rolled her uncle’s letter and tucked it into the pouch at her waist.
“Is everything well?” Gaitha asked, casting Brynn a significant look. 
“It should be.” Brynn donned her best smile. 
She resumed the work of overseeing. Her hands were full with infant, but she could make sure the girls kept steady tension on the thread to avoid lumps in the fibers and keep them from dallying as youths were wont to do. 
Gaitha and the others began mixing flour and water for tonight’s bread cakes.
All the while, the letter nagged at Brynn. Aelgar’s mind was his greatest asset. He had learned quickly that his body would never cooperate with his dreams of being a great thane, so he had set to becoming a great thinker. He was brilliant—a boy who dazzled visitors to his father and then his brother’s household.
If things had gone differently, Aelgar might have been sent to one of the monasteries of the south. He would have thrived in a temple to Akira, god of knowledge. 
As it was, Aelgar had been hidden away until his father—Brynn’s grandfather—realized Aelgar impressed southern visitors with his quick wit, mastery of languages, and knowledge of foreign philosophers. That mind was what allowed Aelgar to rule a kingdom of warlords and fighting men despite the fact he could barely cross his own hall without gasping for breath. 
When Brynn’s first child was born, Aelgar sent her a silver arm ring studded with moonstones. However, there had been no letter to accompany that, only a messenger instructed to pass on the king’s goodwill.
Brynn was now lady of the poorest and most remote shire in the kingdom. Despite holding massive sway within Cenric’s lands, it was much like being queen of a molehill. It was the largest if one went by the hydes of land within its boundaries, but it boasted the fewest people. 
And she had just borne a daughter. 
Aelgar had less reason to pay her mind these days, not more. Something was wrong. Not just with the attention, but the words themselves. 
As the sun began to sink toward the western horizon, the household came alive with activity—girls chopping, mixing, stirring, and boiling for the night’s meal.
It would be lean eating tonight and for several weeks yet. There was some seal meat as well as early spring tubers and leeks. A few of the cows had given birth and that meant butter with the hearty oatcakes, something they were all looking forward to.
For now, the fields needed to be tilled before the last of the planting was done. Every able-bodied man in the shire would be taking part in it. Cenric had put even the Valdari men to work in the fields, ploughing alongside the Ombrans. 
Brynn had not yet ventured down into the village below the hill, but she was sure there was still unease. How could there not be?
Brynn’s mind wandered back to her uncle’s letter.
Why had Aelgar not mentioned the Valdari? Not even alluded to them, for that matter? 
Brynn studied her uncle’s words, mulling them over, chewing them. Aelgar might have feared this letter would be intercepted. In that case, he would have left it intentionally vague, but that realization was no less frustrating.
“Lady.”
Brynn looked up at Lena’s voice. “Yes, child?”
“Lord Cenric and the others have been spotted.” Lena didn’t make eye contact, head angled down as it usually was.
“Good.” Brynn noticed Lena’s eyes dart across the script etched on the vellum. “Can you decipher runes, Lena?”
Lena shook her head, eyes firmly fixed on the floor.
“I shall have to teach you.” 
Lena swallowed. “As you wish, lady.”
Brynn stuffed down her frustration. She had a new baby, several hundred exiles washed up from Valdar, and now a cryptic, alarming letter from her king to deal with. She often felt as if she was failing Lena, but she did not know how.
Lena had yet to master even the most basic spells. Her demeanor and bearing had not changed since she had come with them from Valdar last summer.
Brynn had tried having Esa teach Lena but Esa was not ready to teach. Esa grew frustrated too easily, especially when Lena seemed unable to grasp any mastery of magic at all. Brynn suspected that Lena was simply not trying. 
“There are no thralls in Hylden, Lena,” Brynn said, repeating what she’d tried to explain to the girl many times over. “You are free here. I do not own you nor does anyone else.”
“But I am your servant.” 
“That is not the same thing,” Brynn said. “You are my ward. It is my duty to protect you, provide for you, and see to your education.”
“I am your responsibility?”
“Yes,” Brynn said, hoping that she was onto the truth.
“But I serve you,” Lena added.
“Yes, but you are free to leave me at any time.”
“I cannot leave,” Lena said. “I have nowhere to go.”
“I can send you to one of the southern Havens, if you wish,” Brynn offered, at her wit’s end. “You might be able to find your mother’s family.”
“You would send me away?” Lena stiffened, her head finally coming up.
“Only if you want to,” Brynn quickly interjected. “What do you want?”
Lena exhaled a little, almost like she was relieved. At least she didn’t seem to want to go. “I wish to stay with you, lady. If it pleases you.”
While Brynn was happy to hear that, it only mystified her that much more. Why would Lena act like a hunted stoat if she was happy here?
“Is there anything else I might do for you?” Lena glanced to the side, almost like she was hoping for ideas at that moment. 
Lena said she understood that she was free now, but she did not show it. Did she think Brynn was lying? She was the perfect servant as long as Brynn didn’t ask her to use her magic. 
“That will be all. See if Gaitha needs help with anything.”
Lena dropped into a bow before turning to find the tall, commanding woman.
Brynn returned her attention to the letter before her. 
“Lady?” Esa’s voice drew Brynn’s attention from the missive once again.
“Yes?” Brynn forced a smile, despite the frustration simmering deep in her chest.
“Where should we put the king’s messengers for the night?” 
Brynn glanced past her ward to the messenger, already seated at the table with a mug of ale. He had come with two guards close to his age, young men who had been kept waiting outside while he had delivered his message the first time. “They can bed down with the house boys for a few nights.” 
Back in Ungamot, they would be roughly equals to the youths of the household. This might not be the comfort of Ungamot, but it was an improvement upon the hard ground they would have been sleeping on for the past fortnight or so.
“I don’t think that boy Comyn will like it,” Esa muttered. 
Brynn didn’t particularly care what Comyn liked. “He will survive.”
Esa smirked a little. “As you say, lady.”
Brynn watched the hearth, doing calculations in her head. Travel from Ungamot to Ombra this time of year on horseback would require at least a fortnight of hard riding.
Aelgar must have commissioned his gifts far in advance, around last autumn, before Alfie was born. Even if it took a fortnight for news to travel in his direction—and Brynn suspected her uncle had ways of learning things much faster—Aelgar had to know that Ombra was now home to more than three hundred Valdari exiles.
So why had he not mentioned them? He had sent those boys riding hundreds of miles to deliver his praises and nothing more? Why only three? He could have sent a ship which would have been much faster.
Perhaps it was a courtesy. If he had sent a ship, that would require at least ten men, which would have been more mouths to feed during the lean months.
Brynn needed to decipher that message and soon.

      [image: ]Cenric held Alfie as they made the most of watery stew and butter over meager oatcakes. Cradling Alfie in one arm and eating with the other, Cenric spoke to Aelgar’s messenger through most of the meal. On his other side, Edric joined in. The two of them harried the young man with questions for the better part of an hour.
Was the king in good health? The king’s health—that was always the first question anyone asked. In the reign of Brynn’s father, people had asked the question mildly, like they hadn’t cared about the answer. With Aelgar, people asked after his health the way they might ask after a pregnant woman with a ripe belly. 
But instead of new life, people expected death.
Whatever ailed Aelgar, the sorceresses had helped, but they had not cured him. Nor had anyone parsed out the nature of Aelgar’s malady. Perhaps they would never know, but he had lived this long. He might live for another ten years, twenty, or he might be dead within the month.
Some said that Aelgar clung to life through sheer force of will. If that was true, Brynn had to believe that her uncle had the strongest will the kingdom had ever seen.
According to Comyn, the winter had been hard on the king, but winters always were. Aelgar was recovering as the air warmed.
Once Cenric and Edric had satisfied themselves asking after Aelgar, they moved on to questions about the latest news. What feuds, alliances, and deaths had taken place since last summer.
Every so often, Alfie fussed and Cenric would shift her, rocking and shushing her until she settled. Brynn ached to take her baby back just to touch her again, but Cenric seemed happy and Alfie stared up at him, transfixed. 
She’s going to adore him, Brynn thought to herself.
Comyn kept glancing to Alfie, then to Brynn, as if confused. He’d probably never been interrogated by an alderman holding an infant. Nonetheless, he answered Cenric and Edric’s questions.
What of the southern shires? Who was trading with who? What of the clans to the south of Hylden?
“The warlord Wilfred has petitioned the king,” Comyn said.
“Wilfred?” Brynn had only been half-listening up to now. “Son of Winfric?” 
Cenric took note of Brynn’s interest, turning back to Comyn. “Well?”
Comyn’s chest puffed out just a little as he caught their attention. “The same.”
Winfric was the atheling who had challenged Aelgar for the kingship after Brynn’s father had died. He was the reason Brynn’s sister was dead and had very nearly become king of Hylden. Winfric himself had been killed, but it seemed she was not so lucky with regards to his son.
A chill went through Brynn. “He’s alive?” 
“More than alive.” The edges of a smug grin curled Comyn’s mouth. “He’s been leading a war band in the south. Got rich fighting in the clan wars down by Mynadra.”
Brynn’s whole body went very still.
Wilfred, son of Winfric. His father had been an atheling, the descendant of a king who was eligible to become king, which meant Wilfred was, too.
She’d heard he became a sellsword and nothing since. She assumed he was dead in an unmarked grave somewhere in the southern continent. Winfric had sent Eormenulf’s firstborn to an unmarked grave and Brynn had assumed, perhaps hoped, his son had met the same fate. 
Cenric rested a hand on her shoulder. “Love?”
Brynn realized she had been staring past Comyn. She forced a smile. “I’m well.” 
Cenric searched her face, concern creasing his own.
“What’s he petitioned the king for?” Edric asked the question in a low growl, watching Brynn and Cenric. He must sense something was wrong.
If Comyn noticed Brynn’s distress, he didn’t acknowledge it. “He wishes to settle in the marcher lands with his people.”
“His people?” Brynn cast a hard look to Comyn. “What people?”
“His men and their families. He’s married and has children now, too.”
“Children?” Brynn felt the world shifting at those words.
“Two sons, from what people were saying.” Comyn was definitely enjoying his moment of importance.
Brynn should not have been surprised to hear this. Wilfred was her same age which would make him around twenty-five. 
After her sister had died, Brynn had been lost in the woods around the Cerin for days. When she had finally been found by Aelgar’s thanes, her mother had appeared, frantic. Selene had heard of the defeat and feared she’d lost both daughters in the battle. Once she was sure Brynn had survived, she turned to making the most of the situation as she always had.
“If Winfric wins, we might be able to salvage this,” Selene had said. “He has a son your age.” Selene had nodded as if the idea was just then occurring to her. “We may be able to convince Winfric to take you for his son.”
“I don’t want his son!” Brynn screamed. “He killed Aelfwynn. I want him dead. I want them all dead!”
Brynn had been a grieving, rage-filled child. She had meant every word. 
As the years passed, her wrath had wrung her out. She’d thought she’d let it go, but now it reared its head again.
Where was the justice in this? Winfric had murdered her sister. He might have died, but now his son was thriving from the sound of it. Not only that, but Winfric had two grandsons—grandsons who might carry his dream into yet another generation. 
Grandsons who would doubtless be raised on tales of how their grandsire had almost taken the kingship of Hylden. What was to say that in ten, twenty years, they might not try to do the same?
Brynn glanced at her daughter, currently staring with wide-eyed innocence at Cenric. Winfric’s family had already taken one Aelfwynn from her.
Her chest tightened and wrenched. It was irrational. Wilfred was hundreds of leagues away. He had petitioned Aelgar, so even if he was planning an eventual war, it would not be now.
“He requested the king take his eldest son as a foster,” Comyn said. “The king’s advisors are urging him to accept.”
Those words dragged Brynn out of her panicked spiral. 
“Foster?” Brynn tried to see how that might be a trick but couldn’t. If Wilfred was willing to place his eldest son in Aelgar’s care, that was as strong a sign of goodwill as she could imagine.
Unless Wilfred was an utter monster who would sacrifice his own son. That could also be possible.
“It seems Wilfred does wish to make peace.” Comyn shrugged. “He says that his years abroad made him miss home. He asks to settle the marcher lands and guard it for the king.”
Brynn could see that this might be a trick, but Wilfred might be genuinely tired of war. If he had been a mercenary this entire time, he would have had more than ten years of near-constant battle. He likely had old wounds and plenty of scars. That was longer than most mercenaries lasted. It was possible he genuinely wanted respite.
Alfie stirred, face creasing in concentration as she stared up at Cenric. Brynn recognized that face. Alfie was eating ceaselessly these days and everything that went in had to come back out again.
“How many men does he have?” Cenric had not taken his attention off Comyn.
Comyn cocked his head, brows raised as if he was thinking hard to recall. “His missive said five hundred.”
Five hundred men was an army. Perhaps not a large army and nothing to what Glasney, Orland, or some of the larger shires could muster. It was still an army.
Brynn tried to still her racing thoughts. Wilfred was on the other side of the kingdom. Even if he did decide to invade Hylden, he would need to cross every shire between here and there. He would likely strike Aelgar first if that was his intention. 
Perhaps Wilfred had forgotten she existed. Brynn had done her best these past years to make herself as insignificant as possible. 
Alfie let off a small mewling sound.
Brynn looked over and the baby’s face knotted in distress as she let off the first cry, writhing like a little bug.
Cenric bounced Alfie gently, his attention shifting back down to her. 
“Here.” Brynn stood, reaching to take her from Cenric. “I think she needs to be cleaned.”
“I will…” Cenric’s gaze fell on Comyn. “I will join you shortly.” 
Brynn scooped her baby up, nestling Alfie against her once again. “Just a moment, sweetling.” 
Guin and Thorn trotted after her like twin shadows. 
As Brynn walked away, she heard Comyn behind her. “Do you not have a nurse?”
Brynn didn’t hear Cenric’s answer as she shut the door after herself and the dogs. 
She probably should find a nurse. She’d had one for her first baby and with the amount of work Brynn would have soon, she needed the help.
There were several women in the village who were nursing and could potentially be employed. If not them, there were women on the farms.
But Brynn didn’t want to ask any of them to work for her during the lean months when they would be hard-pressed to nurse their own children, much less an extra baby. 
Seva, youngest of the house girls, sat inside the bedroom beside the fire, watching the flames. Every fire needed to be watched at all times. “Lady?”
“Can you spread a blanket on the floor?”
Seva hopped to obey, spreading a blanket in front of the hearth.
“Thank you, Seva. You may get your supper. I’ll be here for a while.”
With a bow and murmured thanks, Seva slipped out into the main part of the house.
Brynn fell into the methodical motions of tending her baby, letting her mind focus on that for the moment. Alfie squalled as Brynn wiped her clean with damp cloths, making Thorn whine at her distress. Swaddling Alfie in a clean nappy, Brynn murmured soothing endearments as she sat on the floor and settled the baby at her breast. 
As much as it galled her to think that Wilfred might be allowed even the marcher lands, her uncle was no fool. Aelgar had not survived this long by being gullible or easily manipulated. If he accepted Wilfred settling in the disputed territories, there had to be a reason.
The door creaked.
Brynn looked up as Cenric slipped in, Snapper bounding in ahead of him. She offered a slight smile. “How are our guests?”
Cenric waved dismissively. “The boy knows gossip, mostly. Edric will handle the rest.”
Snapper hopped over to Thorn, affectionately licking the socket of the older dog’s missing eye. Thorn ignored him, so Snapper bounded over to Guin.
The large female stared down at him from the height of the bed, head cocked as if daring him to jump up and disturb her. Snapper wagged his tail, then hopped around the room, stopping to sniff at the bucket of soiled rags.
Cenric’s attention drifted down to Alfie latched onto Brynn’s breast. “Do you need anything?” He glanced back toward the door. “Should I fetch one of the girls?”
“I don’t think so,” Brynn said. “Let them be for now. It was a hard day’s work.”
Cenric let off a long sigh. “That it was.” He came to the rug and eased down on the floor beside her, leaning against the foot of the bed. 
Brynn adjusted Alfie. She brushed a copper ringlet back from Alfie’s cheek. When her hair grew longer, it would likely straighten into waves like Cenric’s, but for now, she had a head of soft red curls.
“You’re a good mother,” Cenric said.
Brynn turned, surprised at the words.
Cenric stroked a finger along the underside of her jaw. “You look after our daughter so well.”
Brynn’s throat seemed suddenly tight, and she wasn’t sure why. “Thank you.”
Cenric leaned over to press a kiss on her temple. He rested his forehead against her veiled hair. “I love you both so much, there are times I think my chest will burst.”
Brynn let off a little laugh at that. “I love you, too.” She looked down to Alfie, whose eyelids were beginning to droop. “I am sure Alfie will say the same as soon as she learns to talk.”
Cenric rested a hand over Alfie, patting her back ever so gently. “It’s the thought that counts, fireling.”
“Fireling?” Brynn had not heard him use that nickname before.
Cenric shrugged. “She has fiery hair.”
Brynn had no argument for that. 
“Do we need to find a nurse, love?” Cenric broached the topic carefully, like he feared each word might be a violation. “I haven’t said anything because I supposed it was your business, but I wanted to ask.” 
Brynn’s chest tightened and it took a moment for her to sort out why. She appreciated Cenric’s concern. She also didn’t want to give Alfie to anyone else. 
“I have considered it,” Brynn said. She exhaled, the truth rising up from the back of her mind. “I probably should,” she finally admitted. “I have too much to do and there is only one of me.”
Cenric was quiet, waiting. When she didn’t continue, he added, “I am sure Gaitha could assist with the arrangements.”
“She could,” Brynn begrudgingly agreed.
When she once again fell silent, Cenric pressed her. “Do you…do you want to nurse her yourself?”
“No,” Brynn said. “At least not just that.” 
“Love, I know there are things about childbearing that I’m never going to understand, but I want to help you—or find someone who can.” Cenric shifted closer to her. “Brynn?”
Brynn blinked and tears slid down her face, startling her.
“What’s wrong?” Cenric touched her shoulder.
“I…” Brynn hesitated. “I just want to touch her.”
“Touch?” Cenric listened carefully.
“I want to feel her breathing.” The words came out ragged, little more than a whisper. Tears followed, plopping on top of Alfie’s blankets. 
Cenric rested a hand on Brynn’s back. “Love…” He spoke softly, lowering his head so that they were cheek to cheek. “Is this about Osbeorn?”
At the name of her first baby, something tumbled into place. Brynn hadn’t thought about it that way, but now that Cenric said it, a sob ripped out of her. She doubled over Alfie, tears streaming. 
Cenric wrapped his arm around her, pulling her against his side. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry.” He petted and stroked her arm, careful not to jostle her or crush Alfie. 
“I left him for the night,” Brynn whispered, fighting to get herself under control. “I thought he was perfectly safe, and when I came back…”
Osbeorn had been thrown over the walls of his father’s fortress. He had died at barely a year old, wearing the little tunic she had embroidered for him. Her mother had told her not to bother, babies always outgrew their clothes too quickly for it to matter, but Brynn had done it anyway. 
She’d come home to a ravaged fortress, panic surging up her throat. When she’d finally found him, the servants had tried to stop her. They’d tried to warn her, but she’d clawed them aside to see.
Osbeorn had been there in front of her, but not breathing. He had looked perfect from where she stood, like he still could breathe, but he was dead.
The wound of losing him had healed, but now the scar had ripped open and fear bled out of it. Brynn carried Alfie with her all day long and yet even that seemed not to be enough. Terror gnawed at the back of her mind—what if something happened and she wasn’t there? 
Brynn hadn’t been there for Osbeorn. 
She drew in a ragged breath, blinking quickly as she watched Alfie. Her daughter nursed quietly, tiny hands kneading at Brynn’s breast. The baby was falling asleep, large eyes drifting closed.
“What happened that night wasn’t your fault.” Cenric spoke in a tone that brooked no argument. “You did everything right.”
“But it wasn’t enough,” Brynn rasped.
“Wife, you’re an incredible creature, but you can’t control everything.”
From the bed, Guin let off a sound that might have been a bark.
“I still think you’re a good mother,” Cenric whispered into her ear. “And for what it’s worth, you were a good mother to Osbeorn, too.” 
Brynn tried to speak, but all that came out was a wordless scoff.
Cenric was undeterred. “I wasn’t there,” he admitted. “But I know you and I know you cared for him better than anyone else could have. That little boy was more loved in a year than most people are in a lifetime.”
Another sob broke out of Brynn—grief, fear, and lingering guilt at war with her husband’s words. She leaned against him, weeping onto his shoulder and doing her best not to disturb Alfie.
Cenric kept his arm wrapped around her and shifted slightly behind her so he could pull her back against his chest. Holding her, he kissed her neck and ran his fingers along her arm. He held her until her tears stopped and she relaxed against him. 
Shifting, Brynn rearranged her limbs so she could sit more comfortably. “She’s already asleep.”
Alfie lay with one hand fisted against her chest, mouth parted slightly with a bit of drool at the corner of her mouth. 
Cenric smiled down at their baby. “She looks like a little drunk.”
Brynn choked a laugh. “A little, doesn’t she?”
Cenric stroked Brynn’s arm. He said nothing for a long space of heartbeats. 
Brynn exhaled a long breath. There was still a weight on her shoulders, but it seemed less heavy now. “Thank you.”
Cenric kissed her. It was the softest meeting of their lips, a kiss that asked for nothing and offered everything.
Brynn closed her eyes, resting her forehead against his. “If Wilfred ever tries to make a claim for kingship, he will want her dead,” Brynn whispered, that fear digging icy claws into her chest. “She’s a descendant of Eormenulf.”
“Wilfred can want her dead until his brains bleed out his eyes,” Cenric said. “But we’re not going to let it happen.” He searched Brynn’s face, his arm tight around her waist. “We’re going to protect her. Edric, Olfirth, your sorceresses, my thanes, and the people of this shire will protect her.” Cenric glanced over to the large dog by the fireplace. “And, of course, Thorn.”
At his name, the old dog’s ears pricked.
Brynn rolled her eyes. “Well, so long as she has Thorn.”
“Exactly.” Cenric pecked a kiss on the tip of Brynn’s nose. “And more than that, we’re going to raise her to be so clever and fierce that she’ll be more than a match for Wilfred and any sons he’s spawned by then.”
Brynn wanted to believe it. She needed to believe it. She didn’t think she could survive a lifetime of this cloying fear, certainly not if they had more children and this fear multiplied. “What if Aelgar tries to force her to marry his son? What if he wants to use her?”
“No one is forcing her to do anything.” Cenric said it flatly, without room for argument, as if defying the will of their king was nothing. 
It hung unspoken between them, but Brynn and Cenric did not have to serve Aelgar. Ovrek of Valdar had made it clear he needed their allegiance if he was ever to invade Hylden.
If Aelgar ever made Cenric choose between his daughter and his king…well, Brynn already had the answer. 
“I have you, Brynn,” Cenric whispered. “I have you both.” He nuzzled her hair. “You’re a good mother,” he repeated. “You’re a good wife, too.” 
Brynn closed her eyes, focusing on the feel of Alfie dozing in her arms and Cenric’s warmth curled around her. They were safe. They were all alive and healthy and nothing was going to change that. They were safe.
“I should put her in her cradle.” Brynn’s arms were starting to go numb, and she had to imagine Cenric was growing uncomfortable on the floor. 
“Here.” Cenric held out his hand so Brynn could steady herself as she stood, holding Alfie in one arm. 
Brynn laid Alfie in her cradle, making sure nothing was near her face. Alfie lay quiet and oblivious, perfectly at ease. 
Had Brynn ever been so at peace? Had there ever been a time she had been so accepted and welcomed just for existing?
Cenric rested a hand on the small of Brynn’s back. Standing close enough that she could feel his warmth as sure as the warmth of the fire. 
Yes, Brynn had been accepted for just existing. Cenric was as delighted by Brynn’s existence as he was by Alfie’s. Brynn just had a harder time accepting it than their baby did.
Brynn ran her hand along the side of Alfie’s cradle. It was rugged, simple, and showed the signs where Cenric had to correct his angles several times, but he’d carved it himself over the winter. 
“I love our family,” Cenric whispered in her ear, clasping his arms around her and pulling her back into his chest.
Brynn relaxed against him. Cenric might not understand everything and might not be able to help with everything, but he was loyal. He was patient when it mattered and tender when Brynn needed it most.
“Why wouldn’t Aelgar warn me of Wilfred?” Brynn mused, almost to herself. 
“In a way, he did,” Cenric countered. “He sent a boy who’s practically bursting with the latest news from the south.”
“Yes.” Brynn chewed her lip, thinking. She was worried about Wilfred. From his letter and from what Comyn had told them, her uncle was not at all worried about Wilfred right now. He wasn’t worried about the Valdari, either, considering he had failed to mention them. But who had he mentioned?
Brynn extricated one arm from under Cenric’s embrace and dug the letter out of her satchel once again. 
“What is this?” Cenric peered from behind her.
“My uncle’s letter.” Brynn’s eyes flittered over the words once again while Cenric read over her shoulder. 
“Aelgar’s letters are never so effusive when he writes to me,” Cenric muttered, half-chuckling. “Is he always so affectionate toward you?”
“No,” Brynn said. “No, he has to be hiding something. I’m just not sure he means to hide it from me.” Aelgar might be writing in a way that was intentionally vague to mislead whoever else might come upon the letter or perhaps even the scribe who had taken it down.
Cenric remained quiet as he read the letter. She could feel him leaning over her, gaze locked on the words as she studied them.
Aelgar mentioned his wife Eadburh, Cenric, and the gods, but the letter mentioned only one other person by name. 
Alderman Leofstan has long been the second most northern shire, but he may have to grow accustomed to being the least wealthy.
“Leofstan,” Brynn said, certainty growing with each passing moment. “This is a warning about Leofstan.”
“You think so?” Cenric kept his voice down, little more than a murmur against her ear. 
Their contacts with Leofstan had been rare. They’d had a few interactions with his messengers and traders from his lands over the years, but nothing notable. Brynn had met Leofstan briefly in Ungamot years ago, but despite being neighbors, Cenric had never met him in person. His shepherds and Cenric’s had a few scrapes over last spring and summer, but nothing more. 
Ombra was the largest shire by hydes of land. It was the smallest when counted by the number of people. It was no secret that Ombra was the poorest of the Hyldish shires, a fact that had been brought up again and again when Brynn had made the decision to marry its alderman. 
“Leofstan has never been known to be wealthy.” Brynn considered what she knew of him carefully, slotting details within her mind. 
Cenric grunted. “Just wealthier than us.” Her husband did not like being the poorest alderman, but he was used to it. Leofstan would not be used to it.
Brynn ran her finger over that line of her uncle’s letter again. Wealth. “When is the last time you counted our flocks in the southern pastures?”
The southern pastures bordered near Leofstan’s land. 
Cenric went quiet at her back. “You think the king is telling us Leofstan is a thief?”
Brynn held up the missive. “It’s a warning about Leofstan. That’s all I know for sure.”
“How did you get to that?” Cenric didn’t seem to be arguing, just curious. “Why wouldn’t he come out and say it?”
Brynn could think of several reasons. Aelgar might not be entirely certain that Leofstan was stealing from them, he might only suspect it. Aelgar might not want to be accused of playing favorites in the event this did escalate. Aelgar might also be trying to soften the blow of the news so that Cenric wouldn’t fly into a rage and muster his thanes before he attempted mediation.
There were many reasons Aelgar might want to be subtle. Unfortunately, he had been so subtle, Brynn was left to guess. All she knew was that this was highly unusual, the king had taken great pains to get this letter to her quickly, and something was amiss with Leofstan. 
“I will take men and scout the border tomorrow,” Cenric said. 
“I can oversee the planting for a day,” Brynn offered. “Edric will want to go with you.”
Cenric nodded, considering that. He kissed her neck, squeezing her against him. “In that case, you should get some rest, love.”






  
  [image: ]
6
Cenric


“What are we looking for?” Edric leaned over in his saddle, bright eyes studying the hillside. 
“I’m not sure yet.” Cenric had not told anyone that he and Brynn suspected Leofstan of stealing. If word of that got through his thanes, they would be donning war-gear and raising their spears before he could order them to stand down.
The last thing he wanted was to end up owing Leofstan blodgild for wrongful deaths. They needed to be sure that Leofstan was at fault before they tried to take vengeance.
Cenric rode with Edric, Kalen, and Daven. He’d also brought along Jaako with two of the Valdari boys, Daeston and Svekki. The two Valdari youths were unaccustomed to riding horses and had been given older mounts. Cenric had thought about having them ride geldings or perhaps even mares, but didn’t want to subject them to the humiliation. That seemed like the kind of slight that young men might remember for years. Though the boys were slowing them down by nearly falling off every quarter hour. 
They were in the southern pasture, more than a day’s hard riding from home. They’d ridden out two days ago and spent most of yesterday and today talking with shepherds and counting sheep.
Cenric disliked being so far from home, especially as planting was just getting underway and with the new Valdari in the village. He only hoped that having Jaako with him would keep too much trouble from brewing.
The horses snorted, tails lashing. Insects hummed and the squawk of birds sounded overheard. Spring was arriving and it could be seen in the green mingled with the churned earth under the horses’ hooves.
Before them, grey and brown tufts of wool dotted the hillside. Most of the sheep would be white once their wool was cleaned, but some were dark brown, spotted, or even black. 
Some of the ewes were still round and waddling, but many had gangly lambs with stringy tails and too-large ears bounding after them. Lambing season was in full swing, and the high-pitched bleating of the lambs mixed with the throaty calls of the ewes.  
Up on the hill, one of his shepherds looked on, face unreadable from this distance. The boy was one of nearly a hundred shepherds tasked with caring for Cenric’s flocks during the spring and early summer when they were grazing in the low pastures. 
The shepherds had a collection of huts up the hill, just across the river dividing Ombra and Leofstan’s lands of Belvane. 
Cenric steered his horse, Bada, through the throng of sheep, moving slowly to avoid trampling lambs. Bada snorted, ears twitching at the expanse of noisy, scurrying creatures.
Sheep! Snapper trotted in a happy circle around the horses. Sheep! he added that with a note of frustration. Snapper knew he wasn’t allowed to chase sheep. 
At last count, Cenric had over two thousand sheep divided into hundreds with a shepherd looking after each. Shepherds were permitted to take as much dung as they wanted for their crops at home. They were also given a portion of milk from the sheep they tended. Not only that, but shepherds were entitled to a portion of wool and meat, though they were not allowed to harvest the latter two without Cenric’s permission.
The southern pastures grazed nearly half his flocks this time of year, before the grass on the higher hills could support sheep. If Leofstan wanted to steal from him, this seemed like the easiest way to do it. 
Cenric had asked the shepherds if they had seen anything amiss, any sign of trouble. He hadn’t wanted to rouse suspicions in them, either. Shepherds could be as violent as thanes when it came down to it, but none of them had noticed anything. Odd, since they’d had plenty of complaints about southern shepherds crossing the river last year.
Unless they are in league with Leofstan, Cenric thought to himself. He didn’t like suspecting his own people, but it had to be considered. 
Cenric had never particularly liked Aelgar. He was a talker, not a warrior. Words were cheap when one never had to put steel behind them. 
There was also the matter of marrying Brynn to Cenric. On one hand, both Cenric and Brynn were pleased with how that had turned out. On the other, it had occurred to Cenric that Aelgar had married the last daughter of Eormenulf off to a random alderman he’d only met twice. That sat poorly with Cenric now. 
But it was in Aelgar’s best interest that Ombra remained intact. They were Hylden’s buffer against Valdari raids and had always been loyal if nothing else.
Aelgar was many things, but stupid was not among them. Neither was Brynn. If she said Aelgar was warning them about Leofstan, that had to be the case and there had to be a reason. 
But as he searched the craggy hills, Cenric could see nothing amiss. 
The ground was wet, but it was spring. The sheep were lean for the most part, but they were always lean around this time of year.
Cenric glanced over to Kalen. “Well?”
The boy perched atop his sorrel colt, glancing between the sheep and a wax tablet he had been using to keep count. Kalen had learned a kind of cipher for counting—mathematics. He said he’d learned from a monk, but Cenric suspected Kalen was learning from Esa. Sorceresses used it for creating medicines and poultices to aid their magic. Being able to spit out numbers without having to count seemed a kind of magic in itself. 
Kalen’s face screwed with concentration as he shook his head. “Ninety-one for this field, lord. Accounting for the losses over winter, that would be one hundred and two.”
That was about right. It wasn’t unusual to lose stock over winter. Sometimes animals grew ill, were lost in storms, or died for seemingly no reason. 
Cenric tapped his fingers against his thigh. So far, no sheep had been missing in the care of this shepherd or any of the others they had visited in the fields. “We keep moving.”
Nudging his horse onward, Cenric kept Bada moving at a careful pace. Lambs scurried out of their path, leaping and bleating with panic.
Sheep, Snapper grumbled. Hunt? He sent the impression of a wild scent, some kind of pheasant.
Later, Cenric promised. Not now.
Snapper huffed, trotting alongside Bada.
The sun had reached its crest and began sinking toward the far horizon. Cenric wanted to set out in the next few hours so that they could reach home before tomorrow night. He didn’t want to be away from Brynn and their daughter longer than he had to. 
Cenric turned Bada and steered him down toward the slope of the hill. They were not far from the boundary between Cenric’s land and Leofstan’s land. 
As soon as they made their way out from among the sheep, Cenric nudged Bada into a trot. 
“Where to, lord?” Edric called, nudging his horse to trot beside him.
“To the river,” Cenric replied. “I need to see something.” To Snapper, he said, River. Find the river.
River! Happy for a task, Snapper bounded into the lead. 
The birds flitted overhead. That was always a good sign. The wildlife was returning from the south.
The horses trotted, the clop of their hooves and their jangling harnesses drowned out most sounds. They left the fields and came upon a tangle of trees, the outermost edge of the ancient Ombran forest. 
Though these trees were not so old or so mighty as the massive giants that dwelt further inland, they towered far above the men and their horses. The Valdari men muttered about what ships they could build with trees such as these. That had been Cenric’s thoughts when he had first seen them, too.
Snapper stopped ahead, turning back to make sure Cenric and the others followed. River! As soon as they caught up, Snapper leapt into the lead once again, tail wagging. 
The murmur of the river came first. 
Centuries of the current had carved a great chasm in the hills, stretching so far that an arrow shot from one side would barely reach the other. The spring rain and the snowmelt had swollen the river to a great surging current that spanned from one side of the gorge to the other.
Behind Cenric, someone gasped. He thought it was Jaako. Perhaps Jaako had not traveled much before Ovrek had forced him to. There were no rivers like this on Valdar. Those islands had their mountains and their canyons, but not like this. 
River! Snapper cried, yipping triumphantly. 
Good dog, Cenric sent back.
That delighted the dyrehund. Good dog!
Cenric twisted around in his saddle. “Look for signs of anything unusual. Anything strange.”
Edric cast him a skeptical look. “Anything?”
“Anything manmade,” Cenric said.
Edric’s eyes narrowed. He must suspect why they were here. It was probably easy enough to guess. The small thane exhaled, nodding in the affirmative. “As you say, lord.”
“I would tell you more, but I don’t know any more than that.” 
“I see.” Edric studied their surroundings, the towering trees to one side, ferns and grass under their horses, and the raging river to their right. “We’ll look, lord.” Nudging his horse to the front, Edric took the lead. 
The thanes took turns leading their column when heading into unknown territory. It was to protect Cenric from riding into an ambush first.
Snapper, is there anyone nearby? Cenric asked.
Snapper snorted, tail wagging with excitement. Hare. Hunt?
No, Cenric sent back quickly, sensing that the dog was about to take off chasing hares. Friends?
Friends? Snapper perked up at that, just as excited by the prospect of people as he had been of hunting. 
New friends. Do you smell any?
Snapper whined, trotting back and forth along their column of horses. Friends here.
Cenric scratched his stubble with his free hand. Once again, nothing. 
His mind wandered back to Brynn. He hated leaving her alone to oversee one of the most eventful seasons of the year, but if he didn’t see to this now, it might be a disaster. What was more, Brynn was counting on him. There was some unknown threat from Leofstan and Brynn needed Cenric to find it.
He stared in the direction of Leofstan’s land on the far side of the chasm. From here, the southern land was rolling fields, perfect for grazing. It was said that Leofstan had ten thousand sheep and one thousand cattle, more than twice what Cenric did. 
Morgi, what am I looking for? Cenric glanced toward the sky as he thought the silent prayer. He wasn’t sure Morgi resided in the heavens. She seemed more like the kind of goddess to dwell in the shadows cast by firelight and the cobwebs at the corners of a room. All the same, he doubted it would hurt. Goddess, I need your help. 
Snapper burst up from the ferns, startling the horses. Mouse! His thoughts shrieked. Mouse, mouse, mouse!
Bada rocked back and Cenric tightened the reins, fighting to keep the stallion under control. Edric’s horse whinnied, and several of the other horses leapt back, barely restrained from bolting.
Snapper dove after a tiny brown thing that scurried into a massive stump and disappeared into a cleft at the center. Snapper lunged at the cleft, pawing and scratching. Mouse! he cried. Snapper catch mouse!
Snapper! Cenric scolded. You scared the horses.
Snapper looked up, tongue lolling and tail wagging. Not chase horses. 
Cenric grimaced. 
Snapper hadn’t been chasing the horses and didn’t see what he’d done wrong. Hunt mouse! He rammed his muzzle against the stump, snapping and pawing at rotted wood.
Snapper! Cenric shifted, ready to dismount and drag his dyrehund off that stump. He stopped. 
The stump was massive, at least as wide as Snapper was long. More than that, it had a tapered base with the unmistakable marks of axes.
“Edric.” Cenric dismounted. By the time he turned, Kalen was already on the ground, having dismounted his own horse. The boy held out a hand and Cenric passed him Bada’s reins.
“Is that what we’re looking for?” Edric nodded toward the stump.
“I think so.” Cenric waded through knee-high ferns toward the stump.
Snapper lay in front of the cleft in the stump, tail thumping on the ground. Hunt mouse? He perked up as Cenric drew near. Cenric hunt mouse?
Cenric didn’t bother trying to explain. He drew close enough to study the stump, running his hand along the gashes in the wood. Someone had chopped this tree down. 
“I’m guessing last autumn? Last summer?” Edric studied the stump, coming to much the same conclusion Cenric had. 
“There are others,” Jaako interjected, speaking his own language.
“Speak Hyldish,” Edric snarled.  
Cenric shot a glance to Edric. Where had that come from? 
Edric could speak Valdari after having spent years there as a thrall. He still spoke it when necessary.
Jaako bristled, shoulders tightening, but he spoke before Cenric could intervene. “There are…trees.” He grated the words like they stung, his heavy accent strangling them on the way out. Jaako pointed to several places where the spring ferns had grown up over the trees’ remains. 
Cenric pushed through the ferns, brushing aside the layers of green for a better look. Dozens of stumps lined what Cenric had assumed to be a natural clearing. Sometimes erosion or the weight of the snow in winter would pull trees down, clearing spaces along the sides of the river. But in this case, it was clear that thirty or more trees had been felled and dragged away.  
They were too far from the sea for the logs to be floated the way loggers along the coast did. There were no clear paths for oxen or mules away from here. There was only one way the felled trees could have gone.
Cenric turned, searching the distant bank of Leofstan’s land. Someone had cut valuable trees from Cenric’s forest and taken them across the river.
“Someone stealing from us, lord?” Edric seemed to have forgotten whatever offense he had toward Jaako, but Cenric hadn’t. He would need to speak to Edric about it.
“Perhaps one of these shepherds wanted a new hut,” Daven suggested.
“No way to get trees out,” Jaako said, gesturing around them. His Hyldish was stilted, but described what Cenric had realized. “Have to go to river.”
“Yes,” Cenric agreed. “Either they cut down these trees and floated them down the river until they could be pulled back up on our side, or they pulled them across there.” 
If someone on this side of the river had taken the trees, there would have been more accessible trees to steal. 
“Leofstan’s people have turned to thieving?”
“Someone has.” Cenric owned the trees in Ombra. His farmers had the right to those on land that they tended, but beyond that needed his permission before taking more. Especially the larger, older trees. Those required the alderman’s permission.
But someone had come over onto Cenric’s land and taken years’ worth of wages in trees as if it belonged to them. Cenric’s blood simmered at that. If Leofstan helped himself to Cenric’s trees, what was to say he wouldn’t begin to take more? Especially if he thought he had gotten away with this?
Ombra was used to being raided. They were the northernmost shire and the most convenient for enterprising Valdari. Cenric had fought off a handful of raids since becoming alderman and there had been reports of other smaller raids along the coast. 
Cenric was not used to fighting off raids from other Hyldish. During the lawless days between kings, the Hyldish were known to raid and rob each other, but they were not between kings. Aelgar had been in power for years and the land was supposed to be at peace.
It was just a few trees. Cenric might never have known if he had not come out here looking.
“Whoever it was will be long gone by now,” Edric muttered, folding his arms across his chest. 
Cenric had to agree with that. He studied the far riverbank below them.
There were no signs of habitation as far as the eye could see. Leofstan’s people had at least tried to be stealthy and stolen far from where they lived.
There wasn’t much he could do about this theft but it confirmed what Brynn suspected from Aelgar’s letter.
“How did you know?” Jaako asked, speaking in careful Hyldish.
“The king wrote to my wife and warned her that we should keep an eye on Leofstan,” Cenric said.
“King…Aelgar?” Jaako seemed to take a moment to remember who ruled these lands.
“The same. He’s her kinsman. Her uncle.” Now Cenric found the proof that Leofstan, or at least Leofstan’s people, had stolen from him. 
The problem was this was not something a king should concern himself with. Even if Aelgar had somehow known of this theft, writing to Brynn with such haste and sending her such a cryptic message should have been unnecessary. 
What did Aelgar know that they did not?
It was too great a coincidence that they had stumbled upon the one place along this entire border where trees had been stolen. More likely, this was happening all along the river and Cenric hadn’t heard of it because the thieves had been careful so far.
“What are we going to do about this?” Edric straightened. Did he know his hands went to where he stored his knives, or was that just instinctive at this point?
“I’ve confirmed that Leofstan is stealing something from us.” 
“What’s a little thieving between neighbors?” Edric joked before turning serious. “You think he’s thieving more than this?”
“He has to be,” Cenric surmised. “Aelgar wouldn’t go through all the trouble to warn Brynn if this was all that was happening.” He jerked his head back to the horses. “We’ll ride farther along the river and see if we spot anything else suspicious.”
Jaako and the others who had dismounted made their way back to their horses without hesitation. 
Edric made to follow them, but Cenric caught his arm.
“Edric?” 
The small thane stopped, casting Cenric a quizzical look.
“Has Jaako crossed you?”
Edric shrugged, sliding a quick glance in the direction of the Valdari. “I spent years trying to escape that place.” By that place he must mean Valdar. “Now it seems set on following me here.”
Cenric needed all his men on the best of days, but if they really were about to end up in a feud with Leofstan, they would need the Valdari newcomers. “You can’t lead thanes you hate,” Cenric said. “Not well, at least. And we need whatever thanes we can get.”
Edric cast Cenric a sharp look. No doubt they’d need to have a longer talk once they returned home and sort out whatever this was, but that would be a problem for another day.
Returning to the horses, Cenric took Bada’s reins from Kalen and swung up aboard the stallion once again.
Snapper had forgotten the mouse and ran in circles, enjoying the scents and the feeling of the breeze on his snout. Now that they were away from the sheep, he was less frustrated. At least here, he knew what he could hunt.
With Edric in the lead once again, they continued along the edge of the cliff, following the trail of the river.
Regardless of what they were about to find or not, Leofstan was going to be a problem for them. Cenric could feel it at the edges of his awareness, like a dark cloud over the sea.
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7
Brynn


It was dark, late into the evening and Cenric was still not home. 
Brynn had managed these past days to supervise their people in the fields along with the able-bodied Valdari since sunup.
Pendred, a man in the village, had an ox that had been limping since this afternoon. The ox chewed his cud ambivalently as Esa examined his hoof by torchlight. According to his owner, the ox in question was a good-natured animal, a rare one that would pull calmly alongside any yoke partner, not just his usual one. 
Brynn’s feet ached and her shoulders strained from standing with Alfie’s weight held to her chest by a sling all day. More fields would need to be planted if the Valdari were going to stay and so Brynn had set the young men and boys to work tilling in unbroken ground as well as the usual fields.
It had been a wet winter, and they’d had to spend extra time creating furrows to drain the soil. Planting was underway in most of the fields, but there would be extra work to be done on the new fields—so they needed every ox they had.
At least twenty new hydes of land would need to be tilled and planted. They had been able to scrounge enough seed from the surrounding farms and towns, but the soil needed to be prepared first.
The ox grunted, flinching as Esa touched the wrong spot. He didn’t try to pull his hoof away, though.
“Just a moment, old boy,” Brynn crooned, scratching his shoulder. “Esa?”
“I’m not sure, lady.” Esa’s face pinched. “It’s some sort of cut or gash between his toes. Perhaps he stepped on a stone?”
“You’ll need to make sure it’s clean before healing it, then,” Brynn replied patiently. “We don’t want him to get an infection.”
Guin let off a half-whine, half-yowl. She paced back and forth, glancing between Brynn and the stable gate.
Never far from Alfie, Thorn rose from where he had been lounging in the straw. The scarred dyrehund sniffed at the air and let off a low woof that was more of a growl than a bark.
At the dogs’ aggression, the ox shifted, as did his partner in the next stall.
“What’s wrong?” Pendred was middle-aged man with grey sprouting at his temples and a face tanned from years in the sun.
“I’m not sure.” Brynn reached out with her power, searching for anything amiss. She could feel the thrum of the world just coming back to life after winter’s death. In summer, the world was bursting with ka, but for now it was mostly the promise of life soaking into the soil and air.
There were the figures in the nearby house, Pendred’s wife and children finishing up the evening meal and preparing to bed down. The other ox in the barn and the sheep in a nearby fold stabled for the night. 
Voices clamored. Someone screamed. 
“Stop them!” a male voice shouted. “Thief! Stop them!”
More voices joined in, indistinct. A woman’s voice let off a sharp cry. 
“What is it?” Esa stood, eyes wide by Pendred’s torch.
“Stay and finish here,” Brynn ordered. They needed this ox ready to plough again tomorrow. Brynn unwrapped Alfie’s sling from around her shoulders. “Lena,” she barked.
The Valdari girl emerged from the shadows in an instant. She might have been useless helping with the ox, but she was ready to do anything that didn’t require magic.
“Take Alfie to the longhouse,” Brynn ordered. 
Lena bobbed her head, taking Alfie with as much care as if the baby were a robin’s egg. “Yes, lady.” 
Alfie fussed, but Lena bounced her carefully, murmuring softly. Thorn followed after Lena as she headed up the hill to the house.
Guin let off a low woof, glancing back to Brynn expectantly. 
“Lady!” Pendred called, shifting awkwardly. 
“I’ll be fine.” Brynn waved him off, following her dog into the dark. Brynn dragged power into herself, spooling it around her in cords of magic. Whatever happened next, she would probably need power and a great deal of it.
Guin loped ahead and Brynn lifted her skirts to follow. 
The sky was bruised a dark purple and the only steady light spilled from a few open doors of houses as people peered out. 
Brynn could sense several shapes congregating down to one side of the village, the direction Guin was leading. The direction of the barns where the Valdari were staying. A sick sensation pooled deep in Brynn’s stomach.
“Lady Brynn!” cried out a young woman, flying out of the dark.
“Melain?” Brynn called back, recognizing one of the village women.
“They attacked my father,” Melain panted. 
“Who?” 
“Those Valdari,” Melain spat. “Some boys beset my father, robbing him in his home.”
“Your father?” Brynn healed Melain’s father regularly. The elderly man was prone to infections of the lungs. He had once been a thane, but since losing one leg below the knee, his fighting days were behind him. “Is he hurt?”
“He’s upright and cursing.” Melain looked over her shoulder. “Rodric gathered the other men to chase down the robbers.”
Rodric was Melain’s husband. Since Melain’s brother was still young, Rodric had more or less been adopted by his father-in-law. Avenging insults fell to him. 
Brynn’s head spun. An elderly and respected member of the community had been attacked, robbed from the sound of it. Did the Valdari have a death wish? Or was the real culprit blaming them for the crime? It was dark and old Tafstan’s eyes were not what they had once been.
“Where are they?” Brynn demanded sharply. 
“They chased the Valdari back into the barns,” Melain said. 
Brynn prayed to Eponine no one had died yet. “Go, Melain,” She ordered, “See to your father.” Not waiting for Melain’s response, Brynn passed her, racing for the barns.
She reached the barns to find them surrounded by some twenty or thirty men. Word spread fast in a place this small. The men carried hoes and rakes, though one or two had fetched their spears.
They swarmed the front of the barn, yelling in the faces of Valdari who blocked their path. Hyldish and Valdari words crackled through the air, swirling past one another in a brewing storm. An unattended cookfire burned at their backs, several logs lying partway in it as if the person tending it had left in a panic.
“What is the meaning of this?” Brynn demanded, her voice drowned out by the clamoring voices.
Guin padded out in front, glancing over her shoulder and whining, as if she asked Brynn to do something. 
A thud sounded from ahead. Someone had been struck. The crowd of villagers surged forward, attacking with the frenzy of trout on a dragonfly. 
In the dark, it was impossible to see who had struck whom, but the bodies writhed and knotted together in a turbulent mass. 
“Enough!” Brynn shouted, sending a torrent of power straight into the unattended cookfire.
The flames reared up, white-hot and angry, soaring toward the sky in a searing pillar of fire. The air crackled with heat, raining sparks down over the heads of the men. They cowered, dropping to their knees and shielding their heads.
For a moment, Brynn feared the sparks might catch the thatch of the barn, but it had been raining for some hours this morning and the embers died on the damp roof.
Several of the men recovered enough to stand, blinking and patting away dying embers.
“What is the meaning of this?” Brynn demanded, doing her best to keep her voice calm. A shrill screech would only exacerbate this situation. “Explain!” Brynn searched their faces, stepping closer. “Where is Rodric?”
“Lady Brynn.” Scattered nods of respect rippled through the gathered press of bodies.
The brawlers broke apart but kept eyes on one another. It was hard to tell in the dark, but men on both sides appeared to be sporting cuts and bruises. With so many weapons about, they were lucky that was all. 
“They’re thieves, Lady Brynn,” said a ruddy man with a chest broad as an oaken cask and a voice just as husky.
“Rodric?” Brynn squinted, recognizing him under the mud that splattered him from head to foot. “Since when has theft called for murder?” Brynn kept her tone as level as she could manage, though her heart hammered with anxiety.
Angry mobs were one thing she had little experience with. Her only advantage was that these men knew her, her power, and that if they hurt her, Cenric would carve vengeance out of their hides. It wasn’t herself she feared for, but if she wasn’t able to calm these men, people could be hurt. People had already been hurt, from what Melain said.
“They’re hiding the thieves,” accused a young man she recognized as Rodric’s younger brother. “We chased them here and the Valdari won’t hand them over.”
All at once, men began talking.
“They’re stealing.”
“They attacked Tafstan!”
“It’s the lean season.” 
“My little ones have barely enough as it is.”
“We’ve nothing to spare.”
“I’ve seen one of them eyeing my sister.”
The Valdari men gathered outside, tensed, fists drawn up tight. Some of them must recognize her from today, since they stepped aside to give her room. 
Brynn slid between Rodric, the Ombrans, and the Valdari. Guin clung close to her legs, pacing a tight circle. It seemed the dyrehund meant to keep anyone from getting too close. “Well-met,” she said to the Valdari men, the foreign tongue tripping out awkwardly. “Hyldish?” Brynn had spoken with Lena as her translator for most of the day, but she had just sent Lena up to the house. Brynn had to consider her words carefully as she asked, “Is there anyone who speaks Hyldish?” 
At least, that was what she thought she asked. Her grasp of the language was still shaky at best. 
A few of the Valdari men glanced to each other, but none moved.
Brynn bit her lip. 
After a moment, one of the Valdari men held up a hand. Brynn couldn’t make out his features in the dark, but she thought he was one of the men who had worked the fields with them today. He said something that sounded placating, but Brynn didn’t quite catch. The man turned and went into the barn, leaving the others outside.
Exhaling, Brynn shifted sideways, keeping an eye on both sides of the crowd. 
Rodric hovered near the front. Even in shadow, his glare was hard to miss. 
Brynn couldn’t ignore this accusation of assault and theft out of hand. The people of Ombra were afraid, used to being raided by Valdari and thinking of them as enemies. Whether the accusations tonight were true or not, these villagers believed them to be true and that made the crime real. 
On the other hand, the Valdari were starving. It was entirely possible some of them had attacked Tafstan and stolen his grain, or chickens, or whatever else they were accused of taking. It was possible that some of them might be troublemakers, perhaps even dangerous. After what the Valdari had been through, Brynn would be surprised if none of them were desperate enough to harm the Ombrans.
If Brynn didn’t address that, she would be doing nothing but storing up worse trouble for later. 
“My lady, they’re dangerous,” Rodric protested. “They’re Valdari.” 
“I’ve killed more Valdari than you have ever met, Rodric,” Brynn said, voice as soft as she dared. She didn’t want to insult him, it would hardly help the situation, but perhaps her people had forgotten who she was. Maybe seeing her soft and rounded with pregnancy for too many months had convinced them she was harmless. “Stand down.”
“Fatherless whoresons,” Rodric cursed, but didn’t press the matter.
Something moved on the other side of the door. From what Brynn could sense of ka on the other side, the Valdari man was returning with someone trailing after him. 
Brynn raised her chin, waiting. 
The Valdari man reappeared with a greyed figure at his side, an elderly woman with a face lined by a spider’s web of wrinkles. Ka drifted off her body in thick wisps, as it did with all living things, but in her case, the power bent back, coiling around her before drifting off.
Brynn swallowed, barely managing to mask her surprise. 
The old woman wore the apron dress with its twin brooches in the way of a Valdari matron. She was a stranger, so she must have come with them…but she was also Istovari. 
By the cookfire’s light, Brynn met the eyes of the older woman to find recognition mirrored in the other woman’s face. She knew Brynn was a sorceress as surely as Brynn knew she was.
A thousand questions surged in Brynn’s mind at once. How had this woman come to be among Valdari? Had Ovrek known what she was when he had spared her life? When he’d driven her and the others straight to Brynn? For that matter, did this woman know what she was? 
How many sorceresses were on Valdar? Were there truly so many or had Brynn managed to encounter the only two on all the islands?
“I am Lady Brynn,” Brynn said. “Daughter of Eormenulf and wife of Cenric. You are?” 
“Hulda,” the stranger replied, bowing low in the way of one used to showing reverence. Her dark eyes took in the throng at Brynn’s back. “You are lady of this shire?” Hulda spoke Hyldish with a southern accent.
A creeping suspicion scuttled across the corners of Brynn’s mind. She surveyed this woman carefully, thinking of a thousand different implications for this. “I am.” Brynn glanced over her shoulder, just to make sure none of the men had grown impatient or were coming closer. “Who speaks for your people in Jaako’s absence?”
Jaako had ridden out with Cenric and several other men and still not returned. 
Hulda glanced around her at the Valdari men guarding the barn entrance. They were rugged northmen, hardened first by life in Jarl Egill’s service and then by Ovrek’s torments. Hulda seemed frail and small by comparison, but Brynn could see power shimmering around her in a golden halo. Hulda might not be as strong as Brynn, but she was more than a match for her companions.
Hulda asked something in Valdari, including Jaako’s name. Two of the men shook their heads. Another gestured to Hulda.
Interesting.
These men seemed to respect Hulda. Brynn itched to know if they were aware she was a sorceress. 
“I speak in Jaako’s absence.”
“You are his kin?” Brynn hadn’t met Jaako yet. Was it possible that he was of Istovari descent, too?
“I am,” Hulda replied. “He is my daughter’s man.” 
Hulda was Jaako’s mother-in-law. That might explain the deference from the other Valdari men, or at least some of it. Hopefully, Jaako would honor any deals Hulda made.
“My people tell me they were robbed,” Brynn began. “Have they been robbed?”
Hulda’s sharp gaze slid briefly to the men at Brynn’s back. Her thoughts seemed to pass over her face, weighing her next words carefully. “The boys were hungry.”
“It’s spring,” Brynn answered. “We’re all hungry.”
Hulda looked away sharply, mouth firming.
“Did they attack a man in his house?” Brynn needed to have the facts straight.
Hulda glanced toward the crowd of villagers again before answering. “What is the punishment here for striking a free man?”
That was a yes.
“Depends where he was struck and how badly.” Brynn exhaled a long breath. At least she wouldn’t have to parse through conflicting stories, but that left her in a no less uncomfortable position. “You understand why I can’t let your boys do this?”
Hulda’s hands tightened on her shawl. “What will you do to them?”
Brynn frowned. “That depends on a great many things, but we don’t kill thieves and we don’t maim them, either.” She glanced over her shoulder, making eye contact with Rodric as she said it.
Hulda remained quiet for a long moment. “King Ovrek declared us all nithing—lower than thralls. No longer people.”
“There are no thralls in Hylden. And Aelgar is king here, not Ovrek.” Brynn shook her head. “What does Ovrek have to do with anything?”
Hulda glanced to the Valdari man who had fetched her, then back to Brynn. “Nothing, I suppose.”
Brynn felt that she had missed some detail. “But you admit that some of your youths stole and then fled here?”
Hulda bowed her head slightly. “Those boys have been through much. They’re hungry, lady. Their sisters and brothers are hungry.”
Brynn had no doubt that was true. There was never enough to go around in the best of springs and the Valdari had no winter stores to count on. Even Cenric’s gift of seal meat was under strict rationing. It would keep them alive, but it would not stave off the gnawing hunger. 
All the same, the people of this shire had worked through the last year to feed their families. Rodric had his own wife and their children, with aging parents besides. Brynn could hardly ask him to overlook the needs of his own for the sake of strangers. 
Damnable spring. They were all just trying to survive it until the watercress grew, the chickens started laying, and the summer fish and eels returned. 
“They will have to repay the man they robbed,” Brynn said. “That is how it is done in Hylden.”
“We have nothing to pay with,” Hulda protested. In the air around her, ka lashed in response to her distress.
“They should have thought of that before stealing!” Rodric shouted.
The Valdari men around Hulda jumped. The man who had fetched her grabbed her shoulders, as if he would shove her back into the barn.
“Rodric.” Brynn cast a dour look in his direction. She stared until the man inclined his head in apology, then returned her attention to Hulda. “Have they stolen anything before?”
Hulda hesitated for just a moment too long. She seemed wise enough to know Brynn would find out if she lied. “I don’t know for certain.” That must mean that Hulda suspected it but hadn’t asked questions.
“Has anyone else been stealing?”
“The boys were fools, my lady,” Hulda said.
“All boys are fools,” Brynn countered. “Not all of them are thieves.” 
From what Brynn understood, robbery was within the laws of Valdar so long as it was done in public and in front of the one being robbed. Thieves might face retribution from those they robbed, but there were no consequences from the larger community. Thieving behind a man’s back, now that was against Valdari law, but Hylden made no such distinction. Like murder or personal injury, theft in Hylden required compensation.
“Rodric!” Brynn waved him over. 
Rodric marched up to the two women, face full of storm clouds. “Well?”
“Let us discuss terms for your family’s repayment.”
“Repayment?” Rodric demanded.
“That is the law,” Brynn replied calmly. “That is the way it is done.”
“Foreigners—”
“In our land, they are subject to the law,” Brynn interrupted. “Let us settle this without blood.”
Rodric looked as if he would very much prefer blood, but he held his tongue.
“First, what was taken?” Brynn began. “And how much?”
“Wheat and some eggs,” Rodric answered. 
“How much?”
Rodric glanced away. “I didn’t have time to count before I chased them down.”
Brynn could accept that. “How many boys were there?”
“Five or six,” Rodric grunted.
“Four,” Hulda interjected, her voice calm but firm.
Rodric glared at her but didn’t argue.
Brynn thought quickly. The sooner she could resolve this, the more likely they could avoid further violence. “Rodric, you will find out for me how much was stolen from your father-in-law.” Brynn glanced between Rodric and Hulda. “I think we should allow the alderman to make a final judgment when he returns.”
That would give everyone time to calm down. Hopefully, it would also allow Cenric and Jaako to work something out. After everything that had happened and how precarious the Valdari’s position in Hylden was, Brynn couldn’t imagine Jaako would be any more pleased than she was. 
“And what of the thieves in the meantime?” Rodric demanded. “They go free?”
“No,” Brynn answered, turning back to Hulda. “They will serve in my household until the alderman returns.”
“Your household, lady?” Hulda tilted her head. 
“Yes,” Brynn replied, thinking quickly. “My garden needs manuring and my stable boys have not yet done it.” Gannon and the others had been busy with ploughing and planting the bigger fields with everyone else. After a moment, she added, “Actually, I think they should start with manuring all the gardens in the village.” 
Spreading the cow, horse, sheep, pig, and human excrement over the gardens was work for the lowliest boys in the household. From the sound of it, the four offenders would have aged out of the task by now.
This would be a kind of humiliation ritual, but useful to everyone. If they finished before Cenric and Jaako returned, Brynn would have them work on tilling new garden plots for the growing village. Perhaps Cenric and Jaako would decide that was punishment enough, but something told Brynn they would not. 
“We will see to it that your family is repaid, Rodric,” Brynn promised. “Can you abide until the lord returns?”
Rodric grunted. “They shovel shit from sunup to sundown until then?”
Brynn nodded gravely. “That is the plan.”
Rodric grumbled under his breath, then said, “Fine.” 
Brynn turned to Hulda and the elderly matron shifted to the man at her side, speaking in calm, level Valdari. 
The man glanced to Brynn as Hulda spoke, then back to the elderly woman. He asked several questions, hesitated at her response, then asked a few more.
“The boys will not be harmed?” Hulda clarified. “You won’t punish them beyond what we discussed?”
“That will be up to Cenric and Jaako,” Brynn answered. “But I plan only what we have discussed.” 
After a moment and another exchange with the Valdari man, Hulda nodded gravely. “We accept your terms.”
The Valdari man who had fetched Hulda called into the barn. He barked what sounded like orders and a string of names. Nothing happened. He snapped something else, louder this time. 
Finally, the door creaked open, revealing a boy of perhaps twelve or thirteen. He was splattered in too much dirt to be recognizable, and blood had mixed with the dirt from a series of cuts and scrapes on his hands. One of his eyes was reddened and swollen with the promise of a bruise.
Rodric straightened, thrusting out an accusing finger. “That’s the one that—!”
Brynn spoke only loud enough to make sure that she was heard. “Rodric?”
The thane obeyed, glaring at the boy.
Brynn addressed the youth in Valdari. “Come,” she said, waving him over. “Your friends, too.” Brynn held her breath, hoping they would do as they were told. If she had to drag them out of that barn, it would be far worse for everyone.
Perhaps because he was startled to hear his language from her, the battered Valdari youth left the safety of the barn. Another boy hobbled after him, limping. Then came another and a fourth. They appeared to all be young, the eldest perhaps fourteen and the youngest might have been nine. 
Despite the allegation that they had attacked Melain’s father, they seemed terrified now. It was much easier for the four of them to attack a one-legged old man than it was to face the wrath of the angry crowd that had come to avenge him.
Perhaps Hulda had already healed some of their injuries, but Brynn could sense the bruises and cuts speckling their bodies. They had all taken at least a few strikes.
“Hulda, explain to them,” she said. “I have a ward that speaks Valdari up at the house and she will translate, but they will come with me now.” 
Hulda translated, speaking in much softer tones than Brynn had. She took a long time explaining and from what words she understood, Brynn gathered that the older woman was telling the boys what they had agreed to.
The boys glanced around, but the Valdari man jerked his head to Brynn.
That struck her as interesting. The Valdari had been ready to protect those boys but handed them over to her without much resistance. Did Brynn really come off as so trustworthy? Or did they realize that they were unlikely to get a more charitable agreement?
“Have them make ready to come with me. They will live in my household until the alderman and Jaako return,” Brynn said. 
“So that’s it, then?” Rodric demanded.
Brynn faced him, making sure she spoke as calmly as possible. “You were wronged. Your family was wronged. You must be repaid, but please, Rodric. Please relent in this.” 
Rodric stared at Brynn for too long, as if he wanted to press the matter. Finally, he exhaled a long breath, glaring at Hulda. “I don’t trust them,” he said. “Not a one of them.” He made a frustrated sound. “But you and your husband have always dealt fairly with us. I will accept your judgment. Even though I don’t like it and I don’t agree with it.”
Brynn inclined her head, heaving an internal sigh of relief. This could have gone very, very badly. 
Rodric offered Brynn a quick nod. “I will see to my wife’s father and send word if he requires your attention.”
Brynn dared a smile up at the thane. “Thank you, Rodric.” She desperately hoped that she would be able to make this worth his trust in her.
Not acknowledging Hulda, Rodric spun on his heel. He marched off toward his wife’s family home. 
A little of the tension in Brynn’s shoulders eased, though she was well aware that many of the other village men lingered, eyeing that barn and the Valdari men outside it as if expecting an attack. 
The dyrehund at Brynn’s side yawned with a low whine, tail wagging. 
Brynn scratched behind Guin’s ears, earning a grunt of appreciation from the dog.
The four boys ducked inside at Hulda’s instructions, slinking away with their heads down. Brynn guessed that they had not been hailed as heroes for their thievery, assuming they had even been able to bring anything back. 
“You are powerful,” Hulda said, voice soft as down. 
“These people trust me, that is all.” Brynn watched as Rodric walked away. The crowd had not dispersed just yet, but it seemed that the frenzied rage had cooled for now.
“Yes, that too,” Hulda agreed. “But that show of power earlier? I haven’t seen anything like it.”
Brynn cast Hulda a sharp look to find the older woman staring straight back.
There seemed to be no challenge in the old woman’s words, just curiosity. “You are strong,” Hulda mused. “I didn’t believe the stories people told of you, but now…” She trailed off.
“What stories?” Brynn had healed many people in this village. There were always cuts, scrapes, and agues in a gathering of people large enough. 
“They say you slew the serpent,” Hulda said. “It’s true, isn’t it?”
That was a story of Valdar, not Hylden.
Brynn’s veins turned icy at the memory. Jormanthar—the greatest of the three legendary foes of the First of Fathers. The creature had been a monstruous, mutated aberration with twisted limbs and shining red eyes. It had healed instantly and been ravenous, insatiable.
Last summer when Brynn and Cenric had visited the islands, three ancient beasts had broken free from beneath a holy tree. Jormanthar had been the largest, the one that seemed most unstoppable.
Brynn had killed it. With Cenric’s help, she had lured it into the sea and used her power to slice off the top half of its skull. 
“I did,” Brynn said, feeling oddly self-conscious at the words. “I killed Jormanthar and a great many others that day.”
There had been a battle, a fierce conflict where Brynn had been sure she and Cenric would die. But they had survived. Not just survived, but returned with the favor of the Valdari king and promises of future friendship.
Hulda looked Brynn over carefully, from her veiled hair to her muddy leather boots. “It is good to meet you, lady,” she said at length. “I am glad no one died today.”
The day isn’t over yet, but Brynn kept that thought to herself. 
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8
Cenric


Fire roared against the night sky. Women screamed. Bodies littered the ground—the dead faces of Cenric’s people staring up at him between long blades of crushed grass. The village had been sacked. 
“Lord!” Jaako tossed Cenric a spear. “The village has been overrun and more of them are coming from the ships.”
Cenric cursed, casting about in the blazing chaos. 
“I’ve never seen a raid with so many,” Jaako panted.
“It’s not a raid,” Cenric cursed, hefting the spear. “It’s an invasion.”
“Lord!” Jaako cried.
A weight slammed into Cenric, knocking him back. A spear struck from the side, piercing deep between his ribs. 
Jaako stabbed at Cenric’s attacker, but an arrow pierced the side of his neck, shearing open his throat. 
The spear tore out of Cenric’s side. Cenric struggled to turn, struggled to lift his own spear, but an axe smashed into his face.

      [image: ]Cenric jolted awake beside a campfire with Snapper curled against his side. His first impulse was to rouse the other sleeping figures around the fire and ride hard for home.
But Jaako had also been in the foretelling, and the grass had been long underfoot, the grass of early summer. The vision was of the near, but not immediate, future.
He only had visions of places he had been and people he had met. Cenric had not seen any of the attackers in the vision, so they must be men he didn’t know.
But a raid was coming to the village soon. Hundreds of well-armored men on ships, from the sound of it.
Urgency gnawed at Cenric through the rest of the day. It was a trial not to drive the horses hard and fast, to make sure that the village was intact, that Brynn and Alfie were safe.
The riders arrived home to the usual barking of dogs and the shouting of servants just as the sky was pinkening and the shadows lengthening.
The palisade gate stood open and the household boys rushed out to greet them, yelling and waving their excitement.
Cenric! cried the dyrehunds in their cacophony of voices. Cenric home! 
Pack! Snapper squealed, leaping amongst his pack mates with tail thrashing. Pack!
Brynn? Cenric asked. Guin? He searched the many wiggling furry bodies, noticing that another was missing. Thorn?
Brynn! the dogs chorused in reply, their minds overlapping and crashing together. Puppy!
Wherever they were, Guin and Thorn were with Alfie and Brynn. 
Cenric dismounted his horse in the central yard. Bada let off a low huff, shaking his mane. It had been a long day of hard travel. Cenric was grateful to be home.
“Lord!” Gannon rushed out of the stable to take Bada’s reins. “It’s good to see you, lord.”
Cenric ruffled the boy’s hair. “Nothing too exciting while I was away?”
“Well.” The boy licked his lips, eyes a little too wide.
“What?” Cenric faced him squarely. Had the raid come? Had he been too late?
“It was some of those Valdari, lord.” Gannon shot a furtive glance to Jaako and the others, just now dismounting and handing their horses to the stable boys.
“Tell me,” Cenric demanded. 
“Caused trouble while the lord was away, did they?” Edric appeared at Cenric’s shoulder, folding his arms across his chest. “What a shock.”
“They attacked Tafstan,” Gannon said. “Beat him bloody, they did!”
“Is he alright?” Cenric pressed. “Was anyone else hurt?”
“Them that did it! At least once the men got done with them.” 
Cursing under his breath, Cenric glanced over at Jaako. The Valdari appeared to be speaking to the younger Valdari youths, showing them something with the horses. “Tafstan?”
“Alive, but mad as a riled badger, he was.”
Cenric’s skull pounded with the beginning of a headache. “What happened after?”
“Lady Brynn put them to work manuring the gardens,” Gannon said with a sharp nod. “Anders has been overseeing them.” Gannon grinned. “At least I haven’t had to do it.”
Cenric breathed a little easier. The news was not as bad as he’d feared, but still bad. He glanced over to Jaako. No doubt the other man would be receiving a slightly different recounting of events when he returned to his people tonight. “Jaako.” He waved the other man over.
“Lord?” Jaako approached, brow creased. 
“There’s been an incident while we were gone,” Cenric explained in Valdari. 
Jaako’s dark gaze flickered between the boy and Cenric. “I see.”
“It seems that a few of the Valdari boys robbed a man in the village and beat him.” 
Jaako went very still. “Who?”
“Tafstan, a former thane.” Cenric had trouble looking Tafstan in the eye these days, but he was a respected elder, nonetheless. Tafstan’s middle daughter Rowan had been Cenric’s concubine and though Cenric had given her a generous dowry when she had married a thane from a neighboring farm, Tafstan seemed to hold a silent, simmering resentment.
In fairness, Cenric would probably handle it much less silently if any man ever treated Alfie the way he’d treated Rowan.
Jaako’s face was unreadable behind his dark beard. “What were the boys’ names?”
Cenric shook his head. “I don’t know.” He glanced to Gannon. “Do you know the names of the Valdari who attacked Tafstan?”
Gannon shrugged. “They don’t speak Hyldish.”
Cenric returned his attention to Jaako. “I don’t know, but my wife has been putting them to work.” 
Jaako smeared a hand over his face, raking his fingers back through his hair as if he might rip it out by the roots. “I see.” He exhaled a long breath. 
“We can talk about this in the morning,” Cenric offered. “I am too tired for this folly tonight.”
Jaako nodded. “Then I will take my leave, if I may.” 
“Stay,” Cenric urged him. “My wife will return soon and we will have supper.” Behind Jaako, Cenric glimpsed Edric glaring in the Valdari man’s direction, but ignored it. 
Morgi had warned Cenric of a coming raid, but she also seemed to be telling him that Jaako was trustworthy. 
“Forgive me, lord, but I would see to my family.” Jaako inclined his head, bowing low. “I mean no offense.”
“None taken.” Cenric’s skull pounded with a hundred cares and pressures. They would be at war with Leofstan by summer if Cenric’s interpretation of the signs and Morgi’s warning were correct. Add that to ensuring food for hundreds of new people in the coming year and keeping them from fighting amongst the others in the shire. 
“Lord?” Jaako’s question interrupted Cenric’s dark thoughts.
“You must bring your family to us after planting. Brynn would meet you.” Cenric wanted her opinion on Jaako. “But I am keeping you from them. Go.”
Jaako bowed again, turning and offering a nod of deference to Edric. 
That earned a scowl from the other man, but Jaako did not stay to see it. Edric was left to glare at Jaako’s retreating back.
It seemed Edric had not taken any of Cenric’s urgings to heart. Yet another problem to deal with. 
Cenric headed toward the longhouse. Edric marched after him, the other thanes trailing.
“I told you they were troublemakers,” Edric grumbled. “Now they’ve gone and attacked a defenseless old man.”
“I will wait for Brynn to explain it to me,” Cenric sighed, stepping into the warmth of the longhouse.
Inside was a bustle of activity as the house girls worked preparing the night’s meal. They appeared to be almost done, so Brynn and the field workers should be returning soon. 
“What will it take for you to see the truth?” Edric demanded, voice a low hiss.
Cenric cocked his head in the other man’s direction. “What truth?”
Edric shot a glance at the house girls, at least a half-dozen listening ears with tongues that would no doubt be wagging soon. “Nothing good comes from them.”
“The Valdari?”
“Who else?” Edric folded his arms tight across his chest. “You accepted Ovrek’s invitation of friendship last summer and what happened?”
Cenric grimaced. Edric had refused to accompany Cenric with Brynn and their thanes on a visit to Valdar. He had probably made a wise decision.
On that visit, Brynn had been accused of murder and attacked by the king’s son before being chased into the forest. Cenric had been held prisoner and caught in the midst of an assassination attempt on Ovrek. Both Brynn and Cenric had nearly been killed in a hall-burning, also meant to kill Ovrek. Then they’d had to fight for their lives against an insurrection led by Jaako’s late uncle and Ovrek’s now-dead daughter. 
But the gods must have been particularly bored that day, because even after everything else they’d survived, Brynn and Cenric had to fight monsters of legend. Jormanthar, Hesrid, and Wulfwir—the three Father’s Foes that had ruled the wilds of Valdar in ancient times.
Cenric faced his thane. “You oppose my decision to let these people stay?” 
“I am one of many,” Edric shot back. “We speak often of it.”
“Do you?” Cenric bristled. “To each other? Behind my back?”
Edric had the grace to look away at that. “We know you will not be swayed on the matter.”
“Who is we?” Cenric searched Edric’s face. “Who is this nameless mob that shares your complaints?”
“Theodren,” Edric answered. “Anders, Ugba. I’m sure there are more now that this has happened.”
Cenric exhaled slowly, annoyance and frustration bubbling up hot and dark. He’d known these thanes from his days in Valdar, fought and bled alongside most of them. “If they wish to voice their objections, they can act like men and speak for themselves,” Cenric hissed. “Jaako has kept his word and shown me every due honor thus far. You would be wise to follow his example.”
Cenric didn’t want to share his foretelling just yet. No doubt Edric would find a way to twist the interpretation and blame Jaako somehow. 
Edric’s face knotted with rage. “I have proven my loyalty to you a thousand times over. Do you wish to be Ovrek so badly that you would cast that aside?”
“What are you talking about?” Cenric eyed Edric carefully. He’d seen well before now that Edric resented the presence of Jaako and the others, but he hadn’t expected this level of vehemence. 
“Ovrek sends a message, you scurry across the sea to kiss his feet. He insults and accuses you and Lady Brynn, but you give him promises of friendship.” That was an extremely simplified version of what had happened, but Edric continued. “Now he sends you a band of thieves and robbers and you spend all spring trying to accommodate them at the cost of your own people.”
“Is that how you see me?” Cenric demanded. “A sycophant to a foreign king? Why don’t you accuse me of breaking my allegiance to Aelgar in the bargain? Why not call me an oathbreaker and traitor as well?” 
Edric’s nostrils flared. “Are you giving those Valdari dogs land?” he demanded. “Are you letting them stay?”
“I am the alderman of Ombra!” Cenric shouted, voice ringing through the rafters. “This is my dominion and it is my decision who goes and who stays. Not yours!”
Edric glared up at Cenric, unmoved. Without a word, he spun around and marched out of the longhouse.
Cenric instantly regretted the words. “Edric…”
But the other man was gone.
Cursing, Cenric noticed many faces staring in his direction. The house girls, Gannon, Daven, and the others who had accompanied him on their journey to the border. “Is there anything any of you wish to say?” He swung his gaze around the silent longhouse, wishing one of them would speak to support him, denounce him, anything.
Was Edric right? Did everyone in Ombra think him a traitor for letting the Valdari stay? Were they simply too afraid to come and outright say it?
The aching silence stretched, no one daring to face Cenric’s anger.
Cenric? Snapper wagged his tail cautiously, nosing at Cenric’s hand. Cenric?
Ignoring his dog’s attempts at comfort, Cenric refused to break the quiet. If anyone here wanted to voice their complaints, they could do so now.
Finally, Daven spoke. “It is as you say, lord.” He canted his head in a slight bow. “You are the alderman of Ombra.” Sliding past Cenric, Daven took a place at the table.
That seemed to break something in the air. The other thanes settled at one the benches, their usual banter and conversation nothing but a slight murmur.
The house girls bustled about, heads down and hands fluttering like frightened birds at their tasks. 
Cenric? Snapper wagged his tail at Cenric, head tilted with concern.
Cenric stroked behind his ears, earning appreciative grunts from the dog. 
Snapper tensed. Brynn! he cried, tearing outside, barking with excitement. Brynn! Puppy! Guin! Thorn!
Cenric followed his dog back into the yard.
Brynn sat sidesaddle atop her mare, Alfie slung against her chest. By the horse’s feet, Thorn and Guin met Snapper’s enthusiastic greeting with their much lesser excitement. At the sight of his wife, something in Cenric’s chest unclenched. 
“Cenric!” Brynn slid off the mare’s back, one hand braced on the horse’s shoulder for balance.
Gannon and the other boys took her horse. Theodren and a small retinue of thanes and household servants in her wake.
Cenric met Brynn, tugging her to him and nuzzling her cheek before leaning down to kiss the top of Alfie’s head. 
Their daughter was asleep, as she was most of the time. How she could sleep through the dogs barking and the chatter of voices, he didn’t know.
“Have you waited long for us?” Brynn gripped his arm, searching his face.
“Just arrived.” Cenric brushed a thumb across her cheek.
“What’s wrong?” Brynn’s brows pinched. She’d learned to read him well.
There was no point in lying, so Cenric demurred. “We can discuss it after supper. I understand there was some trouble while I was gone.”
Brynn swallowed. “I think I have dealt with it. At least for now.”
Cenric rested his forehead against hers. “Come inside, love. The house girls are almost done with supper.”
Brynn offered a hesitant smile. “At least most the planting is done.”
Cenric let off a half-hearted laugh. “That is something.”
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“I would have dragged those boys out and beaten them within an inch of their lives in front of the whole village.” Cenric clenched and unclenched his fist, watching the leaping flames of the hearth. 
“I see,” Brynn murmured. “Well, then I suppose it is lucky for them that you were gone.”
Cenric exhaled a long breath, smearing a hand over his face. “Everything I have risked…all the goodwill I have spent trying to help these people, and this is how they repay me.”
Brynn was quiet for a long moment. “It was a few boys, Cenric. I’m sure the others are very grateful for your mercy.”
Cenric recalled Jaako’s expression when he had learned of the attack. Perhaps those little fools would be getting a beating all the same. One could hope. “I have tried to look after everyone but have pleased no one.”
Brynn sat in her chair across from him, Alfie at her breast. The firelight played over them both, illuminating them like a vision. Tenderness softened Brynn’s face as she gazed down at their daughter. Alfie’s tiny hands clutched at Brynn, her soft coos stoking a warm feeling in his chest.
Should he ever live long enough to be an old man, he doubted he would ever forget the sight. Brynn had never been so beautiful as she was now. 
Thorn lay by Brynn’s feet, dozing. The old patriarch was never far from the baby. Cenric had noticed that the white hairs of Thorn’s muzzle were darker and he no longer strained when rising from the floor. It seemed Thorn had decided to form a bond with Alfie.
Dyrehunds typically lived as long as their favored people did. Thorn, like Cenric’s father, had already been past his prime when Wulfram died, but the dog had been aging quickly since. Now it seemed he was being revitalized.
Cenric understood that it was unusual for a dyrehund to form a second attachment. It was also unusual for such a mature dyrehund to bond with a child. Few of the dogs had the patience for it, but for whatever reason, Thorn had chosen Alfie.
Guin lounged on her side in front of the fire and Snapper tried to tug a knotted rag away from her. Since she had grown larger, Guin had to simply lay still and use her body weight. Snapper groused in frustration, yanking as hard as he could to no avail. Guin’s canny eyes watched him, tail thumping playfully against the rug.
“Edric told me what he thinks of the Valdari,” Cenric added.
“Oh?” Brynn looked up at that. 
“He all but called me a lackey to Ovrek.”
“Edric?” 
“Yes.”
Brynn inhaled a deep breath. “I will speak to Gaitha.”
“I don’t know what good it will do,” Cenric shot back. “She’s loyal to her man, as a wife should be.”
“Her man is loyal to you.” Brynn said it with a steady, quiet conviction. “Edric might be angry, but we both know that he’d die for you if it came to it. I’m sure this quarrel is as upsetting for him as it is for you.”
Cenric folded his arms tightly across his chest. “I need his help right now. I can’t fight him on top of everything else.” 
“You still haven’t told me what you found,” Brynn pressed, ever so gently.
“We’ll be at war with Leofstan by midsummer.” Cenric unfolded his arms, bracing his hands on his knees. “He’s been stealing trees. And…I had a foretelling.”
“A foretelling?” Brynn tensed. Morgi’s foretellings only ever pertained to misfortunes and tragedies. 
“We will be raided this summer. I think by Leofstan. Hundreds of armed men by ship.” Cenric shook his head. 
“You don’t think the raid in the foretelling was Valdari?”
“I don’t,” Cenric replied. “It was at night and by ship, but there were too many. The only one on Valdar who could gather that many men is Ovrek and he doesn’t have the capacity now.” After last summer, Ovrek would be too busy rebuilding his kingdom to bother with Ombra. 
Brynn didn’t argue with that. “What do you make of Jaako?”
“He’s desperate,” Cenric grunted. “I think he knows he has to make a place for himself and his people here. He seems like an honorable man. I’ve no reason to think otherwise. Also…”
“Yes?”
“In the foretelling, he died fighting alongside me.”
Brynn tucked a lock of hair behind Alfie’s tiny ear, quiet for a long set of heartbeats. “Have you offered him terms, yet?”
“Not yet.” Despite Morgi’s assurances, Cenric was less and less certain that he could give Jaako land without offending half or more of the shire. Jaako might make a loyal thane one day, but he might not be popular. “I think he would skin any of us to keep his people safe.”
Brynn’s brows rose at that. “You’d do the same in his position.”
“I would,” Cenric agreed. 
“Does that mean you like him?”
“A bit,” Cenric admitted. “Foretelling or no, that doesn’t mean I trust him.”
“I treated with an elderly woman among the Valdari in his absence, Hulda,” Brynn said. 
Cenric cocked a brow in interest. “Is that so?”
“She’s a sorceress.”
Cenric paused for a beat, wondering if he had misheard. “Is she now?”
Brynn nodded. “And the mother of Jaako’s wife.”
“Jaako is married to a sorceress?” Cenric leaned back, a little surprised. “He’s never mentioned that.”
“I’m sure he has his reasons,” Brynn offered. “I haven’t been able to learn much more of Hulda or her daughter. Hulda seemed reasonable. The Valdari men seem to respect her. She tried to protect the boys, but she accepted my punishment without complaint.”
Cenric considered that. “Do you think Ovrek knew she was a sorceress?”
“I’d hoped you might have a guess,” Brynn admitted. “I am not sure.” 
The power of sorceresses flowed on the mother’s side, so if this Hulda had a daughter who had a daughter, all of them would be Istovari.
“Ombra could use more sorceresses,” Cenric mused. “Especially if they were loyal to you.” 
Brynn looked up at that. “You’re the alderman.”
Cenric offered a wry smile. “I suspect you are more popular at the moment.”
Brynn swallowed, her attention returning to the baby in her arms. “Do you think Jaako would keep his oaths if he swore to you?”
Cenric frowned, mulling over his past interactions with Jaako and the foretelling. “I think so.”
Brynn considered that for a long moment. “Have you considered how we will prepare for this raid?” Thankfully, she didn’t question his visions. 
“We’ll block the river to start,” Cenric said.
“That will keep our ships from getting out,” Brynn noted. “That will hinder our fishing.”
“I have an idea,” Cenric added. “A kind of gate in the water that could be open and shut.”
“I see.” Brynn’s brow furrowed. 
“If someone is planning an ambush for us, we build a trap for them,” Cenric surmised. “We’ll force their boats to stop in a part of the river where they’ll have to fight uphill to reach us.”
“You’ve given this much thought.”
“It was a long ride home.” Cenric exhaled a breath. “We will be hard-pressed to get everything ready. Calving and lambing are almost done but soon will come rooing.”
Spring was one of the hardest seasons of the year. In autumn, there were vast amounts of work, but there was also the promise of feasts and great stores of food.
In spring, there was a great amount of work, but mostly the promise of future food. The earth could be slow to give up its bounty.
It would be at least a month before the wild watercress grew big enough to eat. Then the chickens would begin to lay their eggs, the cows and sheep would be in milk, and later the fresh beans, leeks, carrots, and tubers could be added to stews.
“I had planned to start moving the Valdari to farms.” Cenric shifted, watching the flames crackle and pop in the fireplace. “But I don’t wish to foster resentment by giving them land. And I can use men like Jaako if we are raided.”
“Have many people voiced their dislike of the newcomers?” Brynn asked it softly, but there was something in her tone that hinted she already knew. 
Cenric let off a long breath. “Only Edric so far, but I know the others don’t care to have so many strangers in their midst.” 
“To be expected,” Brynn said.
“It is.”
“If Jaako wants them to stay, the Valdari will have to make themselves useful. And harder than that, they’ll need to be seen as useful.” Brynn adjusted Alfie, attention still on the baby. 
Cenric had hoped that spring planting would be the thing. Nothing brought people together quite like back-breaking work, but he doubted now that would be sufficient. 
Cenric wasn’t sure how long they could go before tensions bubbled over again. The Valdari looking as weak as they did had probably bought them time. “Jaako and the others can continue the spring planting with the rest of us.”
“And after?”
“As I said, I can always use more thanes.” 
“You must give thanes land,” Brynn pointed out.
“That is the problem, isn’t it?” Cenric shook his head. “We are back to where we started.” 
“I will see what I can do to get to know more of the Valdari women better,” Brynn mused. “And help the Ombran women get to know them better.”
“I’m sure you will work your magic on them, my love.”
Brynn’s tone grew somber. “There is also the matter of what Ovrek means by this. And I’m not sure what my uncle will make of it.”
“That messenger of his will have returned to Ungamot by now. I’m sure your uncle knows about the Valdari.”
“My uncle is wise enough not to take everything that boy says as truth.” Brynn had far more trust in her uncle than Cenric did. “But there is still the matter of Ovrek. We have not solved him.”
Cenric almost laughed at that. “I am not sure anyone can solve Ovrek.”
There was a time when Cenric had seen Ovrek as a role model. Now he seemed more of a warning, a byword. 
“I’m still concerned with what he means by this,” Brynn said. “Sending his enemies to us.”
“I have no idea what Ovrek wants. All I know is that he has made this our problem. He might be thinking farther ahead than either of us, or he might not be thinking at all.”
Brynn remained quiet for a long moment, so long Cenric thought she might not have heard. “I remember the days after my sister died, wandering in the forests and glens alone.” Brynn spoke the words like an admission, like a confession. “At every sound, I never knew if it might be Winfric’s army or my uncle’s men up ahead. I was cold, tired, and hungry. Everything hurt and somehow at the same time, I was numb.” Brynn’s brows creased. “I recognize that in these people. That pain. That loss.” 
Cenric’s mind flickered back to that time after his uncle had died, when he and his cousin and fumbled through the wilderness of Valdar as lost, disparate boys. He shoved those memories down. He didn’t want sympathy blinding him to what he needed to do.
As if she had read his thoughts, Brynn said, “I also know that our first duty is to protect our people before we can help strangers. I would very much like to do both, but we must see to one so that we can do the other.”
Hearing again that Brynn also wanted to make a place for the Valdari was comforting. Surely, if Brynn wanted to do this, it was the right thing.
Alfie made mewling sounds of protest, apparently done eating. Brynn adjusted her onto her back, freeing her legs so she could kick them in the air. 
Brynn had told Cenric it would be months yet before Alfie was walking, but she seemed to be practicing despite not even crawling yet.
Alfie made cooing sounds, staring up at Brynn. Her eyes were open wide, studying Brynn with rapt attention.
Cenric felt his whole face soften as that warm feeling grew in his chest. “She adores you.”
“Right now, I am her whole world.” Brynn smiled as Alfie’s small legs continued kicking. “That’s what she was doing inside me all those months.” 
Cenric had never known such tiny feet could move so furiously. “I’m sorry about that, love.”
“I didn’t mind,” Brynn murmured. “Every time she moved, I knew she was alive.” A shadow crossed her face at that. 
“She’s very alive, Brynn,” Cenric said softly. “More alive than either of us from the look of it.”
Brynn let off a small laugh as Alfie kept on kicking. 
Cenric wanted to tell his wife not to worry, that their daughter was safe and Brynn had already done everything she could do twice over. But now they were expecting a raid—maybe even an invasion.
“Do you want to hold her?” Brynn asked the question almost hesitantly.
“I do.” Cenric always wanted to hold her. A strange part of him was jealous. Brynn had gotten to hold Alfie for nine months, and she still held Alfie most of the time. His wife was better suited to the task, but there were times when Cenric wondered if he would ever be as close to his daughter as Brynn was.
Brynn shifted her arms around Alfie and rose.
Cenric made to stand, but Brynn shook her head.
“No, here.” Brynn crouched in front of Cenric, carefully passing Alfie into his arms.
Cenric was mindful to support Alfie’s head and spine as Brynn had told him, cradling her in his lap.
By the fire, Thorn lifted his head, sending a thought in Cenric’s direction. Puppy?
The puppy is fine, Cenric assured him.
Thorn lowered his head back down, content.
Alfie stared up at Cenric with eyes large as river stones, her kicking forgotten for a moment. 
Brynn knelt in front of him, close enough Alfie could still see her. “This is your papa, Alfie,” Brynn whispered. “Do you know Papa?”
Alfie’s large eyes flickered between them as she went still, assessing her new position. 
Cenric couldn’t help but feel he was being weighed and measured. “Have I not earned your trust yet, girl?” 
Alfie’s wide eyes didn’t change, but she cooed and began kicking again. Her tiny legs thrashed as if she had somewhere to go. 
Cenric chuckled and Brynn’s smile widened. “She’s very alive, Brynn.”
His wife swallowed, nodding as if it took effort. “She is.” 
Cenric didn’t know what else to say to that. “We have much work to do.”
“We do,” Brynn agreed. 
“I’ll see to work on our defenses. And I’ll find ways for Jaako and the others to be useful.” Cenric glanced to Brynn. “It sounds as if you will be doing much the same with the women.”
“There's always work to be done in a house and in the fields,” Brynn said. “But they must swear allegiance to you. If not now, then by an appointed day.”
“Agreed.” Cenric watched as Alfie studied him and Brynn, holding her eyes wide open. The whole world was new and foreign to her infant sight. “Most of my thanes are former thralls.” Cenric would not have been concerned by that before, but these days he was not so sure. “Even with Ovrek granting Edric and the others their freedom, I am not sure all the Valdari will honor their rank. That Ovrek was the one to grant them freedom might make it worse.”
“Then I think it would be a good idea if you got them used to taking orders from Edric,” Brynn suggested.
“Edric hates them,” Cenric reminded her.
“Then we must deal with that, too.” Brynn touched his arm.
“Is this what it is to rule?” Cenric nodded in the direction of the door. “To always be wrong? To always be harming someone by helping someone else?” He exhaled, a large part of him envying the carefree baby in his lap. “Is this what it’s like to wield power?”
“Only for a good man,” Brynn answered softly.
Cenric met her gaze at that.
“You are just,” she whispered, reaching up to trace her fingers along the side of his face. “And kind. I see that right now even if not everyone does.” 
Cenric leaned forward to kiss the top of her head. “Thank you, love.”
“You are trying to make a place for Jaako and his people, but to do that, you must also see to it that you meet your obligations and look after our people.” Brynn’s face was cast in shadow, but he caught her wan smile. “That would be a challenge regardless, but I fear there are people on both sides who will make it more difficult.”
“I am not wise enough for this,” Cenric grumbled. “Nor am I good or patient enough.” 
“Tyrants rarely lose sleep, husband,” Brynn pointed out.
“Ovrek must sleep well indeed.” Cenric wasn’t sure where that had come from. 
“Yes,” Brynn agreed. “Yes, I think he does.”
Cenric nodded, shifting Alfie into one arm so he could take Brynn’s hand in his. “I do wish…” He hesitated. 
Brynn tilted her head. “What’s wrong?”
“I wish I was a richer man,” Cenric admitted. “Far richer.” Dry cracks and torn nails marred her hands, the signs of a woman who worked. They had not been there when he’d first married her. “I wish you didn’t have to heal oxen, mend tunics, or oversee planting when I am away.” He kissed her knuckles, thumb rubbing over the back of her hand. “I wish I could give you…more. Stone fortresses. Silk dresses, golden combs, and a jewel for every finger. Servants to see to your every whim and scribes and scholars at your beck and call.”
Brynn clasped the side of his face. “I’ve been a rich man’s wife. Wealth makes life easier. I won’t deny that.” She stroked his short beard, and he nuzzled into her palm. “But I don’t think there’s enough silver between Ovrek and Aelgar both to buy this.” Brynn flattened her hand over Cenric’s heart. She offered a wry grin. “For what it’s worth, you are by far my favorite husband.”
Cenric exhaled a heavy breath. “Thank you, Brynn.” He closed the distance to kiss her again.
Alfie fussed between them, squirming until they broke apart.
“Do you object, lady?” Cenric arched a brow at his daughter.
Alfie had gone back to staring in wide-eyed innocence, studying them like some great secret.
Brynn giggled, brushing a finger over Alfie’s cheek. “You are becoming richer, husband,” she said, her tone becoming serious once again. “Ombra was devastated after the war, and you have worked hard to repair it. We all have.”
“But?” Cenric was patient, listening.
“But like Aelgar said, Ombra is surpassing what anyone expected. It is no longer recovering but thriving.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Cenric muttered.
“Some may think so.”
“How do you mean?”
“Ombra has always been the poorest shire. It is no secret.” 
Cenric grunted in confirmation. “You think we’re surpassing Leofstan in wealth and he takes exception to that?”
Brynn seemed to stare past him for a long moment. “I have only met Leofstan once.” 
“You have?” Cenric had never met the man face to face.
“He was courteous,” Brynn said. “Flattering, but most men were when I was lady of Glasney.”
Brynn’s first husband had been Paega of Glasney, one of the most powerful and respected aldermen in the kingdom. Even if Paega had treated Brynn no better than the dirt under his feet, many people had shown her deference for his sake.
“I do not know Leofstan well enough to guess at his motives, but that does seem to be implied by the wording of my uncle’s letter.”
Cenric could only guess at Leofstan’s motives. Regardless, they needed to address his actions. “First, we get the sheep away from the southern boundary,” he surmised. “Then we find a way to deal with the rest.”
Brynn considered that for a moment. “Send a messenger to Leofstan, inviting him here for Rooing Day.”
Rooing Day was a festival in late spring held for collecting fleeces from the sheep. It signaled the start of summer to most people and the end of the most grueling work.
Cenric’s gaze narrowed, searching his wife’s face. “You want him here?”
“I’m not sure,” Brynn admitted. “I highly doubt he will accept, but word of it will get back to my uncle, so he knows we are taking his warning seriously while trying to maintain peace.”
If there was one thing Aelgar hated, it was Hyldish in-fighting. Most kings had encouraged in-fighting to keep their aldermen too weak to try supplanting them. Her uncle was far more concerned with keeping the peace to ensure his people could stand against Ovrek, Wilfred, or whoever else might invade them next.
Brynn paused for a long moment. “Aelgar needs us. More than he needs Leofstan.”
“Yes,” Cenric agreed. “Ombra is the shield of Hylden. We hold together their defense against Valdar.”
“And Aelgar knows this,” Brynn agreed. “He is likely to forgive much, especially if Leofstan starts a feud.” 
Cenric took comfort in that. “Good thing, too.”
“Let us try friendship first.” Brynn’s words were soft, but her emphasis clear. 
“Of course, my love,” Cenric conceded. Though, looking at her grim expression, he had to wonder if she thought this would work any more than he did. 
If Leofstan wanted a feud, there was little they could do besides give him one. 
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Brynn


Spring in Ombra came more tentatively than it did in the south. The skies remained cloudy and the trees bare for months after the iciness of winter departed. 
The first cloudless morning, the women of Ombra fetched their washing. Most of the men were at work outside the village, so the women stripped down to their shifts, piled their bedding and every article of clothing they could find into baskets and headed to the river. 
The very young children were wrestled out of their little stained tunics and freed to play naked in the grass. Ash and several of the younger dyrehunds joined them in games involving sticks and running in circles.
It had been days since Cenric’s first foretelling and since then, he had experienced similar versions of the dream. They would be attacked by several hundred men, likely Hyldish, sometime at the end of spring or early summer. 
Cenric had planned to wait until after spring planting to work on their defenses, but the nightly visions had spurred him to act sooner. He and a group of men skilled in woodworking were downriver, strengthening their defenses.
The attack in his visions always came at night, so they should be safe in daylight. Though Brynn remained on edge, Cenric had posted several watchmen along the shoreline so they would have fair warning if anyone did try to assault their village.
Brynn could just make the group of men out from where she worked. Cenric had them laying a log across the river held in place by poles planted deep on either side of the bank. No ships would be able to pass while the log was in place, but it could be untied at one end and opened with ropes, the log floating at the top of the water. 
Cenric’s plan was to have the gate in place every night. Opening and shutting the gate would take several men working together. It would be a wretched inconvenience to everyone in the village, but it would force any invaders from the sea to leave their ships in waist-high water and wade ashore, then up a steep slope. 
Unfortunately, it was taking massive amounts of time in the middle of planting season, and they were having to use almost fifty feet of their limited supply of rope. 
Perhaps it was folly, but Cenric seemed to need something to do. He was not one to wait idly for attack.
From here, Brynn could see her husband with Edric, Jaako, and at least twenty other men. Most of them had discarded their clothes to work naked in the waist-high water. 
Brynn bit her lip, spotting Cenric as he directed the placement of a large beam. The sunlight lit the water droplets on his sculpted chest and arms. Even at this distance, he was beautiful. Her heart thudded just a little harder. She might be consumed with being Alfie’s mother these days, but she was still Cenric’s lover, too. 
The household girls knelt by the river to wash the many bed linens, tunics, trousers, dresses, shifts, veils, and other items belonging to the main house. Every woman in the village seemed to be here, talking and laughing, sharing complaints and gossip.
“Lady.” Melain bowed to Brynn, her hair anomalously uncovered as she had been washing her veil. 
“Yes, Melain? I trust your father is well.” Brynn had tended the elderly man just to be sure, but he had seemed hale when she had left. 
“Yes, lady.” Melain grimaced, glancing past her. “Lady, it’s those Valdari.”
Brynn followed the direction of Melain’s gaze. Past the main group of village women, perhaps one hundred paces upriver from Brynn and her household, the Valdari women had also come to the riverbank to do much the same thing as them. The Valdari gathered in a tight cluster, wading into the water to scrub their own shifts and stripping children naked to wash their stained clothes. “What about them?” 
“They’re filthy, lady,” Melain insisted. “Ridden with pests and covered in dirt.”
“They’re washing.” Brynn blinked at the other woman. “The recommended cure for such a condition.”
“They should wash after we do,” Melain pressed. “Their filth will come downstream and soil us and our clothes.”
“We will be washing for hours,” Brynn pointed out. “If we make them wait until we are done, their clothes will not be dry by nightfall.”
“Then they can wait for tomorrow.” Melain was not going to budge on the matter. 
Brynn’s temples throbbed with the beginnings of a headache. She’d never known Melain to be a spiteful or cruel woman, but it seemed the attack on her father had given her a grudge. “You may take your laundry upstream if you wish,” Brynn suggested. “That is certainly your right.”
“I should be able to wash in this spot near my house like I always do,” Melain argued. “Why should I bow to their whims?”
Brynn stared at the other woman for a long moment, debating what to do. She searched past Melain, noticing that several of the other Ombra women watched the exchange intently. 
“They’re Valdari, lady,” Melain said, as if anyone had forgotten. “I don’t know why you and the lord tolerate them. Didn’t these people kill your firstborn?”
Osbeorn—the son from Brynn’s first marriage. His death at the hands of Valdari mercenaries had finally given her the push to leave her first husband. 
Brynn stiffened. “Yes, a Valdari man killed my son. And Hyldishmen killed my sister, then raped her corpse.”
Melain looked away at that, mouth pursing in what might have been shame. “Do something about them, lady. Please. Or else…”
Brynn’s brow furrowed. “Or else what?”
“There are those of us who…talk.”
Brynn forced her face not to show anything. “Yes?”
“If the lord will not rid us of them, then…” Melain trailed off, seeming to realize that what she said was borderline treasonous.
“I did not know you were so bloodthirsty, Melain.” Brynn tried to keep her tone light.
“I will do what I must to protect my family, my children.” Melain shot a furtive glance to where her sons played in the grass. “Those people attacked my father. What if it’s me or one of the little ones next time?”
Brynn bit her lip. She’d had the four offenders in her house for days. They had seemed frightened, like whipped hounds. They’d worked from dawn to dusk, then scarfed down their portions at meals and collapsed on their pallets. According to the other house boys, they slept like the dead. They struck Brynn as desperate little fools who had let their desperation talk them into attacking an old man. She doubted they would do such a thing again, but the four of them had made life worse for everyone, mainly themselves and their own people. 
The Ombrans would kill to protect their families. The Valdari would doubtless do the same. But no one had to die, no one had to be hurt. Just because four of the Valdari had turned out to be idiots didn’t mean the rest of them were.
“The boys who attacked your father were severely punished by the Valdari leader,” Brynn said. “They have been put to hard labor for my husband, at Jaako’s behest. Your family has been compensated by my husband for your lost property and your father’s injury. The other Valdari have made no trouble since and have obeyed every term and condition of their stay.”
“It’s just a matter of time, lady,” Melain insisted. “A matter of time until things go wrong. I just hope you and the lord see that before it’s too late.” She bowed to Brynn, showing deference at the last moment before walking away.
Brynn allowed her to get the last word, surveying the surrounding riverbank. Several of the other village women had watched Brynn’s exchange with Melain. She had to wonder if Melain had somehow been selected to voice their concerns. If so, then it wasn’t just a matter of a single woman’s grudge, but something greater, something festering like an infected wound.
Exhaling a long breath, Brynn returned to the cluster of her own household women. Gaitha inspected the wet linens as they were pulled from the water, overseeing both the house girls and some of her own servants from her and Edric’s household.
“I suppose you heard that?” Brynn asked the tall woman.
Gaitha’s usual humor was absent as she met Brynn’s gaze. “I did, lady.”
“Do you think the same? Is that the common opinion in the village?” Brynn had been too busy these past weeks for proper attention to the people in the larger settlement, but Gaitha lived closer.
Gaitha grimaced. “There’s many who think nothing good can come out of Valdar.” She glanced briefly at Lena, dropping her voice as she stepped nearer. 
“My husband wants them gone. As do many others.”
“And you?” Brynn pressed. “What do you think?”
Gaitha hesitated for a long moment, chewing her lip, staring past Brynn with a vacant expression. It was an unusual look for her. She usually knew exactly what she thought and was happy to tell anyone. “I see…why.”
Brynn narrowed her eyes. “Gaitha, are you dodging the question?”
“They’re strange and foreign and they pray to their First of Fathers.” Gaitha tossed the linen tunic in her hands to the nearest house girl, who spread it on the rocks to dry. “But I’ve been a foreigner, too.” She glanced down to her hands, fingers knotting in uncharacteristic hesitation. “Ombra is the first place I ever chose for myself, really. Even when I didn’t know what I was choosing, but it was better than the other options.” Gaitha exhaled, glancing toward the cluster of Valdari women upriver. “It could have been me. It was me, in truth. But I was only one woman, not more than a hundred families. I suppose I was an easier bite to swallow.”
None of that helped Brynn, but she could see what Gaitha meant.
“It was the same for my husband. He chose Ombra because it was better than Valdar.” Gaitha shrugged. “Even you, lady. You chose this place because it was your only way to be free.”
Brynn had agreed to marry Cenric without ever meeting him. His shire had been the farthest from the central kingdom, the least populous and least relevant to politics. This land had been her escape, her remaking. 
“Maybe that’s what Ombra is,” Gaitha said hesitantly. “Maybe that’s who our lord is.” She let off a great sigh. “I’m no sage, but so many of us were someone else before. Edric, half the lord’s thanes, even you and me.” 
Brynn supposed that was true. Most of Cenric’s thanes had been thralls. Brynn had once been the greatest tool in the Istovari sorceresses’ quest for power. 
“In what other land can a whore be friends with a king’s daughter?” Gaitha made a helpless gesture. 
“I’m glad to count you as a friend, Gaitha.” 
Gaitha shook her head as if dismissing the sentiment. “If Ombra is a place where all that can happen, why can’t it be a place where Valdari become Hyldish?”
Brynn wasn’t sure these Valdari would ever be Hyldish, but someday they might be Ombran. She turned her gaze up the river to the Valdari women, thinking. “Lena.” 
Lena’s dark head popped up from her place beside the water, sleeves of her shift rolled up to her elbows. 
Brynn beckoned her over. “Come. I may need a translator.” 
Gaitha cocked a brow with interest but didn’t question it. 
With Alfie slung across her chest, Brynn and Lena trudged past the cluster of village women, toward the shapes of the Valdari women at work.  
Melain and the other women stared, but no one interrupted.
Unsure of what she would say, Brynn focused on keeping a friendly expression as she approached. 
The Valdari took notice of her, glancing to one another and shrinking back out of her way as she neared. The playing children fell silent.
She was unsure how many of them might recognize her from that day with the near-riot. Some stared with what might be either curiosity or suspicion. Some shrank back. 
“Where is Hulda?” Brynn called, stopping a few paces away. “Is Hulda here?”
Lena translated, her words much more confident speaking for Brynn than when she spoke for herself.
There were probably fifty or more women before her with easily as many or more children. Some of the Valdari women worked with the men at planting while others had remained closer, working around the storehouses.
The throng stared back at Brynn like a herd of startled deer, but one of the younger girls rose, waving for Brynn to follow.
Offering the girl a smile, Brynn trailed after her, Lena tagging at her heels. The chatter of the women remained silent, all staring at Brynn with something like suspicion.
Brynn spotted Hulda at the edge of the water, seated on a rock in the sun. Nearby, the younger women worked at their washing much as the Hyldish women did further down the bank. Brynn didn’t look in the direction of the Hyldish, but she could feel their stares on her back. 
A young woman with an infant slung across her chest much like Brynn, straightened from beside the water. Ka rippled around her in thick waves, bending back to coil around her in a thousand golden caresses—yet another sorceress.
Brynn did her best not to stare at the younger woman. 
“Lady Brynn,” Hulda greeted her, bowing in respect. “Better met this time, I hope.”
“Likewise,” Brynn agreed. 
Hulda braced her hand on a nearby rock as if to steady herself for whatever was to come next. “How may I serve you, lady?”
“It is a beautiful day,” Brynn offered with a slight smile. “We may not see one like it for some time.”
“True,” Hulda conceded.
The young woman with the infant moved closer, glancing surreptitiously between Hulda and Brynn. 
“This is my daughter, Ragna.” Hulda indicated the younger woman. “And that one is her daughter, Sunniva.”
A little girl stared up at Brynn with wide eyes, shrinking behind her mother’s skirts, sucking one thumb.
“Ragna is Jaako’s concubine,” Hulda explained.
Brynn managed not to show surprise at that. A concubine whose mother appeared to be some kind of matriarch? Usually that would be the role of a man’s wife or a mother.
Ragna had curly red hair beneath her kerchief and a round face that gave her a girlish appearance. Her lips parted softly as if in surprise, studying Brynn like an animal she had never seen.
“Well-met, Ragna.” 
“Well-met, lady,” Ragna replied, her Hyldish more halting than her mother’s. 
Ragna was a sorceress and she had two children, at least one of them a girl. 
Brynn’s heart beat faster as she resisted the urge to search the people around her. How many Istovari were here? She wanted to find a way to ask Hulda.
Again, Brynn wondered if Ovrek had any idea what he had sent her. She guessed that these women were not trained to fight, else Ovrek’s vengeance against them would have gone very differently. But…
From Hulda’s sharp gaze and the way Ragna seemed to brace herself, they must know. The knowledge of each other hung between Brynn and the women, thick with unspoken secrets.
Brynn swallowed. First her and Esa, then Lena and Alfie. Now Hulda, Ragna, little Sunniva, and Ragna’s babe. Ombra was fast becoming a sorceresses’ haven, like they had in the south—assuming these women would swear allegiance to Cenric and Brynn.
“I would invite you and your people to join me and my household downriver,” Brynn offered. “The rocks there are better and you will have more space for your drying.”
Hulda hesitated, glancing to her daughter. 
“We would share our vittles as well,” Brynn added. “It’s just bread and cheese, but it is something.”
Hulda paused, glancing past Brynn to the Hyldish women down the bank. “Your people may not like that, lady.”
“Something has to change, Hulda,” Brynn said with a low voice. “You know it as well as I.”
Hulda glanced to her daughter, then back to Brynn. “You risk offending your own people by your favor.” This old woman was shrewd, wise. Whatever else Hulda was, she had not lived to see her grandchildren by accident.
“I can survive a little offense,” Brynn replied. “Will you join us?”
Hulda exhaled a long breath, the sound of a weariness that went bone deep.
Ragna leaned over, whispering something in her mother’s ear.
Hulda nodded, patting Ragna’s shoulder. To Brynn, she said, “We will join you.” 
Brynn smiled. “Thank you.”
Hulda called to the Valdari women, gesturing to Brynn. Brynn made out snatches, understanding that Hulda was explaining the invitation.
Though a few of the women asked questions and glanced to one another uncertainly, no one argued with Hulda’s decree. They gathered up their washing, called their children, and began a slow procession downriver. 
Brynn and Hulda walked together, Ragna and Lena trailing behind. Guin trotted ahead, tail swaying side to side like a raised banner. 
Far down the river, Brynn glimpsed Cenric on the riverbank. He had pulled his trousers back on, but remained half-naked, picking up a large timber. 
Brynn licked her lips. Did he know she was watching him?
“Jaako asked me what I thought of you,” Hulda said.
“Oh?” Brynn considered that an odd question.
“The sorceress of Ombra,” Hulda explained. “The serpent slayer.”
Brynn stared ahead. If Hulda had intended to make her uncomfortable, she succeeded.
“I told him you seemed fair and just,” Hulda continued. “He thinks much the some of your husband.”
Brynn tried to parse some hidden meaning to those words. 
Hulda continued. “Your mercy is not lost on us, Lady Brynn,” she said. “Though…” She cast her sharp gaze in the direction of the staring village women, Melain chief among them, glaring as they passed by. “I imagine you are limited in how merciful you can be.”
Brynn swallowed. Hulda understood that Brynn and Cenric had to respect the wishes and worries of their people, too. 
The group of Valdari women passed around the villagers, reaching the cluster of house girls along with Gaitha and her servants. Gaitha’s brows rose, head cocked as if to ask what scheme this was.
Brynn offered a smile, gesturing to the Valdari women. “I have invited Hulda and her people to work alongside us,” she explained. With a look toward Gaitha, she added, “It seemed a good way to get to know each other.”
Gaitha studied the newcomers, glancing between Brynn and the elderly woman at her side.
“Hulda, this is Gaitha, wife of Edric, one of my husband’s thanes. She is my dearest friend and confidante.” 
Hulda bowed. “Well-met, Lady Gaitha.”
“I’m no lady,” Gaitha reprimanded, but her face turned friendly. “But well-met.”
“This is Lena,” Brynn gestured to the young sorceress at her side. “That girl by the rocks is Esa. They are my wards.”
Hulda inclined her head, though not quite bowing. “Most of these don’t speak Hyldish,” she admitted to Gaitha. “But this is my daughter, Ragna, and her daughter, Sunniva.” She gestured to the throng of women with their washing and motley of children at her back. “This is Fenstrid, Gunhild, Kared…” The old woman introduced a string of Valdari names and faces that Brynn would struggle to recall. 
“Well, I am going to forget most of that,” Gaitha said with a little laugh. “But come. No sense in wasting a fine day.” Despite her early hesitation, Gaitha was not the sort of woman to dally once she decided on a course of action. She stepped forward, showing the Valdari women to the bank and setting them up among the rocks along the shore.
Children returned to playing in their new spot, rolling in the long grass.
Upriver, Melain stared. It was hard to read her expression from this distance. 
Brynn offered Melain a shrug. She had done exactly what Melain had wanted and stopped the Valdari from washing their clothes upriver. Melain seemed to realize that, but from Melain’s motionless stance, bringing these people closer was not a satisfactory outcome.
The morning wore on, filled with scrubbing and wringing of clothes. Brynn never thought her household was rich until the days she had to wash every single item of clothing they owned. Then the laundry seemed to be endless.
Cenric left with several of the men, then returned with more logs that had been felled from the woods the day before. Oxen had to move the large tree that had been chosen for the gate itself. 
He kept his tunic off as he worked. Brynn wished she wasn’t so intently aware of it, but she struggled not to notice.
Brynn tended Cenric’s feasting clothes herself, carefully checking each of the seams and stitches in the wool tunic, linen undershirt, and linen trousers. He would need them for after Rooing Day, in the first great feast of the year. It was a new set Brynn had made him over winter, the hem, collar, and sleeves edged in bright cloth taken from his last set which had been ruined in Valdar. 
She still had pieces of the old embroidered tunic and she planned to use them to make a tiny gown for Alfie. The little one might be years from appreciating fine clothes, but she was still an alderman’s daughter. 
Brynn kissed the top of Alfie’s head as she considered whether she might have enough cloth to make a matching cap for the baby as well. A cry drew Brynn’s attention to her right.
Esa and two of the other girls slipped into the water, coming up drenched and laughing. The river was shallow here and the current calm enough that there was little danger. The girls splashed each other, hitting one of the younger Valdari girls by the edge. She jumped.
“Oh!” Esa straightened. “Sorry, I—”
The Valdari girl scooped up a handful of water, sloshing Esa back with a dimpled grin.
Esa shrieked, grabbing the other girl’s arm and pulling her in.
Two more girls close to Esa’s age jumped in from the Valdari side and in moments a water fight broke out, sloshing and splashing with peals of laughter and shrieks of delight.
Gaitha straightened, hands on her hips. “Now stop your fooling and—”
Brynn rested a hand on Gaitha’s arm to silence her. “Let them for a little longer,” she urged. “I doubt they can hear us, anyway.”
Gaitha shook her head. “I would have been whipped if I’d ever shirked my work like that.” 
Brynn pursed her lips, but Gaitha dropped the matter. 
Alfie squirmed against Brynn’s chest, fussing softly. She must be hungry. 
Brynn spread Cenric’s feasting clothes on the rocks to dry, glancing to the sun. “I think it’s time for a rest.”
Gaitha glanced over at the baskets they had carried down with them. “It’s hardly a feast, but we can share what we have.”
Brynn finally called Esa and the other girls, shouting for them to come distribute the bread and cheese. Someone also needed to take food to the men working downriver. Brynn didn’t trust herself to do it with a straight face, not with Cenric still half-naked.
Soaked with her hair in stringy lines, Esa stumbled out of the water, pale complexion making her reddened cheeks that much more noticeable. “Forgive me, lady.”
Brynn settled on a rock, adjusting Alfie and pulling down the collar of her dress to free one breast. “I don’t mind you making friends, Esa,” Brynn said. Perhaps not every day could have such playful indulgences, but there could be exceptions.
From the corner of her eye, Brynn glimpsed Hulda nudging Ragna. The other woman hesitated just a moment before approaching the rock where Brynn rested.
Brynn pretended not to see the exchange, making a show of looking up as if just noticing Ragna. 
“This one also needs feeding,” Ragna said, shifting awkwardly. “May I join you?” Her Hyldish had a much thicker accent than her mother’s, but it was still far better than Brynn’s Valdari.
Hulda was hoping her daughter would bond with Brynn over their babies? Clever woman. 
“Of course,” Brynn said, gesturing to the space beside her.
Ragna eased down just an arm’s length away. She adjusted her own little one, a plump baby perhaps two months older than Alfie. “What is your little one’s name?”
“Aelfwynn,” Brynn answered. “My husband named her after my late sister.” She offered a slight smile. “Yours?”
“Morvan. After my father.” Ragna chirped a laugh as her son latched on greedily, intent on his prize. “He was born in the dead of winter. I didn’t think he would survive.” Ragna ran a finger along the baby’s rounded cheek. “But he’s made it this far and I’m glad to have given Jaako a son.”
Brynn’s chest pricked at that. Cenric needed a son. If not to inherit Ombra, then to carry on Morgi’s gifts. Morgi’s gifts of foretelling and speaking to the dyrehunds passed along the father’s line and Cenric was the last man in his lineage. Alfie would inherit her father’s gifts, but her children wouldn’t. Cenric had not mentioned it, but the thought hung in the back of Brynn’s mind. 
“Bread and cheese,” Gaitha sighed, approaching both women with bread cakes smeared in sheep’s cheese. 
Brynn took hers. The bread had turned cold, but it was sustenance.
Ragna hesitated. “I—”
“Eat, you’ll need it to feed the baby,” Gaitha said. “It will be some time before your husband harvests the crops to feed you himself.”
Ragna complied, taking the offered bread cake. “We aren’t…married.” She spoke the last word cautiously, avoiding eye contact.
Gaitha’s free hand found her hip. “Made you a mother twice over, but couldn’t be bothered to make you a wife, is that it?”
Brynn almost laughed. Nothing earned Gaitha’s sympathy faster than a man she deemed unworthy.
Ragna’s eyes widened. “His uncle wouldn’t allow it. Jaako was the nephew of a jarl and my parents were thralls.”
At that fateful word, Brynn caught a flicker of motion from the corner of her eye. Lena flinched from her place at the riverside. 
Gaitha snorted at Ragna’s defense as she settled herself on a nearby stone. “Not good enough, were you?” 
Jaako’s uncle now happened to be dead. Very dead. Brynn had seen Egill’s severed skull nailed to a wooden post last summer but mentioning that would not placate Gaitha’s wrath. 
“That is how things are,” Ragna answered quietly. “Jaako has cared well for me and our children.” She glanced to where her mother was speaking with Esa and a few of the younger girls. “He’s cared for my family, too, when no one would have blamed him for doing otherwise.”
“I’ll forgive him when he marries you,” Gaitha answered flippantly.
Brynn laughed. “You are too hard on men, Gaitha.”
“Someone has to be,” was Gaitha’s unrepentant retort.
“How did you meet Jaako?” Brynn asked, genuinely curious. Love matches were rare and they fascinated her.
“I was checking my father’s eel traps,” Ragna explained. “Jaako was tending his uncle’s sheep. We were fifteen.” Ragna’s whole face softened when she spoke of Jaako, like just the thought of him was enough to make the world better. “We were each other’s first…everything. We’ve been together since.”
“He tended the sheep?” Brynn didn’t think that was usual work for a jarl’s nephew, but she was still learning Valdar’s ways.
“They had him tend the sheep because his mother had married a man her brother disliked.”
“This uncle had many opinions on who his relatives should and shouldn’t marry,” Gaitha noted sardonically.
“Jaako’s father was a cruel man.” Ragna’s voice was soft, quiet at the words, like she hesitated to admit them. “He beat Jaako’s mother and beat Jaako too, so they fled back to her brother.” Ragna shook her head sadly. “I’ve never seen him so relieved as the day we learned his father was dead.” 
Gaitha cleared her throat, shifting. “Is that so?”
“It’s not that Jaako doesn’t honor his kin,” Ragna said quickly. “He honored his uncle well and his mother while she was alive. It’s just…” Ragna swallowed. “I talk too much. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t mention it.” Gaitha waved her hand dismissively.
Brynn caught Hulda’s gaze as she and Gaitha sat with Ragna. The elderly woman nodded her head, a slight smile deepening the creases on her face.

      [image: ]The day wore on bright and cheerful with the laughter of children and the low chatter of women. As they went back to washing, Brynn managed to draw more Valdari into their small circle, ones who spoke enough Hyldish to understand and even some that didn’t. 
They spread the last of the washing on the rocks as the sun reached its zenith, casting the world in bright streams of gold. 
Several of the village children joined Sunniva and the other Valdari children in playing, making games out of sticks, rocks, and grass stems. They did not understand each other, but the language barrier didn’t seem to trouble toddlers as it did adults. Guin joined in from time to time with Ash and some of the younger dogs.
Thorn watched with his one good eye, but he remained close to Brynn, or more likely, close to Alfie. 
A little boy toddled over from the group of Hyldish villagers, drifting toward the other children. He glanced back once before joining the Valdari children in studying something in the dirt. 
Brynn realized it was Oswin, Melain’s son. He examined a snail shell with Sunniva, both as intent on the task as any children could be.
Melain must have noticed, too, because she stormed from the other group, marching straight for Oswin. 
Brynn’s heart sank. 
Melain snatched her son’s hand, dragging him away. “Don’t go near them,” she scolded. “They’re dirty, disgusting vermin. You’ll get sick.”
Brynn’s chest deflated. Ironically, the Valdari were not sick as Brynn would have expected and she guessed that Hulda and Ragna were at least partly to thank.
Rebuking Melain would only stoke her resentment and make the situation worse. Brynn might be able to demand Melain be polite to their guests, but she couldn’t change Melain’s mind through orders. She needed to change hearts—not just Melain’s, but those of most the shire. 
Sunniva must have understood enough Hyldish to know what the other woman had called her. Tears welled in her eyes, and she flew to her mother, sobs wracking her little frame.
“Lady Brynn.”
She turned at Hulda’s voice. “Hulda.”
“We thank you for your hospitality today. And your…efforts.” Hulda stared in the direction of her weeping granddaughter, face buried in Ragna’s skirts. “This will take time, I think,” she sighed. “If it works at all.”
“Yes,” Brynn agreed, a heavy weight in her chest.
And things had been going so well.






  
  [image: ]
10
Cenric


Cenric always forgot how loud sheep were until lambing season arrived. At night, he could hear their faint bleating from within the walls of his longhouse. Times like this, it seemed he had ten thousand sheep instead of two thousand. 
The adults clipped at the grass with bucked teeth and lambs bounded in circles, chasing each other. Sometimes, lambs would play too long and lose sight of their mothers, then shriek in terror until reunited.
The pigs had been freed from their winter pens and released into the forest to forage. Cenric’s aurochs, the great cattle that were only ever half-tamed, grazed mostly unattended in the valley several leagues inland. He had a modest herd of smaller, more docile cattle spread over several farms with many different families and households looking after them, much like the sheep with their assigned shepherds. 
Ombra had far more sheep than they did people. 
But none of Cenric’s sheep were missing. None of the shepherds or farmers along the southern boundary had noticed anything wrong, either.
“Their wool looks almost ready for plucking,” Jaako noted, nodding toward the sheep.
Cenric had brought Jaako with him to inspect the sheep after moving them. He tried to keep the Valdari leader nearby. Though he had not been given a reason to mistrust Jaako, Cenric was still being cautious. Desperation made more outlaws than anything else and Jaako was still desperate in many ways. 
“Rooing Day will be next week,” Cenric said. “It will be warm enough then. We make a festival of it,” he added. “Several hundred families will come from the surrounding farms. We pluck the sheep, then parcel out the wool.”
Jaako nodded. The man seemed always serious, like he concentrated on every word Cenric spoke. “Do any of them need to be cut?”
“We don’t have any Kelethi animals, no,” Cenric answered. 
The sheep of Ombra and much of Hylden still shed their fleeces naturally in the spring. Apart from matting of the wool along their underbellies, most of the Ombran sheep’s wool could be plucked free by hand. Some animals from the eastern continent had been bred for softer wool, but in the process had lost their ability to shed on their own.
“We had Kelethi sheep back on Valdar,” Cenric mused. They had been foreign animals taken from the continent in raids. “My uncle never wanted us to shear them until he saw an osprey,” Cenric said, thinking back to the old Valdari warrior. “One year, he didn’t see one until poppy season and still made us wait.”
Cenric’s uncle had been a superstitious man. When Cenric had argued that they needed to shear to give the sheep the chance to regrow their coats in time for winter, his uncle had demanded if Morgi had sent a warning. When Cenric had admitted that no, he had not had any foretellings on the matter, the old warrior had scoffed and insisted on waiting.
Cenric never found out what happened to the sheep that following winter. Not long after that, Cenric and Hróarr had been late gathering in the lambs one night and returned to find their home ablaze with the rest of the family and servants inside.
As the lone survivors, Cenric and Hróarr had fled, seeking the camp of Ovrek, now the king of Valdar. He had taken them in, and they had joined his warband. 
“You kept sheep on Valdar, lord?” Jaako sounded surprised.
“Yes, when I fostered with my uncle.” Cenric and Hróarr had spent many summer days bored out of their minds watching the sheep. To entertain each other, they had made fanciful plans to sail all the seas of the world, to fight as mercenaries for distant Kelethi lords, to raid impenetrable fortresses, and seduce king’s daughters and famed courtesans. 
Like most boys, they had envisioned a great saga for their life story but drastically underestimated how difficult it would be to accomplish. Daring deeds came at a cost and not just to oneself.
Hróarr would be the leader and Cenric would be his second in command—that had never been decided, but it was always the assumption. That was the role Cenric’s parents had intended for him when they had sent him to Valdar as a toddler. 
Cenric had not grown up to be Hróarr’s liegeman. Hróarr’s inheritance had been burned to the ground, and he had been left to scrape out a new one on the strength of his sword-arm. But Hróarr had sailed the Jaunty Straights and fought for foreign kings. No doubt he was even now sieging impenetrable fortresses, bathing in gold, and earning the favors of great ladies along the way. 
Meanwhile, Cenric was the last of his father’s sons. He became a Hyldish alderman and was now rooted to his ancestral land. There would be no great voyages or foreign adventures for him.
Then again, he might not have sailed all the seas of the world or seen the great cities of Kelethi, but these days men called him “lord.” Not to mention a king’s daughter shared his bed. A beautiful, remarkable woman who had given him his own daughter.
Cenric caught himself smiling. All things considered, he was pleased with his life.
“I also kept my uncle’s sheep,” Jaako said, sounding unsure. 
Cenric glanced over to the other man. He didn’t always know what to make of Jaako, but perhaps Jaako didn’t know what to make of him, either. “Come Rooing Day, there will be hundreds of people here from around the countryside.”
Jaako was quiet for a long set of heartbeats. He seemed to go quiet often, like he considered every repercussion before responding. 
“Many take it as a chance to re-swear their oaths to me,” Cenric said, trying to broach the topic sideways. “Or to take their oaths for the first time.”
Jaako seemed to catch on. “What do these oaths entail?”
“The usual—to recognize me as lord and to fight for me in times of war. And those who swear allegiance are expected to give me a portion of what their lands produce.” Cenric folded his arms across his chest, watching as several of the shepherds milked a line of ewes tied to the hedge. “Of course, if they are going to give me what their lands produce, I have to give them lands in the first place.”
“I would like to speak plain, lord,” Jaako said. 
“Please do.” Cenric gestured, prompting Jaako to continue. 
“If I swear allegiance to you, what will you offer my people and I?” Jaako had said my people, implying he saw all the Valdari as his responsibility. 
“A hyde of land for each household,” Cenric said. “Those with ability to farm it, at least.”
“What is a hyde?”
Cenric had assumed Jaako knew, but he supposed it was a Hyldish word. “Enough land to support a thane and his family.”
Jaako considered that.
Each of Cenric’s thanes had at least a hyde of land, but those in his inner circle had more. Edric had ten hydes of land, though he was only able to work a small portion of it.
Olfirth had been granted twenty by Cenric’s grandfather as well as the guarantee that his heirs would be allowed to hold the land after him. The old bear was an anomaly. Even if Cenric did change his mind and try to take back Olfirth’s land, Cenric expected he’d have to fight not just Olfirth, but the entire shire. Olfirth was esteemed too highly. 
“If the thane dies, the land comes back to me,” Cenric said. “It is not passed onto his heirs unless he receives a special arrangement.”
“What if the thane can no longer fight?” Jaako asked.
“It hasn’t come up,” Cenric admitted. “But I will allow another member of the household to take his place if I need warriors that badly.”
Jaako nodded. “And it is this way in all Hylden?”
“Yes.” 
Jaako considered that for a long moment. “Do you expect to fight soon?”
“Yes,” Cenric answered, choosing to be honest.
“The jarl to the south?”
“The alderman,” Cenric corrected, using the Hyldish word. “But yes.”
“And Ovrek?” Jaako spoke the Valdari king’s name the way one might speak of plague or famine.
“He is not king here,” Cenric answered. 
“But he wishes to be.” So Jaako had heard of Ovrek’s designs on empire.
Cenric shrugged. “Ovrek will try to conquer Hylden if he lives long enough. He has much work to do to recover from your uncle’s uprising. And he is well past his prime. He may decide he is content with what he has.”
“He was married late last autumn,” Jaako clipped. “That does not seem the act of a man content in his dotage.” 
Cenric’s brows rose at that. He had heard nothing of this but supposed the news had not had time to travel. “Ovrek remarried? Who?” 
The Valdari king had lost his wife of decades, Sifma, last summer. She had been killed in the hall burning meant to kill Ovrek and his son. He’d dismissed his numerous concubines when they had begun fighting over who would take Sifma’s place. Not to mention the king already had a grown son from that marriage. Even if he wanted more sons, he didn’t need to marry to get them. There had to be another reason. 
Jaako shrugged. “I wasn’t exactly invited.”
“Is she a foreigner?” Cenric could imagine Ovrek marrying some petty king’s daughter to gain an alliance for his eventual invasion of Hylden.
“I don’t know,” Jaako admitted. 
Ovrek continued to be an enigma, but that was hardly new.
“We will deal with Ovrek when and if we must,” Cenric surmised. “As we have always done.”
“If Ovrek demands you banish me and my people one day?”
Annoyance prickled Cenric’s chest. “Ovrek demanded I give up my wife last summer. Look how that turned out.”
Jaako’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”
“A long story,” Cenric grunted. Remembering how Ovrek had accused Brynn of murder soured his whole mood. “But I warn you, Ombra is not a place for wealth. Swearing to me will never make you rich and we will doubtless be raided, but the land is good and the Hyldish king rarely troubles us.”
“We are Valdari, we can handle raids.” Jaako looked over the sheep for a long moment. “I will consider this.”
Cenric glanced down the hill to where shapes moved in and out of the storehouses. Jaako’s people could not stay in his barns much longer. The living was cramped, and there was no place for them to have fires inside.
“You should bring your family to supper tonight,” Cenric said. “Some of the household boys managed to trap a few hares and we have bread cakes with butter.” Not only that, but Brynn had yet to meet Jaako properly. 
Edric was blinded by his prejudices. Cenric was blinded by wanting to help Jaako. Brynn was a good judge of character, and he wanted her opinion. She’d had good things to say about the Valdari women, but he wanted her ideas about Jaako.
“If you wish it, lord,” Jaako said.
Cenric did wish it. “Good.” 
Edric. Snapper’s happy thoughts interrupted. The dyrehund wagged his tail, running circles around the small thane as he drew near. 
Cenric turned to see Edric hiking up the field toward them.
“Cenric!” Edric waved.
“What is it?” Cenric didn’t like that tone. He uncrossed his arms, marching over to meet Edric halfway.
Jaako trailed behind, hanging back. He had been wary of Edric since the incident along the border.
Edric ignored Jaako, perhaps a little too purposefully. “Our messengers to Leofstan have returned.”
At Brynn’s suggestion, Cenric had sent an invitation to Leofstan and his household. “And?”
“The alderman wouldn’t see them.” Edric straightened, hooking his thumbs on the belt around his tunic. “They had to speak to his reeve.”
“Did Leofstan’s men know I sent them?”
“Oh, yes, lord,” Edric nodded. “I made sure to ask the boys, and they said the Belvane men never questioned who’d sent them.”
It would have been one thing to call Cenric’s messengers liars, but quite another to simply snub them.
“That is unfortunate,” Cenric muttered. 
“Another thing, lord.”
“Yes?”
“The boys said that Leofstan is gathering men. They took the long way home through his lands and heard he is gathering men from across his shire.”
“Were the boys able to learn for what purpose?”
“No.” Edric spat. “No one would speak with them, but I think we all know.” 
Cenric cursed, folding his arms across his chest. At least they had tried.
“Should I muster the thanes?” Edric asked, cocking his head toward the village.
“Not yet,” Cenric said. “Find Daven. Send him to the outlying farms and tell them to be ready after Rooing Day.” Those would be the farms too far out to attend the day itself.
“Rooing Day?” Edric’s brows furrowed, then rose with understanding. “You’re counting on Leofstan waiting to finish rooing before he attacks?”
“I am,” Cenric answered, confirming it with a nod. 
Leofstan might be wealthier, but he still had sheep to tend. If he planned any mischief, he would plan for after the work of spring was finished. 
Edric cast Cenric a wicked grin. “If we finish rooing first?”
“No starting feuds,” Cenric said flatly. 
Someone from Leofstan’s land had stolen from Ombra. Cenric could not prove it had been Leofstan or that it had been with the other alderman’s knowledge. Even Aelgar’s warning was not sufficient.
“Leofstan stole from us first,” Edric shot back. “We should strike first.”
There was a time when Cenric would have agreed with him. Two years ago, Cenric would have already rallied his thanes for an attack on Leofstan. Now…it wasn’t that he wanted to avoid war at all costs. Cenric was a warrior raised by warriors and a part of him would always crave the thrill of battle. But now Cenric could see that there was more than one way to lose a war.
If Cenric clashed with another Hyldish alderman, he would need more justification. For all Aelgar’s effusive declarations of affection toward Brynn, Cenric believed the king saw her as a tool. Brynn was treasured by her uncle based on her usefulness. 
Feuds between aldermen were usually allowed to play out on their own, but the king had already involved himself. That meant he wanted a particular outcome and might interfere further if he did not get the one he wanted. 
Aelgar was powerful enough to make life difficult for them. Cenric would rather not have him as an enemy if it could be avoided. 
If it came down to it, they would need to win swiftly, before Leofstan could call on other allies and before he could send complaints to Aelgar. 
“We need to tend the sheep before we strike,” Cenric said. “Regardless of when we strike.” He nodded to the south. “I’m hoping Leofstan is unaware we know.”
“You’ve openly sent men into his lands,” Edric pointed out. “I’m sure he knows you suspect at the very least.”
Cenric had to concede that point. 
“Daven and whoever goes with him must move quickly to reach all the farms,” Cenric said. “Make sure they know that.”
“Oh, they know,” Edric scoffed. He finally glanced past Cenric to Jaako. He glared at the Valdari man like it was an accusation. 
“Is there something else you want to say?” Cenric was getting tired of this. Edric was usually reasonable, but for whatever reason, Valdari exiles seemed to be his limit.
Edric turned. “No, lord.”
“Good, because Jaako and his family will be joining us for supper.”
Edric spun at that, shooting Cenric an incredulous look. 
Cenric slapped his shoulder, pushing him along. “I’ll see you tonight.”
Edric turned, trudging back down the hill in the direction of home. 
“Your man does not care for me,” Jaako said.
“Do you know why that is?” Cenric hadn’t managed to get anything out of Edric on the matter.
Edric was usually tolerant of Valdari. They were not his favorite people, but he was generally accepting of Cenric’s cousin Hróarr and his men when they visited. 
“No,” Jaako said. “I imagine it is the same offense all your people carry.”
Many people in the village had been cold if not outright hostile to the newcomers. Cenric also suspected that Edric’s example was not helping. 
“Sounds like you should consider that before swearing allegiance to me,” Cenric said. “If that’s what you decide.”
Jaako’s gaze narrowed. “What will happen if I refuse?”
“Then you cannot stay here,” Cenric said honestly. “You must be on your way after Rooing Day.”
Cenric could not play favorites, and he could not have people in his lands who refused to recognize him as lord. The only exception was Olfirth. Olfirth had yet to formally take oaths to Cenric, but he still paid his tribute and was respectful these days. Everyone else in Ombra’s borders needed to swear loyalty. 
“I will consider it,” Jaako said.
Even as he said it, Cenric knew as well as Jaako probably did that he had no choice. Where else could Jaako go with a few rickety ships and at least a hundred children under the age of ten? There were at least as many men of fighting age among them, but to sail to a hostile land and make a home for themselves, they would need more. They were lucky to have survived this long. 
Jaako had been from a respected family back on Valdar and Cenric was trying to give him the courtesy that called for. 
Unfortunately, Jaako and all the people with him had been marked as nithing or non-persons. They had no rights under the law of Valdar and could be attacked, robbed, or enslaved without penalty. Blodgild, justice, and the rights of hospitality no longer applied to them. 
Here in Hylden, they were foreigners and strangers. They needed to be claimed by someone or else they would be in much the same position as in Valdar. They might be seen as invaders by some, and invaders were not treated kindly. 
Jaako had to bow to Cenric. He had no other choice. 
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Brynn


Leofstan was coming. He had all but refused their messengers and the boys had confirmed he was gathering his men. 
Not only that, but Cenric’s visions had persisted. Every few nights, he again had foretellings of the invaders who would strike by night in summer. 
Brynn leaned back against her chair, clutching Alfie as tightly as she dared. Thorn slept on the floor and Guin curled beside him. Gaitha and the household girls could be heard at work in the main house, preparing supper. Lena watched the fire, so motionless and silent she might as well have been part of the wall.
Alfie stared up at Brynn as she nursed, one large, inquisitive eye fixed on her. 
Brynn had never been this happy in her life. She had never felt so loved or had so much to love as she did these days. Yet, anything that was had could be lost. Every time Brynn had found a scrap of joy in the past, it never lasted this long. 
And now Morgi warned Cenric of a coming raid—of his own death. If anything happened to him…if anything happened to Alfie…
Brynn drew her baby closer, breathing deep and trying not to let visions of tragedy fill her head. 
A paw brushed Brynn’s knee.
She looked up.
Guin sat in front of her, intense yellow eyes looking straight into hers. The dyrehund whined, nosing at Brynn’s hand.
Brynn scratched behind her ears. “Good girl.”
Guin nosed at the bundle in Brynn’s arms, her tail thumping once. There was an odd kind of understanding to Guin. She was impossibly gentle with Alfie, like she knew exactly how careful to be with a baby. 
A soft rap came from the door, and it opened to reveal Esa. “Supper is ready, lady. Lord Cenric and his guests are on the way here.”
“I will be there in a moment,” Brynn promised. 
Esa inclined her head, offering a little smile as she left. 
Brynn extricated her breast from Alfie, pulling her daughter upright. 
Alfie fussed, hands grasping.
“I’m sorry, dearest,” Brynn said. “But do you want to see Papa?”
Alfie gnawed her fists, tiny hands clenching and unclenching.
Brynn kissed her forehead before beckoning Lena. “Help me dress.”
Lena leapt to obey. The girl was always more comfortable performing the usual duties of a maid than anything else. She gathered Alfie carefully into her arms, like the baby was made of sea foam and the slightest breath might damage her. Lena had already laid out Brynn’s fresh shift and overdress, clean ones without breastmilk stains.
When Brynn finished dressing, she took Alfie back and sat so that Lena could fix her hair. Brynn’s hair was in two braids wrapped around her head that had begun to come untied.
Lena hastily tamed the loose strands and found a clean veil. She draped it over Brynn’s hair and carefully tied it in place with a woven tablet. The girl was an excellent lady’s maid. 
Brynn stepped back into the main room of the longhouse as Cenric strode through the doors. As if he had a way to sense them, his gaze found her and Alfie at once. His whole demeanor changed, brightening somehow. 
Cenric closed the distance between them. House girls scurried around him, carrying ale cups, stew bowls, and jars of butter. “How are my women?” Cenric leaned over to leave a kiss on Brynn’s lips first before brushing a kiss on Alfie’s forehead. 
“We are well.” Brynn raised Alfie, supporting her low back. 
Cenric held out his hands, then glanced quickly at Brynn as if asking permission.
Brynn couldn’t have her child always tied to her. If there was anyone who had a right to hold Alfie, it was her father. She handed over the baby and Cenric scooped her up, his face breaking into a grin. 
Alfie perched leaning against his shoulder, her head wobbling as she stared around the bustling longhouse. 
“She’s gotten so good at holding up her head,” Cenric marveled. He turned back to Brynn. “She’s growing fast.”
His excitement was infectious. Brynn smiled back. “They grow the fastest in these first few months. She’ll be walking before you know it.”
“And then running and riding horses.” Cenric touched the tip of Alfie’s nose. “I have the perfect little grey colt for you.”
Brynn thought she knew which horse he meant. “The yearling? The dappled one?” That colt was wild as a fallow deer. 
“By the time she’s big enough to ride him, he’ll be five or six,” Cenric pointed out. “More than enough time to have him broken in and riding sound.”
Brynn stuffed down her protests. That was years in the future. There was no point in arguing about something so far ahead, even if Brynn’s whole chest seized at the thought. “I pity her suitors,” Brynn muttered, only half-joking.
“What suitors?” Cenric’s expression grew sharp.
“None of them will ever be able to earn her notice,” Brynn mused. “If you keep this up for another fifteen or twenty years, how will anyone ever impress her?”   
Cenric’s brows rose at that, mouth quirking in a smile. “She will never accept mediocrity.” He kissed Alfie’s cheek. 
Alfie clung to Cenric’s shoulder, enjoying her view from this new vantage point.
A flurry of movement at the doors drew their attention. Several dogs barked and the servants stepped aside, making way for the newcomers.
Ragna appeared, following a man who was presumably Jaako. Jaako held Sunniva’s hand, moving at her pace. Ragna carried little Morvan on her shoulder. Hulda trailed after, close at Ragna’s side.
Brynn glanced over to Jaako, leading the girl that was presumably his daughter. She blinked, recognition falling into place. “We’ve met,” Brynn said, the Valdari words coming slowly to her.
Cenric cast her a quizzical look.
“Istra,” Brynn explained, glancing down to Sunniva. “I was with Lady Tullia.” Brynn thought she had said that correctly. She glanced to Cenric.
Cenric nodded, encouraging. 
Jaako’s eyes widened as he seemed to remember as well. He inclined his head, not seeming to know how to respond. “You were with her in the…” He used a word Brynn didn’t know.
Brynn glanced to Cenric. “What was that?”
“Market,” Cenric translated. “He says you met in the market?”
“Yes.” Brynn nodded, disliking how her tongue was slower to form words than her ears were to take them in. “Lady Tullia. The little one wanted her rings.”
At the time, Brynn hadn’t been able to see that Sunniva was Istovari. Children and other fast-growing things practically frothed with ka, even when they didn’t have magic of their own. Even now it was hard to tell what might be the girl’s growing power and what might just be normal for her age.
Jaako nodded at that, squeezing his daughter’s hand. “Yes. That was Sunniva.”
Brynn’s heart clenched. Sunniva had changed so much, it had taken Brynn weeks to recognize her. The little girl was still the same bright-eyed child, but more reserved now. Her cheeks had not yet regained their roundness and she moved cautiously, clinging close to her father’s side. The daring precociousness she’d displayed that day in Istra was gone.
“The stew is ready, lady,” called one of the house girls, Brynn didn’t see which one. 
“Then serve us,” Brynn waved them on. The household servants got to work and Cenric moved to take his place at the table, Alfie cradled in one arm. 
Esa stepped forward to show Hulda, Jaako, Ragna, and their children to their place.
“Where is Edric?” Brynn asked, looking to Gaitha.
Edric and Gaitha joined them for most meals in the evening. 
Gaitha offered a dismissive gesture. “I’m not sure. It might be best, all things considered.”
Brynn cocked her head at Gaitha’s tone. “Is something wrong?”
“Yes and no,” Gaitha answered cryptically. “They say time heals all wounds, but some wounds are deeper than others. You know the way of it.”
Brynn did not know the way of it. “What are you saying?” She glanced to Jaako. “Has our guest offended your husband?”
“No,” Gaitha said, the word drawn out just a little too long. “No, I don’t think they’ve met before.” 
That raised more questions than it answered. 
“Is there something I should know?” Brynn glanced over to her husband, seated with Alfie cradled in one arm. “Is there something Cenric should know?”
Gaitha bit her lip. “I promised not to tell.” From the way she pressed her lips together, Gaitha must regret that promise.
Brynn exhaled a heavy breath. She was tired and didn’t have the energy to deal with this tonight. 
For a formal feast, Brynn would have the duty of serving their guests with her own hands. Since tonight was simply a regular meal, she sat beside Cenric’s left while Jaako sat to his right. Ragna, Hulda, and Gaitha occupied Brynn’s side of the table.
Jaako kept glancing across toward his family, like he feared for them in some way. The young man was on edge. 
Kalen, the house boys, and a few of the unmarried thanes occupied the bench beside Jaako. Kalen was quiet and amiable, a good choice to sit next to the Valdari. 
Ragna sat on Brynn’s other side. She held her son in her arms, glancing furtively to Jaako every so often. 
“Mama,” little Sunniva complained, gesturing to her bowl of stew in frustration.
“Here,” Gaitha offered, understanding despite the language difference. “I can help you with that.” Gaitha took out her eating knife and cut the chunks of hare into smaller bites, then demonstrated how to dip the bread cake into the broth. “There you are. See?”
Sunniva stared at Gaitha with wide eyes, face grave, but she seemed to catch on. She followed the tall woman’s example, dipping her bread cake in the broth and picking out the chunks of meat with her fingers. 
Cenric said something to Jaako about sheep, speaking Valdari. 
Jaako seemed surprised, but he answered. 
From what Brynn could gather, they were discussing the work Jaako had done for his uncle. Alfie appeared to be happy and at ease in Cenric’s arms for now. Brynn turned her attention to Ragna. 
Further down the table, Esa spoke with Hulda. Brynn had asked her to find out what she could about the elderly Hyldish woman. Did Hulda remember her family name? How long had she lived on Valdar? Did she know other Valdari sorceresses?
“My husband tells me Jaako has done much with the planting,” Brynn said, trying to put Ragna at ease. She seemed concerned for her man.
Ragna offered a shy smile at that. “He’s always been a hard worker. I am fortunate to have him,” Ragna said, glancing again to her lover. “He is a good man. Always gentle with me and our children and he provided for us even when it seemed impossible. A very good man.”
Seeing how Jaako had brought Ragna’s mother on their escape from Valdar and had gone through such lengths to protect their family, Brynn could see that. 
“How long have you been married to the jarl?” Ragna glanced to Cenric.
Cenric was a jarl according to King Ovrek, so Brynn didn’t correct her. 
“Two years this autumn,” Brynn answered, smiling faintly at the words. 
“He seems quite fond of your daughter.”
Brynn glanced over to where Cenric held Alfie carefully, but easily, as if it was becoming second nature. “Cenric has wanted a family for a long time,” she replied softly. 
Motion from the far end of the hall drew Brynn’s attention.
Edric swaggered in. Something was off, but Brynn could not quite describe what it was.
The small thane moved with purpose, marching toward Cenric at the head table. He paused briefly, one hand resting atop Gaitha’s shoulder. He refused to look to Jaako’s side of the table.
“Edric.” Cenric shifted, straightening to acknowledge him. “What news?”
Edric inclined his head to Brynn before leaning over between her and Cenric. “Daven is on his way, lord.”
“Good.” Cenric gestured to the table. “Sit. Eat.”
Edric did not join the thanes on their side of the table. He slid into a place beside his wife, stopping to kiss her before easing down on the bench.
Brynn resisted the urge to stare in their direction, not wanting to attract attention to them. The couple whispered, speaking in hushed tones.
Gaitha stroked Edric’s back. She was being…comforting.
Usually, the two of them were ribbing and bantering so intensely, onlookers often questioned if they were lovers or sworn foes. If Gaitha was being gentle with Edric, she must be genuinely concerned.
That was enough to alarm Brynn by itself. All the same, she did her best to focus on Ragna.
“Do you weave?” Brynn asked. Nearly every woman did unless she was rich enough to have other women to do it for her.
“Of course, lady,” Ragna replied. “Though my spindle, loom, and distaff were lost.”
“My husband has promised to build me a weaving house,” Brynn said. 
“He has built much, your husband,” Ragna remarked. “Jaako was telling me he built this palisade, the bath house over the hot springs, and has plans to build more. Then there is that new river gate.”
“I suppose he has.” Brynn glanced to her husband, still engaged in conversation with Jaako.
Theodren chimed in, one of the thanes who also spoke Valdari. Something about the best place to graze the sheep in summer.
Cenric glanced briefly to Brynn, catching her eye. He turned back to Jaako. Brynn understood enough Valdari to know that he was formally offering the other man land, describing one of the empty farms to the north and discussing a day to go see it.
Edric’s fist slammed on the table, startling everyone.
Silence fell.
Ragna went rigid beside Brynn, quailing in an instant as she looked back to Jaako.
Cenric cocked his head in the direction of his thane. “Edric? Is there a reason you interrupted me?”
Edric inhaled a deep breath, turning a saccharine smile toward Cenric. “No, lord.”
“Gwydrun’s silver bollocks,” Gaitha muttered, appealing to the god of forges and smiths. “Just tell them, Edric.” 
Edric bristled. “Woman…”
“Don’t woman me,” Gaitha snapped. “You’ve been sulking for weeks as if you think we don’t notice, now out with it!”
“Not now,” Edric protested.
“Yes, now,” Gaitha shot back. “I’m tired of being the only one who has to deal with this.”
“Edric,” Cenric’s voice was low, cautious. “Is there something you want to tell us?”
Edric twisted to look not at Cenric, but square at Jaako. “Your father died screaming like the pig he was.”
Silence descended on the entire longhouse. Even the house girls who had been carrying bowls of stew and hot bread cakes froze mid-step. 
Brynn blinked toward the small thane, not sure she believed what she had heard. She looked over to Jaako to find him with the same bemused expression, probably trying to understand what Edric was saying.
Edric huffed, grumbling a curse under his breath. He repeated himself in Jaako’s native language.
Ragna’s face washed white. She looked to Jaako, then to Brynn.
Brynn laid a steadying hand on Ragna’s arm. She didn’t know what was happening any more than anyone else did. Brynn looked to Cenric and realized—no, Cenric knew. Her husband knew exactly what this meant. 
“Edric,” Cenric said, a warning in his tone. “I invited Jaako and his family here. You violate the rules of hospitality by insulting him.”
Jaako had not moved. He stared at Edric with an expression that was hard to read. 
Edric planted his hands on the table, leaning toward Jaako. “Do you want to know how your father died?” He cocked his head to the side. “Haeston, son of Ranulf?” 
Brynn looked over and saw recognition flare in Jaako’s face.
“I cut off his head,” Edric sneered. “Two hundred and eighty-seven cuts. I counted.” 
This was a side of Edric that Brynn had not seen before. She’d known that there was a vengeful side, a deranged side, even, but somehow found herself unprepared. It sent shivers of cold down her spine.
“You were the thrall,” Jaako said, the words coming hesitantly in Hyldish. “You were the thrall who took his head and presented it to Ovrek.”
“Call me a thrall again,” Edric growled, leaning over the table.
“Edric.” Gaitha touched his back, trying in vain to soothe him.
“I thought we were merely speaking facts,” Jaako replied blandly. “You called my father a pig.”
Brynn glanced over to Jaako along with half the table. Had the Valdari just…agreed?
Edric only seemed to hear half that response. The small thane sprang and vaulted across the table like a pouncing fox. 
“Edric!” Gaitha barked. She must regret pushing her husband.
Edric smashed into Jaako with the clattering of pottery and the meaty thud of bodies. 
Dyrehunds barked. Ragna screamed, hand going to her mouth.
Several things happened at once. Brynn bolted to her feet at the same time Cenric did, but Cenric hesitated, remembering he held Alfie.
Edric and Jaako landed in a pile of flailing limbs and swinging fists. Edric was smaller than Jaako, but he was a ferocious fighter. Jaako barely managed to hold Edric back by sheer strength alone.
Brynn stepped in front of the flailing mass of limbs, putting herself between Cenric and Alfie and the brawlers. She didn’t think either of them would intentionally hurt Alfie, but they probably hadn’t intentionally smashed her bowls, either.
“Edric!” Cenric roared. 
Brynn grabbed Edric’s shoulder. “Stop this at once,” she ordered.
Jaako’s fist flew, aiming for Edric. Edric dodged, but Jaako’s fist kept going. His knuckles connected with Brynn’s mouth, knocking her head sideways. 
Brynn turned with the strike, tasting copper. The shock more intense than the pain. 
A gasp went through the whole longhouse and someone screamed.
Cenric roared. 
Brynn recovered and grabbed the back of Edric’s neck. She sent a shock of power through him, weaving magic into his nerves and sinews like vines.
Edric’s whole body locked up, seizing as she forced him to stop.
Jaako either didn’t know or didn’t care what she had done. He shoved against Edric, knocking the smaller man back.
“Enough!” Brynn caught Jaako’s wrist, touching bare skin. In an instant, Brynn had a man in each hand, paralyzed as she tried to pry them apart. “Fools.” Brynn’s lip dribbled blood down her chin and she lisped as she tried to catch it with her tongue before it bled down and stained her dress. “Utter fools.” 
Cenric let off a wordless shout of fury. He appeared at Brynn’s side, grabbing Jaako and dragging him back.
“No!” Ragna whimpered. Her children wept and someone shushed her, speaking softly. 
As soon as Jaako was out of Brynn’s grasp, his limbs unlocked and he struggled. “I did not mean to strike the lady. I did not—”
Cenric backhanded Jaako, silencing him before dragging the man up by the collar of his tunic. “You struck my wife in front of me in our own home!”
Brynn released Edric, stepping toward her husband. “It was an accident.”
Edric inhaled a sharp breath before scrambling to his feet. “Brynn, are you alright?” 
Cenric whirled around, dropping Jaako to thrust a finger toward Edric. “Don’t start. You’re not getting away with this!”
From the way Gaitha glared across the table, Edric was not getting away with this as it was.
“You attacked my guest.” Cenric swept a hand toward the table. “You broke my wife’s bowls!” 
Alfie’s plaintive cry drew Brynn’s attention. The infant squirmed, held by Lena. The baby in Ragna’s arms joined in crying, then Sunniva. In moments, the whole longhouse was filled with the cries of terrified children. 
Cenric spun a new glare on Edric. “You frightened the children!”
Edric showed no sign of repentance until that. He glanced in the direction of the sobbing little ones and shuffled awkwardly. “Didn’t mean to,” he muttered.
“Forgive me, Lady Brynn,” Jaako said quickly, head bowing. It was a dangerous thing to do—bow when Edric was a few steps away and probably still wanted him dead. 
“Brynn?” Cenric’s whole demeanor softened. He stepped toward her, careful to keep the two offenders in his line of sight. “You’re bleeding, love.”
Brynn shook her head, easing power into the cut on her lip. “Good as new.” Unfortunately, she couldn’t do anything about the bruise that was probably forming on her jaw right now. 
Cenric was not assuaged. “Are you hurt?” He looked her over, concern creasing his brow.
Brynn forced a smile. “My sister taught me to take a punch.”
Cenric scowled at that. He would probably have preferred Brynn didn’t take punches in the first place. He stepped back, glaring at Edric and Jaako. “What to do with you two?”
Edric opened his mouth to speak. 
Cenric held up a hand. “Unless you’re about to grovel, I don’t want to hear it.”
Edric closed his mouth, but his chin remained up, defiant. 
Jaako stood with his head down, eyes flicking back and forth. The man appeared on the verge of panic.
“I’d have boys whipped for this behavior, but you’re both too old for that!” Cenric bellowed.
“Jaako,” Brynn tried to make her voice as calm as she could. 
The young man looked up, but didn’t quite meet her eye, staring instead at her feet. “Yes, lady?”
“Do you plan to seek blodgild or vengeance for your father?”
Jaako shook his head. “I have no reason for that.”
Brynn recalled what Ragna had said about Jaako’s father—that he’d been the reason Jaako and Jaako’s mother had lived with Egill in the first place. That Jaako had been relieved when Haeston was killed. 
Cenric shot Jaako a sharp look. “What son wouldn’t avenge his father?”
Jaako blinked. “I didn’t like him.” 
“Like him?” Cenric’s bafflement might have made Brynn laugh under different circumstances. 
“He was unlikeable.” Jaako said it with a perfectly straight face, the same way one might describe the tide levels.
“He was still your father,” Cenric protested.
“He was very unlikeable,” Jaako repeated.
“A heartless whoreson, you mean,” Edric spat.
Jaako shrugged. “That is one way of putting it.” 
“So, you’re not going to fight me?” Edric shook his head as if he didn’t believe it. “Not going to try avenging that bundle of shit?”
“I’d rather not,” Jaako answered flatly. 
Edric folded his arms across his chest and stared in the opposite direction of Jaako. Brynn knew little of Edric’s time as a thrall in Valdar, before he had been freed by King Ovrek and given a spear. There was no kind or merciful way to enslave people, but Brynn had gathered that Edric’s master had been especially cruel. It seemed that the man had been cruel to everyone, enough that his son seemed only thankful for his death. 
Jaako faced Cenric. “I will accept whatever punishment you deem fitting for striking Lady Brynn.” 
Ragna let off a whimpering sound from across the table. 
Not to be outdone, Edric added, “I accept punishment.”
Cenric glared at the two men. Though his anger was somewhat diffused, Brynn had a feeling he would be upset about this for some time. “I should make you both shovel shit for a week like we did with those thieves!”
“I think…” Brynn straightened, doing her best to appear the part of the lady of Ombra despite the bruised lip and crooked veil. “I think we should all sit back down and finish this very fine meal that the girls have prepared for us.” She rested a hand on Cenric’s arm. “Lord?”
Cenric pointed to Jaako and Edric. “You heard my wife. Back to your places.”
The two men shuffled back to different sides of the table. Edric held one arm close to his ribs and Jaako moved with a slight limp. Brynn could heal them later if she needed to. 
Cenric watched them both, making sure they made it back to the table without fighting again. “All of you, sit,” he ordered, gesturing for the men and women to take their places at the table once more. “As you were.” 
As the people around the table shuffled to obey, he reached for Brynn. He traced the outline of the mark on her mouth, his jaw tight. 
“I’m alright,” Brynn promised him, offering a slight smile. “Don’t be too hard on them?”
“No promises.” Cenric kissed her bruise, just the lightest brush of a caress.
Cenric returned to Lena, scooping Alfie back up with a nod of thanks to the girl. Alfie curled against his shoulder again, though her gaze followed Brynn.
“It’s alright, sweetling,” Brynn whispered, leaning toward her daughter. “Everything is alright now.”
“Your mother is a wise woman.” Cenric kissed the top of Alfie’s head. “But I do wish she would avoid being struck.”
Conversation after that was quiet, awkward. No one seemed to know what to do after the highest-ranking thane present had flown across the table like a weasel and their lady had been punched. 
Gaitha spoke quietly to Edric, appearing to scold him even as she fussed over his bruises and the tears in his clothes. Jaako had given as good as he’d gotten, that was for sure.
Ragna looked hesitantly to Brynn. “Are you well, lady?” It must be awkward to speak to your hostess moments after your lover rammed his knuckles into her face.
Brynn did her best to put on a bright smile. “Perfectly fine.”
At least Edric would have no excuse to hold a grudge against Jaako now. Or so Brynn hoped. 
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Cenric


Collecting fleeces from thousands of sheep in one day was the kind of intense, grueling work that required a celebration after, else no one could be tricked into doing it. 
Cenric’s back always protested terribly after stooping over sheep all day, but the mead by the bonfire would take away the ache. There would be singing, dancing, and if one was especially lucky, trysting. Last year, Brynn and Cenric had slipped away into the shadows like two youths. It was a side of Brynn he hadn’t seen before but enjoyed immensely.
Though he doubted any such adventures would be had tonight, anticipation thrummed through Cenric. There was a kind of excitement to Rooing Day, a sense of accomplishment and enjoyment in a task well done. 
After today, Cenric would have to deal with Leofstan. 
Morgi had sent him no foretelling last night. After weeks of almost nightly visions, Cenric wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or alarmed.
Some three hundred workers trickled in on foot, in carts pulled by oxen, and the richest of farmers rode in on horses. They brought their wives, children big enough to be useful, toddlers peering over the sides of carts, and babes in arms. 
Cenric greeted the workers as they arrived, calling them by name. Most of them were also thanes, men who had either fought alongside him back in Valdar or had sworn allegiance to him once he had become alderman. 
They drove the animals up the hill to the pens where they would await rooing. Jaako had proven adept at tending sheep, as had many of the youths with him.
Brynn was down on the bank of the river overseeing the work while Cenric welcomed the visitors. 
“Lord.” Kalen spoke up from Cenric’s left.
Cenric followed Kalen’s pointed gaze to a figure on horseback, surrounded by other riders. Shading his eyes, Cenric didn’t believe it for a moment. “Olfirth?”
The old bear—as some people called him—was the most senior thane in Ombra. A respected leader and twice the age of most the men he led, Olfirth was held in high regard throughout the shire. He had been granted land with rights of succession by Cenric’s grandfather, one of the few landholders in the shire who would be allowed to pass his lands on to his heirs. 
Olfirth had been outright hostile to Cenric at first, but things were better these days. Brynn had done much to break the initial tension between them.
“Olfirth!” Cenric raised a hand in greeting, walking toward the thane and his riders.
Olfirth spotted him and nodded, dismounting when he was a few paces away. His thanes followed suit. 
Cenric extended his right hand in greeting, showing he was unarmed in the traditional way.
“Cenric.” Olfirth held out his in turn, clasping Cenric’s forearm. The old man had a firm grip, but released quickly, as if he didn’t wish to waste time. Straight to the point—that was Olfirth’s way. “I hear you have a daughter,” he said, hooking one thumb in his belt. 
It was not very lordly, but Cenric grinned before he stopped himself.  “A bright little thing,” he said. “We named her Aelfwynn but call her Alfie. The dyrehunds adore her and she looks more like Brynn every day.”
Olfirth grunted, looking contemplative. “Lady Brynn named her after Aelfwynn the Brave?”
“I thought it suitable,” Cenric said. “It was my suggestion.”
Olfirth’s brows quirked slightly. He seemed to be reading more into the name and who had chosen it than Cenric did, but he didn’t share his thoughts. “It is a storied name.” That was a noncommittal, careful answer.
Cenric wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “My daughter is with her mother, but you will have to meet her. And see Brynn, of course.”
“I always pay my respects to Lady Brynn,” Olfirth answered. The old thane had been fond of Brynn from their first meeting. Cenric had often wondered if Olfirth tolerated him as a favor to Brynn. “Daughters are good,” the old thane said, staring past Cenric toward to the river. “I enjoyed raising daughters.” 
Behind Olfirth, his thanes waited patiently. Past them, Cenric could see a few carts pulled by oxen and a gaggle of youths leaning over the side. 
“You brought extra hands to help?”
Olfirth tossed a look over his shoulder. “I’m burdening you with thirty extra guests.” He turned back to Cenric. “But they’re hard workers.”
Cenric would take it. “You can set up your camp on the hillside near the storehouses,” he said. “If you don’t mind being near the Valdari camp.”
Olfirth grunted, waving a hand dismissively. “Valdari don’t frighten us.”
“They are my guests,” Cenric said, emphasizing the words carefully. He didn’t want a repeat of Edric bull-rushing Jaako at supper. 
Olfirth cast Cenric a sardonic look as if to say, What do you take me for?
“So long as we are clear,” Cenric said, straightening. 
“Cenric.” A young man who seemed to be perpetually smiling led his horse up beside Olfirth. “How goes it?” He held out a hand and Cenric shook it.
“Evred, good to see you,” Cenric said. “I can’t complain. How is Rowan?”
“Rather terrible, I’m afraid,” Evred replied, face turning serious for a moment. “And it’s all my fault, too. Morning sickness has made travel difficult.”
Cenric caught on a moment later. “My congratulations. When?”
“This autumn.” Evred grinned. “My sister is looking after her, but they insisted I come.” 
Cenric was a little relieved that Rowan had not come. Rowan had been his concubine years ago, when he had first arrived in Ombra as the new alderman. He wished Rowan well and as far as he knew, there were no hard feelings between them, but things were…strange. 
Regardless, it seemed that Evred was smitten with Rowan. He was a respectable thane and would give her a comfortable life. It was the best outcome that could have been hoped for, all things considered.
Olfirth leaned closer to Cenric. “I heard tales of excitement with the south.”
Cenric glanced over his shoulder, making sure no one was close enough to overhear. Kalen stood a few steps back, but he already knew. The clatter of cart wheels, chatter of voices, and clopping of animal hooves should drown out his words for anyone else. “Leofstan,” Cenric said. “He’s been stealing trees. A few hundred along the river. He might be doing more, but I can’t prove it.”
Olfirth grunted, looking toward the mass of fluffy bodies penned near the river. “I received a visit from Leofstan’s brother, Itan, last week. Arrived with a handful of thanes to visit me.”
Cenric’s hackles raised. “What did he want?”
Olfirth cast Cenric a sarcastic look. “To hear about how I must be chafing under the yoke of a half-Valdari mongrel. His words, not mine.”
“He what?” Heat shot through Cenric’s veins. Those were fighting words from anyone, but especially from someone who had already been stealing from him.
Olfirth remained impassive, as if it was nothing. “I told him I didn’t need to insult my alderman behind his back, because I have no problem insulting you to your face.” He exhaled, meeting Cenric’s eyes then. “I told him that Ombra has never needed the south to solve our problems, and we won’t start now.”
Cenric tried to process this. If Leofstan’s own brother was traveling through his shire, trying to stir up opposition, things were far worse than stealing or raiding. “Has anyone else received visits from Itan?”
Olfirth shrugged. “I told my neighbors there were thieves about and they best not welcome any strangers.” The old thane’s beard twitched with just a hint of malice. “It seems a few of the farmers decided to pelt them with river stones. Last I heard, Itan and his men were seen riding south—fast.”
Cenric allowed himself a moment of satisfaction at that image before his thoughts turned dark again. Stealing from him, refusing his messengers, and also sending kinsmen to sow sedition amongst his people?
Leofstan had to be planning to attack Ombra. What made Leofstan think that he could seize the land from the king’s nephew without Aelgar retaliating? 
“It will be an exciting summer, I think,” Olfirth sighed, looking out over the gathered people. “Good thing we can handle excitement, yes?”
Cenric folded his arms across his chest, doing his best to tamp down his sense of outrage.
“Cheer up, alderman,” Olfirth said, leaning over to clap Cenric on the shoulder. “You are fostering such jealousy in your neighbors that they want you dead. That’s a sign of success if ever there was one.”
“You think Leofstan wants me dead?” Cenric was surprised to hear the words spoken so plainly.
“Well, I doubt he wants you particularly alive if he’s trying to convince me you’re such a tyrant oppressing me and the whole shire.” 
“I could be a tyrant if anyone prefers,” Cenric countered, only half-joking. 
Olfirth shook his head with a slight eyeroll. “As if I’d ever allow myself to be oppressed.”  
Cenric allowed the older thane to banter, but this eliminated all doubt that they were going to war. 
Leofstan might back off once Cenric gave a show of strength or this might be the start of a bloody feud that would only end when one of them was dead. 
“I don’t know what I did to Leofstan,” Cenric said. “Have I offended him in some way?”
“Eh.” Olfirth grunted with a shrug. “Who can say? But if the man wants blood, we can choke him on his own.” 
“It’s good to have you here,” Cenric said, suddenly awkward. “I appreciate it.”
“Bah. I’m old. Too late to be changing allegiances now.” Olfirth gestured over his shoulder to his men. “To the field by the storehouses.”
Cenric stepped back as Olfirth’s group led their animals in the direction of the field. He went back to greeting newcomers and directing them to empty spaces where they could set up their camps, but plans swirled in the back of his mind.
Any night now there would be war. They were as ready as they could be, the river gate finished and lowered into place every night and great piles of rocks prepared at the top of the slope. 
There was nothing to do now but tend their crops and sheep until it was time to fight.
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13
Brynn


Rooing was grueling, tiring work for all involved. After the men drove the sheep into pens, everyone spent hours stooped over the animals, wrestling them as they were plucked free of their heavy coats. 
It was a noisy, cacophonous day filled with bleating sheep and chattering voices. Besides Blydmoth in the autumn, Rooing Day was the largest social event of the year. 
Everyone had a task. The men herded and caught the animals before tying them to the fences and plucking their coats. The women and children joined in plucking. The older sheep were used to it by now and stood patiently while children picked them clean. The younger animals thrashed against their bonds as the boys and youths wrangled them into submission. 
Brynn and Esa healed injuries as they arose. Most of the time, rooing took place without any harm to man or beast, but with thousands of sheep and hundreds of people, there were bound to be accidents. 
Esa was off somewhere with the other house girls, but Lena stuck close to Brynn’s side. Lena seemed to shrink into Brynn’s shadow, clinging to her like a frightened puppy.
Cenric was at work with the other men, wrestling sheep after sheep into the tethers. It was time-consuming, tedious work, but he attended the task with a singular focus, even as sweat dripped down his nose.
She pulled Cenric aside during a water break. “Jaako and Edric are working in the same pen.”
Cenric nodded, mouth twisting with a hint of mischief. “We’ve placed bets as to which of them will catch the most sheep.”
Brynn’s eyes widened. “Do you think that’s wise?” Having the two men work in such proximity while they competed, even in an allegedly friendly competition, seemed like asking for trouble. 
“Don’t worry, love,” Cenric assured her, kissing her nose. “They’re in full sight of witnesses and there’s three other men working with them.”
Brynn exhaled, still not at ease with the situation.
Cenric clasped the back of her head, hand resting carefully over the knot securing her veil. He pressed a kiss to her temple. “They’ll need to learn to get along sooner or later,” he said. “Besides, this gives Jaako the chance to best Edric while also being useful.”
“If you think it’s prudent,” Brynn sighed. She adjusted Alfie, resting in a sling against her chest. 
“I do, love.” He rested a hand on her lower back, touch lingering. 
“Is something wrong?” Brynn searched his face, noting the deep worry lines across his brow. “Something is wrong.” 
“Itan, Leofstan’s brother, visited Olfirth.” Cenric glanced in the direction of the old thane, even now appearing to be engaged in his own sheep-catching contest with his men. “He tried to secure Olfirth’s support against me.”
Brynn went very still, not trusting her reaction to those words.
Cenric exhaled a long, tired breath. “We must speak with Olfirth later.” 
Brynn nodded. There would be much to discuss, later, when they were not surrounded by witnesses and listening ears.
Cenric leaned down to kiss the top of Alfie’s head as she slept soundly in Brynn’s arms. He straightened and pecked Brynn’s lips one last time before returning to the pens. 
Brynn patted Alfie’s back, mind spinning. 
Olfirth was the kind of man who would prefer to spit in his enemy’s face than stab them in the back. That he had not only told Cenric of the attempt but come to participate in Rooing Day communicated his intent clearly enough. Olfirth was siding with Cenric. 
There was much they needed to discuss and to plan, but there was work to be done first. 
“Lady Brynn!” called Kalen, raising a hand high in the air. He climbed partway up a fence, waving her down.
Brynn lifted her skirts, hiking to where the young man stood. 
The youth winced with embarrassment, holding his other hand against his torso. “A sheep…bit me.”
Brynn struggled not to laugh. “Bit you?”
“No one was more shocked than me,” he protested.
Stifling her laughter, Brynn crouched in front of the young man, inspecting his hand. The cut was small but bled profusely. Kalen would likely be fine, but the bleeding needed to be stopped.
Pausing, Brynn turned to her ward. “Lena, I want you to try this one.”
Lena swallowed, eyeing the cut. “I cannot, lady.”
“Just try,” Brynn urged, keeping her tone soft. “That’s all. Just an attempt.”
“It’s alright,” Kalen said cheerfully. “I’m sure you can do it.”
Lena shuffled forward, her eyes downcast. Her hand shook as she touched Kalen’s wrist. 
Brynn nodded, encouraging. “That’s it.” Brynn could see the golden shimmer of power on the young man’s skin. “Good, Lena.”
Lena’s brows creased. 
“Can you see it?” Brynn whispered, sending her own power to swirl near where Lena’s magic whispered tentatively against the torn skin.
Lena shook, mouth working and face knotted as if bracing herself against some great pain. Brynn saw her magic brush at the wound.
The edges softened, the wound pulling together.
Lena jerked back. “I can’t.”
“You were doing it,” Brynn assured her. “You were doing so well.”
Lena shook her head vigorously. “I can’t, lady. Forgive me.”
Brynn exhaled a long breath. She resisted the impulse to chide the girl. Lena’s magic ran through her veins and called her, but she refused to answer. Perhaps she was frightened of her power. Perhaps there was some other reason she didn’t want to use it.
Instead of rebuking Lena, Brynn put all her frustration into a soft exhale. She laid her hand over Kalen’s minor injury. The wound took only a ripple of power for the flesh to mend itself.
“There,” Brynn said, stepping back. “Good as new.”
Kalen shook out his hand. “Thank you, lady.”
“Of course.” Brynn turned to Lena as Kalen returned to work. “Lena?”
The girl avoided eye contact, head down.
What am I going to do with you? Brynn thought to herself. Out loud, she said, “You had it. I saw you shaping spells. Why did you stop?”
Lena folded her hands before her, jaw rigid and back straight.
“You can sense magic,” Brynn said. “You can draw on magic.” She shook her head. “Why won’t—?” Brynn cut herself off, deciding it was best to use different words. “I am trying to understand what you need as far as instruction.”
“I will try to learn, lady,” Lena vowed. “I will try, I swear.”
Brynn had heard that promise before, but she nodded, offering as reassuring a smile as she could. “I know, Lena.” She exhaled, noting a purple flower in Lena’s hair just above her ear. “You’ve found the blooming heather, I see.” 
“A boy gave it to me,” Lena replied, shuffling awkwardly. 
Brynn frowned. “Who?”
“I didn’t do anything wrong,” Lena said quickly. “I didn’t want to offend by refusing. I’m sorry, if—”
“It’s alright, Lena,” Brynn reassured her. “It’s alright. You look lovely. I wondered, is all.” She tucked a tendril of dark hair around the stem.
Lena flinched and Brynn withdrew her hand. It was a gesture that would have been entirely mundane with Esa, but Lena was not used to shows of affection. “Haden,” Lena squeaked. “I think his name’s Haden.”
Haden was the son of Hadric, a minor thane who worked on a farm several miles out. The boy was close to Lena’s age and came from a respectable family.  
“You’re a pretty girl, Lena. It’s normal that boys will notice.” 
Lena had skin pale as cream and hair dark as a raven’s wing. She also had something of the exotic about her, coming from Valdar. 
“If you don’t like him, you can tell him to leave off. You know that, yes?”
Lena squirmed, searching the ground as if she hoped it would swallow her. “Do you not want me to talk to him?” 
“I am only saying you have options. You don’t have to talk to him, but you can talk to him if you want to.” Brynn considered Haden harmless enough, but he was young, and in many ways, naïve. He likely had no idea what being a thrall was like or guess at the many invisible scars Lena must carry. 
Lena knotted her hands together, nervously clenching and twisting her fingers. “Yes, lady.” 
Brynn decided not to press the issue further. 
Lena was at least a decade behind in her use of magic. Children started to learn to trace over the spells of their mothers as soon as they learned to talk. Lena’s mother had been a sorceress but had kept her magic a secret. 
Lena’s mother had passed her language on to her daughter. Lena spoke Hyldish, but she was cut off from the Istovari’s ancestral power.
In the back of her mind, Brynn considered that she might need to send Lena south if the girl was ever going to learn. Brynn and her sister had been instructed by Mother Acha, a respected sorceress who presided over a haven in the central kingdom. Acha was kind, patient. She had no children of her own, but she was the sort of person who seemed especially cut out for teaching children. Perhaps Acha would be able to help Lena.
Then again, Acha had been especially close with Selene at one point. She might not want to teach Brynn’s ward if she had heard that Brynn had been the one to take Selene’s head. 
It was all something to be addressed later.
The work of Rooing Day was in full swing. Sheep screamed, people shouted, and fleeces, baskets, and bushels flew all around them. It was unlikely they would sort this out now.
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14
Cenric


There was a kind of satisfying weariness that came at the end of the day when the fields were stacked with bales of fleece and the sheep skipped on the hills, newly freed of their heavy coats. Cenric’s back and shoulders ached, but there was no feeling of accomplishment quite like this one. 
They finished the last of the sheep a few hours before sunset which meant they had a few hours to prepare for the night’s feasting. 
Edric won the contest of who could catch the most sheep, but Cenric suspected that Jaako had let him win. 
Jaako was strange. He showed no interest in glory or prestige, things that seemed to Cenric as much a part of manhood as flesh and sinew. Jaako seemed willing to suffer a little humiliation if it meant his family could be left in peace. 
Cenric was not sure his pride would have allowed the same, but he had never been as desperate. Jaako and his people needed Ombra to survive. Perhaps that reality had a way of changing Jaako’s perspective.
Cenric and his thanes stripped and bathed in the bathhouse. They inspected one another for ticks, using cloths dipped in vinegar to tease the parasites free.
They dressed in their best tunics, donning arm rings and silver brooches. Kalen helped Cenric comb back his hair and layer a silver chain around his neck. 
Excitement hummed through Cenric’s veins despite the aches and pains of the past days’ work. It reminded him of when he had been a boy and his uncle had first taken him to the Althing.
When he was five or six, his uncle and aunt had taken him to the annual meeting of all the people of Valdar. It was the one time a year when everyone who was able to travel journeyed from the islands to the great valley outside the town of Istra. At the time, it had been for trading, settling disputes, forging alliances, and every kind of entertainment one could want.
Their family had arrived and set up in tents. It had been a long journey to Istra, but Cenric had laid awake late into the night, too excited to sleep. 
Though his aunt had kept him and his cousin away from the bawdier offerings, Cenric had eaten bread cakes dipped in honey while watching wrestling matches and dogs trained to dance. He’d never tasted honey before and had eaten every crumb, then licked his fingers clean.
Cenric’s excitement was more measured now. He had responsibilities, not least of all making sure a fight didn’t break out between the Hyldish and the new Valdari. But even with the threat of Leofstan rushing toward them like a storm over the sea, they had all earned a celebration.
Brynn would be bringing Alfie to officially meet their people tonight. She would likely be falling asleep soon, but he could at least introduce her to Olfirth and some of the others.
Cenric hiked up the hill from the bathhouse, dressed in his feasting clothes with his thanes trailing after him. The sun had sunk behind the northern mountains, but it would be some time before the world was fully dark. 
Boys and young men worked to pile wood into heaps, stoking the bonfires for the night’s festivities. From somewhere, a harp strummed a tune, and someone tapped drums.
Someday, he would like to have the wealth to commission ballads about the deeds of his forefathers, the way aldermen and thanes in the south did for feasts such as this. He had a few of his own deeds that would make excellent ballads. 
Brynn! Snapper’s excited greeting had Cenric lifting his head.
Brynn appeared through the gathering crowds, also dressed in her feasting clothes. She was lovely tonight, a gem fresh from polishing. Her hair was pinned back under a blue silk scarf that had been a gift from the late Queen Sifma of Valdar. A woven tablet held it back, secured with pins tipped with lapis lazuli, also gifts from Valdar. Carnelian beads roped her neck, silver adorned her wrists, and a brooch inlaid with topaz held her cloak in place. Her dress was embroidered wool over a linen shift dyed blue and embroidered around the hem. 
Come to think of it, Brynn had quite a few ballad-worthy deeds herself. Cenric would commission skalds to sing her praises when and if he was ever wealthy enough.
Brynn carried Alfie, not in a sling, but held on her hip.
The baby was in a blue tunic matching her mother, tied loosely at the waist with a red ribbon. A knitted cap covered her head while her feet were swathed in little stockings woven from lambswool. She twisted in Brynn’s arms, taking in the bustle of activity with wide eyes.
Thorn trailed close behind, never far from Alfie. Guin trotted in loose circles, sniffing at the press of strangers.
Cenric went straight for them, his heart seeming to tug him in their direction. “Brynn!” 
His wife turned, her face lighting up in a smile. “Cenric.”
He kissed Brynn in greeting, making her flush and duck her head.
“Husband, there are people watching.”
Cenric cast her a teasing look. “They all know where Alfie came from, love.” 
Brynn shook her head. “You need to be their alderman. They need to see you as their leader.”
“Love.” Cenric caught her chin, tugging her toward him.
Brynn looked up and for a moment he caught the flicker of worry and weight of everything that loomed ahead of them. 
He leaned closer, keeping their words too quiet for his thanes or her attending women to hear. “Let’s celebrate for tonight. Yes? Leofstan will keep until the morrow.”
Brynn exhaled slowly but nodded her agreement. “Yes, I think that is best.” She looked at Alfie. “Do you want to take her?”
“I do.” Cenric held out his arms as she placed their daughter in them.
Alfie’s wide eyes focused on his silver chain, her little hands grabbing for it.
“Heavy, isn’t it?” Cenric balanced Alfie in his arms. 
She was almost able to sit up on her own these days. Brynn was right—they grew frightfully fast at this age. 
“The meat should be done roasting in the next few hours.” Brynn looked around her at the hundreds of people on the hillside, gathered in groups, flocking around musicians, sharing ale, bread, and whatever else was being passed among the strangers.
“Let us make our rounds,” Cenric said, reaching out a hand for Brynn. “I want to flaunt my women.”
Brynn’s smile was wan this time, but she did smile.
Thoughts of Leofstan were weighing her down, troubling her to the point of distress. Cenric planned to extract vengeance on Leofstan specifically for that. He hadn’t decided what blodgild was appropriate for worrying one’s wife, but he would think of something.
Cenric spotted Olfirth with his men near one of the fires. The young thanes lounged around Olfirth like hounds around a master hunter. They mostly carried on their own conversations and joked with other young men, but something about them seemed always attuned to their lord.
Olfirth noticed the approach of Cenric, Brynn, and their retinue. He stood from the barrel he had used as a chair, raising an ale cup in greeting. “Alderman.” He turned to Brynn. “Lady Brynn.”
“Olfirth.” Brynn’s smile for the old bear was genuine. “I am glad to see you here.”
Olfirth grunted, glancing over to his thanes. “It seemed the place to be.” There was much implied by the words—Olfirth had come so that no one in the shire could doubt who he would support in the coming conflict.
“It means a great deal to us,” Brynn said softly. 
“It does,” Cenric agreed, trying to look dignified as Alfie began to gnaw on his silver chain. Perhaps bringing her had been a bad idea. “I would prefer you as a friend.”
“You and many others,” Olfirth agreed. He straightened, almost like the praise embarrassed him. “Is this the little one?” He nodded to Alfie.
“This is.” Cenric looked down to his daughter, who had decided silver was not to her taste and had gone back to staring at the flurry of activity around her.
Olfirth set down his cup and held out his hands. “May I?”
Cenric had not expected that. He hesitated for just a moment, but Olfirth was an ally. He was also a father and a grandfather several times over. Cenric cast a glance to Brynn, giving her the chance to object. When his wife nodded, Cenric handed Alfie to Olfirth.
The old thane took Alfie with a kind of skill that hinted at years of experience handling infants. “Hello, lady,” he said, all seriousness. 
Alfie stared at him with wide eyes. She braced her little hands on his chin, fingers crunching into his short grey beard.
Olfirth remained stone-faced, talking to her in the same tone he used to speak of politics. “I knew your grandfather. He was a great warrior.” Olfirth glanced to their feet.
Thorn sat on his haunches, but his ears were up, his one eye focused intently on the thane holding Alfie.
“His dog likes you,” Olfirth nodded, still talking to the baby. “It’s a good sign, I think. And, of course, your grandmother would have loved you. Lady Estrid made no secret of wanting grandchildren.” Olfirth glanced briefly to Brynn. “Your mother is a great sorceress. Did you know that?” 
Alfie watched Olfirth intently, seeming to hang on every word.
“I once saw her break a ship to pieces. It was quite impressive.” 
Brynn shifted, seeming uncomfortable. Olfirth did not speak the words as flattery, just facts. There was never flattery with Olfirth. 
The old thane narrowed his eyes at Cenric. “I’m still not sure about your father.”
That was hardly surprising. Olfirth had once told Cenric to his face that I don’t like you.
Olfirth exhaled a long breath. “But we all have to take chances, don’t we, little one?” He tapped the tip of Alfie’s nose before handing her back to Cenric. “She’s a fine child. Wulfram would have been proud.”
Cenric had no idea what might have made his father proud, nor his mother, either. They had sent him away. He had not even been given a dyrehund as should have been his right as one of Morgi’s chosen. Snapper had bonded with him years later when he had returned to Ombra. 
Nor had his father or elder brothers been there to guide Cenric when Morgi’s blessing had begun to manifest in him. He’d had to flounder through the nightmares and foretellings alone. His aunt and uncle had tried their best, but Cenric knew only one other person with his same gift, his aunt Aegifu, and he had only met her a few years ago. 
Cenric had to learn to navigate his gifts and powers alone. 
He grew up being taunted by the other children. He’d gotten into his first fight when an older boy had called him the son of a Hyldishman’s whore. He was constantly reminded of being half Hyldish, told to go back to the land of his father.
With two older brothers, his parents had probably never expected him to become their sole surviving heir. But he had and now Cenric, the child they had sent off like an unwanted pup, had inherited everything they had ever owned.
Coming back to Ombra had given him the sense of belonging he ached for. He felt truly at home here as he hadn’t anywhere else.
Yet there was still a faint sense of estrangement toward Hylden. He had mostly adjusted, largely with the help of Brynn. There were still times when it struck him that he was different and always would be.
These past months, he found it harder to forgive his parents. The thought of sending Alfie across the sea was enough to crack his chest open. How had his parents done it? Had he really been such a burden?
Olfirth bowed both to Brynn and Cenric. “Lord. Lady. I know you have many people to see.”
“So we do.” Cenric adjusted Alfie in his arms. “Later, Olfirth.” He beckoned to Brynn.
His wife came to stand beside him on the side he held Alfie, her hand resting on his arm. Kalen, Brynn’s girls, and Cenric’s thanes fell in around them as they continued greeting their guests, accepting congratulations, and pretending that all was right with the world.
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The ale kegs had been set up, and people began to help themselves. Venison was carved, along with bread, cheese, stewed leeks, roasted carrot, and anything else now in season. 
The lean months of spring were over along with the ceaseless labor of the planting, lambing, and calving seasons. Now the warm days of summer had begun along with their limitless possibility. 
In a larger shire, Cenric would have taken a seat in his great hall, but they did not have the space in the longhouse for everyone. Edric and Theodren carried out Cenric’s carved chair and they set it up in the light of a nearby bonfire.
Brynn handed Alfie to Esa, coming to stand by Cenric’s side.
Cenric clasped her hands in his. “Are you ready, my love?”
She nodded, walking with him to the carved chair.
Illuminated by the light of the bonfire, Cenric felt like one of the ancient tribal chieftains as he sat, his silver chain glinting like molten steel. 
Brynn freed one hand to pull her skirts out of the way as she knelt. The chatter around them quieted as Brynn sank to her knees in the grass before him. A few of the house girls helped adjust her skirts around her, then stepped back. 
Brynn clasped her hands together and Cenric closed his hands over them. Her fingers were slim and feminine in his as she tilted her head back to meet his gaze. “I swear my loyalty to you as my lord and alderman, before all these gathered witnesses and before your gods and mine.”
According to tradition, Cenric should squeeze his hands around hers in a gesture of domination. Instead, Cenric lifted her right hand to kiss her knuckles, then her left. “I accept.” He tugged her back to her feet, standing up with her to kiss her properly.
Enough people had consumed enough ale that ribald laughter and cheers broke out at his display of affection. The alderman of Ombra was in love with his wife and everyone knew it.
Cenric broke off their kiss and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I’ll get on my knees for you later.” 
Brynn let off a squawk of embarrassed laughter, swatting his shoulder. “Sit back down and be an alderman.”
Cenric grinned in her direction as she came to stand to his right. 
As Cenric’s thane with the most seniority, it was Edric’s right to pledge his oaths next. Edric swaggered up, grinning mischievously. “I’ll give my pledge, but I can’t kiss you, lord. Gaitha is the jealous sort.”
Chuckles rippled out around them, even from Gaitha at Edric’s back. 
Edric knelt, clasping his hands together in front of him.
Cenric locked his hands around Edric’s in the ritual gesture.
Edric almost shouted the oath, making sure everyone could hear it. “I swear my loyalty to you as my lord and alderman, before all these gathered witnesses and before your gods and mine.”
“I accept.” Cenric did lock Edric’s hands in the customary crushing grip.
Edric didn’t flinch, having expected it. He stood as soon as Cenric released him, shaking out his hands. Edric moved over to Brynn, bowing to her and acknowledging her as Cenric’s lady.
Cenric waved Edric to his left. The small thane took up his place at Cenric’s shoulder, opposite Brynn. Gaitha came to stand beside him.
Next followed Theodren, Anders, Ugba, Kalen, and Cenric’s inner circle. His closest advisors and followers took up places of prominence at Cenric’s back and surrounding his seat. Everyone who took oaths bowed to the others who had taken oaths before them. It was a web of allegiance all tying back to Cenric.
After they had finished with the thanes closest to Cenric, a line formed behind them of all the heads of households gathered. 
It was taken for granted that the households would follow their leaders. Men lined the hillside, each coming to kneel before Cenric and offer their loyalty.
It was a long, tedious procession. The first year Cenric had accepted the loyalty of just his closest thanes and a few villagers. Now the hillside was illuminated by figures queuing to give him their oaths. How times changed.
Cenric caught Brynn’s eye between liegemen. She smiled encouragingly, eyes shining by the great bonfire in front of them.
Singing and dancing had struck up around some of the other fires as youths, maidens, and children set to dancing while their elders pledged loyalty to Cenric.
A lean, rangy figure approached Cenric next, kneeling before him and removing a wool cap before holding his hands forward in supplication. “I would give you my oath, lord.”
Cenric looked down to see Jaako. “Are you sure? This is no small thing.”
Jaako held up his hands, clasped together. “It is not, lord, nor do I do it lightly.”
Cenric paused a moment longer. This would be binding. He had told Jaako that he needed to swear oaths to stay in Cenric’s lands, but he did not want this out of anything less than willingness. 
If Jaako broke this oath, it would make him an outlaw in Hylden as well as Valdar. If he took this oath, it would bind him, his household, and the rest of the Valdari exiles to the fate of Ombra. But Jaako knew all of this and had still made this decision.
Cenric locked his hands over Jaako’s.
Jaako began the words, speaking in heavily accented Hyldish. “I swear my loyalty to you as my lord and alderman, before all these gathered witnesses and before your gods and mine.” In Valdari, he added, “I swear my spear, my shield, and my ship into your service, lord.”
It was the Valdari warrior’s oath of the manner given to a jarl.
Cenric grinned. “I accept.” He clapped Jaako on the shoulder as the younger man stood.
Jaako bowed to Brynn and nodded in the direction of Edric before moving on.
Cenric cast a look toward Edric, but the short thane was staring at the next man in line. Cenric followed his gaze and barely managed to contain his surprise.
Olfirth approached, kneeling carefully in front of Cenric. His knees gave an audible creak, but the old bear held his head up even as he extended his hands in the supplicant’s pose.
For years, Olfirth had been the last holdout in taking oaths of allegiance to Cenric. Everyone else had come around. Despite hosting Cenric for feasts and weddings and attending feasts in turn, Olfirth had avoided giving his pledge to Cenric.
Olfirth had fought in the armies of Cenric’s grandfather and father. He was not the oldest man in the shire, but he was among the most respected. A fierce warrior, wealthy landowner, a father to accomplished sons, and mentor to a small warband of fierce thanes, Olfirth was everything that a man might wish to be in the autumn of his life. 
Cenric recovered in time to close his hands around Olfirth’s.
Olfirth got straight to the point without fanfare. “I swear my loyalty to you as my lord and alderman, before all these gathered witnesses and before your gods and mine.”
“I accept.” Cenric squeezed Olfirth’s hands before releasing them. “Gladly.”
Olfirth jerked a nod. He stood, leaning over to speak in a low growl. “I still don’t like you.”
Cenric would have been offended by that from anyone else, but he would take what he could get with the old thane. “Understood.”
Olfirth shuffled to his feet, pausing to bow to Brynn.
She caught his hand, the way a woman might with a kinsman. “Thank you,” Brynn whispered, her voice thick with sincerity. “This means a great deal to us.”
As Cenric received the next supplicant, he pretended not to overhear, but caught Olfirth’s response. 
“The boy has earned it.” Olfirth patted Brynn’s hand on top of his. “He’s clever enough to heed you, at least.” 
As Cenric finished with his next liegeman and the old thane moved off, Brynn and Cenric’s gazes met as she smiled at him.
Olfirth was the toughest, proudest warrior in all of Ombra and Cenric had finally earned his loyalty. 
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Brynn


Brynn did not remember ever standing this long with Cenric as oaths were given and pledges made. It seemed that once Olfirth had sworn allegiance, everyone felt the need to join in. An endless river of faces came, kneeling to give their pledge to their alderman. 
At Brynn’s feet, Guin whined. The dyrehund stood, paced in a short circle and dropped back on her haunches.
“What is it, girl?” Brynn rubbed behind her ears. 
Beside Cenric’s feet, Snapper lay dozing. It seemed that even his energy had limits. 
Guin made a low rumbling sound deep in her chest.
“Guin?”
The dyrehund looked back up at Brynn, ears pinned back. She whined, pawing at Brynn’s skirt.
Brynn stopped her, not wanting grass stains on the wool. She glanced around, seeing Esa still tending Alfie. Brynn had dismissed Lena. 
She had encouraged Lena to try and enjoy herself this evening. Lena had stared at Brynn as if she was being given an impossible task, but she had nodded and solemnly promised to try. 
Guin shook her whole body, trotting off into the darkness outside the light of the bonfire and trotting back. She woofed, hopping up and down to catch Brynn’s attention.
“Not now, Guin.” Brynn turned, looking for someone who might be able to follow Guin and see what this was about.
A shriek split the night air.
Ice washed down Brynn’s spine. She spun in the direction of the scream, the direction Guin had been trying to draw her.
Another cry rang out, then shouts.
Brynn looked to Cenric, but he was already out of his wooden chair and at her side. 
“What is it?” he demanded, looking into the darkness.
Guin let off a snarl and bolted into the shadows.
Cold dread curled around Brynn’s chest. She spun around, but Esa was still just a few paces off with Alfie drowsing in her arms. That left…
“Lena!” Brynn lifted her skirts, rushing after Guin.
“Brynn!” Cenric’s neck chain clanked as he raced after her.
Voices shouted in the darkness. Cries of horror and another scream.
Brynn spotted a crowd behind one of the outbuildings. She shoved her way between bodies, squinting by the light of waving torches. “Lena!”
“Out of the way,” Cenric ordered. “Move!”
A woman’s voice howled. Brynn could sense a body lying on the ground and the spatter of ka that must be blood. She braced herself as she broke through the crowd.
A young man lay on the ground. The stench of burning flesh suffused the air and a blackened burn scored up his neck and one side of his face like the path of a lightning strike. He shook, breath coming in heaving gasps of pain.
A familiar woman knelt beside the body, sobbing.
“Ina,” Brynn recognized her as the wife of Hadric, one of the thanes who lived in the countryside.
“Lady Brynn,” the woman sobbed, looking up. “My boy…it’s my boy.”
Brynn dropped to her knees beside the boy’s shaking form. She’d never seen anything quite like this before. It was as if fire had been forced straight into his veins. Brynn soothed her power into the boy’s skin, and the flesh began to mend before their eyes. Scarred skin replaced blackened burns.
A sorceress had done this. It was sloppy work, a hasty burst of undirected power. 
Brynn could save his life, but she would not be able to save his face. Haden was lucky the burst of power had missed his eye.
“The girl killed my son!” wailed Ina, rocking over the boy. “She killed him!”
“He’s not dying,” Brynn interjected. “Just stunned.” Haden had probably passed out from the pain. “Get Hulda,” she shouted to the gathered crowd. “Fetch Hulda!” 
Someone dashed off, hopefully to follow her instructions.
“Brynn?” Cenric hovered over her shoulder.
“He’ll live,” Brynn answered, attention on the youth in her hands. 
Haden stirred, groaning. 
“My boy!” Ina cried, gripping his arm.
“Wait.” Brynn continued carefully measuring power into him as his eyes blinked open. “What happened?” she demanded. “Quickly!”
“Boy, you’d best answer my wife,” Cenric said, looming behind her.
“Lena,” Haden rasped, voice croaking out strained and broken.
“What did you do to her?” Cenric roared, grabbing Haden by the front of his tunic despite Ina’s protests.
“Nothing!” Haden sputtered. “I…I kissed her, is all.”
Fear washed over Brynn. “Where is she now?”
“That way.” Haden’s arm shook as he pointed in the direction of the trees encircling the cairns.
Cenric released the youth and he slumped down.
Guin nipped Brynn’s hand, teeth sinking into flesh.
Brynn jumped, but when she turned, Guin was already weaving through the bodies of the crowd. 
Hulda shoved through, reaching them. “Lady Brynn?”
“Can you tend this boy?” Brynn demanded, hoping that Hulda was at the level of skill she thought.
Hulda surveyed the scene quickly. She hesitated just a second before she nodded. “He’ll be scarred, but he will live. Yes, lady.”
“Then tend him,” Brynn ordered, rising to her feet.
“What’s happened here?” Hadric appeared, taking in the sight of his maimed son and weeping wife.
“It was the Valdari girl,” Ina said. “She did it.”
“Your son assaulted a woman of my household,” Cenric shot back, whirling on Hadric.
Brynn wasn’t entirely sure what had happened, but she needed to find Lena. A sense of urgency welled up in her chest, a curling dread that had her shoving between the press of bodies. 
Brynn fumbled after Guin. Her dyrehund barked when Brynn lost sight of her, waiting at the edge of the torchlight.
As soon as Brynn was in sight again, Guin tore through the trees. Brynn rushed after her. 
Guin was a dyrehund, she knew more than ordinary dogs did. And she’d always been protective of Lena.
Stumbling through the dark, Brynn did her best to feel her way with ka. She could sense trees and roots, but the earth often eluded her. Rocks, too, unless she was lucky enough to find them covered in lichen. 
Up ahead, she could sense a single figure rushing before her. By the light of the moon, the figure ran through the cairns, stumbling in the dark.
“Lena!” Brynn called. “Lena, stop!”
Guin barked back at Brynn as if urging her to hurry.
Brynn trailed after Lena, chasing her through the maze of the sloping cairns. “Lena!” Brynn screamed. 
The girl kept running. If anything, she moved faster. Past the cairns was a broad expanse of dewy grass, and then a bluff looking over the land and the sea beyond.
She’s going to throw herself off, Brynn realized with horror. Was Lena in a panic, or was she truly trying to hurt herself? Brynn redoubled her efforts, but the distance between her and Lena never seemed to close.
Brynn was not in her best condition, still recovering from pregnancy. She panted, the cold night air stabbing at her lungs.
Luckily, Guin barreled ahead, leaping up, flying through the air like a pouncing wildcat. She slammed into Lena’s back, and a heavy thud reached Brynn over the sound of her own panting. Lena went down, but fought, scrambling up.
Guin hopped off her, spun in a tight circle, and body-slammed her again. Lena went down a second time and this time Guin jumped on top of her, paws pressing her into the earth. 
Lena still struggled, but Guin kept her pinned long enough for Brynn to catch up.
She caught Lena’s wrist.
Lena struggled, fighting. Magic flared, sweeping back for Brynn, but Brynn was ready for it.
Lena’s spells dissipated on contact. They had been wild, unformed things that wouldn’t have hurt if they had struck anyway.
Brynn wrapped Lena in a bear hug from behind, pinning her arms to her sides and dragging her down into the wet grass. “Lena,” she panted. “Lena, stop.”
“Let me go!” Lena screamed, the words tumbling out in panicked Valdari. “Just let me go! Please!”
“It’s alright,” Brynn heaved, heart still racing. “It’s alright, child.”
“No, no, no,” Lena gasped, head shaking as she squirmed, trying to struggle free, but she was small for her age and Brynn was determined. 
“Lena—”
“I know what happens to thralls who attack free men,” Lena sobbed, her voice coming out in a rasp. “I know what happens. I know—” Her voice broke off in a sob as she doubled over. “Just let me make it quick. Please, just let me make it quick. Please, plea…”
“You’re not a thrall,” Brynn grated out between clenched teeth. 
Lena didn’t seem to be listening. “My mother fought back,” she sobbed. “The…the first time a man touched me.”
The first time.
Brynn’s heart broke at the words. So many things suddenly made sense.
“He told me to be quiet, but it hurt.” Lena’s whole body heaved with sobs. It seemed that once she had started to tell, she couldn’t stop. “She…fought him. They killed her because of me,” Lena rasped, the words coming out broken and frayed. “I should have kept quiet. I should have just taken it. I tried to just take it.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” Brynn whispered. “It wasn’t your fault, child.” 
Lena seemed to deflate, crumpling like the fight had whooshed out of her. Sobs wracked her body and her head sank.
Guin whined, pacing back and forth like a sentinel between Lena and the edge of the bluff. 
Lena dissolved into weeping. Like this, she seemed fragile as a dry eggshell. 
“I’m here. I’m here, sweetling.” Brynn dragged Lena into her lap. “You’re safe. I swear to you, you’re safe.” Brynn held Lena, stroking her hair and murmuring sweet nothings until her sobs quieted into whimpers. “Can you tell me what happened tonight?” Brynn asked the question in the softest tone possible, keeping her voice low. “Were you hurt just now?”
Lena shook her head. 
“What happened?” Brynn urged. “I’m not angry. We won’t hurt you. We just need to know.”
Lena squirmed and Brynn feared she might try to run again. Finally, she said, “That boy was talking to me all night.” A pause. “Esa said he likes me.”
Brynn remained silent, stroking Lena’s back to urge her to continue. 
“It wasn’t…bad.” Lena sounded confused by her own admission. “But then we ended up in the dark, and his mouth was on me and I…” Lena choked. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt him. I’m sorry.” 
Brynn squeezed her eyes in frustration. It sounded like Haden had been courting Lena, but one of them was too timid and one was too eager to properly understand the other’s intentions. Now Haden was scarred and Lena would be known across the shire as the girl who had maimed a boy at Rooing Day.
“I should have had someone stay with you tonight,” Brynn sighed. Unfortunately for everyone, Brynn had assumed that there was no trouble to be had. “I’m sorry, Lena.”
“What’s going to happen to me?” Lena’s voice melted into little whimpers again. 
“Nothing,” Brynn answered. “Cenric and I will pay the blodgild for the boy’s injury.” 
They would discuss Lena’s use of magic later. She knew more about using her power than she had let on. 
Guin rocked up to sit on her haunches. She let off a short half-howl, ears raised toward the darkness.
Brynn followed the dog’s gaze. 
Guin pinned her ears, letting off a low snarl.
“Lena,” Brynn tugged the girl up, dread curling low in her gut. She kept a grip on Lena’s arm as the two of them stood.
“What is it?” Lena glanced between Brynn and the dark expanse of grass and water beyond.
In daylight, one could see the mouth of the river that ran past the village to the open water. In the dark, Brynn was left to guess what Guin might see.
“I don’t know.” Brynn glanced down to her dyrehund. “Perhaps nothing.”
Guin barked, tail stiff and hackles up.
Brynn looked again.
Clouds shifted and a shaft of moonlight fell on the glint of something metal. Squinting, Brynn made out dark shapes rippling along the waves, ships with furled sails, the reflection of helmets along their decks.
“It’s Cenric’s foretelling,” Brynn gasped.
“Lady?” Lena looked between her and the dark sea.
“We’re being raided. Come.” Brynn pushed Lena in front of her. “We must warn the others. Run!”
“Raided?” Lena quailed but began moving.
The people of Ombra were in their feasting clothes and half of them were drunk by now. They were being raided when Cenric’s entire inner circle and all his prominent thanes were gathered. When their guard was down and they should have been at peace.
Cenric had foreseen this and taken precautions. Those traps might slow their enemies, but they would not stop them entirely. People would die. And for what? One man’s greed? His jealousy? What grounds did he even have for his treachery?
“Leofstan,” Brynn uttered the name like a curse.
Guin raced ahead, barking.
It seemed that the southern alderman had accepted their invitation after all.






  
  [image: ]
16
Cenric


Ships, Snapper whined, pawing at Cenric’s leg. Ships, Cenric.
Cenric turned, frowning at his dyrehund. What ships? The crowd of people brought by Ina’s screaming had mostly calmed, and he’d been about to follow Brynn into the tangle of trees.
Guin sees ships. 
Guin? Cenric searched the darkness ahead where the dyrehund had disappeared with his wife. Guin?
Snapper whimpered. Guin angry.
Strangers. Thorn was out of sight, but Cenric heard aggression rumble across the distance. Strangers coming.
Protect the puppy, Cenric thought to Thorn. Keep her safe.
Puppy, Thorn snorted in response, the word edged with annoyance. Of course he would protect Alfie, what did Cenric take him for?
“Cenric!” Edric shoved through the crowd, his short frame swallowed up by the press of bodies that had gathered around the site of Haden’s maiming.
“We’re being raided,” Cenric said, spinning on his friend. 
“Valdari?” Edric growled the word. “Or Leofstan?”
“We’re about to find out,” Cenric clipped. “Have the men fetch spears and shields.” There might not be time for armor. His feasting clothes would have to do. The last battle Cenric had fought also immediately followed a feast. Perhaps he should avoid feasts in the future.
“As you say, lord,” Edric nodded, something like excitement sparking in his eyes by the firelight.
“Go!” Cenric shoved his friend. Hundreds of men on the hillside had just sworn to fight for him. 
“A raid?” Olfirth appeared at Cenric’s shoulder from seemingly nowhere. “Well, I didn’t expect my oaths to be called on quite so soon.” The veteran thane sounded mildly inconvenienced at worst. “Evred! Spears and shields, boy.” 
Olfirth and his men had not even brought their full war-gear, but at least they were armed. 
Cenric cursed. He had prepared carefully in response to his visions, but it seemed he had not prepared enough. They were caught without armor when their enemies arrived. At least the ships would meet with the traps first. Whoever dared to invade them was not going to find them as ripe for picking as expected. 
“Lord!” Jaako found Cenric in the dark, the light from the bonfires casting him in burnished bronze. “We are attacked?”
“Your oaths are about to be tested,” Cenric answered. “We’re being raided.”
“Ovrek?” Jaako growled the name like a curse.
“I doubt it.” Cenric wanted to be fully certain before he lobbed accusations. 
“Lord!” Kalen burst through from the darkness carrying an armful of spears and two shields. He hobbled like an overloaded pony, spearheads bristling over him awkwardly. “Your spear and shield, lord!”
Cenric snatched them from the boy. “Good work, Kalen.” He passed one of the spears to Jaako. “Can you find your men?”
Jaako glanced to the churning chaos around them and nodded quickly. “A few.”
“Kalen, what of the house?” 
“The girls are inside. Gannon and the others are sealing the palisade, lord.”
“Good.” Cenric turned back to Jaako. “Get what men you can and meet us at the riverbank.”
“Yes, lord.” Jaako raced back through the churning press of fleeing shapes.
Cenric searched the dark. They needed Brynn. 
“Cenric!” Edric called from ahead, waving. 
“Let’s go,” Cenric said to Kalen. He marched down the hill toward Edric and the cluster of thanes with their spears and shields.
“I didn’t have time to grab your armor, lord,” Kalen apologized.
“I don’t have time to put it on,” Cenric admitted. If they all survived the night, he would have to give Kalen his own war-gear. The boy had earned it by now. Snapper, where is Brynn? Cenric asked, looking pointedly to his dyrehund.
Snapper whined, glancing over his shoulder toward the cairns. He responded with an image of Brynn racing through the trees with Lena in tow. The image was washed of color and from about knee height, a canine’s nocturnal vision—Guin’s point of view. Brynn coming, Snapper replied.
Brynn and Lena appeared to be heading the short way from the cairns toward the fighting. Cenric would meet them there.
Women, children, and those unable to fight fled inland, away from the raiders. Leaving behind their baskets, stools, blankets, half-empty ale cups, and dozens of odds and ends that were nothing but dark shadows on the ground.
“Who is it?” Theodren demanded as soon as Cenric was in earshot. “Who attacks us?”
“I don’t know,” Cenric repeated. “Let’s go introduce ourselves.” To Snapper he said, Snapper, tell me what you see.
Friends? Snapper asked the question timidly, as if he knew the answer. Perhaps Guin had impressed upon him how dangerous this was. Perhaps his wife’s dog had more sense. 
Enemies, Cenric answered. Bad men.
Bad, Snapper huffed, repeating the worst word he knew. 
Don’t let them catch you, Cenric instructed. Go see.
See. Snapper loped ahead into the darkness.
Few people passed them on their way down the hill. Those who didn’t have homes here were back on the green, withdrawing inland from the village. Those who had homes must be staying to fight.
One did not live in Ombra without making peace with the eventuality of raids. Though the village itself had not been raided since the time of Cenric’s grandfather, Ombrans were not easily cowed.
As Cenric and his group of men made their way through the dark, Snapper sent back images from his view of the riverbank. At least ten ships wended up the river, their oars dipping and rising in swift concert.
It was hard for Cenric to guess at how many men were in each ship. No fewer than twenty, perhaps as many as thirty? That was too many for a Valdari raid. 
Someone had sent hundreds of raiders into Cenric’s harbor and he meant to make them regret it.
Ten invaders to every defender—that had been Ovrek’s rule when attacking. Assaults on a prepared enemy were costly, deadly, and grueling. Under the right circumstances, one man could hold a bridge or guard a gate while ten men would be needed to take him down. 
“Some three hundred I would guess,” Cenric said to Edric at his side, giving the larger estimate. “In ten ships.”
Edric let off a low whistle. “Well, what’s a feast without a bit of killing at the end?”
The tramp of boots rose from their left. Cenric’s men spun to see a line of dark shapes with spears.
“Cenric!” came Olfirth’s gruff bellow from the dark. 
“Here,” Cenric called back.
The men around Cenric eased, their spears facing forward once again.
“Some three hundred men on ten ships.”
Olfirth let off a curse. “I do think someone wants you dead, alderman.” Olfirth was experienced enough to know that simple raiders didn’t come in the hundreds to well-armed villages. There were far easier pickings along the coast.
No, the only reason someone would come here was because they wanted to strike at the heart of Ombra.
Cenric glanced over his shoulder. Alfie would be with Esa and Thorn. Kalen had said the house girls were sealed inside the palisade, so they should be safe. But where was Brynn?
Ships, Snapper whined. Ships, Cenric. The dyrehund sent another image of the ships drawing ever closer along the river.
Go, Cenric ordered Snapper. Go find Brynn.
Brynn? Snapper’s confusion was almost palpable, even across the distance. 
Get Brynn, Cenric instructed. Bring her here.
Snapper gave the impression of displeasure. He didn’t want to leave Cenric when he sensed danger. But Snapper was not a war dog like Thorn. Snapper would sooner lick their enemies to death than fight and Cenric didn’t want him to be hurt.
The tramp of more footsteps echoed from their backs.
“Lord!” Jaako shouted from the dark. “We are here, lord.”
“Not so loud!” Edric scolded in clipped Valdari. “They’ll hear us coming.” 
“To the river,” Cenric ordered. “Keep together, kill them as they come ashore. They will strike the gate soon.”
Their group of warriors trudged down into the village, between the barred houses. More men trailed out to meet them, carrying spears and a few with shields.
Cenric’s blood thrummed with the anticipation of violence, everything seeming to be sharper, clearer, and louder. He’d forgotten to remove the silver chain around his neck, and it thudded heavily against his breastbone. The air was sharp with the nighttime dew. Warm bodies pressed in around him from every side.
If they could stay in formation, they might win. So long as their line didn’t break, they had a chance. 
The site of the water gate was a carefully chosen part of the river just beyond the first houses where the riverbank sloped down sharply, too sharply to run the ships up onto the shore. 
Piles of stones marked the spot just overlooking the trap. The younger boys snatched up stones, ready to make the night infinitely worse for their enemies.
Their line situated themselves at the top of the slope, the men with shields out in front, spears bristling out. They waited. Valdari and Hyldish pressed tight together, Jaako’s men mingled with Cenric’s and Olfirth’s. In the dark, with the smell of sweat and leather suffusing them all, lesser distinctions melted away. Squabbles and differences were forgotten. There was no longer Valdari or Hyldish, there was just us behind the shieldwall and them in front of it. 
The ships appeared, gliding down the river swift and sure. They must have known the alarm was raised, but they continued. They were determined, whatever else they might be.
Most raiders would have turned back the moment they realized they had lost the element of surprise, yet another sign these were no mere raiders.
Cenric found himself smirking as the ships drew closer. A log protruded from the water where they had blocked the river last week. 
No more than a heartbeat later, the lead ship slammed to a stop. The men on the deck were thrown forward, shuffled like pebbles in a child’s hand.
The ship behind them veered left, trying to go around, but the stern of the lead ship scraped into the side of their hull with a great keening, shrieking sound. The vessels at their back slammed into those in front in quick succession, effectively trapping their fellows in place.
The river gate strained and groaned under the impact, but held.
Cenric grinned at the enemy’s shouts of alarm as they scrambled to right themselves.
The log blocking the river could be cut free, but not from the middle of the river. And even if it was cut free, the current would send it straight back into the ships anyway, making new problems for their unwanted guests.
“Be ready,” Cenric ordered his men. His hands seemed to itch with the anticipation of a conflict. 
In the back of his mind, he wondered again…where was Brynn? Surely, she wasn’t in direct danger, but she should be here by now.
Snapper? Cenric sent out.
No response. He must be too far away. 
Down below, men shouted and scrambled. Half the ships were trapped by those at their backs.
Cenric could see when the decision was made. The first man leapt into the water, quickly up to his waist in the current. He slogged ashore using his spear as a staff, cowering behind his shield. The wretch was brave, if nothing else. 
But Cenric’s men held their line. At the top of the hill, they had the advantage. Cenric only wished they had archers. 
Kalen straightened, rock in hand.
“Wait just a moment.” Cenric didn’t think they’d been spotted yet with the trees at their backs and no armor to catch the moonlight. For now, they had every advantage.
Kalen and the other boys waited.
Down below, men slogged ashore, clustering together in ranks on the riverbank. 
Cenric wanted their enemy committed to leaving the ships before they struck. That would be when striking was the worst for their foes. 
The raiders jostled onto shore. Several turned their backs to Cenric’s line, confirming his suspicion that they didn’t know that he and his men waited for them.
The invaders jangled and clanked onto the steep riverbank, the slick grass poor footing for their soft-soled boots. Cursing in Hyldish rose from the raiders, silencing any doubts Cenric had as to their identity. At least now he had a fair guess as to what Leofstan had built with his stolen trees. 
Cenric sent up a silent prayer thanking Morgi for her foretelling. The raid had come, but he had stolen every advantage but numbers and armor from their foes.
The raiders slogged ashore, pulling each other up with spears and shields slung over their backs. 
“Very soon,” Cenric whispered to Kalen and the other youths. “Just a moment.”
Their line braced, heavy breathing and creaking of leather and wood as anticipation rippled through the Ombran defenders. 
The raiders fumbled up the bank, some bear-crawling up the steep incline. They should have suspected this was a trap. They were either extremely confident or extremely foolish. Cenric assumed the former and it made his blood simmer.
This level of underestimation was insulting.
The line of men before them solidified as figures scrambled closer. Cenric could make out individual features by the light of the generous moon. Nearly every man wore chainmail, yet another reminder of how much wealthier Leofstan was. But for these men to be fully armored, they must be the members of Leofstan’s household. 
Leofstan had sent fully-kitted thanes. Even though most Hyldish men owned spears, it was hardly a fair fight against villagers. Cenric whispered another silent prayer to Morgi, thanking her again and praying Leofstan was here. If they could take his head tonight, that would make life so much simpler.
The enemy thanes drew closer. Closer. How close would they get before—? 
One of them glanced up, armored head shining in the moonlight. “Trap!” the enemy thane cried, scrambling upright as he dragged his shield in front of him. “Trap!”
“Now,” Cenric ordered the boys with the rocks. 
A rain of stones pelted down on the raiders. Some fell to the ground, tripping up their fellows on the sloped riverbank. Other stones clanged into helmets and armored bodies. Few landed harmlessly. Even those stones that men caught on their shields fell and rolled underfoot, creating yet more problems.
Men yelled, fighting to draw up in a line.
“Fall back!” someone shouted. That speaker cut off, a louder voice taking over.
“Draw up!” bellowed a man with a voice like thunder. “Shields! Are you afraid of a few shepherds with stones?”
Their enemy must not be able to see them clearly yet.
A bow twanged in the dark. The shot went high, slicing through the air over their heads. Cenric cursed. 
Leofstan had archers. 
“Shields,” Cenric shouted. “Shields!” 
The Ombran line was already drawn together, but they tightened formation, closing the gaps. Arrows skittered over their heads, confirming the archers couldn’t see them in the dark.
Shouts rose from below and Cenric had to peer between the gaps in the shields to see the shadowy figures with their own shields upraised. 
Several enemy men tried to angle sideways, avoiding the line at the top of the hill. Kalen and the other youths hurled stones down onto them. One of the men slipped, knocking into another as he careened backwards into the water. Both men fell into the river with a hard splash that would have made Cenric laugh on any other day.
An arrow thudded into the shield in front of Cenric. Then another and another. How many archers did Leofstan have? Perhaps twenty? That was enough to be a problem. 
“We have to engage them,” Olfirth grunted from near Cenric’s elbow. “Here, where we have the advantage.”
Cenric gritted his teeth as arrows thudded into the front line of shields. Olfirth was right, Cenric just wished they either had armor or some way to deal with the archers. 
A shriek rose from the ships to be cut off just as quickly. Cenric glimpsed a figure toppling backwards, then collapsing into the water.
He grinned, resisting the urge to search for Brynn in the trees at his back. “That’s my girl.” 
Another scream rang out, then another. The archers wouldn’t be as heavily armored as the other thanes, making them easy prey for his wife.
Brynn, Snapper’s thoughts sent from nearby. Brought Brynn!
Stay with her, Cenric ordered. The last thing he needed was his dog running into the middle of a pitched battle.
Arrows still slammed into the shields, striking the ground at their feet. Someone at Cenric’s back let off a hiss of pain, but no one broke ranks. 
Things weren’t getting any better than this. 
“Advance,” Cenric ordered, raising his voice over the clamor and clatter below. “Forward!”
Their shieldwall pressed forward, emerging from the shadow of the trees. Those with shields remained in front, those at their backs holding spears over their shoulders and heads.
Cries rose from below as their enemies finally spotted them in earnest. The men of Leofstan, to their credit, charged for Cenric’s line.
Leofstan’s men carried spears, but they were facing an upward slope and an enemy in formation. The ground was littered with stones and their archers were quickly either dealt with or scared into hiding. 
Bodies fell, rolling downhill to trip the men behind them. Those that made it to the line of Ombran shields also came within reach of their spears. 
Cenric jabbed his spear, catching an armored thane in the chest. He struck metal, landing a hard blow despite missing flesh, but another spear struck from his right, catching the man in the thigh.
The thane went down and Cenric glanced over in time to see Jaako yank his weapon free and stab it into the depths of the thane’s helmet. 
A man with a sword shouted from the back of the enemy line, yelling orders and pointing. He must be the leader.
Ovrek had once said, Swords are for boasting and spears are for killing. A sword was a weapon for a rich man, a testament to the skill of a smith, the wealth of its owner, and the training needed to wield it, but a sword could do little against the longer reach and simpler technique of a spear. Not only that, but three spears could be made with the amount of steel in one sword. 
The first of the ships, one with men still aboard, shifted as the rowers tried to free themselves from the tight press of the river gate and the other ships behind them. They lit torches, likely trying to see what had caught their vessel.
Whatever they did was in vain. Even if Leofstan’s men wanted to retreat, they were as trapped as those seal pups had been.
For every enemy spear that found an opening, three enemy thanes fell. Leofstan’s men had better numbers and better armor, but they were unable to use their numbers with so many men still on the ships and no space for them to form ranks.
Cenric’s line fell on them like a hammer driving into a nail. Screams and battle cries rent the air. To their credit, Leofstan’s men sold their lives bravely. 
Cenric could not see Brynn, but he saw her handiwork. Enemy thanes collapsed without being touched. Men toppled over on the ships beyond the reach of his shieldwall’s spears. 
Edric’s battle yells rang out at Cenric’s side—a savage, animal snarl as he speared yet another man.
Olfirth roared, doing credit to his nickname of the old bear.
Jaako was silent in the noise, focused intently on his task of killing and nothing else.
Dozens more of Cenric’s men grunted, shoved, stabbed, and ducked all around him. They pressed close together, attacking in a deadly, ruthless concert. 
A cry rose from his right and he looked up to see several armored thanes careening from the hill. Their enemy had tried to flank them and had met with Brynn on the way.
A dark shape leapt onto one of them, bearing the man to the ground like a wounded elk. Was that Guin? 
Cenric returned his attention in front of him. They smashed into what remained of the enemy’s defense.
Leofstan’s men broke, attempting to flee back to their boats. The men on the bank must not have known that they were trapped, their boats unable to retreat.
Cenric and his men fell on them, stabbing down into the water. It was like spearing fish and almost as easy.
Bodies crumpled and fell. Some floated, but others sank, dragged down by their armor.
A torch on the boats must have fallen or perhaps the man holding it died. Orange flared and rose up to consume the sail, bathing their surroundings in sudden light. 
Leofstan’s men were defeated, the survivors scattered and left to die on the shore or flee into the water.
Cenric’s own line fragmented as men rushed to chase down their fleeing foes. The tang of blood suffused the air along with screams. This was the most savage part of battle, where the winners tore into the losers like wild dogs into a rabbit’s warren.
Light played over them all as the flames spread to the rest of the unfortunate ship. Men attempted to row ships at the back of the line out, but they appeared wedged and caught against the others and unable to break free.
Perched at the edge of the riverbank, Cenric and his men watched for signs of movement, for men that hadn’t died yet. Further down, the last survivors on land were pursued by his men, in full flight with nowhere to run.
Panting, Cenric cast left and right, realizing that everyone standing was a friend. 
They had won. 
He smeared a hand over his face, damp with sweat he hadn’t noticed before. 
Cenric! Snapper bounded up to him, tail wagging but head cocked in concern. Cenric hurt? He sniffed at the blood staining Cenric’s clothes. 
I’m fine, Cenric assured him. Brynn?
“Cenric!” Brynn raced out of the dark as if she had heard his question, Lena trailing after her. “Cenric!” Brynn crashed into him, clinging to his chest and squeezing tighter than he’d known she could. Before he could properly wrap his arms around her, Brynn pushed him away. “Are you hurt? Are you alright?” She searched him head to foot, hands sliding over his neck and torso, seeking damage.
“Fine, love. I’m fine.” Cenric patted her back. “I saw you deal with the archers. That was helpful.”
“They weren’t armored,” Brynn murmured, sounding sheepish. “Is anyone else hurt? Do they need my help?” 
Cenric glanced left and right. It was hard to see by firelight alone, but it appeared that all his men were still upright. He wondered at that for a moment. Had they just defeated Leofstan’s thanes without losing a single man of their own?
The girl Lena hovered close at Brynn’s back. She clutched her arms as if staving off cold, shoulders hunched low like a hunted thing.
Friends hurt, Cenric, Snapper whined, looking over the bodies. Blood. Much blood.
Bad men, Cenric answered. They were bad men. 
Snapper didn’t press the issue, but nor did he seem convinced. He whimpered softly, pacing a loose circle around Cenric’s feet.
Guin trotted up to Brynn’s side, her eyes glowing golden with the fire’s reflection. Dark blood stained her muzzle. She cocked her head up to Cenric for just a moment before letting off a low growl at the dark lumps in the water—shapes that had once been men. Unlike Snapper, Guin showed no sympathy for the dead invaders.
“We need to get those corpses out of the river,” Olfirth grunted, “if we don’t want the armor to rust.” The old thane leaned on his spear, surveying the scattered bodies strewn across the hillside. “Hopefully the fire won’t spread to the other ships, yes? I’d like to get one this time.”
“Olfirth.” Brynn straightened and swept her gaze over him as if looking for damage the way she had with Cenric.
“Lady Brynn,” Olfirth muttered. “I appreciate you leaving ships intact this time.”
Brynn quirked a small smile at that. 
“Lord!” Edric trotted ahead of a trio of other men, brandishing a sword in one hand and a helm in the other. 
Jaako and Theodren followed, dragging an armored man at their back. The captive, presumably the owner of the sword and helm, had a split lip and mud covered him head to foot. The captive struggled nonetheless, cursing and fighting. 
“What is this?” Cenric met Edric.
“He claims to be Itan,” Edric sneered, leveling the sword at the captive’s chest. “Son of Aethelstan and brother of Leofstan. His helm and mail are exquisite.” Edric grinned up at Cenric, blood splattering his face, only making him seem more depraved by the firelight. “Can I have them?”
“And this?” Cenric pointed to the naked blade in Edric’s other hand.
“A sword. He was quite proud of it. I’ve never had much use for swords but didn’t seem right let him keep it.” Edric handed the blade to Cenric hilt-first.
Cenric took it, noting the sword was straight and finely crafted with a perfectly angled fuller running the length of the blade. The hilt was short, meant to grip the wielder’s hand tightly on either side, decorated in bronze squares with decorative ridges along the pommel. The weapon was of Valdari make, either acquired from the islands or made by a smith who used their methods. “Olfirth?” He beckoned to the old thane over his shoulder.
Olfirth grunted, lumbering up to glower at the captive.
“Is this Itan?” Cenric pointed to the glaring man between Jaako and Theodren.
Olfirth inclined his head once, glaring at the captive. “I did warn you and your brother not to meddle with Ombra.”
“Did you set this trap for us?” Itan demanded. 
Olfirth laughed at that, a great belly laugh that was worse than any mockery words could convey. 
“Then who told him?” Itan demanded. “Who set this trap?”
By Brynn’s feet, Guin let off a low growl.
“You forget who I am, Itan, son of Aethelstan,” Cenric replied. He was Morgi’s chosen, her last remaining son.
Morgi had been the one to warn him, goddess of nightmares and foretellings. She may not be a benevolent patron, but at least she saved her malice for Cenric’s enemies.
“I remember perfectly who you are,” Itan retorted. “As does my brother. You are a Valdari half-breed loyal to that upstart king.”
Itan meant Ovrek, the king of Valdar. 
“If King Aelgar doubts my loyalty, he is free to address it himself.” Cenric gripped the sword tighter in his hand. “And if you doubt his judgment, you should tell him so.”
At Cenric’s side, Brynn looked on without a word. If Itan even noticed her, he gave no sign.
“Aelgar is a good man blinded by his own goodness,” Itan countered.
“Luckily you and your brother have no such impediment,” Cenric muttered, looking over the carnage in the light of the burning ship. 
“We have no use for Valdari scum,” Itan spat.
“Just their swords, I suppose,” Cenric mused, tilting the blade into the firelight. It was a weapon of impressive quality, worthy of a jarl. “Strip him,” Cenric ordered. “Make sure he has no other weapons. Edric, you can have his armor. I will be keeping the sword. We’ll see what his brother is willing to pay for his safe return.”
Around them, Cenric’s men continued to hunt for survivors. Some had begun to take captives, but judging by the number of corpses lying on the riverbank, Leofstan would be getting back a fraction of the men he had sent. Perhaps less than a third?
He had sent ten ships. One was in flames, one had been crushed by the others. Cenric planned to keep most of the remaining eight, but the survivors might need one to return to Leofstan. Cenric had no desire to have the survivors moving freely through his lands on their way back to Belvane and he couldn’t spare the number of men needed to escort them back. 
Then again, Cenric had a good number of men who had stood beside him this night. They should be rewarded, perhaps with ships. Glancing over the corpses, Cenric noted with appreciation how many of them had been armored. He would be able to give war-gear to at least a hundred more of his men after this. 
Cenric could scarcely believe their luck. Morgi deserved something more substantial than a pitcher of milk after this. Perhaps a piglet or even a calf. There were times it was easy to think of Morgi as distant, or worse, antagonistic. But this was the strongest sign of her favor Cenric had ever seen.
Cenric’s men ripped off Itan’s belts. Theodren forced Itan’s head down while Jaako attempted to drag the mail shirt off. Chainmail was hard enough to get off a cooperative man. Itan struggled, making it much more difficult.
Writhing, Itan cursed and snarled. Finally, he gave in, letting them rip the mail down, over his head.
Itan slithered out, springing backward, free of his captors.
Theodren and Jaako scrambled for him, but he lunged sideways, snatching something from the dark.
Cenric hadn’t even noticed Lena standing in the shadows. She was a slight girl and seemed to blend with her surroundings by design, shrinking herself to avoid notice.
Itan grabbed the girl around her throat, dragging her in front of him like a shield. “Stay back!”
“Lena,” Brynn breathed, taking a single step forward before she stopped herself. 
Cenric cursed inwardly but did his best to stay calm. “Release my wife’s ward.” He did his best to sound annoyed, hoping that Itan would think the girl was of no importance. 
“I knew you were a schemer,” Olfirth muttered, looking over Itan with contempt. “I didn’t think you were a coward.”
Itan’s hand tightened around Lena’s throat and she wheezed, shaking in his grasp. “How much is the girl worth to you, Cenric?”
“Whatever you do to her,” Cenric warned, “I will do to you.”
Itan’s teeth flashed in the firelight. “That much?”
Cenric wanted to look to Brynn, wanted to confer with her. His wife could kill Itan where he stood, especially without his mail shirt, but she must know as well as he did that Itan would be their surest way to earn a peace agreement with his brother. “Let the girl go and I’ll let you keep your shoes,” Cenric offered.
Itan slammed Lena against his chest and she wheezed, shaking. Her fingers clawed at his hand.
Itan screamed, mouth open in a gut-wrenching wail. The side of his face exploded, skin bursting like a rotten berry. The stench of burnt flesh and hair singed the air as Itan teetered backwards.
Lena collapsed, wheezing and coughing.
“Lena!” Brynn dove for her ward. “Lena!” Brynn fussed over the girl, searching her head to foot. 
Cenric marched over to inspect Itan. The man’s sightless eyes stared at the sky, mouth still open in a scream. Burn marks marred his hand and his tunic was burned in a dark path up his arm and shoulder to his neck. It appeared that a path of fire had run through his veins before boiling out his face. “Brynn, was that you?”
“No,” Brynn admitted.
“I’m sorry,” Lena coughed. “Forgive me, lady. Forgive me.”
“It’s alright,” Brynn assured her. “It’s alright, child.”
“Ah.” Cenric scratched at his beard. He’d begun to wonder if his wife’s latest ward had any magic at all, but the proof was burned into Haden’s face and now Itan’s charred corpse.
“Serves him right,” Edric muttered, folding his arms across his chest. “Tried to raid us and met his end at the hands of a house girl.” 
Killed by a trembling former thrall. It was exactly the sort of end Itan deserved, but it did complicate matters.
Cenric glanced to Olfirth. 
The old thane shrugged. “Either Leofstan will try to avenge this or he won’t.”
“But you think he will?” Cenric looked back at Brynn, still kneeling beside her ward. Not so long ago, a younger Cenric had seen war as the ideal. War was where treasure and glory were won, but these days he had treasures to guard. What of everything he and Brynn had built? What of the people they had brought together? What of Alfie?
Olfirth made a noncommittal sound. “Lucky we all just swore oaths to you, isn’t it?”
A weight seemed to press on Cenric suddenly. Had he done something to attract this trouble or had it found him of its own accord?
Brynn stood, bringing Lena with her. “I’m going to take her up to the house.” 
“You should go with your wife,” Olfirth said. “Send more men to us to help clean this mess. And let them see you alive.”
Cenric agreed. “I will return shortly.”
Olfirth grunted in acknowledgement, glancing to the vessels on the water. “About those ships…?”
“Take your pick.” Cenric chuckled. “Take two, if you like.”
“Excellent.” Olfirth nodded only once.
“Come, love.” Cenric beckoned for Brynn. 
His wife moved ahead, Lena still sheltered under one of her arms. It was hard to believe the shaking girl had just burned a man from the inside out. Clearly, they had all misjudged her. Maybe she had misjudged herself.
“Lord!” Edric called to Cenric’s back. “Can I still have Itan’s armor?”
“Yes, Edric. You can still have his armor.” Returning his dead brother’s armor was hardly going to change the fact that Leofstan’s brother was dead. There was no reason not to keep it for themselves.
The grin was audible in Edric’s voice as he replied. “Thank you, lord.”
“Give your old war-gear to Jaako,” Cenric added.
“What?” Edric bristled.
“There’s nothing wrong with it,” Cenric pointed out. “And he’s going to need it if we fight Leofstan.” By rights, war-gear within the shire was Cenric’s to give to whom he pleased. Edric might grumble, but he was getting a far finer set. “Kalen,” Cenric singled out the boy farther down the riverbank.
“Yes, lord?” Kalen jogged over.
Cenric swept an arm over the hillside. “Find a helmet and mail shirt to your liking. A spear, too. Itan’s gear is spoken for, but you can have any other that isn’t claimed.”
Kalen straightened, raising his chin. “Thank you, lord. I am honored.”
“You earned it.” Cenric clapped him on the shoulder. “Choose carefully. I expect you will have need of it soon.”
Kalen nodded solemnly. “Yes, lord.”
Cenric jogged to catch up with his wife, Itan’s sword still in one hand. 
“Where is Alfie?” Brynn asked the question softly, too softly. She must be trying to mask her anxiety.
“With Esa,” Cenric answered. “They were inside the house, sealed inside the palisade.”
Brynn let off a sharp breath. “Good. Thank you.”
Cenric rested a hand on her back. “Of course, love.”
At the first house they reached, the door creaked open, revealing a shadowy figure lit by firelight. The figure held a spear tight against her breast.
“No need for that, Deidrei,” Cenric called. “Send those grandsons of yours to the riverbank. We need help drawing the corpses out of the water before their chainmail rusts.”
“Lord?” Deidrei croaked.
“We won,” Cenric replied to her unasked question. 
A whoop of excitement came from the old woman’s back a moment before a gaggle of boys tore past her, heading straight for the light of the burning ships. They might be too young for war-gear, but there were tunics, jewelry, and eating knives to be taken from the dead men. Hopefully the other corpses would have intact clothes, unlike Itan’s which had been mostly burned by Lena.
As Cenric made his way back through the village toward the longhouse with the two sorceresses, they spread word of Ombra’s victory. Fear was contagious, but so was excitement and greed. 
By the time Brynn and Cenric made it to the longhouse, the palisade gate creaked open to cheers as they stepped into the glow of torches. Household boys mobbed them, the household girls not far behind. 
Gaitha rushed to Brynn. “Edric?” she demanded.
“Well,” Brynn assured her with a smile, “he’s looted himself a new set of war-gear.”
Gaitha exhaled with relief. “Of course, he has.”
“I knew you’d beat them!” Gannon cried, bursting from the dark with a massive grin. “What is that, lord?”
Cenric held the sword up for the boy’s inspection. “My new sword, courtesy of Itan.”
Gannon’s eyes were large as goose eggs as he took the sword into his own hands.
“Clean it and put it with my war-gear, will you?”
“Of course, I will,” Gannon promised, speaking the words like a solemn vow. “It’s magnificent, lord.” 
“Where is she?” Brynn’s demand rose over the gathered throng, almost a shriek. “When did you last see her?”
“Brynn?” Cenric turned his attention to his wife and Gaitha.
“Esa’s not here. She never arrived.” Brynn’s whole body was rigid. “No one saw her. She’s missing. Alfie’s missing.”
Cenric shot a glance to Gaitha, seeing the truth of the words reflected there.
“We thought she was with you,” Gaitha admitted. “Brynn, I’m sure she’s fine.”
When Kalen had said the house girls had sealed the palisade, Cenric had assumed that included Esa, who had been with Alfie. He had assumed.
“You said she was safe, Cenric,” Brynn rasped, hands wringing. 
“I thought she was here,” Cenric admitted.
“I trusted you,” Brynn hissed. “I believed you.” She cast left and right, as if searching for Alfie somewhere in the corner of her vision. “I can’t do everything,” she whimpered. “I can’t be everywhere. I needed you to do this. I needed you to do this one thing and you couldn’t even—”
“Brynn!” Cenric grabbed her forearms. “She’s fine, Brynn.”
“How do you know?” Brynn demanded. “She could be anywhere. Anything could have happened to her.”
“None of our enemies got past the riverbank, Brynn.”
“It was dark. Some of them tried to flank you. What if I missed someone? What if—”
“Esa is with her.”
“Esa was with my son!” Brynn’s voice broke in a ragged cry carrying a depth of fear and grief that stopped Cenric from trying to defend himself.
He’d forgotten that. Esa had been the one with Osbeorn the night he was murdered, the night Brynn hadn’t been there. Just like Brynn hadn’t been with Alfie tonight.
“Snapper,” Cenric glanced to his dog. “Find Thorn.”
Thorn! Snapper wagged his tail, happy for something to do. Thorn!
“Gaitha, look after Lena.” Cenric nodded to the trembling former thrall, staring with wide eyes at his wife’s panic. “Come.” Cenric tugged on Brynn’s arm, following Snapper.
“Where are we going?” Brynn’s vitriol from a moment ago was gone, replaced with a kind of terrified smallness. Like she didn’t want to look for Alfie for fear of what she might find.
“Thorn has barely left our daughter since she was born. He wouldn’t leave her now.” 
Brynn shivered at his side, going achingly silent.
“I’m sorry, Brynn.” Cenric ducked under a branch as Snapper cut a line into the trees behind the palisade of the longhouse. “You’re right. I should have made sure Esa and Alfie were inside.”
Brynn let off a choked sound. “I can’t lose her too. I can’t do this again. I can’t bury another—”
“You won’t,” Cenric vowed. “She’s fine, I swear it.”
“You don’t know that. You don’t—”
“I do,” Cenric interjected. “I do know it. I will make this right.” He tugged her after him, following the flouncing shape of Snapper through the trees. 
Guin trailed after them, stopping to inspect rocks and leaves as if she was bored.
They stepped out from the trees, coming into a clearing marked by dark mounds of stone. 
“The cairns?” Brynn searched left and right. “Why…?”
Thorn! Snapper’s excitement echoed to Cenric from up ahead. He yipped happily. Found Thorn!
“This way,” Cenric pulled Brynn into the darkness, around the familiar outlines of the burial mounds. Generations of his ancestors and their families lay beneath the stones, a reminder that while his family owned the land, they belonged to it just the same. He rounded a corner to a familiar mound rising larger and higher than most the others.
Snapper spun in a happy circle just ahead. Thorn!
“Thorn?” Cenric called.
Cenric, Thorn sent back.
“Over here,” Cenric guided Brynn in the direction of the old patriarch.
“Esa?” Brynn cried. “Esa!” She stumbled. 
Cenric caught her, pulling her up beside him.
A slight figure emerged from the shadows, a small bundle in her arms. “Lady?” Esa’s soft voice called back.
“Esa, where is Alfie?”
“Here, lady.” Esa’s words were soft, tremulous. “She’s right here.”
“Is she…?” Brynn took the bundle from Esa with shaking hands. “Alfie? Alfie, darling?”
The baby stirred, fussing at the disturbance. She must have been asleep.
“Oh, Alfie.” Brynn clutched their daughter to her heart, shoulders shaking with sobs of relief. “My darling girl.”
“She’s alright, Brynn,” Cenric murmured, touching his wife’s back. “She’s alright.” He pulled Brynn into his chest, letting her cry as she held onto Alfie, leaning on him for support. “I’m sorry I put you through that, Brynn, but she’s alright.”
Thorn let off a yawn, stretching. His grey coat had blended with the shadows, making him invisible at first glance.
“Why didn’t you go to the house, girl?” Cenric asked. 
Esa shook her head. “They’d already sealed the gate by the time I arrived.” She swallowed. “I’m so sorry, lady. I didn’t mean to frighten you, I just…” She glanced down to the scarred dog now sitting back on his haunches. “Thorn seemed to want to come this way and I thought…” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I just…”
Brynn trembled, breaths heaving as Alfie fussed, clueless to her mother’s distress. She held out an arm, wordlessly drawing Esa into her embrace. 
The young sorceress wept, leaning on Brynn’s shoulder. “I wanted to keep her safe for you. More than anything, that’s what I wanted, lady. I’d rather die than let anything happen to her.”
“I know,” Brynn rasped. “I know, Esa. You did well.”
Cenric glanced to the cairn where Thorn had brought the two girls. It was his father’s cairn, the grave of Wulfram. 
Thorn had been his father’s dog, years ago. The two of them had been inseparable for decades. Even after Wulfram’s death, Thorn had guarded his corpse on the battlefield until the men of Ombra had found them to bring them both home.  
Cenric had told Thorn to keep Alfie safe, and he’d taken her to her grandfather. Good dog, Thorn, Cenric thought toward him.
Thorn snorted. Protect puppy, as if it had been the obvious course of action.
Rubbing Brynn’s back, Cenric kissed the top of her head. His wife was safe, his daughter was safe, and his people were safe—at least until Leofstan came for revenge. 
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Leofstan did not take well to news of his brother’s death and defeat. 
Cenric freed the surviving southerners from the raid, but only just. The men had been stripped down to their skins and piled onto two of the ships like so many white fish—the ship Olfirth favored least.
They’d been allowed to take nothing but the corpse of Itan as they sailed back home, a warning from Ombra. 
Edric had shouted after them as they sailed down the river. “Tell Leofstan his brother was killed by a kitchen girl! He’ll want to know that.”
A fortnight later, Leofstan had raised an army, as they expected. Two thousand men were seen crossing the river into Ombra, laying waste to the small villages and farmsteads scattered near the border. It was to be war.
If there was one thing to be said for the people of Ombra, it was that they hated meddling from the south. In a day, Cenric had gathered pledges for five hundred additional men who could be at the village by tomorrow. Even with Daven and several others already mustering the men, it would take time to rally more from across the shire. The scattered farms and rural households could be hard to reach.
Brynn’s household was mainly prepared to self-sustain. Gaitha would be placed in charge in Brynn’s absence as she usually was. Rowan’s father would see to the mediation of any disputes that arose in Cenric’s absence. Theodren was to oversee the defense of the village and Esa was to do what she could by way of healing.  
It was strange that when Brynn and Cenric left they needed four people to equal the duties of the two of them.
“Lady, are you sure you wish to entrust this to me?” Esa glanced nervously around the room, scattered with boxes and bags.
Brynn would not be traveling as the lady of Ombra, but there were still things needed for a campaign. “Who else is there, Esa?” Brynn asked bluntly. She unlocked a large chest with wrought iron handles and brackets. It creaked as she opened it, a stale, dusty scent inside. At least the contents had been kept dry. 
“Will they raid us?” Esa asked, fidgeting nervously.
“Unlikely,” Brynn answered. “But the men will keep the mouth of the river blocked just in case.”
Ovrek had sworn that there would be no raids and it was unlikely that Leofstan had more ships to spare. Besides, it seemed he planned to meet them on land this time. 
Lena sat quietly by the fire, watching the flames. Every so often, she prodded at the logs with a stick or added one to the hearth. In many ways, she seemed her usual silent self, but Brynn was not sure that was a good thing. She worried for the girl, but with an army in the shire, there was the more pressing issue of imminent death for all of them.
Brynn shifted several items in the trunk, moving aside oil cloth that left dark stains on her fingertips. Her hand brushed cold metal. She grasped it, pulling free a chainmail hauberk. 
“Lady,” Esa murmured softly, eyes wide. “I didn’t know you had armor.”
“It belonged to my sister,” Brynn said. “She gave her war-gear to me after our father died and she started wearing his.” 
The armor Aelfwynn had worn on her death had been stripped from her corpse, looted by their enemies. But Brynn had worn this in that battle, and it stayed in her possession.
Brynn laid the hauberk on the bed, then reached into the trunk again. She pulled out a steel nasal helm with a sturdy metal cap and guard that jutted over her nose to protect her face. 
Esa leaned over the trunk, seeing what else was inside. 
Brynn pulled out a pair of leather bracers meant to cover where the sleeves of the hauberk ended. There were also several heavy belts intended to hold swords and weapons. The only things missing were a spear and shield.
Brynn had kept this armor as a family heirloom. Most war-gear would be given out by a lord to thanes who earned it. Upon the thane’s death, the war-gear would return to the lord or his family. It was valuable, especially in a world where war was inevitable. As Brynn had been told, this war-gear had been made especially for a thane who had served her grandfather exceptionally well. King Eormenulf had later given it to his eldest daughter Aelfwynn, who had given it to Brynn. 
Brynn had intended to gift her war-gear to her son. She never thought she would need it for herself again.
Inside the trunk were a long linen tunic, linen trousers, and other pieces of a warrior’s attire. As she pulled them out one by one, a mix of nostalgia, dread, and resignation overcame her.
Esa looked on with interest. “Lady, you have…men’s clothes?”
A woman wearing trousers in public had once been grounds for divorcement. It was still grounds for divorce in Valdar and discouraged in Hylden. Things were more lenient for sorceresses, but Brynn would ask Cenric first, out of respect. Brynn hadn’t been married the last time she wore them. She had grown since she was a fourteen-year-old, particularly in the hips and breasts, but they were loosely fitted.
“They were made in men’s style,” Brynn agreed. “But they never belonged to a man.” The clothes had also been Aelfwynn’s, which was the only reason Brynn hadn’t gotten rid of them. “My sister gave them to me.”
“Your sister seems like a rebellious creature,” Esa muttered.
“In some ways,” Brynn agreed. Aelfwynn had seemed like a hellion to most, but Brynn knew better. 
Aelfwynn had understood the value of tradition, rule of law, and order. She had acted like a man because that was what she thought the country needed. Aelfwynn had worn the chainmail and swung the axe that their uncle could not, but she had always supported him, as the man, for kingship. 
Brynn’s sister had been a complicated person. It was easy to see her as one thing, especially since only certain parts of her legend tended to be repeated. Brynn had known her to sing her little sister lullabies one night, then into battle the next day, then stay up late tending the wounded until it was time to repeat the cycle.
Her chest gave a little squeeze as she surveyed her war-gear spread on the bed. Why couldn’t Leofstan leave them alone? Why couldn’t her uncle deal with that man himself? As much as she hated war and wished to never see it again, war seemed to have a great fondness for her. 
“Esa, see if the boys are done packing up the tents.”
Esa flew out of the room with a hasty nod. The girl was deeply fond of Kalen and he seemed equally fond of her. Their courtship was awkward and tentative as expected for two youths not yet sixteen, but they were unlikely to have a misunderstanding that ended in violence. Brynn sent Esa on the errand as much for the answer as to give Esa an excuse to see him. 
Brynn inspected the chainmail carefully. It appeared intact, no obvious signs of damage. She’d had it cleaned before storing it in the chest.
Lena said something, her voice soft and unintelligible.
“What was that?” Brynn was so unaccustomed to Lena speaking without being spoken to that she almost startled. 
Lena shifted, squaring her shoulders and looking toward the door. “Will you take a servant, lady?”
Brynn hesitated. She would need help, but she hadn’t decided on which of the household girls to take with her. “I will, but it will be dangerous.”
“May I come with you?”
Brynn managed to control her first reaction to that—surprise. This was the first time she could remember Lena asking for anything. 
“You will need help, yes?” Lena appeared earnest, her hands kneading anxiously in front of her.
“Lena…” Brynn needed to be gentle. She wanted Lena to keep asking for things but also needed to make sure Lena understood what she was asking for. “We’re going to war. I will likely be in the shieldwall with Cenric and the men. I will not be able to always stay with you.”
Lena nodded as the knuckles of her clenched hands whitened. “Yes, lady. I understand.”
“It will be dangerous.” Brynn exhaled slowly, looking to make sure no one was listening through the open door. “I might die. Any of us might die.”
Lena glanced over to the cradle where Alfie napped and back to Brynn. “I understand. But you will need a servant, yes?”
Brynn would need at least one servant, but she hesitated to bring Lena. If she couldn’t be with Lena, she didn’t want the girl to be alone with Cenric’s men.
“Esa must stay with the village,” Lena said. “But you need one of us.”
Brynn studied the girl, choosing her next words carefully. “You would be safe here,” she promised. “Gaitha will see to it.”
And though Brynn had every intention of returning with Cenric and their friends, it had occurred to her that if she and Cenric did not make it back, leaving Ombra would be the safest option for everyone. 
They did not know Leofstan’s intentions. Raids against fellow aldermen were not unheard of. It might just be that, or it might be that Leofstan was seeking to expand his lands. If it was the latter, he would want to stamp out Cenric’s loyalists. 
“Esa will take you with her if she has to flee,” Brynn said, voice dropping. She was not about to have her wards left vulnerable to attack.
Lena swallowed, looking Brynn in the eye. She held Brynn’s gaze for several heartbeats, longer than she ever had before. “I want to go with you, lady.”
Brynn waited for a long moment, giving Lena the opportunity to change her mind, but her backtrack never came. “Very well,” Brynn said after a long moment. “Do you know how to care for armor?”
“A little, lady,” Lena said, stepping up to the bed. “We tended the armor of Lady Tullia’s husband.” 
The question rose in Brynn then—had Tullia been the one to kill Lena’s mother for defending her own child? Brynn felt she knew the answer. Smiling, gregarious, charismatic Tullia had a cruel streak to make her father proud. 
“You may come with me,” Brynn said after a moment. “It will be difficult, though.”
Lena swallowed once. “I’m not afraid of dying.”
“I’m afraid of you dying,” Brynn answered flatly. “Lena…” She rested a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “I need to know that you won’t try to die.”
Lena ducked her head as if she had been caught doing something wrong. “I didn’t…that was…”
Brynn rested her other hand on the girl’s other shoulder. “Lena?’
The girl raised her chin to meet Brynn’s gaze again. It occurred to her anew how thin Lena was. Fragile, like she feared being punished for eating too much. “I won’t desert you, lady. I’m not planning to kill myself.” When she realized Brynn wasn’t satisfied with that, she added, “I won’t. I promise.”
Brynn exhaled. She would have to trust Lena at some point. She didn’t like that the girl’s first reaction to the incident two weeks ago was to try throwing herself off a cliff. But she had Lena’s promise and she did need all the help she could get right now. “You may come with me,” she agreed. “I will do my best to keep you safe, but you know that I cannot promise that? You know what Leofstan may try to do to us?”
Lena nodded. “No worse than would have happened to me on Valdar.”
Brynn’s chest ached. Lena had been born in the wrong place at the wrong time. She didn’t deserve this. She should have been like Esa—muddling her way through spells and making eyes at boys her own age on her own terms. “May I embrace you?” Brynn asked. “If you’re comfortable with it?”
Lena swallowed, frowning. “I…yes, lady.”
Brynn carefully wrapped her arms around Lena, squeezing her for just a moment. “You’re very brave.” 
Lena tensed, almost like she expected something bad to happen.
Brynn released her. “We need to make ready. Lord Cenric is summoning his men. They will be here any moment.”
“Yes, lady.” 
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Cenric


As a youth, Cenric had once been called to deliver a message from Ovrek to one of his Kelethi veterans. Cenric had come with the return message, rushing into a smoky hall to find warriors drawn around a table with Ovrek at their center. 
All of them had beards braided with silver and arm rings attesting to their deeds of valor. With their hard-earned muscles and well-fed frames, they seemed like great beasts to a scrawny boy of fourteen. Yet all of them had watched Ovrek. The Valdari king had been the spoke of the wheel around which they all turned—they might be beasts, but he was still their master.
Cenric had seen it—the admiration, respect, and perhaps even fear they had for Ovrek Fork-beard. Cenric had wanted desperately to be like Ovrek someday. He wanted to be a leader of leaders and someone men would flock to follow. What greater honor for a warrior than the respect of other warriors?
The reality was less poetic than Cenric had imagined. There was less silver in sight and quite a few more children.
Brynn had arranged for Melain and Ragna both to move into the longhouse along with three children between them. They were both to be employed in Brynn’s absence to care for Alfie. 
Melain’s son Oswiu had a rattle made of two wooden slats tied to a longer handle. He shook it incessantly and an endless clacking rang through the hall. How could a boy so small be so loud? It had been almost an hour, and he had still not tired of the sound.
Apparently, the toy was made recently by Rodric, the boy’s father, and Cenric couldn’t help but feel it was part of some petty revenge. Did Rodric hate them all?
Snapper watched the movement of the clacker intently, tail wagging along with Ash and two of the younger dogs—Birch and Alder.
Toy! Snapper’s happy thoughts cried.
Toy! the other dogs chorused. Toy!
“It’s a lovely day,” Brynn said, using her best and most tactful tone. “Perhaps the children will enjoy the sunshine?”
Melain and Ragna took the hint, gathering Oswiu, Alfie, Sunniva, and baby Morvan. Tension rippled between the two women, obvious enough even to Cenric’s eyes. Having them both stay in the house was doubtless some scheme of Brynn’s.
As the women filed out, the damned clacking faded and then finally stopped. 
Puppies! Snapper woofed, chasing after them. 
Thorn plodded along as he always did, staying close to Alfie.
Cenric managed to school his face into composure. He sat at the head of his table with Brynn to one side and Edric the other. Thanes and leaders from across Ombra occupied the rest of its length. 
Olfirth rested one elbow on the table, several of his thanes at his back. 
There was Theodren as well as twenty others cramped onto the benches. Daven had recently returned and he sat next to Anders. All of them looked to Cenric, faces a mixture of emotions, not all he could understand.
“They’ve sacked Alpin’s farm,” Daven reported. “His neighbors saw it burning. We don’t know what’s become of the family.”
“I’ve had survivors of at least two villages flee into my lands,” Olfirth grunted. “Leofstan is pillaging.”
Homes burned, men killed, women violated, and entire families murdered while Cenric had been unable to stop it. He exhaled a long breath. It was an alderman’s place to protect his people. That was his first duty and he had already failed.
“They don’t seem interested in treating,” Olfirth muttered. “As we expected, when we sent back his brother’s corpse.”
“Leofstan attacked our lands,” Edric growled. “We should carve out his heart and stuff it down his gullet.”
Cenric would very much enjoy doing that.
“We should appeal to the king,” someone farther down the table suggested.
“We’ll all be dead by the time the king can do anything,” Theodren replied. “Things always happen slower when you get kings involved.”
“We can’t just win,” Edric said. “We must send a message. We all know this. Else they’ll be back next summer.”
Cenric had to agree with that. Leofstan had been testing his boundaries for some time. He was confident in success. This needed to be such an epic failure that neither he nor his successors would try again. It seemed that the slaughter at the river had not been failure enough to deter him. “He has two sons?”
“A son and a daughter,” Brynn corrected. “His son is around two and his daughter is four. Why?”
“Good to know who might try avenging him.” 
Theodren cleared his throat. “If we kill an alderman, the king will be angry.”
Cenric exhaled. “I doubt the king’s anger would stop Leofstan.”
“We kill them. We kill them all.” Edric slammed his fist on the table.
The room erupted in demands for blood and vengeance. They might farm, fish, and tend sheep all year, but the men of Ombra were still warriors in their bones.
But they were outnumbered. Leofstan had brought two thousand men. Cenric had less than one thousand he could count on. Men had been trickling in to answer Cenric’s summons since Daven’s return, but it was no more than that—a trickle. Cenric had Brynn, who was worth at least ten men, but that still did not close the gap. 
It was Brynn’s voice that threaded through the clamor. “It’s unlikely the king will object to anything you do in defense, but if he does, I will deal with my uncle,” she said, barely above a whisper. In a softer voice meant only for Cenric, she added, “He owes me.”
Yes, Aelgar most certainly did. The king seemed to know it on some level, too. How troubling it must be for him.
Olfirth elbowed the man at his side and suddenly the table fell quiet.
Brynn was only watching Cenric, though. “My uncle tried to warn us. Leofstan is the aggressor. Honor and survival demand we strike back.”
Cenric turned to his wife. She was a gentle and kind creature. She hated war and as much as he’d been raised on the glory of it, he didn’t like the prospect of how it would bring her grief. All the same, Leofstan was not going to be reasoned with. Cenric didn’t want to try sending a messenger only to have the man killed. “It’s to be war,” he said, turning back to the table. “That has never been in question.”
Silence rippled over the men. 
Now that it was out of the way, they could move on. 
Cenric turned, facing Daven and Theodren. “Do we know where Leofstan is right now?”
“We were able to find his camp about fifteen leagues from here,” Theodren said. “They seem to be following the coast.”
That was the path most invaders took. There was always the threat of Valdari raids along the coast, but there was a great bounty to be pulled from the sea. Many farms and villages were lined along the rocky outcrops and pebbled beaches of Ombra.
“We could strike swiftly with those boats of yours,” Olfirth grunted. He nodded toward Jaako. “You and your people know much about raiding?”
Jaako stiffened, speaking in halting Hyldish. “I can manage a ship, but I’ve never raided, lord.”
Olfirth guffawed at that. “I’m not a lord.” He shifted his attention back to Cenric.
“Not only a Valdari, but a useless one as well.”
“Who said that?” Cenric demanded. 
Silence. Several men looked over their shoulders.
“If you’re brave enough to say it, you should be brave enough to repeat it,” Cenric pressed. “And you can say what you will under your own roofs, but you’ll respect my liegemen under mine.”
Someone cleared their throat from down the table. “I won’t say it again.”
Cenric’s gaze snapped to Wendell, one of his thanes from the outlying farms. “Good.” He didn’t have time for squabbling. At least it wasn’t Edric this time. “We have an enemy twice our number marching toward us and sacking every farm and village along the way.”
“We can’t meet them in open battle,” Olfirth said. “Unless there’s a way to flank them, but with their numbers, that’s unlikely to go well for us.”
Cenric had come to much the same conclusion. “We need to break their ranks before we ever engage them.”
“We can force them into the trees,” Edric suggested. “The forest is thick along the coast.”
“In places,” Cenric agreed. “But getting them out will be as hard for us as it will be for them.” Cenric avoided forests in battle. They made it hard to see, hard to form ranks, hard to move, and generally did nothing but make fighting difficult. They were a good way to protect a flank, but not much else.
“We could kill Leofstan,” Daven suggested. “Sneak into his camp and slit his throat.”
Several men bristled at the dishonorable suggestion.
Cenric shook his head. “We don’t know how to find them inside the camp. I’ll not throw men away on pointless errands.”
“Do we have enough ships for all our men?” Brynn asked, voice soft. “If we needed to move them quickly?”
“Barely,” Cenric answered. 
Daven had not given up. “Leofstan’s home of Cyneburg is mostly unprotected now. We could seize it.”
“That does not get his army out of our lands,” Cenric pointed out.
“The fortress of Cyneburg has stood for generations,” Daven said. “It’s legendary. If we take it, we can hold it.”
“The fortress has one weakness,” Brynn said. “The well has never been able to fully support it. They need water from the nearby river, which means all one would need to do is cut off their access to it and wait.” 
“How do you know this?” Cenric asked the question mostly out of curiosity.
Brynn cast him a wan smile. “That’s how my grandfather took it.”
But of course. Brynn had grown up on the tales of her grandfather’s conquests like every other child in Hylden, though perhaps with more detailed firsthand accounts.
Edric shook his head. “We need to—”
Clacking rose from Cenric’s back and his spine stiffened. If he had to listen to that sound any longer, he might go mad.
Toy! Squealed a happy voice in Cenric’s mind. Toy! Snapper bounded into the longhouse, head shaking as he made the clacker rattle and snap.
A toddler’s dismayed screams echoed in the dog’s wake. 
Toy! cried Ash, rushing after him. She tried to seize it, but Snapper ran faster. Want toy!
Birch and Alder bounded after her. Want toy! they chorused, voices overlapping and clamoring. Want toy!
The dogs barreled after Snapper. 
Under the table, Guin let off a low growl of annoyance by Brynn’s feet.
Want toy!
Toy! Snapper carried his tail up like a triumphal banner. He dove under the table with his prize, shoving through the legs in his way, jostling anything and everyone in his path.
“Snapper!” Cenric stood. 
Snapper wiggled under the table, disappearing like an eel into kelp. 
Unfortunately, the other three dogs barreled after him, smashing into the benches and jostling their occupants. 
Snapper rushed out the other side of the table and all three pursuers ploughed into Jaako at once, nearly tackling the man to the ground.
“Snapper!” Cenric lunged for the dog. 
Cenric play? Snapper turned, delighted, wagging his tail and dropping into a play bow. 
The other three dogs barreled after Snapper and he swerved to avoid them, coming too close to Cenric.
Cenric caught him by his scruff. “Now is not the time!” He wrestled the clacker away from the dog, having to pry it from his jaws. He dropped Snapper and the other dyrehunds gathered around, pinning back their ears and sitting at his feet.
Toy? Snapper whined, pawing at Cenric’s leg. Snapper want toy.
Toy, the other dogs pleaded. Toy? 
Cenric turned to see the damage the dogs had done. Thankfully none of the benches had been flipped, but on top of the table, several drinks had spilled, getting ale in the laps of his thanes and knocking several cups to the floor. Men had been jostled and pitched into each other, and they grumbled as they righted themselves.
The only person who appeared untouched was Brynn. Her large dyrehund loomed between her and the other dogs, casting them what could only be described as a look of pure disdain. 
Brynn called for rags and fresh drinks, trying to restore order.
Cenric glared at his dog. 
Snapper wagged his tail in askance. Toy?
The animal had just humiliated Cenric at a council of war and he still thought they were playing. They might die soon and the dyrehund thought to make a scene with a toddler’s diversion. 
Cenric spun back to Snapper.
Cenric play, Snapper said, nosing at his knees. Friends play?
“You’re thanes,” Olfirth muttered. “How can one dog have you so frightened?”
Cenric frowned down at Snapper’s oblivious face, thinking. Snapper would sooner chase sticks than tear out a man’s throat. But he had just thrown the whole house into chaos.
Cenric looked to the child’s toy that had tormented him since Melain’s arrival this morning. Chaos could be useful. Deadly, even. If they could take the confusion around this table and amplify it over even a small number of their enemies…
In Ovrek’s war, a much younger Cenric had found himself with Edric, his cousin Hróarr, and some thirty of their shield brothers separated from Ovrek’s main army and facing down six ships of better armed, better armored men.
By the mercy of some god, a thick fog had rolled in just as the ships had beached, shrouding them from view. The young warriors had spread out along the shore, then at the agreed upon signal, yelled, howled, and banged their shields loud enough to wake the dead. 
Edric had been given their single war horn and tasked with running up and down the beach, blowing at intervals to make it seem that there were at least six companies instead of their one. To the men in the ships, it had sounded as if a great host were descending from the hills. 
On that Valdari beach years ago, their enemies had panicked, tripping over rocks, sand, and each other in their haste to retreat. Cenric and the others had pursued, killing anyone they caught. Cenric and his friends had held the beach against more than three times their number and it had all been a trick. 
Attempting a similar ambush against Leofstan would be a slaughter—either for Leofstan’s men or for Cenric and the Ombrans. There would be either victory or crushing defeat, no middle ground, but now was the time to take risks.
“Edric.” Cenric thrust the clacker in the direction of his old friend. “Do you remember the grey beach? Where we used the fog?”
Edric’s face went contemplative for a moment, no doubt comparing that battle to their situation now. “Aye, lord. I do.” He glanced between Snapper and Cenric, thoughts whirring visibly behind his sharp eyes. “We can’t exactly summon a fog, but we might be able to use cover of night.”
Cenric grinned, wicked excitement overtaking the frustration of a moment ago. “We might.”
“What is this?” Olfirth’s brows rose, looking between the two of them. 
Cenric faced Olfirth. “We break their lines before they ever see us.” Now that the first inkling of a plan had come to him, the rest came easily. “We take our men in ships. We strike by night, like Valdari.” He grinned at Edric. “And we kill them all.”
Snapper, still oblivious, asked, Toy?
I’ll give you a toy, Cenric promised, turning to include the other dogs. I’ll give you all toys.
Toy! the animals cried in their minds, hopping up and down with excitement. Toy! Toy!
Snapper may not have a taste for battle like Guin or Thorn, but perhaps he could still help them win this war.
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Brynn


Brynn had never gotten along well with her aunt-in-law, but that was the case for most people, so she tried not to take it personally. Cenric was needed in the village with preparing the men, so that left Brynn and Lena to come to Aegifu’s farm. 
Aegifu was hard to understand. She had stepped in to lead the shire after the death of Cenric’s father, then immediately stepped down as soon as Cenric had returned, but Brynn often wondered if Aegifu did not resent him somehow.
They rode up the hill near midday as the sun peeked through the clouds and the wind blustered off the hills. Ombra might be a beautiful and rich land in its own way, but it could never be considered hospitable. Something Aegifu and the shire had in common.
Aegifu’s farm was in full bloom. Her garden was flush with the tops of carrots, leeks, garlic, and a bounty of vegetables. 
A young woman saw them approaching and raced up the path from the garden to the house, skirt held in her hands. Others stopped their hoeing to wave at the riders. They ranged in age from twelve to twenty. Brynn had never gotten a full count, but it seemed that there were usually around ten or so at this time. 
Strays and runaways from across Ombra knew to come here. It was hard work and Aegifu was a nag on a good day, but if a young girl found herself without a family or at the wrong end of a belt one too many times, she could flee to this place.
There was an unspoken understanding among the Ombra people that if a girl reached Aegifu’s house, she was off limits. No one wanted to cross Aegifu. Though the old woman still had Cenric’s protection, it was more that there was a respect and reverence for her family that lingered on amongst the country folk, strong as any religion.
Chickens scattered as they reached the front of the squat longhouse and the fence that circled it. Blackberry vines had been planted all along the fence, turning it into a spiny gauntlet. Smoke curled up from the hole in the longhouse roof.
Nearby, several cows mooed in curiosity. The mouse-brown creatures ambled over with calves at their heels to see the newcomers. There was no fence to keep them in, but they had proven docile the last few times Brynn was here.
Brynn dismounted her mare, Mist. The horse was a flea-bitten grey with gentle eyes and a smooth gait. The mare sniffed in the direction of the cows.
Theodren dismounted beside her, taking Brynn’s reins. “Do you want us to come with you?”
“If she attacks, I’ll call for help.”
Theodren chuckled, but Brynn was only half-joking. She never knew what to expect with Aegifu.
“Follow me,” Brynn said to Lena. “I will tell you if you need to do anything.”
Lena nodded. Her hands were once again in a knot before her, wringing and clenching with fraught little twists.
Brynn looked toward the longhouse, where Aegifu shuffled out, leaning on her cane. Aegifu’s hip had been dislocated during the birth of her last child, and never healed properly. Brynn offered to try healing her, but the old woman would hear none of it. She insisted it didn’t matter since she wasn’t long for this world, though only she seemed to believe that. Aegifu was as much a monument within the shire as the rocks and rivers. 
“What’s this?” Aegifu called out, stopping halfway to meet them. “Does the lady of Ombra stoop to grace me with her presence?”
Brynn closed the distance, bowing slightly at the waist. “Aunt Aegifu.”
“Ah, what do you want?” Aegifu demanded.
Brynn inhaled, gathering her patience. 
“None of that.” Aegifu’s gaze flicked over Brynn. “I know you’re only here because you want something. No one ever comes for any other reason.”
That wasn’t strictly true. Cenric visited when Aegifu sent word asking for a task that required—at least in her mind—the input of men.
Aegifu sniffed. “Where’s your baby? Weren’t you pregnant last I saw you?” Aegifu looked past Brynn as if Alfie might be standing there. “It didn’t die, did it?”
Brynn flinched, but she managed to tamp down her reaction. “No, my daughter is well and with her nurses.”
Ragna and Melain would be tending Alfie while Brynn was gone. Brynn hadn’t expected Melain to accept working alongside the Valdari woman, but perhaps being at war with the south had put things in perspective for her. 
“Nurses? More than one?” Aegifu scoffed. “It must be nice to be rich.”
Brynn smiled even as she wanted to tell Aegifu this was exactly why no one visited her unless they needed something. “Leofstan, the alderman to the south, has invaded Ombra with an army of two thousand.”
Aegifu went quiet for a moment. She adjusted her cane in her hands. “Well, I’ve lived a good life,” she said at length, heaving a sigh.
Brynn frowned. “What?”
“There’s no way my nephew can fight off two thousand,” Aegifu said. “I suppose we’re all going to die.”
“We’re going to fight,” Brynn said.
“Yes, I’m sure you are. And you’ll die and then your baby can die after you.”
Brynn struggled to keep her composure. Under different circumstances, she would tell Aegifu never to speak of her child like that again. Maybe one day, she would, after they all survived and Aegifu was no longer needed. “Cenric has a plan.”
“I’m sure he does,” Aegifu chortled. “As my brother did. Look where it got him? Dead and sent back so rotted I’m not entirely sure it’s his bones under those cairns.”
“Cenric’s plan involves the dyrehunds,” Brynn added. “We need your help to speak to them and make sure everything goes well.”
“No,” Aegifu said, glancing past Brynn to where the free-roaming cows inspected the horses and thanes. 
The horses seemed to be enjoying the encounter far less than the shambling beasts. 
“This plan could work without you,” Brynn said. “But we stand the best chance with you, and we need all the advantages we can get.”
Brynn was impressed with her husband’s plan. It had little room for error, but it was clever, soothed a warrior’s desire for bloody combat, and if successful, would use Leofstan’s greater numbers against him.
“I’ve never been to war,” Aegifu said. “And I don’t mean to start now.” 
“What’s the harm?” Brynn gestured vainly at their surroundings. “You know Leofstan can wipe us out. We must do what we can.”
Aegifu muttered incomprehensibly. “I can stay here and wait for those boys to come kill me or I can climb down these mountains, travel for days to a musty, stinking war camp, and die cold, hungry, and without my favorite pillow.” 
“We can bring your favorite pillow,” Brynn said. “And we don’t expect to travel for long.” 
Leofstan was moving with men on foot and horseback. He was invading what he claimed to be a Valdari ruler’s land but seemed to have forgotten the first thing about Valdari—their ships. Longships could cover in hours what would take days on foot.
Aegifu made a dismissive sound. “Be getting back down the mountain, lady. I have no desire to spend my last days anywhere but here.”
“Your girls,” Brynn said, gesturing to where the young women still worked to tend the garden. “Will you not do it for them?”
Aegifu scoffed. “They ran off from their families. Why shouldn’t they run away from me at the first sign of danger? No, they’ll be fine. They’re all fast.”
Where could anyone run from here? They had the sea on one side, mountains on the other, and Leofstan’s land to the south. The only true escape would be by ship, and no one this far inland had one.
Brynn hesitated. She had not wanted to resort to this, but it was her last contingency. She suspected something about Aegifu, and now was the time to see if her suspicions were correct. “I would ask you accompany us, as priestess of Morgi.”
Aegifu paused, snapping her head toward Brynn. “What now?”
Brynn swallowed, hoping Cenric wouldn’t be too upset by this since it occurred to her on the ride here. “I have wanted to establish a shrine for the shire’s patron goddess,” Brynn explained. 
“A what?”
“A…” Brynn tried to think of how to explain it. “A site of holy veneration for the goddess.”
“Why would you want to do that?” Aegifu demanded. “Morgi isn’t your goddess.”
“She is my husband’s and at least in part my daughter’s.” Brynn swallowed. She had other reasons she thought establishing a shrine in Ombra might be a good idea, but for now she would settle for this one. “To look after a shrine, we would first need a priestess and you are perfect for it.”
Aegifu’s eyes narrowed with suspicion, but she was listening. “Why? What would you want in return?”
“You are one of Morgi’s blessed,” Brynn pointed out. “That part seems self-explanatory. But you would oversee the veneration of Morgi.”
Aegifu scoffed. “Morgi isn’t like Eponine. She doesn’t expect gifts or flattery.”
Eponine technically didn’t either, but it was appreciated, like a toddler thanking their mother for the things she was going to do anyway. 
“It would be for the people,” Brynn explained. “A place for them to bring gifts and offerings for the goddess.”
“Gifts?” Aegifu’s eyes sparked. “What’s this about gifts?”
“Well,” Brynn hesitated. “You would make sure to honor and worship Morgi, and the people would bring whatever gifts they saw fit to help you in this.”
Aegifu nodded slowly, seeming to consider something. “Yes, yes, I have heard about this.”
“There are a few catches,” Brynn explained. “Priests and priestesses aren’t allowed to marry. You can step down, but you can’t sell your office.”
Aegifu cackled. “I have no more use for men, and I certainly don’t plan to leave.”
“We would also need to inform the king of your appointment, and he might send his clerics to inspect you if he saw fit,” Brynn warned. “To make sure you are upholding the office of priestess.”
“Ha! No one wants to climb these mountains to see a bunch of women in the hills.” Aegifu looked around her, eyes bright. “A priestess of Morgi? It does have a nice sound to it.” 
Brynn winced, hoping that Morgi wouldn’t mind being used like this. At her feet, Guin made a low chuffing sound.
Aegifu chewed her lip for a moment. “Well, you can’t go into battle without your priestess, can you?”
Brynn’s heart swelled with hope. “You’ll come?”
“I suppose I should,” Aegifu said, “as priestess.” She pointed to one of her girls. “You! Pack my bags. And be sure to pack my pillow. You, over there! Saddle my horse.”
Brynn allowed herself a sigh of relief. At least she had succeeded in her part of the plan.
Aegifu turned back to her. “A daughter, you said?”
“Yes.” Brynn allowed herself a cautious smile. “Cenric named her Aelfwynn, but we call her Alfie.” 
“A son would have been better,” Aegifu said. “Morgi’s power is passed through sons.”
Brynn already knew that, but she still felt the words like a punch. Cenric had not said anything about wanting male heirs, but the thoughts had lingered in the back of Brynn’s mind. There were many sorceresses in Hylden. Cenric was the last of his father’s line. If Cenric never had a son, then his gift of foretelling would die with their daughter.
The cruel irony was that when Brynn’s firstborn had been a son, her mother wanted a girl. Now when everyone was counting on a boy, Brynn was once again a disappointment.
“I had to tell you,” Aegifu said. “As Morgi’s priestess, I have to be considerate of her interests.”
Brynn was already regretting having made the offer. 
Guin growled. 
“Will you be ready to travel soon?” Brynn asked, doing her best to maintain a straight face. 
“We’ll be at the longhouse by sunset,” Aegifu said. “Don’t worry. Your daughter has two nurses. I doubt she’ll go hungry.”
It wasn’t Alfie Brynn was worried about. Their scouts had seen that Leofstan was in almost the perfect place for them to strike. As soon as his camp came in sight of the shore, they would be leaving. 
Brynn heaved a sigh, looking toward the west and the direction of the sea. In the last war, she’d followed at her sister’s heels, heard the reports and plans flying past her like gnats, but never had anything to contribute. She had cowered in her sister’s shadow, watching and waiting.
Closing her eyes, Brynn inhaled the scent of woodsmoke and the faint stench of the growing garlic. She wished her sister was here and that the weight of planning a war had not fallen to her. 
An ache spread through her chest. Grief was much like hunger—an aching emptiness—except nothing could satisfy the longing. It could often be obscured by distraction, but it was never quite gone.
When her mother had abducted her and she had almost drowned, Brynn had been sure she heard her sister’s voice. Aelfwynn had spoken to her, telling her to live, to have all the things in life that Aelfwynn had never had the chance to experience.
Sometimes she doubted she heard her sister, but other times, like right now, certainty settled deep in her bones. Aelfwynn was watching. Aelfwynn was cheering for her and hopefully she was pleased that Cenric had named their daughter after her.
Pushing her shoulders back, Brynn raised her chin. 
Lena stood at her side, hesitantly staring after Aegifu as the old woman hobbled back inside her house.
Brynn smiled at the girl, doing her best to project confidence. That was what the people of this shire needed.
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Cenric


Returning to the longhouse, Cenric realized he’d gotten the perfect revenge on Rodric for making that cursed clacking thing in the first place. The man was now crouched over dozens of wooden fragments, hammering holes in them as Cenric’s house girls worked to tie the pieces together with string. Rope was too precious and Cenric had used most of it for the construction of the water gate, so the girls had made string out of threads Brynn had intended for cloth. They had to banish the dogs outside. Snapper and the younger dogs were impatient to play. 
They created giant versions of the clacker that the dogs could drag. They needed at least five of them, so Rodric had been hard at work all day. 
The ships were ready and nearly all the men were present. They were waiting on the last hundred from one of the far eastern farms.
And Brynn.
Cenric glanced around the longhouse, not seeing a sign of her anywhere. “My wife?”
“Not back yet, lord,” one of the girls answered, looking up briefly from her work. 
Two of the girls tended a pot of stew hung over the hearth. Tonight would be humble fare, minimal thanks to the bustle of the last few days. 
“Your armor is ready, lord,” Kalen said, walking out of the bedroom. 
Esa trailed after him, Alfie in her arms. Thorn, predictably, followed in their wake. At least the old dog was not obsessed with the clackers as the others were. 
Cenric clapped Kalen on the shoulder, dragging him in. “Just what were you doing in my bedchamber with Esa?” 
“I—we—I would never—lord—”
Cenric chuckled and patted his shoulder. “Get some stew, son.” He moved past the young man toward Esa, holding out his arms. “My daughter?”
Esa handed over the baby with a shy smile. “She’s just woken up, but I’ve cleaned her.”
“Melain and Ragna?” Cenric had heard from Brynn that there was some animosity from Melain toward the Valdari, so he’d been surprised when his wife suggested the two women to tend Alfie in her absence.
“Melain is seeing to something with her parents,” Esa explained. “Ragna is weeding the garden with the children and some of the other women.”
“They’re not fighting, are they?” Cenric took Alfie and she peered over the bustling longhouse, little hands braced on his shoulder. 
“No, lord,” Esa assured him. “At least not that I’ve heard. Melain left her son with Ragna.” 
That was good news, at least. If warriors could get along in the face of Belvane’s invasion, hopefully the women could, too. 
“Good.” Cenric waved to dismiss her. “Go. Let me know when Brynn returns.” 
Esa sidestepped around him, carefully squeezing out the door. Cenric briefly glimpsed a mob of furry bodies, pressing in vain toward the entrance.
Toy! Toy! the dogs shrieked, Snapper, Ash, Birch, and Alder struggling to get in.
Alfie turned at the noise and Cenric took the opportunity to kiss the top of her head. Her hair was soft as a rabbit’s fur and fine as eiderdown. She twisted around to face him, wide eyes intent on his face.
Cenric dusted kisses on her nose, her cheeks, and her ears, making munching noises. 
Alfie squirmed, making a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh but was coming close. It struck Cenric that he very much wanted to hear her laugh. 
He didn’t fear dying. For too long, he’d lived in the shadow of death. It was impossible to keep fear of a thing that haunted every step and coiled through every part of his life. There had even been times when it had seemed aspirational. A good death in battle was the dream of all warriors, or at least Cenric had thought so.
If he had to die to keep Alfie and her mother safe, he would. It was an easy decision, hardly worth considering. 
But dying would mean leaving. In a way, it would be no different from his parents sending him across the sea. 
He wouldn’t get to know Alfie, to see her grow up, watch her fumble through her first steps, or blabber her first words. Or fend off unworthy suitors.
Cenric had never wanted to live as fiercely as he did now. “I don’t fear many things,” he admitted, speaking quietly to the little girl in his arms. “But it frightens me how much I love you, child.”
Alfie stared up at him with fascinated innocence. 
The door to the longhouse creaked open. There was a moment’s scrambling of dogs trying to squeeze in as a tall figure forced through, shooing them back.
Toy, Cenric! Snapper protested. Toy! 
Jaako peered around the bustling longhouse, now mostly filled with Rodric and the house girls. “Lord?”
“Over here.” Cenric gestured Jaako into the house.
“I brought these.” Jaako spoke in Valdari, presenting three twisting horns with brass fittings at both ends and leather cords that would allow them to be hung from a belt or a shoulder. 
Valdari war horns. 
“As we discussed, lord.” 
Cenric took one of the horns from Jaako’s outstretched hand. It was easily as long as Cenric’s forearm, probably the horn of some great eastern beast. The metal fittings bore designs of snarling wolves chasing one another in an endless circuit. This one had likely cost a fortune, a testament to the wealth Jarl Egill had held. 
“I have no more need of them. You may do with them as you wish.”
The metal alone was valuable, a precious commodity for the Valdari starting over in Hylden. Jaako was paying tribute, such as he had, but Cenric was not so greedy. “I will borrow them,” Cenric decided. He set the first horn down on the table. “You may leave them here.” 
Jaako complied, setting two more horns beside the first. He rested his hand on the table for a long heartbeat after. “Hulda has asked me to offer her services, lord.”
Cenric had the impulse to look for Brynn before remembering that she wasn’t here. “Service?”
“She can heal wounds and keep men alive, if nothing else,” Jaako said. “I doubt any of us would have made it to your shores without her.” 
Cenric hesitated. Brynn speculated that someone had to be healing the Valdari. According to Brynn, they had none of the expected illnesses and ailments one usually saw among people in their position. “We can always use sorceresses,” Cenric answered noncommittally. “Has she been in battle before?” It was the sort of question Cenric typically asked men pledging their spears, not weathered matrons.
“Once,” Jaako replied, mouth hardening into a line. “Ovrek’s men last autumn.”
Cenric grimaced. Everyone knew how that had gone. All the same, he had been too spoiled by having Istovari aid to give it up so easily. “You and Ragna do not object?”
“We object,” Jaako said. “She is dear to us and the others, but she insists.” 
Cenric had no desire to upset Jaako by agreeing to this. Hulda seemed to be under Jaako’s protection and Cenric wasn’t sure if the other man might see Hulda more as his children’s grandmother or as a sorceress. “What did she say to convince you?”
Jaako grimaced. “That there will be nowhere safe if we lose Ombra,” he said. “Not for us.”
Jaako meant there was nowhere else for the Valdari exiles to go. Esa, Gaitha, little Alfie, and many others would be able to flee by ship to the south or even to Valdar, but Jaako and the rest of their people had no such options. 
“Hulda is aged,” Jaako admitted. “And these past months have been hard on her as it has been for all of us. But she has the skill to be useful and can translate for those of us who don’t speak Hyldish.”
Alfie fussed and Cenric shifted her to his other shoulder. The baby settled, content once again.
“If Brynn has no objection, neither do I. Hulda would answer to her in the fighting.”
Jaako seemed neither pleased nor displeased. He cleared his throat. “There is something else—”
The door swung open just then and Edric squeezed in, wrestling the dogs as he did. “Back, you beasts!” Edric slammed the door, shaking his head. “The animals are about to riot.” Edric caught sight of Jaako and his smile faltered. He cleared his throat, glancing sideways.
“What is it, Edric?” Cenric glanced between the two men. There had been no signs of trouble between them since Edric had tackled Jaako over dinner, but Cenric remained on his guard.
“Nothing, lord. Came here for supper.” Edric sidled up to the table, abruptly fascinated by the wood grain. “Will Jaako be staying?”
“No,” Jaako said quickly, switching into Hyldish. “I only came to speak with the lord.”
“What were you about to ask me, Jaako?” Cenric pressed.
“I want to ask, lord.” He continued in Hyldish, eyeing Edric sideways. The words came out halting and less certain, Jaako’s mastery of the language still shaky.
“Yes?” Cenric shifted Alfie. 
Jaako grimaced, then straightened, the hesitation disappearing as quickly as it had come. He switched back to Valdari. “It’s Ragna.” Jaako shot another glance to Edric.
Edric didn’t react. No explosive anger at hearing the northern tongue this time.
“Ragna?” Cenric prompted.
“Yes, lord. I would take her to wife, if you will allow it.” Jaako inclined his head. “This may not be the best time to ask, but I want to give her my pledge before we sail to war.” 
Jaako wanted permission to marry the mother of his children? The woman he’d lived with for nearly a decade? 
“She has said it doesn’t matter to her, but it matters to me.” Jaako cleared his throat, suddenly awkward. That might have been the longest speech Cenric had ever heard him make.
“Well, I’ll have to think on it,” Cenric said, barely managing to keep a straight face. “This is a great decision.”
Jaako’s shoulders rounded. He exhaled, seeming to deflate. “I see.”
Cenric blinked. He hadn’t expected Jaako to take that response seriously. 
Jaako continued. “I know you have been generous so far and I would ask that you—”
“He’s joking, you oaf.” Edric punched Jaako lightly in the arm. “Of course he’ll let you marry her.” 
Jaako startled, then cast a sharp look to Cenric. “Lord?”
“Yes, I’m joking.” Cenric shook his head. “Have you no sense of humor, man?”
Jaako shrugged and looked away, suddenly awkward. “So, I can marry her? You don’t object?”
“No, I don’t object,” Cenric confirmed. “It will please everyone, my wife included.” 
Jaako was not the sort of man to show emotion often, but when he did, it seemed reserved for Ragna and their children. He swallowed and the ghost of a smile passed over his face. “Thank you, lord.” 
“And it will put you in my wife’s good graces,” Edric added.
“What?” Jaako frowned.
“Never mind,” Edric interjected, waving away the thought.
Ragna was Hyldish by blood, spoke the language, and was a sorceress on top of it. Even if she and Jaako hadn’t already been together, she would be an excellent choice for him. 
“We will hold a feast for you and Ragna when we return,” Cenric promised.
“You didn’t hold a feast for me when I got married,” Edric complained.
“That’s because I barely survived your marriage,” Cenric clipped. “And none of us can show our faces in Dyanburg again.” 
Edric shrugged, turning back to Jaako. “I did all you thanes a favor, you know. No one’s wedding has ever tried our lord as much as mine did.”
Cenric scowled. “Just for that, you’ll help build their house.”
Edric rolled his eyes. “As if you weren’t going to make me do that anyway.”
“House?” Jaako cast a confused look between them.
“I’ve already promised you land,” Cenric reminded Jaako. “You’ll need somewhere to live on it.”
Jaako studied the two of them as if expecting some trick. “And this is not a joke?”
“No, this time I am being serious,” Cenric assured him. “We’ll deal with Leofstan and then we can spend the rest of the summer building houses for you and the others.”
Jaako went very still. His mouth worked silently as if wrestling with what to say. After a moment, he bowed. “Thank you, lord.” He cast a wary glance to Edric.
Edric waved him off. 
Jaako took his leave as the rest of the household prepared to settle in for supper. It was only after Jaako left that Cenric realized Edric had spoken to him in Valdari. 
How ironic that war with Leofstan seemed to be creating peace at home.
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Brynn


Kneeling by her cradle, Brynn watched Alfie sleep. The baby had finally started sleeping through the night and her tiny face was so…lovable. Brynn thought her chest might burst from all the warmth filling it. 
“I love you, Alfie,” she whispered, tracing a finger along Alfie’s cheek. “I love you so much and I hope I’ll get to tell you again and again for years until you’re sick of the words.” Her throat tightened. 
By her feet, Guin made a chuffing sound.
Thorn kept silent vigil at the foot of the cradle with his one eye open, watching the door. 
Brynn swallowed. She needed to rest. They would be setting out at first light with the army—or as close to first light as an army of men could be roused and shuffled onto ships. Brynn remembered well the trouble of rousing hundreds of men at a time. That many rarely moved anywhere quickly. 
This feeling was like grief in reverse. Brynn wasn’t afraid of losing her child this time, she was afraid of her child losing her—and Cenric. 
Brynn had ached to have children with Cenric, to raise little ones who would be adored and grow up ignorant to the pain, rejection, and abandonment both of them had known in their own childhoods. She wanted to be woken in the middle of the night by toddlers climbing into their bed. She wanted to trip over wooden animals left on the floor and spend winter nights mending their little clothes. 
Those inconveniences and irritations were the signs of living, growing children. They were the things she’d never gotten to experience with her first baby, and she was determined not to take them for granted.  
If only she had left Paega sooner. By law, any children from the marriage would have been hers to keep, unless by some miracle Paega had wanted to compensate Brynn for their son. Somehow, she doubted he would have paid the exorbitant child-price for an atheling. 
Maybe she could have still married Cenric. Osbeorn wouldn’t have had a right in Cenric’s inheritance, but he could have grown up to be a thane and perhaps one day made a claim for Paega’s lands on his own. 
If only…if only…
“You have an older brother,” Brynn said softly. “His name is Osbeorn.” Tears stung her eyes, but she managed to keep herself composed. “I like to think he’ll watch over you the way my sister watches over me.” 
Osbeorn and Alfie had never gotten the chance to meet, but Brynn hoped that if the little boy could somehow see from beyond the grave, he looked on baby Alfie fondly.
“Your papa and I will return, but if we don’t…” Brynn fought to keep her voice soft so as not to wake the house. “Then we’ll watch over you with your brother, aunts, uncles, and grandparents.” Brynn had no idea if her own dead parents would particularly care, but according to Olfirth, Cenric’s parents would. “You will never be alone,” Brynn whispered. “And you will always be loved.” 
This was for Brynn’s comfort, not her daughter’s. Even if she was awake, Alfie wouldn’t recall any of this in ten, fifteen, twenty years when she would most need to remember it. All the same, Brynn watched her daughter sleeping, fervently praying that she and Cenric would come back, that their people would return, and Alfie would have the childhood Brynn desperately wanted for her.
A living shape approached—Cenric. 
Snapper padded in after him, plopping down beside Guin on the rug. Guin let off a low growl as he flopped against her, but she didn’t move to force him away. Snapper had learned just how far he could antagonize her before she retaliated and he frolicked along that edge like a spring calf.
“Get some rest, Lena,” Brynn said.
“Should I put out the fire?” Lena asked from her place beside the hearth.
“We’ll do it.” Brynn forced a smile. “Sleep if you can manage it.”
Lena shuffled out, bowing to Brynn, then bowing again as she passed Cenric.
Cenric shut the door after her. He crossed the room and eased down on the floor beside Brynn, one arm around her as they both watched Alfie sleeping. “She’ll be alright,” he said.
“She will,” Brynn agreed.
“She’ll be safe. No matter what happens.”
“Yes,” Brynn agreed. She leaned her head against his shoulder. “I want more for her, though.”
“What do you mean?”
“I want her to know how much I love her. How much you love her.”
“She will, Brynn,” Cenric promised. 
“My parents left me to be raised by other people.”
“Mine too,” Cenric echoed. “She’ll grow up with both of us, and we’ll kill everyone who tries to keep that from happening.”
Brynn swallowed. Now was the time for fears, doubts, and dread. Now when their people couldn’t see her. The thanes would need to see Brynn calm, so would Lena, Hulda, Aegifu, and the dyrehunds. 
Brynn had been relieved when she learned Hulda had requested to come. The Valdari matron was all peace and wisdom where Aegifu was all claws and venom. 
Tomorrow, Brynn would need to be the lady of Ombra, in control and serene. 
Tonight, she was just a frightened woman terrified for her family. 
Cenric tucked her under his chin, pulling her against him. “Do you think you can sleep?”
“I’ve always struggled to sleep the night before a battle.” Brynn heaved a sigh, memories from the last battle she fought bubbling up from the back of her mind, unbidden and unwelcome.
“Try, love,” he urged, kissing the top of her head. “Come.” Cenric helped Brynn to her feet. He paused, leaning down to brush a kiss on Alfie’s cheek. 
The baby kept on slumbering. She was so peaceful, so unburdened and untroubled—exactly as she should be.
Brynn let Cenric tug her across the room. She started with her veil, removing the band around her head and then the pins holding her kerchief in place.
Cenric helped, unraveling her braid and letting it hang down her back. He kissed the end of it, then reached around for her belt.
Next came her apron, then her dress. Brynn laid both on the chest at the foot of their bed, heart pounding. 
What if these were their last moments together? Brynn held onto the belief that they would be victorious, but if they weren’t? Cenric had loved her back to life after the death of her son. How would she survive it if she had to bury him, too?
He helped her down to her shift. She had no leg wraps in the warm summer, but he knelt and helped her out of her shoes, quirking a mischievous grin. He stood and pecked her cheek, about to withdraw to his side of the bed. 
Brynn caught him, tugging him back to her.
A question lingered in his eyes, but he didn’t resist as she framed his face in her hands, pulling him down for a kiss.
Cenric rested his hands on her low back, pressing her closer. His hands splayed and she could feel his heat through the thin fabric. “Are you sure?” Cenric hesitated. “Are you healed enough from the birth?”
Brynn blinked. “It’s been months, Cenric.”
“I don’t know how these things work,” he muttered defensively.
In response, Brynn unfastened his belt, grabbing it before it fell to the floor. She tossed it on the bed and reached for the hem of his tunic. He obligingly let her pull it over his head.
She ran her fingers along the planes of his chest and torso. There was still a leanness to his frame, a reminder of the sacrifices they’d all made this past spring. He’d seen to it that Brynn always had enough to keep nursing Alfie, but the little girl was the only one who was plump these days.
Brynn pressed a kiss to Cenric’s shoulder, loving him all the more for his selflessness. 
Cenric tugged her shift up and off her, breaking their contact for only a moment. He was there again the next instant, running his hands over her sides and hips, across her belly. A dark line still remained from carrying Alfie, the child she’d given him.
Their love for each other was marked into their flesh. 
Cenric shook his head, making a low throaty sound.
“Are you laughing?” Brynn saw nothing amusing about this situation. 
“It feels like our first time again,” Cenric said, the firelight casting his grin in shadow. He kissed her temple. “I’m almost as nervous then as I am now.”
Brynn frowned. “You were nervous that first time?”
“Of course,” Cenric grunted. “The most magnificent woman I’ve ever met was naked in my bed and I wanted to impress her.”
“Well.” Brynn licked her lips. “I never would have guessed it. And you did impress me.”
Cenric’s grin widened at that before his expression sobered. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
Brynn touched the side of his face, scratching her fingers through the short stubble of his beard. “It’s alright. I’ll tell you, if…I need to stop.”
“You do that,” Cenric whispered. “And I’ll do my best to be careful.”

      [image: ]Brynn did have to stop several times. Even months past Alfie’s birth, her body was still healing in ways she hadn’t realized.
Cenric was as gentle with her as if she was a virgin, all tenderness and patience. Brynn’s first husband wasn’t so gentle even when she had been a virgin. 
After, Brynn and Cenric lay side by side, skin to skin and tangled in each other’s arms. For just a few moments, she had been able to pretend all was right in the world. That they would be left alone to love each other and raise their daughter in peace. That there was no army raging through their lands or war to be fought.
Brynn held onto Cenric as tight as she dared, fingers clenching into hard flesh. If only she could cling to him forever. If only she could keep this moment of safety and warmth held within her grasp.
“We’ll have many years yet, love,” Cenric promised. Perhaps he had learned to read her better than she’d supposed. “Morgi has done too much to keep us together. I don’t believe all that was to abandon us now.”
“The ways of the gods are beyond us,” Brynn answered, giving the rote answer. 
“Your southern gods, maybe. Morgi is more straightforward.” Cenric petted her, his calluses scratching pleasantly along her skin. “I think Morgi loves you,” he admitted. “Perhaps even more than she loves me.”
“You’re her last son,” Brynn protested, pushing herself upright to look him in the eye.
“Yes, which makes it all the more remarkable, doesn’t it?” he brushed her hair back behind her ear. “But I can’t blame her. You’re quite lovable.” He brushed the tip of her nose. 
Brynn smiled in spite of herself.
“I think Morgi wanted me to marry you, and if that’s the case, I have to trust her judgment.” Cenric offered Brynn a wan smile. “Morgi is with us, Eponine, too. And Demred, god of vengeance. That’s at least three. Who could Leofstan have on his side? Teshner? The god of tricks is hardly a worthy adversary.”
Brynn’s mouth quirked. “Have I made you pious?”
Cenric grinned at that. “Maybe. I do like knowing who my enemies are.”
Brynn kissed him. It was a slow, languorous kiss, their mouths meeting in a leisurely dance as their breath mingled. 
Silently, she sent a prayer to Eponine and one to Morgi, asking for their favor.
Beside the fire, Guin let off a low woof. 
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Cenric


Blood gushed hot and fast down Cenric’s chest from a wound in his neck. He stumbled, head spinning as men roared, screamed, and died around him. The sun glared from a clear sky as if to illuminate every detail of the carnage. 
The shieldwall had broken. 
“Leofstan!” voices clamored overhead. “Leofstan!”
Cenric’s grip slackened and his legs buckled as his strength leeched away in a massive red stain on the grass. Prying his head up, a forest of armored shins and stomping feet writhed in all directions. Beyond, a valley spread out between two swaths of forest, the river just beyond. 

      [image: ]At least they were about to battle at night, so Cenric didn’t need to fear Morgi’s foretelling just yet. 
It had been a long time since Cenric had gone raiding and never with dogs. 
Snapper, Ash, Birch, Alder, and Guin surrounded Brynn in the back of the Wolf Star. His wife and Lena had kept the dogs quiet for most of the journey since Aegifu had not been much help. His aunt huddled with her shawl, complaining the full first hour after setting out.
Guin waited at Brynn’s feet as she usually did, but the other dogs shivered with excitement.
Play? Snapper asked.
Not yet, Cenric answered. 
The lights of Leofstan’s camp flickered ahead. The army had sacked villages and burned farms to get this far. Their little invasion had gone on long enough.
As soon as the enemy army had camped, scouts had ridden down the coast and signaled to Cenric’s ships. With so many men, Leofstan was moving slow and seemed to be taking his time. He was pillaging for wealth and seemed confident of his victory. That was his mistake.
Attacking at night was not something armies did. It was preferable to meet in shieldwalls when everyone could see and there was less chance of attacking allies by mistake.
This was Valdari raiding behavior. It seemed Leofstan must have forgotten exactly who Cenric was—as well as what he was.
Up ahead, the first dark silhouette of ships pulled onto the shore. There was no silent way to pull dozens of vessels up onto the rocks, but by going one at a time, they hoped to minimize the sound.
First one ship, then another. The Wolf Star was next. 
Cenric leaned hard into the oars along with the men around him. The sleek vessel ran up on the rocks with the crunching of gravel and the creak of wood. The ship jerked as it came to a halt.
Kalen leapt off with a stone tied to a rope, anchoring the ship against the changing tide. 
The thanes moved carefully. For now, they would need to be quiet, but in a few moments, they would be making as much noise as possible. 
Cenric slung his shield over his back, checking his spear before leaping down after his men. 
Dogs, Cenric called in his mind. Snapper, Ash, Birch, Guin, Alder.
The four smaller dyrehunds trotted forward happily. They leapt onto the beach, sniffing at the rocks and wagging their tails obliviously. 
Friends! Snapper squeaked with excitement.
Fish!
Bird!
Friends!
The dyrehunds clamored, their thoughts a happy chorus.
Brynn appeared at the ship’s edge, carrying Cenric’s helm and already wearing her own iron cap. Her mail shirt fell below her knees, having been made for someone taller. All the same, she wore it well, easily, the trappings of her former life coming back to her like a remembered melody. Cenric reached up for her. He grasped her waist, helping her down to the rocky shore. 
Cenric bowed, letting Brynn slip his helm on. Her fingers lingered on his throat as she secured the chinstrap. She rested her hands on his shoulders for another moment, and he was sure she wove spells into his clothing and armor. 
Perhaps he shouldn’t have told her about last night’s foretelling, but he hadn’t wanted to keep secrets. Either way, this was neither the time nor the place shown in Morgi’s warning.
“Are you ready?” Cenric brushed his fingers along his wife’s jawline.
“Ready,” Brynn whispered, turning back to the hobbling figure above.
“Those rocks look slippery,” Aegifu muttered, sounding annoyed. “I will stay in the ship. I can command the dogs fine from up here.”
Cenric almost argued but supposed that was for the best. If this went wrong and they had to make a hasty retreat, he didn’t want to have to toss his aunt. 
Kalen and several of the boys lifted bags out of the ships, taking great care with them. 
“Wait until we are in position,” Cenric ordered. “Edric will give the signal.”
Aegifu waved a hand dismissively. “Yes, yes, we’ve been over this.”
Cenric turned to Snapper. Do as Aegifu says.
Cenric? Snapper cocked his head to the side.
Cenric knelt, scratching Snapper under his rough. Good dog.
Good dog. Snapper wagged his tail hesitantly. He nosed at Cenric’s leg. Cenric? 
Brynn’s dog padded alongside her, a silent shadow by the moonlight.
Guin? 
Though she still never spoke to Cenric and had thus far refused to speak with Aegifu, too, she turned her head.
Help us?
Guin blinked up at him, her yellow eyes unreadable.
Help Brynn?
Guin snuffed and wagged her tail once, which Cenric took as agreement. If needed, they could make do with four dogs.
Carefully, they looped string loosely around the dogs’ necks. There had been talk of making harnesses, but Cenric wanted the dogs able to slip out on their own. He didn’t want Snapper and the others to become trapped if the strings were caught on something.
Sit, Cenric ordered.
They lined the dogs up. Each loop was tied to a tangle of string with slats of wood attached to it. When the dogs took off running in different directions down the beach, the wood pieces would clack into the stones and each other.
Wait, Cenric commanded the dogs. He looked up to his aunt, nodding.
Aegifu nodded back. “Go on with it,” she said, making a shooing motion. “Kill and don’t die and all that.”
 Hefting his spear, Cenric turned toward where his men had gathered on the beach. From within the trees, he could see the lights of Leofstan’s fires. By the light, he would guess that his scout’s estimate of two thousand men had been accurate.
Cenric’s men formed into ranks. In the dark with their helmets on, he couldn’t tell the men apart. Olfirth and Edric would lead their own groups of men through the trees, but about a third of their band would be staying to guard the ships. Hulda would be remaining with that third, aboard Jaako’s ship. After the fighting, she would help heal the wounded.
Jaako led several of the Valdari men in Cenric’s group. Brynn and Lena would be with Cenric as well.
Cenric hadn’t wanted to bring the girl, but Brynn had reminded him that both of them had been fighting in wars by her age. He assumed his wife knew what was best for her ward so hadn’t pressed the issue further.  
They began the climb up the small hill to the encampment. According to their spies, Leofstan set scouts with no discernible pattern or method. He seemed to be growing lazy after having gone so far into Ombra unchallenged. 
It grated Cenric to imagine Leofstan laughing with his thanes, assuming Cenric and his men were too cowardly to engage them. Did they think Cenric had fled to Valdar? Perhaps they really did think so little of him.  
The Ombrans had to move carefully lest the slick soles of their leather shoes betray them on the damp earth. 
Cenric glanced back to see Brynn and Lena. Brynn would not be in the front, that was not where she was most useful, but she would stay close. If their line broke, she would be first in danger. Cenric couldn’t let their line break.
They crested the hill, reaching the fringe of scraggly trees and low shrubs. Cenric made it to the very edge, crouching down to wait. Around and behind him, the others did the same.
Less than twenty paces off, a sentry stood on watch. There appeared to be only one man on this side of the camp. Leofstan was used to facing threats from land and in daylight.
But the sentry tensed, tilting his head.
Cenric held his breath. If they were spotted too soon, this whole plan could turn into a mass suicide.
A cloud blew over the moon, plunging them all into darkness. Cenric smiled. It seemed that Eponine was doing her part. 
When the cloud moved, the sentry lay on the ground facedown. That had to have been Brynn. 
Adjusting his grip on his spear, Cenric glanced over his shoulder to where Brynn crouched behind him. He couldn’t see her face, but she touched his shoulder. 
No words passed between them, but he knew what she meant by it. She was with him and she was ready.
Cenric looked on at the camp of their enemies—a few tents, but mostly lean-tos and men lying asleep in the gentle summer air. It was late, just a few hours to dawn, and most of them were tired after a long day of marching.
A rattling, crashing echoed from down the beach. It tore in every direction, a cacophony of the unknown.
“What is that?” a man’s voice asked from the direction of the camp.  
Several shadows appeared from among the enemy, scouts searching for the source of the noise.
A man walking toward them toppled over. He hit the ground and his fellows stopped. They moved toward their fallen comrade, no doubt finding an unexplained wound going straight through his eye.
Brynn was downright terrifying when she was able to concentrate. “When we get closer,” Brynn whispered to Lena, “I will be trying to reach their bodies. Fresh blood is good for spells.”
Lena squeaked her response.
A horn blew from down on the beach. In an instant, two more joined it, a third. Valdari war horns.
The familiar sound sent a thrill and a shiver through Cenric’s blood at once and his very soul seemed to respond. 
He stood, letting off a bellow at the same time the line of trees erupted with shouts and cries for blood.
Their line pressed forward, sweeping out of the trees. Several men stumbled and their line faltered, but those men quickly recovered and pushed onward.
“Cenric!” Olfirth’s voice bellowed from the darkness, declaring his allegiance to all who could listen. “Cenric!”
“Cenric!” shouted the line. “Cenric! Cenric!”
Cries of alarm rose from the camp. 
Cenric and his men crossed the twenty paces from the trees to the tents. 
Down on the beach, the horns continued blowing. A horn sounded from within the camp. Leofstan’s men were trying to rally. Cenric and his men couldn’t let them.
They crashed into the camp, shouts and roars echoing all around them. Horns rang out again from behind them. The clattering from the beach continued as the dyrehunds raced up and down the shore, dragging their “toys” over the stones.
It took just a few wolves to set a herd of elk to flight. All they had to do was make a few panic and that would be the end.
Cenric reached the first man—armed with a sword, but no armor. He jabbed his spear into the man’s gut, then pulled it free. The warrior would die, but he had enough time left to wreak havoc. 
The wounded man stumbled forward with a growl, no doubt meaning to die well. The side of his face exploded, splattering blood on the tent behind him as he toppled over.
Cenric glanced back to nod at Brynn, but saw Lena instead, staring with wide eyes by the light of the fire. “Good hit,” he told the girl. “Just watch your aim, right?”
The former thrall trembled, staring at the dead man. 
Brynn caught her arm. “Good, Lena. This way.” She handed Lena a stick from one of the burning fires. “Onto the tents.”
Leaving Brynn to it, Cenric pressed forward. 
Horses squealed and shrieked. From the sound of it, Edric’s group had reached the picket lines. 
There would be no shieldwall here. There wasn’t enough space. That was the thing he liked least about this plan. They would have to compensate in other ways. 
A dark shape darted for Cenric’s face. He raised his shield instinctively an instant before an arrow thudded into the wood. 
“Archer!” Cenric shouted. 
Around him, men raised their shields. Brynn grabbed Lena, ducking behind the armored bodies. 
Another arrow skittered for Cenric’s feet, missing and burying itself deep in the grass.
“Can you see him?” Cenric asked Brynn.
“I can sense him,” Brynn answered. “But he’s hiding behind something solid. A cart, I think?”
Cenric peeked over the top of his shield to see a cart laden with pots of oil, casks of mead, and what appeared to be the spoils of war. The top of a bow appeared a moment before the head and torso of the archer did.
A hatchet slammed into the archer’s head and he toppled over.
Edric sprang on the man, yanking the hatchet free and waving the bloody weapon with a gory smile. Edric was not entirely right in the head, but so long as his insanity was directed at enemies, Cenric didn’t mind. 
Gesturing for his men to catch up, Edric led his group of thanes into the melee.
All the Belvane men in sight were on the run. They just needed to keep them that way. An army on the run was a dead army. 
The Ombrans pressed forward, driving the scattered shapes before them. 
A figure stumbled out of a burning tent and Cenric stabbed the man to the ground before he could raise his weapon. Brynn close at his back, Cenric advanced into the camp.
A horse charged in front of him, shrieking its terror. 
“Cenric!” Brynn jerked him back out of the animal’s path.
Another galloped after it, a man riding atop it bareback, clinging to its mane.
Cenric stabbed up, catching the man in the chest. Without a saddle, he flipped backward off the horse, pinned to the ground by Cenric’s spear.
Fire spread through the tents as the Ombrans tossed burning sticks atop the oiled canvas. Red roared into the night sky, illuminating everything in amber.
Brynn stopped to heal one of their men, her power mending the gash in his thigh with little more than a touch. She and her ward helped him up, sending him back into the fighting.
The Ombrans pursued the fleeing shapes, the thrill of the hunt awakening Cenric’s most primal instincts. Was this how Snapper felt when pursuing prey? Everything in Cenric gloried in the chase.
“Cenric!” the men around him bellowed. “Cenric!”
Like avalanches, armies moved with momentum. 
They pursued Leofstan’s men out of the camp well to the foot of the hills, where the light of the burning tents faded. Enemy men scurried away into the dark like rats, limping and in some cases barefoot.
Many probably lacked their weapons and armor. But it was dark and there was no point in pursuing further tonight.
“Back to the camp!” Cenric called to the darkness. “Return to the camp!”
His men didn’t need to be told twice. They all knew where the loot would be.
Cenric jogged back into the light of the burning camp to victorious cheers and bellows. Brynn tended those with injuries, her helm and mail almost making her blend into the surrounding figures—almost. 
At her side, her ward stared, looking remarkably like a startled deer. If the girl had not been ready to encounter this, she should not have asked Brynn permission to come. 
Looking around, Cenric saw no one else but his own cheering men. Jaako and the other Valdari joined the rest of the Ombrans in tearing through tents, dowsing the fires as they searched for enemies and treasure. Though there would be little in the way of jewels or precious metals, there should be wool blankets, shoes, weapons, and perhaps even chainmail. 
Horses squealed, those that had not been able to break free of their tethers. Some of the fleeing thanes must have taken horses with them as well, but there had been no time in the confusion and chaos to saddle or even bridle the animals.
“Young wolf!” Olfirth caught up with him, grey beard splattered in other men’s blood. “Leofstan?”
Cenric shook his head. “Not that I know of.”
Olfirth grunted. “Well, maybe he’s among the dead somewhere.” 
Cenric did not dare think that they had been lucky enough for that.
They had been victorious tonight, but the memory of his last foretelling burned hot as the fires. Leofstan was not dead and the threat was not over.
Brynn met his gaze from across the distance, no sign of jubilation or celebration in her. 
Cenric exhaled a long breath, the excitement and thrill of the battle wearing off with each passing heartbeat. They had been fortunate, but they might still be defeated.
They had to secure some advantage over Leofstan before they faced him again. 
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Brynn


Brynn buried her guilt under a heap of determination. This man had murdered her people, and most likely wanted to murder her family, too. 
Wars were not fought only against men, but also their children, their servants, and their extended kin. Egill had lost, and so Jaako and his family had paid the price. If Aelgar had lost to Winfric, Brynn and her sister would have been killed or kept as concubines, depending on Winfric’s mood. 
As the silhouette of Cyneburg rose out of the morning mist, Brynn remained outwardly calm. It was much as her grandfather had described it in his tales.
A wooden palisade, nearly repaired in places, rose around a squat pile of stones at the top of a hill. Brynn wryly wondered if Leofstan had used Ombran trees for that, too. A large hall stood looming over the smaller structures beneath. It was a formidable fort, one that had stood for longer than anyone could remember.
The river rushed past it, about a hundred paces from the outer wall of the fortress. Legend said that when the fortress had been built, it perched directly over the river, but over time, the river’s course had wandered.
The fortress housed at least a hundred thanes, but Brynn was hoping they would mostly be gone. They likely weren’t expecting a threat from the line of riders on familiar horses.
Brynn rode a bay stallion that kept trying to sidestep. She didn’t care for stallions, but managed to keep this one in check. She hoped they’d beaten Leofstan here and word had not spread of his defeat last night, or if it had, word of his whereabouts was still unknown. 
Lena rode beside her on a gelding that had been used as a pack horse. The quiet animal plodded along, led by the thane in front of them. She kept her head down and covered, which was likely for the best. 
Guin had remained with Cenric. The dyrehunds were distinctive enough to raise suspicion if anyone happened to recognize them. Not that it was likely, but it was a possibility.
Cenric’s foretelling of dying in a valley between two forests ate at her. Though Brynn had his promise that he would not engage their enemy’s army unless he had to, urgency pressed on her like a boulder. Cenric could be running out of time. She had to succeed.
Brynn’s breasts ached after not nursing for a full day. She needed to finish this quickly, or else she might not be able to nurse Alfie again when it was over. That seemed such a small thing when compared to the fate of lives and land that hung over this mission, but Brynn thought of it with each sharp pang in her bosom. 
Rain had started up, a blessing that gave them all the excuse to hide their faces. 
After driving most of the enemy out of the camp last night, they had picked over the loot left behind. Horses and war-gear had been chosen, and twenty thanes had dressed themselves in the cloaks and gear of the dead. 
There was a slim possibility that the original owners of these horses and clothes might have returned to the fortress on foot. There was also the chance that someone who knew these men personally would be assigned on the watch. There were many risks, but also the chance of a swift victory. 
Brynn lifted her face slightly as they approached. Cyneburg seemed mostly deserted, save for the shapes of sentries she could see on the battlements. Inside, Brynn could sense people and animals, but not as many as one would expect in a village of this size. Leofstan was truly giving the invasion his all.
According to their scouts, Leofstan had a small fleet of ships remaining, moored in the river. That would be their escape if all went according to plan. A second group of Ombran men waited in the reeds along the river, ready to secure a vessel.
The cart trundled along at the pace of the two oxen. It was loaded past its intended capacity and creaked in protest, but so far it held. 
Cyneburg drew closer. 
“Ho!” a lone century called to them as they approached. “What’s this?”
“A message from Alderman Leofstan,” Edric said, keeping his head partly covered. 
“I don’t know you,” the sentry protested. He pointed to Brynn’s bay stallion. “But I know those horses. How did you come to ride the alderman’s mounts?”
Brynn cursed silently. They’d intentionally taken horses that had been staked near what they thought was Leofstan’s tent, hoping they would lend credibility. Now to see if they had pushed their luck too far. 
“The alderman wanted us to return quickly,” Edric answered.
“Whose household are you with?”
“Penda,” Edric lied, the falsehood slipping out effortlessly. “Old goat was wounded in the battle, but unfortunately, he’ll live.”
“Battle?” the sentry cocked his head.
“That Valdari mongrel and his dogs gave us a fight. Tried to, anyway.” Edric spat, slipping effortlessly into his fiction.
“How went it?” the sentry straightened, eyes sparking with interest. From the way his grip tightened on his spear, Brynn suspected the man had wanted to attend the army but had been forced to stay behind.
“Badly, for him,” Edric chuckled. “I’ll have to tell you over ale this evening, but we’ve come with a message. Is Lady Elswyth here?”
It was a risk to assume, but it was normal for a woman to be left to rule while her husband was at war. 
“She is,” the sentry confirmed. “The usual place.”
“The Great Hall?”
The sentry cast him a sideways look. “Are you stupid, man?”
Edric shrugged. “My wife says so.”
That seemed to put the sentry at ease. “You’ll find her in the Great Hall today, yes.”
Edric nodded and signaled for Brynn, Lena, and the cart drivers to continue. 
As they pressed deeper into the fortress, Brynn saw no thanes, but quite a few women, very young boys, and old men. Leofstan had not feared any real retaliation. 
Edric led their group up to a yard fenced by pikes surrounding the great hall. The hall was an impressive sight, towering and arching over the settlement below.
Massive oak beams supported the roof. The great doors stood open, and smoke curled above. The previous hall had been destroyed when Brynn’s grandfather conquered the shire, and this had been rebuilt by Leofstan’s father.
Cautiously, Brynn counted the thanes within the inner yard. Two on the upper gate and perhaps ten in what appeared to be a thanes’ quarters of some sort. Leofstan was rich enough that his unmarried thanes had their own house.
Brynn worried how they would locate Leofstan’s wife, but as soon as they entered the yard, a servant leapt up and scampered into the hall.
Brynn dismounted, keeping her head covered, and motioned for Lena to do the same. The girl flopped off her horse so awkwardly Brynn was sure it would spark suspicion, but no one seemed to notice. Maybe they assumed she was one of the wounded. 
Edric also dismounted, casually adjusting his spear in his grip. 
The lady of the shire appeared with a small scattering of servants in her wake. She moved quickly, hands clasped before her even as her chin remained up and her face neutral. Despite her efforts at composure, Brynn saw in her that shared torment of women through the ages whose men had gone to war. It was in the set of her mouth and the way her gaze flicked between Edric and the carts as if bracing herself to find Leofstan’s corpse inside.
Elswyth was some fifteen years younger than her husband, roughly the same age as Brynn. Her dark hair was pinned in a coronet beneath her veil, a simple leather headband holding it in place. Brynn knew little of her, only that she was from a respected family within the shire and had brought one hundred cattle as a dowry. 
“What news?” Elswyth demanded in the tone of a woman used to being obeyed. Her gaze darted to their mounts, inspecting their horses. “What news from my husband? Has he been victorious?”
“Yes, lady,” said Edric in the lead. “Good news.”
That was the signal. 
Edric lunged the same moment the cart burst open and ten armed thanes leapt out.
Elswyth shrieked, stumbling back.
Brynn struck the thanes atop the gate first. One toppled over the far side of the palisade. The other reached for his fellow only to have Brynn’s next spell catch his throat. The second man clutched at his bleeding neck, spear in one hand as he scrambled from the lookout.
Blood soaked his chest, the wound was fatal but bleeding out always took longer than Brynn thought it should.
With a roar, the Ombran thanes from the cart rushed forward to seal the gates of the yard, keeping the other enemy thanes out and the residents within the hall inside. 
“Lady!” Lena called, pushing Brynn to the side.
The thanes from the barracks rushed out with spears, but no armor. 
Brynn straightened, but her men blocked the newcomers, eager for the fight. Even without sleeping last night, the high of the victory and the outrage of Leofstan’s crimes set them on the strangers like a pack of hounds.
The enemy thanes were cut down before they could form a defense.
Lady Elswyth tried to run, but Edric was faster. Edric grabbed the woman by her arm, dragging her down the steps to Brynn. 
“Release me!” Elswyth screamed, struggling in vain. 
To their credit, her servants tried to help her, but a scattering of maids were no match for the thanes of Ombra.
One of the especially brave girls set on Edric with a pair of thread shears, stabbing for his arm. Edric blocked her with his armored forearm and backhanded her across the face, sending her to the ground.
Elswyth was taller than Edric, but no match for his strength. Her legs buckled as she tried to go limp, but he simply grabbed the top of her hair, earning a scream of pain as he dragged her across the yard.
Their thanes had finished with the guards. They barricaded the front gates with one of the wagons and, led by Daven, sprang up to secure the rest of the great hall. 
Once she was sure that the gate to the yard would hold for now, Brynn returned her attention to Elswyth.
The lady of Belvane did not surrender easily. She kept trying to wrench herself free of Edric, but to no avail. 
Finally, Brynn pushed back her hood so Elswyth could see she was dealing with another woman.
“Help her stand,” Brynn prompted.
Edric dragged Elswyth upright, being none too gentle.
“My husband will have your heads!” Elswyth vowed. 
“I assure you, he already tried that,” Edric chuckled.
“Who are you?” Elswyth demanded, looking Brynn over with disgust. 
“Brynn of the Istovari, daughter of Eormenulf and wife of Cenric,” she answered. “Lady of Ombra.”
Elswyth took one look at Brynn, her unremarkable chainmail and nasal helm, wet from the early morning drizzle, the signs of last night’s battle still on her. She certainly didn’t look like most people’s idea of a king’s daughter. “I don’t believe you.” 
“I’d thought your husband would expect me to come. Or at least prepare for it.” Brynn glanced over to the dead bodies of Leofstan’s thanes. “Conquering this place is something of a tradition in my family.” 
Elswyth hesitated. “Where is my husband?”
Brynn saw no reason to lie. “Last I saw, he was fleeing into the forest.”
Elswyth swallowed. Like anyone who lived with warriors, she must know a fleeing warrior was often trying to outrun death. 
“How much does he care for you?” Brynn glanced over Elswyth the way she might inspect a cow for sale. “What would he do to get you back?”
Most marriages were arranged, especially amongst their class of people. Many couples grew fond of each other and some even fell in love, the way Brynn and Cenric had. But Brynn had no reason to think Leofstan would have much sentimental value for Elswyth, nor she for him, for that matter.
“He will avenge me,” Elswyth swore. “As will my father!”
“Your father is not here,” Brynn pointed out. “And if Leofstan couldn’t be bothered to save you, only avenge you, we will have to do better.” She glanced past Elswyth, toward the great hall. “Where are your children, lady?” Brynn didn’t bother to promise that the children wouldn’t be harmed. Elswyth wouldn’t believe her, anyway, and it would be much better if everyone believed the children were in danger.
“I will not give you my children.” Elswyth swore fiercely. “I don’t care who you are, and I don’t care what you do to me.” 
“I’d expect nothing less,” Brynn admitted. “But you are going to help us search.” Brynn gestured to Edric. “Bring her.”
Brynn reached down to lift her skirts out of habit, then remembered she wore trousers. Lena trailed behind as she climbed the steps to the great hall.
Elswyth yelped and scuffed against the stones.
Edric grunted and then laughed. “Easy, girl.”
Brynn glanced over her shoulder to see Edric wrestling Elswyth up the steps. 
“She had an eating knife in her satchel,” Edric explained with a wry grin.
It seemed Elswyth had been unsuccessful in stabbing Edric, so Brynn continued leading them up to the great hall. 
“It is the middle of the day,” Brynn mused as they approached the open doors of the main house. “Where would the children be?”
“Don’t,” Elswyth pleaded.
Brynn hardened her heart. “You should have said that to Leofstan before he marched on another man’s lands.”
“The Valdari—”
“Or perhaps when he attacked my people in our merriment,” Brynn added. “Or when he was stealing those trees?” 
Wars were fought against entire families, not just men.
Brynn stepped into the great hall. It was twice the size of the one back home, lined with at least ten smaller tables and a large table at the head. For now, the tables had been pulled back around the edges. Spindles, distaffs, whorls of spun thread, and sacks of unworked wool lay around stools and chairs.
Two of Brynn’s thanes blocked a trembling gaggle of young women into one corner. Some appeared to be servants, others were well-dressed, likely the daughters and wives of Leofstan’s great thanes. On held an infant and at least one was visibly pregnant.
Brynn singled out the woman holding the infant. Her eyes were wide beneath her veil as she hunched over the squirming bundle in her arms. “Bring me that one.”
The thanes caught the young mother despite the protests of the others.
The young woman trembled, hunched over her child as she stood before Brynn. The baby whimpered, and for a moment, images of Alfie flashed across Brynn’s mind. Brynn’s swollen breasts ached sharper beneath her chainmail.
“Tell me where the alderman’s children are,” Brynn demanded. 
The young woman was well-dressed enough that she was probably a relative or someone high-ranking enough know. 
Brynn exhaled. “I’ll find them eventually, but I want to save time. Where are they?”
The young woman stared at the floor under her feet, saying nothing.
“Answer me,” Brynn ordered. “And I will let you keep your child.”
The young woman trembled, clutching her baby tight until the little one squalled. “Please,” she whimpered.
“You’re a mother, too,” Elswyth said quickly. “You wouldn’t hurt children. It would be unnatural.” 
“Your husband is a father,” Brynn answered calmly. “But his men left plenty of dead children in their wake.” 
Elswyth stammered, looking between Brynn and the young woman. “You can’t,” she whispered. 
“They’re down the hall on the western side overlooking the river,” called a woman from the larger group, one of those still crammed in the corner. She held a striking similarity to the young woman with the infant and Brynn wondered if they were related. “There’s a room where they go on days it’s too rainy for the garden. You’ll find them with their nurses.”
The young mother’s shoulders sagged with relief. She hadn’t been the one to betray her lady. 
Elswyth glared toward the traitor, shock, hurt, and outrage on her face.
“Please,” the traitor whispered. “Please let my sister go.”
Brynn pretended to consider it for a moment. “You have been very useful,” she said to the young woman who had spoken. Then to her thanes, she gestured to the young mother and added, “Keep this one with the others until we leave.”
“Bitch!” Elswyth shrieked toward the woman who had spoken. “I will see you whipped! I will see you hanged!” 
“That direction is west,” Brynn said. “This way.” She led with Lena at her back. Brynn felt like she had donned a twisted mask, a dark reflection of her worst self. She didn’t like the woman she was just now.
The back of the great hall had two connecting doorways on either side. It seemed that several rooms branched off from the main hall. The walls were painted in bright greens and yellows, sure signs of wealth. 
Why had Leofstan invaded Ombra when he was already so rich?
Edric handed Elswyth off to two other thanes with a grunt. “She’s a handful. Watch her.”
With a man gripping each arm, they dragged her after Brynn.
“My husband will have your heads!” Elswyth shrieked. “He’ll cut off your balls and stuff them down your throats!”
The thanes thought that was a great joke. Ribald laughter echoed down the hall. 
“Bebba!” Elswyth screamed. “Ealdraed! Run!” she cried. “Run!”
A door up ahead opened and a round face topped by a white veil popped out. “Lady?” Her eyes fell on Brynn flanked by armed men.
“Get the children!” Elswyth screamed from behind her. “Get them out! Hide them!”
The nurse shut the door with a shriek. 
Brynn stepped up to the door. A thane stepped forward, but she waved him back. On the far side, she could sense the scurrying figures of two large shapes of ka and two smaller shapes huddled in the corner—the nurses and the children. 
Brynn rested one hand on the wood. She could sense the living thing it had been years ago, the memory of life still infused within. Brynn raked her power through it, still strong from her pregnancy.
The door broke into large splinters, crashing around Brynn on the floor. Screams and sobs met her from the other side. 
Brynn came upon a room scattered with the flotsam of a child’s chaos. There were toys on the floor, little beds in one corner, and chests filled with clothes.
Sure enough, a window overlooked the river below.
The nurses huddled against the wall, the children behind them.
“Mama!” screamed the girl, her wide eyes seeing Elswyth behind Brynn.
“I am Brynn of the Istovari and I am taking these children,” Brynn said calmly. “Will I have to kill you to do it?’
“Mama!” the girl squirmed out from behind her nurses, dashing across the room. “Let my mama go!”
Brynn caught the girl’s arm easily, not looking at her. The girl struggled, trying to wrench free to reach her mother, but her child’s strength was no match for Brynn.
“Bee-Bee,” the little boy cried, squirming out next. 
The nurses did not hand the children over but they did not try to stop them either.
“Bee-Bee!” The boy toddled over on unsteady steps to reach his sister. 
“Get him,” Brynn said, nodding to the boy.
Lena scooped him up. The boy writhed, still fighting to reach his sister.
“Bee-Bee!” he cried.
Brynn buried her heart deep within her chest, beneath layers of stony determination. She had killed thanes who would have doubtless done the same if their positions were reversed. Now she was upsetting a few children. It was nothing compared to what Leofstan had done to the people of Ombra. Her own father had done far worse for far lesser offenses.
“Lady, there are thanes at the gates,” Daven panted, jogging up behind her. “It looks like they’ve rallied.”
“You won’t escape!” Elswyth cried. 
“Be silent or I will allow my men to be rude,” Brynn said. She looked to Daven. “The river?”
Daven nodded with a grin. “Looks like we’re in luck, lady.” 
“Let’s be going. Lead the way.”
Daven jogged to the fore. 
Two of the thanes barred the doors back into the great hall with benches to slow the men once they broke through.
“The river!” Elswyth screamed in the direction of the servants. “They’re taking us to the—”
Edric belted her across the mouth. 
Elswyth whimpered, shaking with pain. It seemed she was not used to being manhandled, much less being struck.
The path down to the river wasn’t hard to find, nor was it difficult to find the ship waiting for them behind the trees. The second group of Ombrans had done their work well. 
The ship had already been pushed from the shore, so they had to stumble through thigh-deep water to reach it. The men went first, stopping and dragging up first Elswyth, then her daughter, Bebba.
“Bee-Bee!” the little boy cried, squirming out of Lena’s arms as she handed him up to the thane overhead.
An arrow sliced past them, striking Daven in the forearm. He cursed and dropped the boy.
Ealdraed plunged straight into the water. 
“Raed!” Bebba shrieked from inside the ship.
Lena dove to grab him, but another arrow shot past, narrowly missing her neck.
From this angle, Brynn had no clear view of the archers, but they were going to get their lord’s heir drowned.
“Get in the ship,” Brynn commanded, shoving Lena aside. She could sense the writhing form of the boy beneath the water. His woolen clothes had dragged him under. 
Brynn caught a limb, pulling the toddler into the air.
He came up twitching, eyes wide and mouth open in a silent scream.
Brynn flipped him upside down, striking his back, and he coughed, sputtering water.
“Lady Brynn!” a thane behind Brynn sheltered her with his body as an arrow struck him in the shoulder.
Cursing, Brynn glanced up. The archer was hiding behind a wooden door and at this distance, she couldn’t slice through it.
Ealdraed began crying in Brynn’s arms, his waterlogged weight weighing her down.
“Get in the ship, lady,” the thane barked. “Quickly.” 
With Ealdraed in her grip, Brynn splashed to the ship and reached up a hand. Daven grabbed her with his good arm. Between the two of them, they dragged Brynn into the boat with Ealdraed.
The little boy shivered, sobbing and calling for his nurse and sister.
Lena jumped up, hands outstretched. Power shot out from her in a burst of gold, visible only to Brynn’s eyes. It was messy and haphazard, the work of an amateur, but most of it headed toward the archers.
Someone screamed. Lena had at least wounded one of them. 
“Your men are going to kill your children before we get the chance,” Edric growled, grabbing Elswyth and forcing her to stand. “Order them to stop!”
For once, Elswyth did not argue. “Stop!” she screamed, standing up straight so that the men overhead could see her. “Stop!”
The hail of arrows stopped.
“Tell them that if they pursue us, we’ll start by slitting your throat, then your daughter’s. We’ll save your son for last.” Edric spat the words into Elswyth’s ear with a venom he usually reserved for Valdari.
Elswyth trembled but repeated the words in a steady voice that rang out clear and strong as bell. 
“Good,” Edric growled as the last of their thanes leapt on board. “Now you’re going to stand here and make sure they don’t start that up again.”
The last of the thanes climbed aboard and dove into their places along the rowing benches. In moments, the oars dipped into the water, carrying them swiftly toward the sea.
Brynn inspected Ealdraed, carefully measuring power into him. He didn’t fight her, but he laid limp against her shoulder, crying for his sister and continuing to call for his nurse. 
“My son,” Elswyth said, straining against Edric.
“He’ll live,” Edric said dismissively.
“No thanks to you!” Elswyth accused.
“Your man was the reason he was dropped in the water at all,” Edric shot back. “Direct your complaints to him.”
Lena crouched beside Brynn. “Forgive me, lady.”
Brynn shook her head. “The archer shot Daven at the wrong time.” She picked up Ealdraed, offering him a reassuring smile. “Do you want to go to your sister?”
Ealdraed nodded. “Bee-Bee,” he said, voice still hoarse.
Brynn released the boy, letting him toddle over to his sister on unsteady legs.
Bebba caught her little brother, squeezing him tight. She petted his head and back with clumsy little hands, talking in low words. 
When they were out of bow-shot, Edric let Elswyth sit, throwing her down near the back of the ship.
Brynn could see the men of Cyneburg scramble toward their own ships, then stop at the shore. They were doubtless arguing amongst themselves about what to do and wondering if their enemies really would kill the captives.
Elswyth slumped on the deck. She stared toward her children, tears tracking down her face as she seemed to give up. She didn’t ask for her children, but she probably didn’t want to let her captors see her desperation. “My husband will kill you all,” she vowed. “The king will not stand for this.”
“Think you’re the king’s favorite, do you?” Edric laughed. “Better than his own kinswoman?”
Elswyth seemed to be in denial that Brynn was who she said she was. The captive woman didn’t speak after that. She suddenly looked very young and Brynn wondered if she’d been wrong about Elswyth’s age. 
“Daven.” Brynn moved over to the young thane, attempting to row with a single arm. “Edric?”
The small man stepped forward with a warning glance to Elswyth. “Nothing clever, lady.”
“Lena.” Brynn nodded toward the noblewoman. “Watch her. If she tries to get up, punch her in the face as hard as you can.”
Elswyth’s eyes widened. Her mouth opened and closed in silent shock. She seemed to be debating if Lena would obey that order. 
Lena’s face set with determination as she stood over Elswyth with her fists closed at her sides, braced for a fight.
Brynn preferred this to the cowering, flighty girl of a few days ago, but she was not sure if this was the real Lena, either.
The arrowhead had pierced through Daven’s forearm, which made Brynn’s task somewhat easier. She used her power to break off the arrowhead. Daven ripped the shaft out before she could assist further.
Brynn mended the wound, warning him that there might be wood splinters inside that would take time for his body to deal with. She moved on to help others who had been injured, falling into the task as the men rowed.
As they reached the open sea and raised their sails, Brynn’s heart thudded with a sense of relief. 
She had ridden into Leofstan’s fortress in broad daylight, taken his wife and children, and sailed right back out. 
Hopefully, this would save them and stop them from having to kill Leofstan outright, but if they still had to, at least they could tell Aelgar they had tried. 
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24
Cenric


Despite his efforts, the valley from Cenric’s foretelling spread before them. He could see the field, the thick trees, and the bright grass that had been the last thing he saw in the vision. 
For now, Cenric’s army had drawn up on the opposite side of the ridge from Leofstan’s forces. They might have attacked as soon as they had found the enemy army, but Cenric had ordered them to make camp instead, the memory of his foretelling looming in the back of his mind. 
“What should we tell them, lord?” Theodren waited expectantly.
Leofstan had sent messengers asking to meet and discuss terms. That was an improvement from before.
Cenric cast a glance to Olfirth. 
The older thane shook his head. “Still nothing.”
Two days. It had been two days since Cenric sent Brynn toward Leofstan’s lands with Edric and a contingent of thanes. Two days since he’d received any word of his wife.
Sending her to Cyneburg had been Cenric and Brynn’s plan to thwart the foretelling, to avoid another open battle altogether. Yet here they stood on the would-be killing field all the same. 
Worry gnawed low in his belly. On one hand, he had confidence in Brynn and knew that if anything happened to her, Leofstan’s people would be quick to repeat the story.
On the other hand, it had been two days. Where was she? Where were Edric and the others?
Leofstan’s army had regrouped on the next hill. It was to the man’s credit that he had been able to regroup at all. Some of the southlanders had fled in the confusion and had been seen crossing the river. Jaako and Evred along with a contingent of Valdari and thanes had been charged with scouting the forest and hunting any survivors. 
So far, they had captured or killed some hundred men lost in the forest. Most had been farmers without armor or chainmail, carrying only spears. That meant Leofstan likely still had most of his thanes—trained warriors, harder to kill with their armor and gear. 
Several hundred men lay dead back in the former camp. Leofstan had taken heavy losses, the kinds of losses that often turned armies, yet he regrouped. He had lost nearly half his forces. He still outnumbered Cenric’s warriors, but they were on more equal terms now.
Cenric studied his enemy’s army on the distant hill. If it weren’t for Morgi’s insistent warnings these past nights, he would have likely opted for open battle. 
He would have preferred the direct route, as would many of his men. If the objective had been only to avenge his honor, he would have, but he had other priorities now. He had to stay alive for Brynn and Alfie. A glorious death in battle would have to wait until his wife and child didn’t need him.
Cenric turned back to Theodren. “Tell Leofstan I will meet with him at midday.”
That would allow him to prepare his own men and give Brynn more time to arrive. Perhaps they could still divert the foretelling that way.
Theodren canted his head in acknowledgement, turning to pass the instruction back to the other warriors.
“Are you prepared to meet him in the shieldwall?” Olfirth grunted, arms folded across his chest, bright eyes fixed on the distant army. 
“Aren’t you?” Cenric was never sure if the old thane was criticizing him or simply talking. Olfirth always sounded sardonic when he addressed Cenric, even on the rare occasions when the words were a compliment.
“You said this was the valley where you saw our defeat,” Olfirth reminded him. “Perhaps we should face our enemy in a different one. It’s an honor to die in battle, but no need to throw our lives away in a doomed effort.” 
“We’ll not be drawing him off so easily, and I think we both know it.”
Olfirth grunted noncommittally.
“I saw my own death, not necessarily our defeat.”
Olfirth cast Cenric a sideways look. “An army loses when its leader falls. We both know the lines will break if you die.”
It was rare that an army kept together once their leader died. Usually, when that happened there would be a rout and a bloodbath. 
“And you think any of us want to explain to Lady Brynn how your head ended up on Leofstan’s spear?” Olfirth scoffed. “No, son. If you die, most of us will either die with you or in the retreat once our lines break.”
That extinguished the tender flame of hope Cenric had been clinging to. Everything Olfirth said was true. Cenric’s death would mean the loss of Ombra. Brynn and Alfie would have to flee. He would be the last alderman of his father’s bloodline and Alfie would be the last of Morgi’s blessed.
“If Brynn doesn’t make it in time,” Cenric had to believe she was alive and well, just delayed, “how do you suggest we avoid battle here?”
 Olfirth scratched his beard. “Talk?”
Cenric planned to try that, but talking often preceded fighting anyway. If Leofstan decided to take his chances with battle, there was little they could do but meet him.
Snapper leapt in the grass several paces off, having caught the scent of a hare. Hare! his thoughts squealed excitedly. Hunt!
At their feet, Guin paced back and forth. She might have given Brynn away so had to be left behind. These past two days she’d been restless, lurking near Cenric and curling up with him and Snapper at night.
Guin finally dropped back on her haunches, staring into the distance toward the enemy army. She let off a plaintive whine.
Brynn? Cenric asked, speaking to her mind.
Guin rolled her head up to him, her too-knowing eyes like discs of burnished bronze. She might remain silent, but he suspected she was just as intelligent as his other dyrehunds, if not more. 
Cenric exhaled a long breath. If his wife didn’t return in the next few hours, they would have to go into battle without their planned advantage. “Ready your men,” Cenric said. “There will likely be killing soon.”
Olfirth stroked his beard, attention on the distant army. “I suppose there will be.”
There was nothing more to say. They had already discussed their plans for attack with the leaders and great men.
A shout rose from the edges of camp—Jaako and the scouts returning with a gaggle of bound men in tow. 
“I hope Leofstan is in a humble mood,” Olfirth muttered, nodding in the direction of the prisoners. “For the sake of those wretches.”
“For their sake,” Cenric agreed. So far, they had found no one of any particularly impressive rank or with kin that would ransom him back with silver.
Jaako had suggested keeping the men as thralls. He was still Valdari, after all. It was a good thing Edric had not been present to hear it.
Cenric watched as Leofstan’s messenger rode across the field back to Leofstan’s regrouped men. 
“Of course, if we don’t kill him today, we’ll have to think of some way to keep him out of Ombra,” Olfirth mused.
“You think the threat of death isn’t enough to deter him?” 
“Would it deter you?” Olfirth scoffed.
“I suppose not.” Death was inevitable and warriors knew it better than most. Cenric had buried friends and kin many times over before he had been twenty, most of them killed in war. “I doubt he fears Aelgar’s wrath.”
“Not many do this far north do.” Olfirth’s words hinted at something more, but Cenric wasn’t sure what that might be.
“What then?” Cenric did not know Leofstan well enough to be creative.
Olfirth shrugged. “I’m sure you will figure something out.”
In the distance, the messenger returned, bringing Leofstan’s answer. The young thane carrying the message moved quick and with purpose, heading straight for their line.
“And if nothing comes to mind, then we can always kill him next time.” Olfirth’s sharp gaze watched as the messenger reached their line, speaking with Theodren and the other thanes below at the edge of their camp.
Cenric would rather kill Leofstan now, but it would be costly. Not only would he likely lose many of his own men, but even if they were victorious, there were consequences to killing an alderman and his mighty men. Brynn might be able to assuage Aelgar, but each man they killed doubtless had brothers and kinsmen who would not be so easily appeased. 
Leofstan knew his people were stronger right now, that was doubtless why he had attacked. If what Aelgar hinted was true, that would not always be the case. 
Ombra was fast growing in strength, even over the past year. Any delay in all-out battle would benefit them. It would give Cenric time to train the new Valdari to be thanes and Brynn time to train her sorceresses. Leofstan might be able to simply march across the river now, but in another two years? Another ten?
Theodren headed back toward Olfirth and Cenric, casting several glances toward the east, where Brynn was supposed to return to them. 
Cenric had been forcing himself not to do the same all morning. 
The grim set of Theodren’s jaw gave away the response before he even spoke. “Leofstan will draw up his lines and meet with you at noon.”
“Draw up his lines?” Amusement laced Olfirth’s question. Rolling his head toward Cenric, he grinned. “Sounds like he plans to talk a bit before dying.”
Leofstan wanted to meet with battle lines drawn. Talking might as well be a formality. They were going to fight.
Cenric unfolded his arms, letting off a long exhale. “If that’s the way it’s going to be.”
Olfirth jerked his chin toward the trees. “You should send your younger dogs to scout and make sure they don’t try to flank us.”
Cenric agreed. “I’ll have my aunt send them.” To Theodren, he asked, “How many horses have we taken?”
“Three hundred and ten at last count, lord.” 
Cenric studied the gathered army on the next ridge. They needed something to break up the enemy lines.
“What are you thinking?” 
“Seems a waste.” Cenric glanced over his shoulder to the lines of horses tethered amongst the trees. 
“I don’t care for horses in battle,” Olfirth grunted. “They’re good for getting you to the field, but they’re fearful, panicky beasts that only cause problems once the fighting starts.”
Horses would always be repelled by a shieldwall bristling with spears or even a single man with a spear. Horses valued their lives too highly to throw themselves on blades—they were not as brave as men, though perhaps better at surviving.
But if the lines were broken and the shieldwall splintered, then mounted spearmen could mow down the fleeing army like threshers in a field. 
Cenric had heard of the Kelethi using mounted horsemen to flank infantry and hunt down fleeing foes. Regardless, his men were used to fighting on foot like all Hyldish. If they were to learn to fight on horseback, it would take more time than they had today. “Ready the men,” he said to Theodren. “We’re going to meet him.”
Theodren nodded, a grim determination to his jaw.
“Lord.” Olfirth inclined his head to Cenric, barely perceptible, but there. The older thane strode off, doubtless to ready his own men.
Cenric glanced down to find Guin staring up at him. The dog seemed to be waiting for him to do something, though he couldn’t imagine what. With a slow exhale, Cenric made his way to Aegifu. “Aunt,” he called, interrupting her tossing a stick for Alder and Birch. 
“What’s it now, boy?” the old woman demanded.
Cenric gritted his teeth. “You must send the dogs into the forest and have them scent for anyone trying to flank us.”
Aegifu sniffed. “Why can’t your men do it?” 
“Some of them will,” he answered drily. “But most will be heading down to the front.”
Aegifu was quiet for a moment, assessing him. “Determined to get yourselves killed, then?”
“Leofstan has decided to meet us with battle lines drawn.”
“You could simply not meet him,” Aegifu said with a shrug. “Tell him to wait.”
Cenric couldn’t do that, but he didn’t expect Aegifu to understand. Right now they knew when and where the other alderman and his thanes would be. Cenric would rather meet Leofstan in the field where he could draw his Valdari and thanes into a shieldwall.
“Too impatient to wait for your wife?” Aegifu snorted. “As priestess of Morgi, I say we should wait.”
“Have you had a foretelling?” As soon as the words were out, Cenric thought perhaps he might have gone too far.
Aegifu’s shrewd eyes narrowed. “Haven’t you?” 
Cenric indicated the trees of the nearby forest, not answering directly. “Have them start there.” He couldn’t manage the dogs and lead his men at the same time.
Snapper bounded up to Cenric, looping in excited circles. Play! his thoughts cried, seeing the stick held between the three younger dogs. 
Snapper, Cenric said to the dog’s mind.
Cenric? Snapper paused, tail up. Cenric play?
Tell me if Brynn arrives, Cenric ordered. 
Brynn! Snapper glanced around as if expecting to see her. No Brynn, he surmised, tail drooping.
Cenric glanced down to Guin. The female had followed him, sticking to his side as she had for these past days. Tell me if Brynn arrives. 
The larger dyrehund predictably did not answer, but she let off a low whine, tail thumping against the earth.
“Good dog,” Cenric said out loud, scratching behind Guin’s ears. He returned his attention to Aegifu. “Will you do it?”
“Fine!” Aegifu tossed her arms in the air. “Don’t listen to me. What do I know? I’m nothing but a silly old woman and high priestess of your goddess.”
Cenric frowned at that. “You’re the only priestess.”
“And that makes me the high priestess, doesn’t it?” Aegifu snapped.
Cenric didn’t have time to argue. “See to the dogs.”
“Lord?” Kalen approached, Cenric’s helm and spear in hand. “I heard we’re readying to meet Leofstan.”
Cenric turned his attention to the boy, glad for anything that gave an excuse to look away from his aunt. “So we are.”
Aegifu gestured to the dogs gathered around her feet and the animals leapt up, woofing happily. Presumably, she was following his instructions.
Cenric took his helm and spear from Kalen. How much could he stall? Morgi had sent him a warning that open battle would go poorly for them, at least in one possible scenario. Pulling his helm over his ears, he tried to remember every detail from the foretelling, every possible thing that could be changed. 
Olfirth had been nowhere in sight, but that made sense. The older thane was a pillar of strength to his people and so he should have Olfirth somewhere else in the line to spread authority through the ranks. 
He thought Kalen had been with him, but where else was he supposed to send the boy?
Scrambling his mind, Cenric tried to think of something, anything he could change. Leofstan had wanted to meet in the morning and Cenric had delayed him until midday. 
He feared Leofstan might try attacking before then, but it seemed that whatever else he might be, Leofstan was a man of his word. Down below on the plain, the armies of Belvane drew into columns, preparing to meet their enemies on the field.
“Lord?” Kalen waited expectantly. 
Cenric nodded to the lad, offering half a smile. He hadn’t told anyone but Olfirth about his foretelling. There was no need to incite fear in the other men lest it become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
The next hour passed in a hum of activity. Though they said they were hiking down to the valley in order to talk, the thought rang unspoken through the ranks that the talk would end with death.
Snapper, Cenric turned to his dog. Stay with Aegifu.
Snapper was loyal, but he was not a fighter. 
Cenric? Snapper whined, looking askance in the direction of the valley.
Good dog. I will be back. Cenric hoped that wouldn’t prove to be a lie. Watch for Brynn. 
Brynn! Snapper plopped down on his back legs, tongue lolling out one side of his mouth. 
Good dog. Cenric scratched behind Snapper’s ears one last time.
Good dog! Snapper yipped happily.
Hefting his spear onto one shoulder, Cenric stepped toward his gathering men.
Guin rose to follow.
Guin, stay, Cenric ordered.
Guin snorted, lumbering up to his side.
Wait for Brynn, Cenric repeated. Watch over her. His chest squeezed a little at that. A part of him had always expected to die young, but Brynn had already lost so many people. The thought of leaving her to mourn him pained him more than fear of his own death.
Guin yawned and plodded ahead, swaggering toward the waiting men. She paused, glancing back expectantly. Her mind remained silent, no words came to him from her thoughts, but Cenric had the sense of finality. For whatever reason, the young dyrehund was coming with him.
Brynn! Snapper thought with excitement. Brynn coming?
She’s coming, Cenric confirmed, hoping that was the truth.
The march down the hill toward his waiting adversary was one of the longest in Cenric’s life. His thanes fell in around him, only a few staying behind with Aegifu to make sure they weren’t flanked. Hopefully, if the lines broke, they would be able to get his aunt to safety. Alfie would need someone to help her understand her gifts when the time came, when the nightmares began and the foretellings arrived.
A waterfowl squawked from somewhere nearby. A number of birds nested along the river beyond the next ridge. 
They were just a few hundred paces from the border between Ombra and Belvane. That Leofstan decided not to cross back into his own lands and instead face them here was telling enough. He was not ready to accept defeat.
To their credit, Leofstan’s men were upright and ordered as they formed a wall of shields and spears before their enemies. Many had lost their armor in the attack of two nights ago, not having worn it in their tents. A number of Cenric’s men now wore their misplaced chainmail, vambraces, and helms, but Cenric was not sure it would be enough.
Cenric called for his own line to halt. They shuffled to a stop, not as ordered as the enemy line, but they held their heads up and their spears steady. At his side, Kalen’s attention remained fixed on the enemy line. On his other side, Jaako stood tall, his face unreadable, the same expression he’d worn when killing seal pups.
Handing his shield to Kalen, Cenric stepped out of the protection of his own line. “Where is Leofstan?” He searched the ranks for any sign of his rival. For all the warring and killing between them, Cenric had never met the man in person.
A stirring near the center gave way as a man in dirtied mail swaggered out of the enemy ranks. He was of average height, but thick in the chest and torso, built like a boar. He pulled off his helm, revealing a rugged face weathered by the wind and sun. “I am Leofstan, son of Aethelstan, alderman of Belvane,” the stranger announced. 
“I am Cenric, son of Wulfram. Lord of these lands.” 
“You are a half-breed ruler of a half-breed people,” Leofstan sneered back.
Cenric’s hands closed into fists before he could quite stop them. Any other time, he would have given the order for the men to close ranks. Anyone who started with insults had no interest in surrender, but the foretelling stood out stark in Cenric’s memory. Time, he needed time.
At his back, men bristled, adjusting their weapons, bracing for a fight.
“And you are an intruder.” Cenric impressed himself with the calm in his voice. “You march into my lands, burn my farms, and harry my people.”
“You consort with Valdari dogs, pay homage to their king, and welcome them by your hearth.” Leofstan jerked his chin toward Jaako and the other Valdari. “You stand with them in your shieldwall. Your land has become a haven for wolves and a cesspool of treason.”
Guin padded out from between the thanes. She sauntered with all of the confidence of a dog by her home fireside, plopping down on her haunches in front and a little to the left of Cenric, on his shield side. She tilted her head back to study Leofstan.
The enemy alderman shifted, glancing to the dyrehund. For just the briefest moment, unease flickered in his eyes. It was there, and then he recovered, glaring back at Cenric.
This was not going well. How did Brynn do it? Cenric had the feeling that if his wife were here, she would have found a way to get Leofstan to surrender by now.
“I answer to King Aelgar, not to you,” Cenric retorted. “If my liege objects, he is free to chastise me.”
“Our king is far from here, young wolf,” Leofstan countered. “He cannot save you, your band of wolves, or that mongrel whelp of yours.”
Alfie.
Cenric almost lunged for Leofstan but managed to stop himself. Leofstan had invaded his lands, murdered his people, accused him of treason, and now threatened his daughter. “Fight me,” Cenric demanded. “Man to man. In the old way. Winner takes Ombra.”
Leofstan shook his head. “I am not such a fool as that.” 
Cenric was more than a decade younger than Leofstan. Any fight between just the two of them would favor Cenric.
Guin’s ears perked up and she turned, looking over her shoulder. Her tail thumped against the ground, then her ears pinned back and she let off a high-pitched whine.
She whirled and bounded back through the line of thanes, tail lashing. There was only one person she greeted that way.
Cenric reached out with his thoughts. Snapper?
Brynn! came the enthusiastic reply. Brynn!
Who else?
Edric! Lena! Friends! Snapper’s thoughts flooded with images of Lena and Edric and utter joy at seeing his old friends.
That wasn’t what Cenric needed to know. Puppies?
Puppies, Snapper confirmed with delight. Puppies sad?
Cenric suppressed a smile as he returned his attention to Leofstan. “I will make a trade with you, Leofstan, son of Aethelstan.”
“And what trade would that be?” Leofstan cocked his head and Cenric wished he could beat the smugness off the other man’s face. “All your lands south of the Eider Tributary in exchange for your life? I accept.”
The Eider Tributary was not far from Cenric’s longhouse. Leofstan was demanding the vast majority of Ombra.
Behind him, Cenric heard men shuffling, making way as a group of people shoved toward the front lines. Any moment now and he would find out if Leofstan could be reasoned with. 
“You leave,” Cenric ordered. 
“Or what?” Leofstan chuckled. “I die?”
Cenric shrugged. “Hopefully, but maybe not. Depends on how the battle goes.”
“You are a bad negotiator, young wolf,” Leofstan said, just as he looked past Cenric, his eyes widening.
Cenric finally allowed himself to smile as the color drained from the other alderman’s face. “Am I?”
“Papa!” a child’s voice sobbed. “Papa!”
Leofstan went very still, the smugness gone in an instant, replaced by a wall around his emotions. 
“Lord!” a woman sobbed.
Cenric turned to take in the small procession. Brynn drew in his attention like a lodestone. Her hair was tied back under a kerchief beneath her helm and her chainmail fell below her knees. At first glance, she looked like a thane, but he would know her anywhere. She appeared unhurt, if splattered in mud and dark stains that might have been blood. “Hello, love. Hunting was good, I take it?” 
Brynn nodded, coming to stand beside him, her attention on their enemy. She carried no weapons, but she didn’t need them.
Guin trotted by her side, tail wagging. 
Brynn! Snapper squealed with excitement. Brynn came back!
Yes, Cenric agreed. Yes, she did. And not a moment too soon. 
A grinning Edric dragged a struggling woman into view. She carried her chin high, her dress once worthy of a great lady, but was now ravaged with mud and tears. Her hair was uncovered and disheveled, dried blood staining her bruised mouth.
Daven held a struggling child under one arm, a yellow-haired girl who sobbed and called for her parents. After them came Lena, carrying a small boy. The boy wept silently, his face blotchy and snotty as if he had done his crying in advance.
The enemy line rippled. The thanes of Leofstan’s inner circle would recognize his family. 
“My wife paid a visit to Cyneburg, as you can see.” Cenric gestured to the captives. 
“You used treachery,” Leofstan roared, thrusting an accusing finger toward Cenric. “That fortress was sealed when I left it.”
“Perhaps you forgot who my wife is.” Cenric rested his hand on Brynn’s shoulder. She kept her gaze on Leofstan, not moving, much as her dog had done moments before. “Perhaps you have forgotten her father was the Great Wolf.”
“They tricked us,” the woman, presumably Leofstan’s wife, interrupted. “They rode your horses and carried your standard.” 
“Do I need to belt your pretty mouth again?” Edric taunted, pulling back the woman by her hair. “Keep quiet.”
“What foul play is this?” Leofstan demanded. “What have you done?”
“You should care less about what I have done, alderman, and more about what you will do.” 
“You’d use women and children?” Leofstan demanded. “You are a coward!”
Cenric pulled his sword free, leveling it at Leofstan. “Draw your sword!”
“Cenric.” Brynn reached to stop him, but he avoided her grasp.
Leofstan flinched, retreating a step. His hand went to his blade, but he didn’t draw it. “Is that my brother’s sword?” 
“It was,” Cenric confirmed. “You want to avenge him? Fight me.” 
Leofstan’s hand remained on his own sword. He swayed back and forth like a trapped animal, glancing from Cenric’s line, to the men at his back, to the sobbing captives.
Cenric had left the protection of his shieldwall, even if he was armed. In front of him, Leofstan’s men looked to one another and their leaders, uncertain of what to do. At Cenric’s back, armor and leather creaked as men chafed for the chance to fight. 
“I give you three choices, Leofstan, son of Aethelstan. Either you fight me man to man, as I have offered, or…” Cenric turned, pointing his sword straight for the weeping captives. “I will cut their throats while you watch and then we do battle.” 
Leofstan looked past Cenric, to his captive wife and children. Leofstan was not quite an old man, but nor was he young. Even if he was a cold-hearted wretch without affection for his children, surviving heirs were not so replaceable at his age. If what Cenric had heard was true, Leofstan had lost several already between his first wife and at least two concubines over the years. 
The tension stretched out between them as Leofstan stared toward his family. The ranks of thanes shifted, glancing to each other but neither side breaking.
“Would you do it?” Leofstan asked, sounding unsure for the first time. “Would you kill a defenseless woman and her children?”
“That’s up to you, alderman,” Cenric clipped back. “If they die, it will be by your choice.”
Edric said that fatherhood had made Cenric soft and in some ways it had. In other ways, it had made him harder than he’d ever been. Before, Cenric would never consider having children murdered, but he would now. If it came to a decision between his daughter and the brats of this southern invader, it was not a decision at all.
“You have described two choices,” Leofstan said. “What is the third?”
Cenric swept his sword in the direction of the south. “The third is you give the order for your men to flee back across that river.” 
Leofstan did not sneer this time.
“Once you do that, I will release your wife and daughter. Unharmed.”
Leofstan shook his head. “What of my son?”
The little boy lay curled in Lena’s arms, still not making a sound.
“I will keep your son as long as it pleases me or until the king orders me otherwise.” Cenric needed reassurance that Leofstan wouldn’t attack again once he had his family back. 
Leofstan’s wife let off a sob of protest but was quickly silenced by Edric.
“You would make my son a servant in your house,” Leofstan spat. “One of your Valdari thralls!”
“If you stay on your side of the river, I’ll not harm him,” Cenric promised. “And if you plead your case to the king, I am sure that he will want the boy returned.”
“Then why go against your lord’s wishes?” Leofstan demanded. “If you are so loyal?”
“I want you to tell Aelgar how I came into possession of your son,” Cenric shot back. “I want you to tell him that you gathered your men and tried to take my lands. Don’t forget to mention those farms you burned, the families you murdered, or the women you raped.” 
If Leofstan wanted his son back, he would have to make a full confession to Aelgar. No doubt the king would find out soon enough, but it was one thing to have a displeased ruler in the far south and another to travel south, enter his stronghold, and confess there. Even if Leofstan tried to leave out details or embellish facts, Aelgar would find out the truth one way or another. That would make him Aelgar’s problem.
Leofstan would have to be punished. He had violated the borders appointed by the king. He had attacked his own countrymen and a ruler who was related to the king by marriage. If Leofstan confessed in the midst of the court, Aelgar would have to find a way to mete out consequences.
“I am being generous,” Cenric said. “I’ll also release the men of yours we captured, provided they return to their side of the river.” 
“This is not the way things are done!” Leofstan protested. “We do not use hostages and trickery. This is dishonorable. We meet strength for strength!”
“I don’t take lectures on honor from brigands and thieves,” Cenric countered.
Leofstan shifted, hand still on his sword hilt. “I should kill you now.”
“Try it,” Cenric dared, leveling his blade at Leofstan’s heart once again. “I’ve already extended the invitation.” 
A fight between them to the death. Cenric would relish the opportunity.
“You and I fight alone?”
“Yes.”
“To the death?”
Smiling, Cenric nodded. “Yes.”
“Winner takes Ombra?”
“Yes.”
Leofstan looked from Cenric to his family. He glanced over his shoulder to a man still in the shieldwall—perhaps his reeve. The stranger shook his head at Leofstan. Finally, Leofstan faced Cenric once again. “Give me your word my son will not be harmed.”
Cenric did his best to quash his disappointment. “I give you my word.” 
Leofstan’s wife sobbed again. “No, don’t! Fight him. Fight him!” 
“Silence, woman,” Leofstan snapped, this time before Edric could shut her up. Leofstan returned his attention to Cenric. “We will withdraw. I accept your terms.”
“That wasn’t so hard, was it?” Cenric lowered his sword. He jerked his head toward the river. “Give the order.”
Leofstan gulped as if choking. He turned, ever so slowly facing his line of armed and readied warriors. They were as eager for blood as Cenric’s men, slavering like hounds before a hunt. “Withdraw,” Leofstan ordered. “Back across the river, all of you. We’re going home.” 
The line of warriors hesitated. They shifted, looking to one another. They had the advantage and must know it. They outnumbered the Ombran forces, had been humiliated in the attack two nights ago, and lost kinsmen. They wanted revenge. 
But Leofstan insisted. “Go. That is my command.”
The reeve hesitated another moment then nodded, placing his spear on his shoulder. “You heard the alderman. Let’s go.”
One by one, the men shifted, the line shuffling apart like so many leaves. They withdrew, some returning to collect their belongings from their camp, some heading straight for the river. This time of year, it was shallow enough to be forded on foot.
“Well?” Leofstan demanded.
Cenric signaled to Edric and Daven and they released Leofstan’s wife and daughter.
Edric shoved the woman forward none too gently. Daven set the little girl down not roughly, but not tenderly, either.
“Mama,” the child cried. 
The woman grabbed her daughter’s hand, speaking low, quick words to her. Though she had argued about leaving her son earlier, it seemed she was eager to save her daughter while she had the chance.
“Ealdraed,” the girl protested, pulling back on her mother’s grasp. “Red!”
“Bee-Bee?” the little boy in Lena’s arms squirmed. “Bee-Bee!”
“Red!” the girl wrenched free of her mother and slipped on the damp grass. She fell, but scrambled, trying to reach her brother. “Red!”
The girl’s mother scooped her up, carrying her back toward Leofstan and their dispersing line of thanes. The child reached over her mother’s shoulder, sobbing her brother’s name.
“Bee-Bee!” the boy screamed. “Bee-Bee!” 
Leofstan’s wife reached him. He looked her and their daughter over briefly, speaking in low tones. He pushed her in the direction of his thanes, and the warriors pulled her into their midst, encircling their lady in a protective ring.
“We are not done, young wolf,” Leofstan growled.
“I hope not,” Cenric shot back. “But you are leaving now.”
“Bee-Bee!” the toddler sobbed in Lena’s arms as she did her best to shush him.
Leofstan glanced to his son before backing away. He retreated several steps before his withdrawing thanes encircled him, too, swallowing him up in a press of armor and spears.
Cenric signaled down the line and his men followed at a safe distance, making sure that the intruders kept their word and truly left Ombra. 
Brynn stepped closer to Cenric’s side. Her mail shirt grated against his, so different from her usual softness. His wife and her dog both stared after Leofstan, watching to make sure he left.
The warriors of Leofstan fell back, withdrawing to their side of the river. Cenric’s men followed, keeping their distance, but making sure the promises were honored.
The last of the men crossed to their side of the river and a cheer went up from the Ombra warriors. They shook their spears and clapped one another on the back in congratulations until a gruff voice shouted for them to save it for later—that sounded like Olfirth.
They would post a guard along the river to make sure that Leofstan kept his word. If he chose to cross again and make war at his own son’s peril, they would need another plan. Perhaps Leofstan would decide that his daughter’s future husband was a sufficient heir. Or perhaps if his wife bore him another son. Either way, those were problems for the future and Cenric wished to enjoy this victory while it lasted.
Cenric turned to his wife, the sword still held loose at his side. “Good work, my love.”
Brynn offered a forlorn smile. “I’m glad we made it in time to stop more bloodshed.” She removed her nasal helm, tucking it under one arm. There was a surprising amount of familiarity in the way she did it, like an old habit just now remembered.
“I wouldn’t mind shedding Leofstan’s blood,” Cenric said honestly. “But we will need more time to prepare before facing him again.”
Brynn nodded her agreement, pursing her lips as she surveyed the retreating figures. “He’s formidable. And he will not forget this humiliation.”
Cenric had made an enemy for life. Maybe beyond life, if Leofstan’s son ended up holding a grudge after this. 
Leofstan would probably accuse Cenric of treachery and of using dishonorable methods. But regardless of the story he told himself, Leofstan had been made to turn tail and run like a whipped cur. The only way he could repay that insult was in Cenric’s blood.
“We already have so many enemies,” Cenric mused. “What’s one more?”
Brynn didn’t smile at his humor. “We’ve won for now,” she simply said. “We’ve bought time if nothing else.”
Cenric pulled her against him with his free arm. Their chainmail clanked together, but she pressed her cheek to his armored chest. 
“I don’t want to do this again, Cenric,” Brynn whispered. “I’m so tired of the killing.”
“I know, love,” Cenric replied, kissing the top of her head. “I know. I’m sorry.”
“Showed them, didn’t we?” Edric scoffed. “Let the wretches think twice before attacking us again.”
Keeping an arm around his wife, Cenric nodded to his old friend. “Good work to you, as well.”
“Ah, don’t mention it. Cyneburg was barely defended. Hardly worth praising us, if you ask me.”
“How much damage did you do?”
Edric shrugged. “Place was still standing when we left. Leofstan will find himself short a few thanes, but nothing more.”
Cenric inspected Brynn’s face for any hint of a different truth.
“A few of his thanes were killed,” Brynn confirmed. “But we left his hall and most of his people intact.”
Cenric found himself wishing they’d set fire to Leofstan’s hall while they had the chance. At least then, their enemy would have something else to concern himself with for a time. 
“I must send word to my uncle of this,” Brynn said, her arm encircling low on Cenric’s waist. “Before Leofstan has the chance to tell his version.”
“We can send some of the men on a ship at once,” Cenric agreed. 
How would the Hyldish king react? Cenric wasn’t sure. It was possible he would be pleased that order had more or less been restored. Cenric was still alderman of Ombra and Leofstan was still alderman of Belvane. However, at the same time too much had changed. 
Over a thousand people were dead and Cenric had stolen away Leofstan’s wife and children and kept his son as a hostage. The king may not look kindly upon that when all was said and done.
“If the king wanted a different outcome, he should have sent us thanes,” Edric scoffed. “Not that foppish messenger boy.”
Brynn inhaled as if to say something, then exhaled without speaking.
“You did well,” Cenric said. “All of you.” He inclined his head to include Daven, Lena, and the other men.
“We did what we had to do,” came Brynn’s soft reply. 
Held in Lena’s arms, the little boy continued to wail. 
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Brynn


It was an odd sort of victory procession. Leofstan had lost, but Brynn was not entirely sure Ombra had won. Their enemy was still at large and apart from his pride and the location of his son, had not suffered too great a loss. 
But none of that seemed to matter to anyone else.
They sailed their ships home to cheers along the shore and anxious cries as families called the names of their sons, fathers, and husbands. The ships dragged ashore to joyous reunions and excitement as men returned with wealth collected from the camp and corpses of Leofstan’s men.
Ugba led a contingent of warriors who would be returning by land, bringing the horses, tents, and other goods that could not be carried on the ships. Ombra had benefitted from this in many ways, but there were still grieved cries from the shore.
Not everyone would be coming home.
Brynn rode in the Wolf Star, once again in her dress with her hair pulled back under a kerchief. Lena sat quietly beside her, little Ealdraed asleep at her feet. 
He was a sweet and mild-mannered child for the most part, which only made things worse. Brynn almost wished he had been a brat or hellion, anything to make her feel less pity for him.
But she was not to be so lucky. Apart from occasionally asking for his sister and nurse, Ealdraed was the model of a well-behaved toddler.
The Wolf Star reached the riverbank, striking earth with a jolt and the men dragged it partway up the bank. Cenric leapt ashore to cheers worthy of a hero. Edric and the other thanes let off whooping cries, shouting his praises, and calling out his name like a chant.
“Cenric!” they shouted. “Cenric!”
Brynn made her way to the edge of the ship, adjusting her shawl. It was good to see Cenric happy. He had earned it and their people needed to see their lord victorious. In a way, they were celebrating themselves as they celebrated him.
In some ways, Brynn thought their people needed this as much as Cenric. A few ships over, she glimpsed Edric and Jaako speaking, gesturing over a spear that must have been part of the war loot. It might be the first time Brynn had ever seen them talking civilly without direct supervision.
All around her, the Valdari newcomers and Ombrans mingled, mixed, and worked to drag the ships and loot ashore. Boys laughed together and women held arms as they searched for their men among the returning faces. 
Leofstan had come to drive the Valdari out, but instead made a way for them to be accepted. Brynn had no doubt that disputes and arguments would arise again soon enough, but for now those differences were forgotten. Like fire smelting ore, a common enemy could unite people despite their many quarrels.
Oddly enough, King Ovrek of Valdar might also become a common enemy. He’d driven out his own people and now they would be happy to stand against him should he become a threat to Ombra. 
“Wife!” 
Brynn glanced down to her husband to see him reaching for her. She leaned down and he caught her waist, sweeping her around in a twirling circle. Laughing with surprise, Brynn gripped his shoulders as he set her down, feathering kisses over her forehead.
Brynn had barely recovered when he laced his fingers through hers, thrusting their joined hands to the sky.
“Brynn!” he shouted. “Brynn!”
The crowd took up Cenric’s chant, shouting her name along with his.
Brynn’s face flushed, inclining her head and smiling as graciously as she could manage.
Cenric beamed at her, his pride almost a tangible thing. “Magnificent woman,” he grinned, parading her at his side to make sure everyone saw them together.
Brynn’s throat tightened and her eyes stung even as warmth flooded out from her chest. To be cherished in private was one thing, but to be shown off to the whole shire was quite another.
“Cenric!” the crowd called. “Brynn! Cenric and Brynn!”
Lena stepped down off the ship with the help of Cenric’s thanes, bringing Ealdraed in her arms. 
Guin leapt to the shore easily, padding alongside Brynn. She even deigned to wag her tail at the gathered crowds, as if even she wanted to enjoy the victory. 
Snapper bounded in great circles, stealing pets and scratches wherever he could get them. His tongue lolled out one side of his mouth as he stopped to lick every hand or face that came within reach.
They made their way through the cheering throng up the hill toward the longhouse. It seemed like a lifetime ago, Brynn had walked this path as Cenric’s new bride, unsure of what she would find in this strange and rugged land.
Somewhere between then and now, this place had become home. Cenric led her up the hill with her hand in his, keeping her close at his side. 
A small crowd followed, cheering and shouting and asking for news. What had happened? Was Leofstan dead? Had they given the southern whoresons the beating they deserved?
As their group drew nearer to the longhouse, figures rushed out to meet them. Gaitha sprinted down the hill, flying straight into Edric. The two of them embraced, sharing a passionate kiss in full view of everyone who cared to look.
Next came Seva and several of the house girls, then Gannon and the household boys. They called for their friends, for Cenric and Brynn, cheering when they realized their lord and lady had returned victorious.
Ragna appeared, her gaze fixing on Brynn with a raw desperation. “Lady,” she inclined her head, then licked her lips. “Is Jaako…?”
“Ragna!” Jaako called from down the path.
Ragna inhaled a sharp breath as she spun around. She raced through the crowd, colliding with Jaako. She clung to him, sobbing with relief.
Jaako crushed her against his chest, whispering inaudible endearments against her hair. It was such a departure from Jaako's usual reservation, making it all the more touching.
“Papa!” a small form darted forward, barreling straight for Jaako like a dyrehund spotting a rabbit. “Papa!” Sunniva crashed into Jaako’s legs and he scooped her up, tossing her in the air once. She came down with a squeal, clinging to his neck and kicking her legs with excitement. “Papa!”
Ragna laughed, wiping tears from her eyes as Jaako pulled her back in with his free arm. One of the house girls came trotting after Ragna with little Morvan held in her arms.
Brynn didn’t realize she had been holding her own breath until she spotted Esa carrying a plump bundle with a tousle of red hair. Thorn lumbered coolly after her, seeming unaffected by the noise and excitement. 
Alfie peered out over the commotion with wide eyes.
“Lady!” Esa called, moving as quickly as she dared with a baby in her arms. “Lady, you’re back!”
“Esa!”
Alfie’s eyes widened and her chubby arms flailed at the sight of Brynn. She strained toward Brynn, making plaintive baby sounds.
Scooping her up, Brynn clutched Alfie to her aching breasts. Alfie’s little hands fisted in Brynn’s dress, babbling incoherently.
“Hello, little one,” Cenric beamed, leaning down to eye level with Alfie. “Did you miss us?”
Alfie grinned back at Cenric, tiny mouth twisting into a smile.
“I love you both so much,” Cenric exhaled, voice breaking on the words.
“Husband?” Brynn looked up.
Cenric’s eyes shone and he swallowed, still smiling. “I would have done it,” he said, resting a hand on Brynn’s back.
“Done what?” 
“Killed that woman and her crying babes,” Cenric admitted. “If it kept the two of you safe, I would have.” He shook his head. “Does that make me a bad man?”
Brynn gulped at the starkness of the admission. She thought of that woman with the infant she’d threatened back in Cyneburg, the tears of Ealdraed and his sister, the way little Ealdraed still cried at times. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “The things I would do, the things I have done for you, and our daughter, I…” Brynn hesitated. “It frightens me. I fear that loving you has made me cruel.”
Cenric swallowed, looking down at Alfie. “We’d kill so many men for you, little one. Women and children, too.”
Alfie smiled, reaching out to touch Cenric’s beard. She was innocent, blissfully innocent. 
Brynn’s heart ached. How she wanted Alfie to grow up to be the kind of soft and pampered woman who was sheltered enough to be self-righteous. She wanted her daughter to live a life where doing nothing but good seemed possible, in a world without necessary evils or inevitable compromises.
“May you live in a gentler world, sweetling,” Brynn whispered. Silently, she prayed Alfie would never have to kill, never have to wear armor or don a helm. 
Cenric leaned down, kissing the top of Alfie’s head.
The tiny girl kept smiling, happy to see her parents again.
“My wife says she’s killed a pig for us,” Edric crowed, swaggering up to them with an arm tight around Gaitha’s waist. 
“One of my pigs, no doubt,” Cenric noted with a wry grin.
“The fattest out of the whole herd, lord,” Gaitha confirmed with an unrepentant grin. “We’ve also rolled up those good casks of mead you were saving, along with the last of the wine.”
Cenric laughed. “We’ve earned a feast tonight. Tell the thanes to bring their women. Be sure to invite Olfirth, I want the old man to feel appreciated.”
Edric let off a whoop of excitement. “Did you hear that?” he shouted over his shoulder to the procession at their backs. “We feast at the lord’s table tonight!”
The young men cheered and even some of the girls clapped. 
Cenric embraced both Brynn and Alfie, nuzzling Brynn’s hair. 
“I wish we could keep on like this,” Brynn whispered. “Just our family and our people. I wish the world would leave us alone.”
“They’ll learn,” Cenric said.
“And if they don’t?”
“Then we’ll kill them.” He cradled the side of her face, smoothing his thumb over her cheek. “We’ll kill as many of them as it takes.” 
Brynn swallowed, her throat going tight.
“Come on, love,” Cenric offered her a gentle smile. “We must prepare for the feast.” He tugged her toward the gates of the palisade and their longhouse. 
Snapper bounded in circles, rushing ahead and racing back. Thorn and Guin trailed after them, but more reserved.  
The celebrating throng and the ringing of cheers was all around them. Cenric kept his arm about Brynn’s waist as they ventured through the gate of the palisade and back into the safety of its walls. Alfie giggled and cooed in her arms. They were home and they were safe.
For now, at least. 
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